R L. Stine: Phantom of the Auditorium (Goosebunps #
24)
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A nysterious phantom haunted our school.

No one ever saw him No one knew where he |ived.
But he haunted our school for nore than seventy yea

rs.

My best friend, Zeke, and | were the ones who foun

d him W found himwhile we were doing a school p
| ay about a phant om

Qur teacher told us that the play was cursed, but

we didn't believe her. We thought it was all just

a big joke.

But when | saw the Phantom for nyself, | knew it w

as no joke. It was all true. Every bit of it.

The night we found the Phantom was the scariest nig
ht of our 1ives!

But | should start at the beginning.

My nanme is Brooke Rodgers, and I'min the sixth gra

de at Whods MII M ddle School .

Zeke Matthews is ny best friend. A lot of the othe
r girls think it's weird that ny best friend is a
boy, but | don't care. Zeke is cooler and funnier

than any girls I know He is also a big horror nov
ie fan, |ike ne.

Zeke and | have been best friends for nine years.

We know just about everything about each other. Fo
r instance, | know that Zeke still wears Kermt th

e Frog paj anas!

He hates it when | tell people that. Hi s face alwa

ys turns a bright shade of red. Then his freckles

stand out even nore.

Zeke hates his freckles alnpbst as nuch as | hate m

y glasses. | don't know why he's so hung up over a
couple of freckles. After a while, you hardly eve
n notice them And in the summer when he gets tan,
t hey practically di sappear altogether.

| wish ny glasses could disappear. They nake ne | o
ok so nerdy. But if |I don't wear them | walk into



wal | s!
Sone girls at school think Zeke is cute. | never t
hi nk about himthat way. | guess it's because |I've
known himfor nearly ny entire life. Ever since o
ur nons net in their bowing | eague and di scovered
they Iived on the sane street.
The excitenent about the Phantom started a couple
of Fridays ago. School had ended for the day, and
| was trying to get ny | ocker open. | pushed ny ha
ir off my face and turned the conmbination dial. Th
e stupid | ock always jans, and it drives ne crazy.
After trying the conbination four tines, | finally
got it open. | threw ny books inside and sl amed
t he door shut. No way was | draggi ng hone any text
books over the weekend. As of right this second, |
was on vacation! Two whol e days of no school.
Excel | ent.
Before | could turn around, a fist cane whizzing b
y ny ear and punched ny | ocker wiwth a | oud bang!
"What ' s up, Brookie?" a voice called from behind ne
. "No honmework this weekend?"
| didn't have to turn around to know who it was. O
nly one person in the whole world can ever get awa
y wiwth calling ne Brookie.
| turned around to see Zeke's dopey grin. H's blon
d hair, which was really long in the front and ver
y short —al nost shaved —in the back, fell over o
ne eye.
| smled, then stuck ny tongue out at him
"Real mature, Brookie," he nuttered.
Then | flipped ny eyelids up so they stayed that w
ay. It's areally gross talent | have that usually
makes peopl e scream and gag.
Zeke didn't bat an eye. He has seen ny eyelid trick
at least a zillion tines.

"Nope, no honmework!" | replied. "No books. No not hi
ng. I'mtotally free this weekend."
Then | got a great idea. "Hey, Zeke," | said, "do

you think Rich can take us to see the Creature fes
tival tonorrow?"

| was dying to see the three Creature novi es playi
ng at the G neplex. One was supposed to be in 3-D



Zeke and | go to scary novies all the tinme just t
o laugh at the scary parts. W have nerves of stee
| . W& never get scared.

"Maybe," Zeke answered, brushing his hair away fro

mhis face. "But Rich is grounded. He can't use th

e car for a week."

Rich is Zeke's ol der brother. He spends nobst of his
| i fe being grounded.

Zeke shifted his backpack onto his other shoul der.

"Forget about the Creature festival, Brooke. Aren
't you forgetting sonething?" He narrowed his eyes

at nme. "Sonet hi ng bi g?"
| scrunched up ny nose. Forgetting sonmething? | co
uldn't think of a thing. "Wat?" | asked finally.
"Cone on, Brookie! Think!"
| really had no idea what Zeke was tal king about.
| pulled ny long hair into a ponytail and tied it
together wwth the hair scrunchie that was on ny w
| st.
| always wear a hair scrunchie on each wist. | 1|i
ke to be prepared. You never know when you're goin
g to need a hair scrunchie.

"Really, Zeke, | don't know," | said, naking a tig
ht ponytail. "Wy don't you just tell ne?"
And that's when it hit ne. "The cast list!" | yell

ed, slapping ny forehead. How could | have forgott

en? Zeke and | had been waiting two | ong weeks to

find out if we got parts in the school play.

"Cone on! Let's check it out!" | grabbed hold of Z

eke's flannel shirtsleeve. And | pulled himall th

e way to the auditorium

Zeke and | had both tried out for the play. Last y

ear, we had small parts in the nusical Quys and Do

lls. Ms. Wal ker, our teacher, told us that the pla

y this year was going to be scary.

That's all Zeke and | had to hear. W had to be in

this play!

We found a big crowd of kids at the bulletin board
They were all trying to read the cast list at on

ce.

| was so nervous! "I can't |ook, Zeke!" | cried. "Y

ou check, okay?"



"Yeah, no prob —"

"Wait! 1'll doit!" | yelled, changing ny m nd. |
do that a |ot. Zeke says it drives himcrazy.

| took a deep breath and pushed through the crowd

of kids. Biting ny left thunbnail, | crossed the f
i ngers on ny right hand and stared up at the |ist.
But when | saw what was posted up there, | nearly b

it off my whol e thunb!
Tacked on the board beside the cast |ist was a sign

Attention Brooke Rodgers: Please report to M. Lev
y's office. You have been suspended from school .
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Suspended?

| gasped in shock.

Had M. Levy found out that | was the one who let t
he gerbil loose in the teachers' | ounge?

Suspended.

| felt sick to ny stomach. My parents were going to
be so horrified.

Then | heard giggling.

| spun around to find Zeke | aughing his head off. O

t her kids were | aughi ng, too.

| stared angrily at Zeke. "Did you put that sign up

t)ll

"OF course!" he replied, |aughing even harder.

He has a sick sense of hunor.

"I didn't believe it for a second,” | |ied.
| turned back to the board to read the cast |i st.
| had to read the list three times. | couldn't bel
l eve what | saw. "Zeke!" | shouted over the other
kids' heads. "You and | —we're the stars!”

Zeke's nouth dropped open in surprise. Then he gri
nned at nme. "Yeah. For sure," he muttered, rolling
hi s eyes.

"No. Really!" | cried. "W got the two biggest par

ts! Cone check it out for yourself! You got the pa
rt of the Phantont”



"No way!" Zeke still didn't believe ne.
"She's telling the truth, Zeke," a girl behind ne

said. Tina Powell, a seventh-grader, pushed throug
h the crowd.

| always get the feeling that Tina Powel|l doesn't

| i ke me very nuch. | have no idea why. | hardly ev

en know her. But she always seens to be frowning a

t me. Like | have a piece of spinach caught on ny

t oot h or sonethi ng.

"Let me see that list!" Zeke demanded, pushing pas

t everyone. "WwW | did get the starring part!”
"I"'mgoing to be Esnerelda,”" | read. "I wonder who
Esnmerelda is. Hey, maybe she's the Phantonis craz

y old stepnother, or nmaybe she's the headless wfe
who cones back fromthe dead to —"

"Gve it arest, Brooke," Tina said, frowing at m

e. "Esnmerelda is just the daughter of sone guy who
owns a theater." She said it as if Esnerelda were
a not hi ng part.

"Uh, what part did you get, Tina?" | asked.

Tina shifted unconfortably. A few other kids turned
to hear her reply.

"I'''myour understudy!" she nuttered, staring down

at the floor. "So if you get sick or sonething and
you can't be in the show, I'll play the part of E

sner el da.

"I"'malso in charge of all the scenery!" she boaste

d.

| wanted to say sonething nean and nasty, sonethin

g to put Mss Hi gh-and-M ghty Tina Powell in her

| ace in front of everybody. But | couldn't think o

f anyt hi ng.

|"'mnot a nean, nasty person. And it's hard to thi
nk of nmean, nasty things to say —even when | want
to.

So | decided to ignore her. | was too excited abou

t the play to let Tina Powell get to ne.

| pulled on ny deni mjacket and swung ny backpack

over ny shoul der. "Cone on, Phantom" | said to Ze
ke. "Let's go haunt the nei ghborhood!"

On Monday afternoon, we started rehearsing the play



. Ms. Wal ker, ny teacher, was in charge.

She stood on the stage in the auditorium staring

down at us. She clutched a tall stack of scripts i

n her arns.

Ms. WAl ker has curly red hair and pretty green eye

s. She is very skinny, as skinny as a pencil. She

is a very good teacher —a little too strict. But

a good teacher.

Zeke and | chose two seats next to each other int

he third row | glanced around at the other Kkids.

Everyone was tal king. Everyone seened really excit

ed.

"Do you know what this play is about?" Corey Skl ar
asked nme. He was playing ny father. | nean, Esner

elda's father. Corey has chestnut-brown hair |ike

nme. And he al so wears gl asses. Maybe that's why we
were playing relatives.

"Beats ne," | answered himw th a shrug. "Nobody k

nows what the play is about. | just knowit's supp

osed to be scary."

"I know what it's about!" Tina Powell announced | ou

dly.

| turned around in ny seat. "How do you know?" | d

emanded. "Ms. Wil ker hasn't passed out the scripts
yet."

"My great-grandfather went to Woods MI| Mddle Sc

hool a long, long tinme ago. He told ne all about T

he Phantom " Ti na bragged.

| started to tell Tina that nobody cared about her
great-grandfather's dunb story. But then she adde

d, "He also told ne about the curse on the play!"

That shut everyone up. Even ne.

Even Ms. Wal ker was |istening now.

Zeke nudged ne, his eyes wde with excitenent. "Ac

urse?" he whi spered happily. "Cool!"

| nodded. "Very cool," | nuttered.

"My great-grandfather told ne a really scary story
about this play," Tina continued. "And he told ne
about a phantomin the school. A real phantom who

"Tinal!" Ms. Wal ker interrupted, stepping to the fr

ont of the stage. She peered down sharply at Tina.



"I really don't think you should tell that story
t oday. "

"Huh? Why not?" | cried.

"Yeah. Why not ?" Zeke joined in.

"I don't think this is a good tine to listen to sc
ary stories that may not be true,"” M. Wil ker repl
led sternly. "Today |I'm going to pass out the scri
pts, and —"

"Do you know the story?" Tina denmanded.

"Yes, |'ve heard it," Ms. Wal ker told her. "But I
wi sh you would keep it to yourself, Tina. It's a v
ery scary story. Very upsetting. And | really don’
t think —"

"Tell us! Tell us! Tell us!" Zeke started to chant.

And, instantly, we were all grinning up at our tea
cher and chanting loudly: "Tell us! Tell us! Tell
us!™

Wiy didn't Ms. Wal ker want us to hear the story? |
wonder ed.

How scary could it be?
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"Tell wus! Tell us! Tell us!™ we all continued to ch
ant .

Ms. Wal ker rai sed both hands for us to be silent.
But that only nade us stanp our feet in tinme to our

chanti ng.

"Tell us! Tell us! Tell us!"

"Ckay!" she shouted finally. "Ckay, I'll tell you
the story. But, renmenber —it's just a story. | do

n't want you to get too scared.”

"You can't scare us!" Zeke cri ed.

Everyone | aughed. But | was staring hard at Ms. WA
| ker. | could see that she really didn't want us t
o know this story.

Ms. Wal ker always said we could tal k about anythin
g we wanted to with her. | began to wonder why she
didn't want to tal k about the Phantom

"The story starts seventy-two years ago," M. Walk



er began, "the year Wwods MI|I Mddle School was f
irst built. | guess Tina's great-grandfather was a
student here that year."
"Yes, he was," Tina called out. "He was in the fir
st class that went to this school. He told ne ther
e were only twenty-five kids in the whole school ."
Ms. WAl ker crossed her skinny arns over the front
of her yell ow sweater and continued her story. "Th
e students wanted to put on a play. A boy was hunt
ing around in the basenent of the Ad Wods MII L
| brary. He found a script down there. It was calle
d The Phant om
"It was a very scary play about a girl who is kidn
apped by a nysterious phantom The boy showed it t
o his teacher. The teacher decided it would be fun
to performthe play. It would be a grand producti
on wth the best scary special effects they could
create.”
Zeke and | exchanged excited gl ances. The play had
special effects! W |oved special effects!
"Rehearsal s for The Phantom began," M. Wl ker con
ti nued. "The boy who had di scovered the play at th
e library won the |lead role of The Phantom™
Everybody turned to | ook at Zeke. He sm | ed proudl
y, as if he had sonething to do with it.
"They practiced the play after school every day,"
Ms. Wal ker continued. "Everyone was having a reall
y good tinme. Everyone was working really hard to m
ake it a good play. It was all going snoothly, unt

il —until —"
She hesit at ed.
"Tell us!"™ | called out |oudly.

"Tell us! Tell us!" a few kids started chanting aga
i n.

"I want you all to renenber this is just a story,"
Ms. Wal ker said again. "There's no proof that it

ever happened. "

We all nodded.

Ms. Wal ker cleared her throat, then continued. "On
the night of the play, the kids were all in costu
me. Parents and friends filled the auditorium Thi

s auditorium The kids were really excited and ner



VOus.

"Their teacher called themtogether to give thema
pep talk. The play was about to start. But to eve

ryone's surprise, the boy playing the Phantom was

nowhere to be found.™

Ms. Wal ker began paci ng back and forth on the stag

e as she continued the story. "They called to him
They | ooked for him backstage. But they coul dn't

find the Phantom the star of the show

"They spread out. They searched everywhere. But the

y couldn't find him The boy had vani shed.

"They searched for an hour," M. Wl ker continued.
"Everyone was so upset, so frightened. Especially
t he boy's parents.

"Finally, the teacher stepped out onstage to annou

nce that the play could not go on. But before she

coul d speak, a horrible screamrang out over the a

uditorium"

Ms. WAl ker stopped pacing. "It was a frightening s

cream People said it was |like an animal how .

"The teacher ran toward the sound. She called to t

he boy. But now there was only silence. A heavy si

| ence. No nore screans.

"Once again, the entire school was searched. But th

e boy was never found."

Ms. Wl ker swal | owed hard.

W were all silent. No one even breat hed!

"He was never seen again," she repeated. "l guess

you coul d say that the Phantom becane a real phant

om He just disappeared. And the play was never pe
rformed."

She stopped pacing and stared out at us. Her eyes m

oved from seat to seat.

"Weird," soneone behind ne nurnured.

"Do you think it's true?" | heard a boy whi sper.

And then, beside ne, Corey Sklar |let out a gasp.

Ch, no!" he cried, pointing to the side door. "The

re he is! There's the Phantom "

| turned —along with everyone el se —and saw t he

hi deous face of the Phantom grinning at us fromt

he doorway.
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Corey Skl ar screaned.
A lot of kids screamed. | think even Tina screaned.

The Phantonis face was twisted in an ugly grin. H
S bright red hair stood straight up on his head. O
ne eyeball bulged out fromits socket. Black stitc
hes covered a deep scar that ran all the way down
the side of his face.

"BOO " the Phantomyelled, bursting into the aisle.

More screans.

| just |aughed. | knew it was Zeke.

| had seen hi mwear that dunb mask before. He kept
it in his locker in case he needed it.

"Zeke, give us a break!" | call ed.

He pulled the nmask off by the hair. H s face was r
ed underneath it. Zeke grinned at everyone. He kne
w he had just pulled off a really good joke.

Ki ds were | aughi ng now.

Soneone threw an enpty mlk contai ner at Zeke. Ano
ther kid tried to trip Zeke as he headed back to h
| S seat.

"Very funny, Zeke," M. Wal ker said, rolling her e

yes. "l hope we won't have any nore visits fromth
e Phantom "

Zeke dropped back into the seat next to ne. "Wy d
i d you scare everyone |like that?" | whispered.

"Felt like it." Zeke grinned back at ne.

"So, will we be the first kids to performthis play
?" Corey asked Ms. Wal ker.

Qur teacher nodded. "Yes, we wll. After the boy d
| sappeared seventy-two years ago, the school decid
ed to destroy all the scripts and the scenery. But
one copy of the script was kept, locked up in the
school vault for all these years. And now we're ¢
oing to perform The Phantomfor the first tinme!"
Kids started talking excitedly. It took Ms. Wal ker
a while to quiet us down.

"Now | isten," she said, putting her hands on her p



encil-thin waist. "This was just a story. An old s

chool legend. I'Il bet even Tina's great-grandfath
er will tell you that it isn't true. | only told i

t to put you all in a horror nood."

"But what about the curse?" | shouted up to her. "T

i na said there was a curse!"”

"Yes," Tina called out. "My great-grandfather said
the play is cursed. The Phantomwon't |et anyone
performit. Gandpa says the Phantomis still here
in the school. The Phantom has been haunting the
school for over seventy years! But no one has ever

seen him™"

"Excel lent!" Zeke declared, his eyes lighting up.
Sone kids | aughed. Sone ki ds | ooked kind of unconfo
rtabl e. Kind of scared.

"I told you, it's just a story," M. Wil ker said.
"Now, let's get down to business, okay? Who wants
to help nme pass the scripts out? |'ve nade a copy
for each of you. I want you to take them hone and
begi n studying your parts."

Zeke and | practically fell over each other runnin
g up to the stage to help Ms. WAl ker. She handed u
s each a stack of scripts. W clinbed back down an
d started to hand them out. Wen | canme to Corey,
he pulled his hand back. "Wh-what if the curse is
true?" he called up to Ms. Wl ker.

"Corey, please," she insisted. "Enough tal k about
t he Phantom and the curse, okay? W have a | ot of
work to do, and —"

She didn't finish.

| nst ead, she screaned.

| turned back to the stage, where Ms. Wl ker had be
en standing a second before.

She was gone.

She had vanished into thin air.
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The scripts fell frommnmy hands.
| turned and nade a dash for the stage. | heard kid
s shouting and crying out in surprise.



"She just disappeared!" | heard Corey utter.
"But that's inpossible!™ a girl shrieked.
Zeke and | scranbl ed onstage together. "M. Wl ker

—where are you?" | called. "M. Wl ker?"

Si | ence.

"Ms. Wal ker? Can you hear ne?" Zeke call ed.

Then | heard Ms. Wal ker's faint cry for help. "I'm

down here!" she call ed.

"Down where?" Zeke cri ed.

"Down here!"

Down bel ow t he stage? That's where her voi ce seened
to be comng from

"Hel p ne up!" Ms. Wal ker call ed agai n.

What's going on here? | wondered. How cone we can h
ear her, but we can't see her?

| was the first to spot the big, square hole in th
e stage. Zeke and the other kids gathered around i

t. | stepped to the edge of the opening and peered
down.

Ms. WAl ker stared up at ne. She was standing on a
small, square platform five or six feet bel ow the
stage. "You'll have to raise the platform" she s
ai d.

"How do we bring it up?" Zeke asked.

"Press that peg. Over there on the stage," M. Wl
ker instructed. She pointed to a snmall wooden peg

to the right of the trapdoor.

"CGot it!" Zeke cried. He pushed down the peg. W h
eard a clanking sound. Then a grindi ng sound. Then
a groani ng sound.

Slowy, the platformcane rising up. Ms. Wl ker st
epped off the platform She grinned at us and brus
hed of f the back of her blue slacks. "I forgot abo
ut the trapdoor," she said. "I could have broken a
| eg or sonething. But | think |I'm okay."

We all gathered around. Zeke dropped down on his h
ands and knees, staring down at the trapdoor.

"I forgot to nention the best part about this play
," Ms. Walker told us. "This trapdoor was built fo
r the first production of The Phantom It was tota
|1y forgotten. It's never been used in a school pl
ay —until now"



My nout h dropped open. A trapdoor! How awesone!
Ms. WAl ker reached down and tugged Zeke back from

t he opening. "Careful. You'll fall," she said. "I

| owered the platformearlier. | forgot it was stil

| down.™

Zeke clinbed to his feet. | could see he was really

interested in the trapdoor.
"When The Phant om was first supposed to be perform
ed," Ms. Walker told us, "the school had this trap
door built so that the Phantom coul d di sappear or
rise up from bel ow. Back then, it was a very inpre
ssive special effect.
| turned ny eyes to Zeke. He seened about to explo
de with excitenent. "Am | the only one who gets to
use it in the play?" he asked eagerly. "Can | try
it now? Pl ease?"

"Not yet, Zeke," Ms. Walker replied firmy. "I sti
|1 need to have it checked out for safety reasons.
Until it has been checked, | don't want anybody f

ooling with the trapdoor.™

Zeke was al ready back on his hands and knees, inspe
cting the trapdoor.

Ms. WAl ker cleared her throat loudly. "Is that clea
r? Zeke?" she asked.

Zeke gl anced up. He sighed. "Yes, Ms. Wal ker," he m
uttered.

"Good," Ms. WAl ker said. "Now let's get back to ou
r seats. |'d like to read through the play once be
fore we | eave today. Just to give you an idea of t
he story and the characters.™

We returned to our seats. Zeke's expressi on caught

my eye. |'d seen that | ook on his face before. Hi
s forehead was winkled, and his left eyebrow was
up. | could tell he was deep in thought.

It took nore than an hour to read through the play.
The Phantomwas a really scary play!

It was about a man naned Carl o who owns a very old
t heater where plays and concerts are perforned. C
arlo thinks his theater is haunted.

It turns out that there really is a phantom i ving
in the basenent. His face is scarred. He | ooks I|i
ke a nonster. So he wears a mask. But Carl o's daug



hter, Esnerelda, falls in love with the Phantom S
he plans to run away with him But her handsone bo
yfriend, Eric, finds out.

Eric is in love with Esnerelda. He tracks down the
Phantomin his secret hone in a dark passage far
beneath the theater. They fight. And Eric kills th

e Phant om

This breaks Esnerelda's heart. She runs away, neve
r to be seen again. And the Phantom survives as a
ghost. He will haunt the theater forever.

Pretty dramatic, huh?

| think we all enjoyed reading through the play. W
e could see that it was going to be a lot of fun 't
o perform

When | read ny lines as Esnerelda, | tried to pict
ure what it would be like to be in costune, saying
the lines onstage. Once, | glanced back and saw T

i na nmouthing ny lines silently to herself.
She stopped when she caught ne watching her. She fr
owned at ne the way she al ways does.

Tina is totally jealous, | told nyself. She really
wants to be Esnerel da.
For a nonent, | felt bad for Tina. | didn't like T

i na very nuch. But | didn't want her to hate ne be

cause | had the part she wanted to play.

But | didn't have nuch tine to think about Tina. |
had a lot of lines to read. Esnerel da was onstage
alot inthis play. It was a really big part.

Wien we finally finished reading the play, we all c

| apped and cheer ed.

"Okay. Go hone, everyone," M. Wil ker instructed,

waving us to the door. "Start |earning your parts.

W'l |l neet again tonorrow. "
As | began to follow the other kids to the door, |
felt a hand pull nme back. | turned to find Zeke p
ulling nme behind a wi de concrete beam

"Zeke —what are you doi ng?" | demanded.

He raised a finger to his |[ips. "Shhhh." H's eyes

were really excited. "Let themall go," he whisper
ed.

| peeked out frombehind the pillar. Ms. Wal ker |0
wered the lights. Then she coll ected her papers an



d made her way out through the auditorium door.
"Why are we hiding here?" | whispered inpatiently.
Zeke grinned at ne. "Let's try out the trapdoor,"” h
e whi spered back.

"Huh?"

"Let's try it out. Quick. Wiile there's no one in h
ere."

| gl anced quickly around the auditorium Dark. And
enpty.

"Cone on. Don't be a wnp," Zeke urged, pulling ne
toward the stage. "Let's try it out, okay? What c
oul d happen?"

| turned uncertainly to the stage. "Ckay," | said.
Zeke was right. What coul d happen?
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Zeke and | clinbed on to the stage. It was darker t
han before. And it felt col der.

Qur sneakers thudded over the floorboards. Every s
ound seened to echo over the whole auditorium
"This trapdoor is so cool!" Zeke exclainmed. "Too b
ad you don't get to use it in the play."

| gave hima playful shove and started to reply. B
ut | suddenly felt one of ny sneezing attacks com
ng on. The dusty auditoriumcurtain nust have trig
gered ny allergies.

| have the worst allergies in creation. | amaller
gic to absolutely everything. You nane it. Dust, p
ol l en, cats, dogs —even sone sweaters.

When | have an allergy attack, sonetines | sneeze
thirteen or fourteen tines in arow. M all-tiner
ecord i s seventeen.

Zeke likes to count ny sneezes. He thinks he's ar
iot. He slaps the floor and yells, "Seven! Eight!
Ni ne!"

Ha- ha. After ten sneezes in arow, I'min no nood
for jokes. I"'musually a pitiful, dripping ness w
th foggy gl asses.

We tiptoed over to the trapdoor. "Check the fl oor
around there," Zeke said quietly. "Find that peg t



hat nmakes it work."

Zeke stood on the trapdoor while | searched for th

e peg in the darkness. | desperately tried to hold
i n nmy sneezes, but it wasn't easy.

Then the small peg on the stage fl oor caught ny eye
. "Hey —1 found it!" | shouted happily.

Zeke gl anced nervously around the auditorium "Sssh
hh! Sonmeone wi Il hear you!"

"Sorry," | whispered. Then | realized | couldn't h

old out any longer. My eyes were watering like cra

zy, and | just had to sneeze.

| grabbed a handful of tissues fromny pocket and
put the whole wad up to ny nose. Then | started sn

eezing. | tried to keep themas silent as possible.
"Four! Five!" Zeke count ed.

Luckily, it wasn't a record-breaking attack. | onl

y made it to seven. | w ped ny nose and shoved the

dirty tissues in ny pocket. It was gross, but | h
ad nowhere else to throw t hem
"(kay, Zeke, here goes!" | cried.
| stepped on the peg and junped besi de Zeke on the
t rapdoor.
We heard a cl anki ng sound. Then a runbling. Then a
gri ndi ng.
The square section of floor began to | ower itself.
Zeke grabbed ny arm "Hey —this thing is kind of s
haky!" he cri ed.
"You're not scared —are you!" | challenged him
"No way!" he insisted.
The cl anking grew | ouder. The square platform shoo
k beneath us as we slid down. Down, down —until t
he stage di sappeared, and we were surrounded by da
rkness.
| expected the platformto cone to a stop just ben
eath the stage. That's where it stopped for Ms. W
| ker.
But, to ny surprise, the platform kept dropping.
And it picked up speed as it slid farther and farth
er down.
"Hey —what's happeni ng?" Zeke cried, holding on to
ny arm
"How far down does this thing go?" | wondered out |



oud.

"Ohh!" Zeke and | both cried out as the platformfi

nally hit the bottomw th a hard thud!

W were both thrown to the fl oor.

| scranbled to ny feet quickly. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. | guess." Zeke definitely sounded scared.

We seened to be in a long, black tunnel.

Dark. And silent.

| don't like to admt it. But | was very close to b

ei ng scared, too.

Suddenly the silence was broken by a soft, raspy no

| se.

| felt panic choke ny throat. That sound. Wat was

i t?

The sound repeated softly, steadily.

Li ke breat hi ng.

My heart pounded in ny chest. Yes! Breathing. The

raspy breathing of a strange creature. So close to
me.

Ri ght next to ne.

Zeke!

"Zeke —why are you breathing like that?" | demand

ed, feeling ny heartbeat slow to nornal.

"Breathing |ike what?" he whispered.

"Oh. Never mind," | nuttered. He was breathing tha

t way because he was scared. W were both scared.

But there was no way we would ever admt it to eac

h ot her.

We both raised our eyes to the auditoriumceiling.
It was a small, square glowin the far distance.

It seemed to be mles and miles above us.

Zeke turned to ne. "Were do you think we are?"

"We're about a mle beneath the stage," | replied,

feeling a chill,

"No ki dding, Sherlock," Zeke replied nastily.

"If you're so smart, you tell ne!" | challenged him

"1 don' t think it's the basenent," he said thought

fully. "I think we're way bel ow t he basenent."

"1t feels like it's a big tunnel or sonething," |

said, tryi ng to keep ny voice from shaking. "Wnt

to explor e?"



He didn't answer for a long nonent. "Too dark to ex

plore," he replied finally.
| didn't really want to explore. | was just preten
ding to be brave. Usually, | Iiked having the cree

ps. But being way down here was too creepy, even f
or ne.
"We'll cone back with flashlights," Zeke said softl

y.
"Yeah. Flashlights," | repeated. | didn't plan to e
ver cone back!

| played nervously with the denimhair scrunchie o
n nmy wist and stared out into the darkness. Sonet
hi ng bothered ne. Sonething didn't nmake sense.
"Zeke," | said thoughtfully, "why would the stage t
rapdoor cone all the way down here?"

"I don't know. Maybe so the Phantom can get hone ¢
ui cker after he haunts the auditorium" Zeke joked

| punched himin the arm "No jokes about the Phant
om —okay?"

|f there really is a phantom | told nyself, this i
s where he would Ilive.

"Let's get out of here!" Zeke said, staring up at

the square of light so far above our heads. "I'mg
oing to be late for dinner."
"Yeah, sure,” | replied, folding nmy arms across ny

chest. "Just one question, M. KnowIt-AlIl."
"What question?" Zeke asked uncertainly.
"How do we get back up?"
We bot h thought about that one for a while.
After a mnute or so, | saw Zeke drop to his knees
and begin running his hand along the platformflo
or. "There's got to be a peg to push down here," h
e said.
"No. The peg is up there," | replied, pointing way
up to the stage fl oor.
"Then there's got to be a swtch or a lever or a b
utton to push!" Zeke cried. H's voice grew high an
d shrill.
"Where? Where could it be?" My voice sounded just a
s shrill, just as frightened.
We both started feeling around in the darkness, fe



eling for sonething we could push, or pull, or tur
n. Sonething to nmake the little square platformri
se up again and carry us back up to the auditorium

But after a few m nutes of desperate searching, | ¢
ave up.

"We're trapped down here, Zeke," | nmurnured. "We're
trapped. "
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"This is all your fault,” | nuttered.

| don't know why | said that. | guess | was so frig
htened, | didn't know what | was sayi ng.

Zeke forced a laugh. "Hey, | like it down here!" h

e boasted. "I may just stay down here for a while.

You know. Do sone exploring." He was trying to so
und brave. But his voice cane out tiny and trenbli

ng.
He wasn't fooling ne. No way.

"How coul d you bring us down here?" | cried.

"You wanted to cone, too!" he shot back.

"I did not!" | screaned. "Ms. Walker told us this
thing isn't safe! And now we'll be down here all n

i ght! Maybe forever!™

"Unless we're eaten by rats!" Zeke joked.

"I"'msick of your stupid jokes!" | shouted. | tota
lly lost it. | gave hima hard shove with both han

ds. He went sprawing off the platform

It was so dark, | couldn't see himfor a nonent.
"OM" | cried out as he shoved ne back.

Then | shoved hi m harder.

Then he shoved ne harder than that.

| stunbl ed back —onto sone kind of a swtch. My ba
ck hit the switch.

A | oud cl anki ng sound nmade ne nearly junp out of ny
ski n.

"Brooke —junp back on! Quick!" Zeke screaned.

| | eaped back onto the platformjust as it started

to nove.

Up, up. Sliding slowy but steadily.

The square of |ight above our heads grew | arger an



d brighter as we rose back up to the auditorium
"Hey!" | cried out as the platform stopped with a j

ol t.

"Way to go, Brookie!" Zeke yelled happily. He sl app

ed nme on the back.

"Don't celebrate yet," | told him W still weren'

t back on the stage. The pl atform had stopped abou

t five feet down fromthe top. Just where it had b

een for Ms. WAl ker.

| guessed that the only way to raise it all the way
up was to step on the peg onstage.

"G ve ne a boost up," Zeke urged eagerly.

| cupped ny hands together. He | owered his sneaker

i nto ny hands.

"Wai t!" he cried, stepping back down. "Woa! What

i f the Phantomis up there waiting for us? Maybe y

ou should go first!"

"Ha-ha. Very funny," | said, rolling ny eyes. "Rem
nd mne to laugh later."
"(kay, okay. I'll go first,"” he nuttered.

He put his sneaker into ny cupped hands, reached u
p to the stage floor, and | gave hima boost.

| wat ched himscranble on to the stage. He di sappea
red fromview

| waited for himto reach down for ne.

A whol e m nute went by.

"Zeke?" The word cane out tiny and weak.

| waited sone nore. Listening hard.

| couldn't hear himup there. Were was he?

"Zeke? Where are you?" | called up. "Cone on. Rais
e the platform O give ne a hand,” | called up. "

| can't make it by nyself."

Anot her m nute passed. It seened |ike an hour.

| suddenly realized what Zeke was trying to do.

That big jerk! He was trying to scare ne!

"Hey! Enough!" | shout ed.

| had had nore than enough of Zeke Matthews for one
day.

"Zeke!" | yelled. "Gve ne a break! Get ne up!"
Finally, his hands | owered down over the side.
"I't's about tine!" | shouted angrily.

| grabbed both hands and let himpull nme up to the



st age.

| shook ny hair back. My eyes were slowy adjustin

g to the brighter light. "You know, you're not fun
ny!" | snapped. "Keeping ne waiting down there was
really —"

| stopped and swall owed hard. It wasn't Zeke who ha

d pulled ne fromthe trapdoor.

A strange pair of dark, angry eyes stared into m ne
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| swall owed hard. A strange little man stared back
at nme, an angry scow on his face. He wore baggy
gray pants and a | oose-fitting gray sweatshirt, to
rn at the collar.

Hs thick white hair fell wild and unbrushed over
his forehead |ike a floor nop. He had a deep purpl
e scar down the side of his face, nearly as long a
S the scar on Zeke's creature nask.

| could see that he was old. But he was tiny, no b
i gger than a kid. He stood only an inch or two tal
| er than Zeke.

As he squinted at ne with his strange, gray eyes, h
is face twisted into an ugly frown.

He | ooks |i ke a phantom The frightening thought fl
ashed t hrough ny m nd.

"Wh- who are you?" | stanmmered.

"I"'mEmle. The night janitor," the man rasped.
"Where's ny friend Zeke?" | demanded in a shrill, f
ri ght ened voi ce.

"Brooke, |'mover here," Zeke called out from behin
d me.

| whirled around. Zeke stood on the other side of
the trapdoor. He had his hands shoved deep into hi
S jeans pockets. He was biting his |ower |ip.

"Zeke!" 1 cried. "Wat's going on? Wy —"
"The school is closed!" the janitor growl ed. He ha
d a hoarse voice, |ike sandpaper. "What are you tw

o doing in here?"
Zeke and | exchanged gl ances. Zeke took a step for



ward. "W . . . uh . . . stayed for play rehearsal

," he told the man.

"That's right," | chinmed in. "W had a | ate rehears

al . "

The janitor continued to squint suspiciously at ne
"Play rehearsal ?" he repeated. "Then where is ev

erybody el se?"

| hesitated. This guy was scaring ne so nuch, ny |

egs wobbled. "We left,” | blurted out. "But we had

to cone back to get ny jacket."

Behind Emle, | saw Zeke noddi ng, approving ny lie.

"How do you know about the trapdoor?" the janitor d
emanded in his sandpaper voi ce.

| hesitated. It's strange that |I've never seen him
in the school building before, | thought.

"Ms. Wl ker, our teacher, showed it to us," Zeke s
aid softly. | could see that he was as scared as |
was.

The man | eaned closer to ne, squinting so that one
side of his face was conpletely tw sted up. "Don'

t you know how dangerous it is?" he whispered.

He | eaned even cl oser, so close that | could feel
his hot breath on ny face. His pale gray eyes star

ed into mne. "Don't you know how dangerous it is?"

Zeke and | tal ked on the phone that night. "That m
an wasn't trying to warn us," | told Zeke. "He was
trying to scare us."

"Well, he didn't scare ne at all," Zeke boast ed.
|"'msorry if he got you upset, Brookie."

Ch, wow, | thought. Sonetines Zeke is such a phoney

"I'f you weren't scared, how cone you were shaking a
|1 the way honme?" | denmanded.

"I wasn't shaking. | was just exercising," Zeke jo
ked. "You know. Working out the calf nuscles.”
"Gve ne a break," | npaned. "How conme we've never
seen that janitor before?"

"Because he's not a janitor. He is . . . the PHANTO
M" Zeke cried in a deep, scary voi ce.

| didn't laugh. "Get serious,” | told him "It was



't a joke. He was really trying to frighten us."
"Hope you don't have nightmares, Brookie," Zeke rep
| i ed, |aughing.
| hung up on him
On Tuesday norning, | walked to school with ny lit
tle brother, Jereny. As we wal ked, | tal ked about
t he pl ay.
| told Jereny the whole story. But | left out the

part about the trapdoor. Ms. Walker said it would
be better if we kept it a secret until the perform
ance.

"Is it really scary?" Jereny asked ne. Jereny is s
even, and he gets scared if you say "boo" to him
Once, | made hi mwatch the novie Poltergeist with
me, and he woke up scream ng every night for three
weeks.

"Yeah, it's pretty scary," | told him "But not sca
ry like Friday the 13th scary."

Jereny seened relieved. He really hated scary thin
gs. On Hall oween, he hid in his room | would neve
r make hi mwatch Friday the 13th. He woul d probabl
y have nightmares till he was fifty!

"The play has a surprise," | added. "And it's a pre
tty awesone surprise.”

"What is it?" Jereny denanded.

| reached over and nessed up his hair. It's chestn

ut-brown, like mne. "If | told you that," | said,
maki ng a funny voice, "it wouldn't be a surprise,
woul d it?"

"You sound just |ike Moml" Jereny cried.

What an insult!

| dropped himoff at his school and then crossed t
he street to ny school. As | nade ny way down the

hall, | thought about ny part in the play. Esnerel
da had so many lines. | wondered if | could nenori
ze themall in tine.

And | wondered if nmy old stage fright would cone b
ack. Last year, | had terrible stage fright in Quy
s and Dolls. And | didn't even have any lines to s
ay!

| wal ked into the classroom said good norning to



sone kids, nade ny way to ny table —and stopped.
"Hey!" A boy | had never seen before was at ny plac
e.

He was ki nd of cute. He had dark brown hair and br

i ght green eyes. He was wearing a big red-and-bl ac
k flannel shirt over black sweatpants.

He had nade hinself right at hone. Hi s books and n
ot ebooks were spread out. And he was tilting back
in my chair wwth his black high-tops resting on th
e table.

"You're in ny place,"” | said, standing over him
He gazed up at me with those green eyes. "No, |'m
not," he replied casually. "This is ny place."
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"Excuse ne?" | said, staring down at him

He bl ushed. "I think this is where Ms. Wal ker told
me to sit." He glanced around nervously.

| saw an enpty spot at the table behind mne. "She
probably neant over there," | said, pointing. "I’

ve been in this seat all year. Next to Zeke." | np

tioned to Zeke's chair. Zeke wasn't there. He was
| at e, as usual .
The boy bl ushed even darker. "Sorry,

he muttered

shyly. "I hate being the new kid." He started to ¢
at her hi s books together.

"This is your first day?" | asked. | introduced nys
el f.

"I'"'' mBrian Colson," he replied, clinbing to his fe
et. "My famly just noved to Wwods MII. From I ndi
ana. "

| said |'d never been to Indiana. It was a boring t
hing to say, but it was true.

"You' re Brooke Rodgers?" he asked, studying ne. "I
heard you got the starring role. In the play."”

"How di d you hear that already?" | denanded.

"Sonme kids were tal king about it on the bus. You m
ust be a good actress, huh?" he added shyly.

"I guess. | don't know. Sonetines | get pretty bad

stage fright," | told him



| don't know why | told himall that. Sonetines |

just rattle on. | guess that's why ny parents call
me Babbl i ng Brooke.

Brian smled shyly and sighed. "Back at nmy school
in Indiana, | was in all the plays," he told ne.
But | never had the lead role. | wish | had noved
here sooner. Then | could have tried out for The P
hant on{

| tried to picture Brian onstage in a play, but I

couldn't. He didn't seemlike the acting type to m
e. He seened so shy. And he kept blushing all the

tinme.

But | decided to give the poor guy a break. "Brian

, Why don't you cone to rehearsal with ne this aft
ernoon?" | suggested. "Maybe you can get a small p
art or sonething."

Brian smled as if 1'd just offered hima mllion
dollars. "You nean it?" he asked, w de-eyed.

"Sure," | replied. "No big deal."

Zeke cane slinking into his seat, his eyes on Ms. W
al ker's desk. "Am | | ate?" he whispered.

| shook ny head. Then | started to introduce himt
o Brian. But Ms. Wl ker stepped into the room and
cl osed the door. Tine for class to begin.

Brian hurried to his place at the other table. | s

tarted to sit down, but realized I'd left ny scien
ce notebook in ny | ocker.

"Be right back!" | called to Ms. Walker. | hurried
out the door and jogged around the corner to ny |
ocker.

"Hey!" To ny surprise, the |ocker door stood half o
pen.

That's weird, | thought. | renenbered | ocking it.

| pulled the door open the rest of the way. Started
to reach inside for ny notebook.

And let out a startled gasp.

Soneone was in there —and he was staring right at
me!
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Hi s ugly bl ue-and-green face grinned out at ne.

| gasped agai n and cl anped ny hand over ny nouth. T
hen | cracked up | aughi ng.

Zeke and his dunb rubber creature nask.

"Well, you got nme this tinme, Zeke!" | murmnmured out

| oud.

Then | saw the fol ded-up sheet of paper dangling be
neath the mask. Sone ki nd of note?

| pulled it out and unfolded it. Scribbled in red c
rayon was a nessage:

STAY AVAY FROM MY HOVE SWEET HOVE.
"Ha-ha," | murnured. "Very good, Zeke. Very anusing

| pulled out ny science notebook, slamed the |ock

er shut, and locked it. Then | hurried back to the
cl assroom

Ms. Wl ker stood behind her desk. She had just fin

i shed introducing Brian to everyone. Now she was r

eadi ng the norning announcenents. | slid into ny s

eat beside Zeke. "You didn't scare ne one bit," |

| i ed.

He | ooked up from his math not ebook. Zeke always d

id his math homework first thing in class. "Huh?"

He flashed ne his innocent | ook.

"Your mask," | whispered. "It didn't scare ne."

"Mask? What nmask?" he replied, tapping the pencil e

raser against ny arm

| shoved himaway. "Stop acting stupid,” | said sh

arply. "Your note wasn't funny, either. You can do
better than that."

"I didn't wite you any note, Brooke," Zeke replie

dinpatiently. "I don't know what you're tal king a
bout. Really."

"For sure,”" | said, rolling ny eyes. "You don't kn
ow anyt hi ng about the mask in nmy | ocker or the not
e, right?"

"Shut up and let ne finish ny math," he said, star
i ng down at his textbook. "You' re not making any s
ense. "

"Oh. Well. | guess the real Phantomdid it, then,"



| sai d.

He ignored ne. He was scribbling equations in his n
ot ebook.

What a phoney bal oney! | thought. Zeke did it, and
he knows it.

For sure.

After school, | led Brian to the auditorium | pra
ctically had to drag hi mup on the stage. He was s
0 shy!
"Ms. Wal ker, are there any parts still avail abl e?"
| asked. "Brian is really interested in being in
the play."
Ms. Wal ker gl anced up fromthe script in her hands
. | saw that she had scribbled notes all over the
script. She studied Brian.
"I'mreally sorry, Brian," she said, shaking her h
ead. "You cane to school a few days too late."
Bri an bl ushed. |'ve never seen anyone blush so ofte
n.
"There aren't any speaking parts left," M. Wl ker
told him "They've all been given out."
"Do you need a stand-in for anyone?" Brian asked.
"I"'ma very fast nenorizer. | could nenorize nore
t han one part."
Ww, | thought. He really is eager to be in the pla

y.
"Well, we really don't need any nore stand-ins," M
s. Walker told him "But, | have an idea. You can

join the scenery crew if you w sh."

"Great!" Brian exclained with real enthusiasm

"Go see Tina over there," Ms. Wal ker told him poi
nting to the group of kids neeting at the back wal
| of the stage. Tina was busily pointing out where
she wanted the scenery to go, notioning dramatica
|1y with both hands, naking everyone follow her al
| around the stage.

Brian seened really happy. | watched himtrot over

to find Tina.

| took a seat in the auditorium and concentrated o
nny script. | was in practically every scene. How
could | possibly nenorize ny whole part? | sighed



and sl ouched back in the seat, slinging ny feet o
ver the seat in front of ne,

| was nenorizing ny third line in the play, which
went, "What proof do you have that this nman m ght
be dangerous?", when all the |ights suddenly went
out .
A total blackout! | couldn't see a thing.

Kids started to shout. "Hey! Wio turned out the lig
ht s?"

"I can't see!"

"What' s happeni ng? Turn them back on!"

| sat straight up when | heard the shrill scream
Aterrifying scream —Iike an animal howW —that r

| pped through the darkness and expl oded over the a
udi tori um

"No! Noooo!" | heard Corey Sklar noan.

And then | heard soneone else cry out, "It's com ng
fromup on the catwal k!"

Anot her shrill wail rose up over the frightened cri
es of ny friends.

"Turn on the lights!" | heard Corey plead. "Please

—turn on the lights!"

Q her frightened voices called out, "Who is scream

ng?"

"Sonebody —do sonet hi ng!"

"There's soneone up on the catwal k!"

The auditoriumlights flickered back on.

Anot her long how from above the stage forced ne to
rai se ny eyes.

And | saw him A green-and- bl ue-nmasked creature wea
ring a shiny black cape.

Gipping a long, heavy rope, he cane sw ngi hg down

from high on the catwal k.

As he swung down to the stage, he threw his head b

ack and | aughed a horrifying evil [|augh.

| junped to ny feet and stared in amazenent.

The Phant oml
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The Phantom | anded hard on his feet. H s shoes hit



the stage floor wwth a thud.

He et go of the rope and it flew away from him

The green-and-bl ue face gl anced quickly around the
stage. Tina and her scenery crew stood frozen aga
inst the wall, staring at himin horrified silence
. Ms. WAl ker appeared stunned. She had her arns ti
ghtly crossed over her chest.

The Phantonmi s cape swirled around himas he stonped
one shoe on the stage.

He's short, | realized, standing and staring from

down in the second row of seats. He's about Zeke's
hei ght. Maybe an inch or two taller.

O maybe he's exactly Zeke's hei ght —because he is
Zeke!

"Zeke! Hey —Zeke!" | call ed.

The ugly, nmasked face peered out to the auditorium
. The Phantom started to sink. H's feet disappeare

d. The legs of his dark pants. Down. Down.

He had stepped on the peg and was riding the trapdo

or down.

"Zeke!" | yelled. | ran up the aisle and pulled ny
self up onto the stage. "Zeke —you're not funny!"
| shout ed.

But t he Phantom had vani shed bel ow t he st age.

| ran up to the opening in the stage and stared do

wn into the darkness. Ms. Wl ker stepped up beside
me, an angry scow on her face. "Was that Zeke?"

she asked ne. "Was that really Zeke?"

"I —I"mnot sure,” | stammered. "I think so."

"Zeke!" Ms. Wl ker called down into the opening. "Z

eke —are you down there?"

No reply.

The platformhad | owered all the way down. | could

n't see anything but a deep well of bl ackness.

Ki ds gat hered around the opening, chattering excit

edly, laughing and teasing each other. "Was that Z

eke?" | heard Corey ask. "Was Zeke wearing that du

nmb mask agai n?"

"I's Zeke going to ruin our rehearsal today?" Ms. W

al ker demanded angrily. "Does he think we need to

be scared every afternoon?"

| shrugged. | couldn't answer.



"Maybe it wasn't Zeke," | heard Corey say. He sound

ed very frightened.

"I't had to be Zeke. Zeke —are you here?" M. Wlk

er shouted, cupping her hands around her nouth. Sh

e turned slowy, her eyes darting over the stage a

nd then all the seats of the auditorium "Zeke WNat

t hews? Can you hear ne?"

No answer. No sign of Zeke.

"He's your friend, Brooke," Tina said nastily. "Do

n't you know where he is? Can't you tell himto st

op ruining our play?"

| sputtered an answer. | was so angry, | didn't kno

w what | was sayi ng.

| mean, Zeke is ny friend. But |I'm not responsible

for him

Tina was just trying to nake ne | ook bad and score

sone points with Ms. Wal ker.

"Ckay, scenery people," M. Wl ker instructed. "Ba

ck to work. 1'll take care of this. The rest of yo

She stopped. We all heard it. The | oud cl anking sou

nd.

A [ oud humrose up over the clanking.

"The trapdoor —it's comng back up!" | cried, poin

ting.

"Good," Ms. Wal ker said, crossing her arns over he

r chest again. She narrowed her eyes at the openin

ginthe stage floor. "Now | wll |et Zeke know ho

w we feel about his little joke. Hs last little j

oke, if | have anything to say about it!"

Unh-oh, | thought. Poor Zeke.

Ms. WAl ker was a really good teacher, and a really
ni ce person, too —until you got on her bad side.
But once you did that, once you nmade her angry, o

nce you had her crossing her arns and squinting he

r eyes at you —then you were in nmjor trouble.

Because she could be really nean.

| knew that Zeke was just having sone fun. He |ove

d being the center of attention. And he loved to s

care people. He especially loved to scare ne.

This was a gane for him | knew. He was trying to

show everyone that they were scaredy-cat w nps, an



d he wasn't.

Zeke played this gane all the tine.

But this tinme it had backfired. This tinme he had go
ne too far.

And Ms. Wal ker was waiting for him arns crossed, e
yes squi nti ng.

WIIl she toss himout of the play? | wondered. O

W Il she just yell at himuntil his ears curl?

The hum grew | ouder. The stage fl oor vibrated.

We all heard the platformstop —its usual five fee
t bel ow the stage.

Poor Zeke, | thought. He's standing there innocentl
y. He doesn't know what he's in for.

Poor Zeke.

| peered down into the openi ng —and gasped.
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The platformwas enpty. No one there.

Zeke —or whoever it was —had sent it back up enp
ty. And had di sappeared into the dark tunnels far
bel ow t he school .

Zeke wouldn't do that, | told nyself. Even Zeke wo
uldn't be crazy enough to go down in that darkness
by hinself. Wthout a flashlight. Wthout a clue

as to what was down there.

Wul d he?

Yes, he would. | answered nmy own question. If he t
hought he could really terrify us, Zeke would do a
nyt hi ng!

Ms. Wal ker cancel ed the rehearsal. She told the sc
enery crew to stay and paint the backdrop. She tol
d the rest of us to go hone and study our parts.
"I"'mgoing to have a long talk with Zeke when | fi
nd him" she nuttered. Then she turned and nmade he
r way quickly out of the auditorium

| took ny tine wal king hone. | thought about Zeke

all the way. | was thinking so hard, | wal ked righ
t past ny house!
Down the bl ock, | saw Zeke's nother's red Pontiac

pull up their driveway. Shielding ny eyes agai nst



the |ate afternoon sun, | saw Ms. Matthews clinb

out of the car. And then | saw Zeke on the other s
| de.

"Hey! Zeke!" | shouted as | went running across the
| awns toward him "Zeke!™

Hi s not her waved to ne and di sappeared into the ho

use. Zeke | ooked surprised to see ne. "Is play reh
earsal over so early?" he asked.
"Yes. Thanks to you," | nuttered.

"Huh?" He gave ne his innocent | ook again. "Wat di
d | do?"

"You didn't scare ne, Zeke," | told him "No one t
hought it was funny. And now you're in a | oad of t
rouble with Ms. Wl ker."

He narrowed his eyes and scrunched up his face, pr
et endi ng not to understand. "What are you tal king
about, Brooke? How can | be in trouble? | wasn't e
ven there!"

"You were there | ong enough,"” | told him

He shook his head. H's freckles seened to grow dar
ker. His blond hair fluttered in the wind. "No, |

wasn't," he said quietly. "I told Ms. Wal ker | wou
| dn't be there. | told her this nmorning that | had
to mss rehearsal . "

"So you could get into your mask and cape and cone
flying dowmn fromthe catwal k?" | demanded suspi ci
ously.

"No. | told her I had a dentist appointnent."

| gaped at himin shock. My nouth dropped open.

"What ' s your problem Brooke?" he demanded. "It was
only a checkup."

"You —you really weren't at school ?" | stammered.
He shook his head. "No way."

"Then who was the Phanton®?" | asked in a tiny voice

A strange smle spread over Zeke's face.

"I't was you!" | cried angrily. "You did your Phant
om act, and then you went to your dentist appointm
ent! Ddn't you, Zeke! Didn't you!"

He only | aughed. He woul dn't answer.

After school the next afternoon, | wal ked with Bri



an to the auditorium He | ooked cute in a black ve
st over a plain white T-shirt and faded jeans. "Ho
w are you doing with Tina?" | asked.

"Okay, | guess," Brian replied. "She's a little bo
ssy. But she's letting ne design the backdrop pret
ty much on ny own."

| waved to sone kids who were headi ng out the door
for home. We turned the corner. | saw Corey and T
i na wal king into the auditorium

"Did Zeke work things out with Ms. Wal ker?" Bri an
asked. "I saw himtalking to her this norning."

"I guess," | replied. "She's letting Zeke stay int
he play —for now. "

"Do you think it was Zeke who pulled that stunt yes
terday?" Brian asked.

| nodded. "Yes, | do. Zeke |likes scaring people. H
e's been doing it since we were little. | think Ze
ke is trying to scare us. He's trying to nake us t
hi nk there's a real Phantomin the school." | sml
ed at Brian. "But | don't scare so easy!" | declar
ed.

Soon after rehearsal started, Ms. \Wal ker called Ze
ke and ne onstage. She said she wanted to wal k us
t hrough one of our scenes together. She wanted to
show us where we should stand when we said our |in
es. She called it "blocking."

She al so asked Tina Powell and Robert Hernandez, Z
eke's understudy, to cone up onstage. Ms. WAl ker s
aid they should know all the bl ocking, too. Just i
n case.

Just in case? | thought. Then | renenbered Tina's

warning: "lIn case you get sick or sonething on the
night of the play, | get to play your part."

Well, Tina, | hate to disappoint you, | nuttered t
o nyself, but | plan to be perfectly fine. So have
fun painting your scenery. It's the only tine you
"Il be onstage.

| know, | know. That's kind of nean. But Tina deser

ved it.

Ms. Wal ker showed Zeke where to stand. | stood off
to the side of the stage with Tina, waiting for m



y cue to go on.

"I guess Ms. WAl ker and Zeke worked things out," T
ina said. "I heard himthis norning telling her he
was at the dentist's, and so he couldn't be the o
ne to swng down fromthe ceiling."

| started to tell Tina to be quiet so | could hear
my cue. But | was too late. | already heard Ms. W

al ker calling ny nane.

"Brooke Rodgers!" She sounded angry. "Wat's goi ng
on over there? You' re supposed to be onstage!"”
"Thanks a bunch, Tina," | nuttered under ny breath

| ran out onto the stage. d ancing back, | could

see Tina | aughing to herself.

| couldn't believe it! Tina had nade ne m ss ny cue
on pur pose!

Onstage, | didn't know where | was supposed to sta
nd. I didn't even know what page of the script we
wer e on.

What was ny next |ine?

| couldn't renenber.

In a panic, | stared out at the kids in the audito
riumseats. They all stared back at ne, waiting fo
r me to speak.

| opened ny nouth, but nothing cane out.

"The line is, 'Is sonebody down here?'!" Tina yelle

d loudly from of f st age.

Ch, wow, | thought unhappily. Tina will do anythin

g to show ne up! She's just hoping Ms. Wal ker wi ||
kick me out of the play.

| felt so angry, ny head was spinning. | couldn't

think straight. | repeated the line, then took a d
eep breath to cal m down.

Zeke had the next |ine. He was supposed to appear o
nst age and scare Esnerel da.

But Zeke wasn't onstage. He wasn't anywhere in sigh

t!

| peered out into the auditorium M. Wal ker stood
at the foot of the stage. She had her hands on he
r wai st. She tapped one toe inpatiently on the har
d floor.

The auditoriumgrew silent, except for that tap. T
ap, tap, tap, tap, tap. Ms. Wal ker seened to be ve



ry annoyed.

"Where i s Zeke?" she asked wearily. "Wiat is he do

ing now? |s he going to cone flying down fromthe

catwal k in full costune or sonething?"

| shoul d have guessed what Zeke was up to. But it

didn't dawn on ne until | heard a fam liar noi se.

The | oud cl anking. Fol |l owed by the hum

The trapdoor platform It was rising!

| sighed. "Here cones Zeke," | told M. Wl ker.

And a second | ater, Zeke's bl ue-and-green masked he

ad appear ed.

| stepped back and watched himrise from down bel ow
|t | ooked awesone. Really dramati c.

Slowy, he appeared, rising up over the stage fl oor

He reached the top and just stood there for a | ong
nmonment, staring out at the auditorium as if posi
ng for a picture. He was in full costune: his nask
, a black cape down to his ankles, black shirt and
pants.

VWhat a hami | thought. He really |oves having every

one stare at himand think he's hot stuff!

And then he stepped toward ne, taking quick stride

s. Through the mask, he raised his eyes to ne.

| tried to renenber what | was supposed to say next

But before | could utter a sound, he grabbed both
of ny shoul ders. He shook themreally hard. Too ha
rd.

Ease up, Zeke, | thought. It's only a rehearsal.
"Go away!" he cried in a furious whisper.
| renmenbered what | was supposed to say. | opened m

y nmouth to speak .

But then | froze.

| saw sonmeone waving to ne fromthe edge of the sta
ge.

Waving frantically.

It was Zeke!
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| knew | was in major trouble.

| f Zeke was standi ng way over there, who was shaki

ng ny shoulders, grinning at ne through the ugly m

ask?

"Hel p! Sonebody —help ne!" | screaned, struggling

to free nyself.

"No, Brooke!" Ms. Wal ker called out to ne. "The lin

eis, '"Help. Help ne, Father.' "

She didn't get it.

Coul dn't she see that there was a real phantomup h

ere trying to shake ne to death?

Suddenly, the Phantom | owered his nasked face and

whi spered harshly in ny ear, "Stay away. Stay away
fromny hone sweet hone!"

| gazed into his eyes.

They | ooked famliar to ne.

Who was he? | knew I'd seen hi m before.

But before | could renenber, he spun away from ne,
took a diving leap off the stage, and ran up the

| ong aisle, his cape flow ng behind him

| stood watching in horror as he di sappeared out th

rough the auditorium doors.

Sone kids |aughed. | heard Tina nutter to soneone,

"Was that in the script?"

Zeke canme running over to ne. "Brookie, are you all
right ?"
"I —I don't know," | replied. | felt really shaken
up.

"That was weird!" Zeke excl ai ned.

Ms. Wl ker cane striding across the stage, sw ngin

g her clipboard in one hand She had a very confus

ed expression on her face. "Can anyone explain wha

t just happened here?" she asked.

"There's a real phantomin this school," Zeke said
softly. He narrowed his eyes at nme thoughtfully.
W were sitting in the front row of the auditorium
. Brian scraped at a snmudge of black paint on the
back of his hand. | sat between the two boys, stud

yi ng Zeke.
The 1ights had been di med. Rehearsal had ended a
few mnutes before. | could hear a few voi ces out



in the hall. The door had just closed behind Ms. W
al ker .

"Why are you staring at ne |like that?" Zeke demande
d.

"I"'mstill wondering if you aren't responsible for
everything," | told himbluntly.

He rolled his eyes. "Yeah. Sure," he nuttered. "Ho
wcould | be in tw places at once today, Brooke?
Answer ne that. That's pretty tricky, even for som
eone as brilliant and clever as ne!"

| laughed. "It's possible,” | replied.

"I can't get this paint off," Brian noaned. "Look.
| got it on ny shirt, too."

"I's it washabl e pai nt?" Zeke asked.

"How should | know?" Brian replied unhappily. "I d
idn't read the | abel on the can. Do you read | abel
S on cans?"

"Zeke only reads cereal boxes," | | oked.

"Wl you stop kidding around?" Zeke denmanded i npa
tiently. "We've got a real phantomin this school.
And for sone reason, he's trying to ness up our p

| ay. "
| was still studying Zeke's face, trying to figure
out if he was telling the truth. "I saw you tal ki

ng to Andy Seltzer this norning before school," |
told Zeke. "You could have planned this whol e phan
tomthing wwth him You gave Andy the costune, rig
ht ? You told himwhat to do. You and Andy pl anned
out the whole thing. R ght?"

Zeke's nout h dropped open. "Huh? Why would | do tha
t?"

"To scare ne," | replied. "To scare everyone. To m
ake us think there's a real phantom And then when
you get us really scared, you laugh and say 'gotc

ha!" And we all feel |like total jerks."
A smle crossed Zeke's face. "Wsh |I'd thought of
that," he murnured. "But |'m serious, Brooke. | kn

ow you don't believe ne, but | didn't plan anythin
gwth Andy. And | didn't —"

Ti na hopped down fromthe stage. | guessed she'd b
een working on scenery behind the curtain. "Are yo
u feeling better, Brooke?" she asked coldly.



| turned to her. "Feeling better? |'mokay. What do
you nmean?"

"You | ooked so stressed out onstage, | thought nay
be you were sick," Tina replied nastily. "Are you

coming dowmn with the flu? I hear there's a really
bad one goi ng around."

"I"'mfine," | replied curtly.

"I's this paint washabl e?" Brian asked Ti na.

Tina shrugged. "Beats nme. Try turpentine." She sm
|l ed at Brian. "You're doing a good job on the back

drop." Then she turned back to ne and her smle fa

ded. "At |east soneone is doing a good job on this
pl ay. "

Before | could reply, she turned and hurried acros

s the aisle and out the auditorium door.

"She's praying | get the flu," | told Zeke. "lIsn't

t hat sick?"

He didn't reply. He was thinking so hard about the
Phantom | don't think he even heard ne.

"Do you think Tina could be doing all these terrib
| e things?" | asked. "Just to frighten ne away so

she can be Esnerel da?"

"That's crazy," Zeke replied softly.

"Yeah. | guess," | agreed.

Brian just kept trying to peel the black paint off
hi s hand.

"Let's go hone," | suggested. "It's really late. M
aybe we can tal k about the Phantomlater." | clinb
ed to ny feet.

Zeke glared up at ne. "You still don't believe ne

—do you!" he accused. "You still think this is al
| sonme plot just to scare you."

"Maybe. Maybe not," | replied, clinbing over himt
0 get to the aisle. | really didn't know what to t
hi nk.

Brian got up and followed ne toward the door. | tu
rned back to Zeke, who was still in his seat. "Are
you com ng? Are you going to walk with us?"

Zeke stood up without replying. "Yeah. | guess."

W were headi ng down the hall to our |ockers when
Zeke suddenly stopped. "Ohn. | forgot," he uttered.
"Forgot what?" | asked. It was nearly dinnertine.



| was eager to get hone. My nom was probably wonde
ring if |I'd been run over by a bus or sonething. M
om al ways i magi nes ne run over by a bus. | don't r
eal |y know why. | never knew anyone who was ever r
un over by a bus!

My mat h book," Zeke said. "I have to go to the of
fice. | left it in the auditoriumthe other night.

|'ve got to see if anyone turned it in."
"I'"'ll see you later,"” Brian said, backing down the
hal | .
"Where do you live?" | called to him
He pointed in a direction. South, | think. "See yo
u tonorrow " He turned and jogged around the corne
r.
| followed Zeke to M. Levy's office. Al the ligh
ts were on, but the office was enpty, except for D
ot, the secretary. She was shutting down her conpu
ter, getting ready to go hone.
"Did anyone turn in ny math book?" Zeke asked her,
| eani ng on the counter.
"Mat h book?" She squinted back at Zeke thoughtfully
"I left it in the auditoriumthe other night," Zek
e said. "I thought maybe that guy Emle turned it
In."
Dot's expression turned to confusion. "Wo? W is
Em | e?"
"You know," Zeke replied. "The little old guy wth
the white hair. The night janitor.™
Dot shook her head. "You're a little m xed up, Zek
e," she said. "There's no one naned Em | e who work
s at the school. W don't have a night janitor."
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Tina Powel|l called ne at hone that night. "Just wa
nted to see how you're feeling," she said. "You lo

oked so pal e, Brooke."

"I" mnot getting the flu!'" | shouted. | really | ost
my cool. But | couldn't help it.

"I heard you sneezing a |l ot yesterday," Tina said,



pretendi ng to be concerned.

"I always sneeze a lot," | replied. "Bye, Tina."
"Who was that other phantom who junped onstage thi
s afternoon?" Tina asked before | could hang up.

"I don't know," | said. "I really —"

"That was kind of scary,"” Tina interrupted. "I hop
e you weren't too scared or anything, Brooke."
"See you tonorrow, Tina," | said coldly.

| hung up the phone before she could say anything
el se. Tina was really becom ng a pain, | decided.

How nuch does she want to play Esnerelda? | found m

ysel f wonderi ng.

Just how nuch does she want the part? Enough to try
to scare ne away?

Zeke called later and convinced ne that Em | e had

to be our phantom "He lied to us, right?" Zeke as

ked excitedly. "He told us he worked for the schoo

| . And he tried to frighten us. It's got to be him
, " Zeke i nsi sted.

"Yeah. Probably,"” | replied, twirling the hair scru
nchie on ny wist.

"He's the right size," Zeke continued. "And he kne

w about the trapdoor." Zeke took a breath. "And wh

y was he there, Brookie? Wy was he there in the a
udi torium at ni ght ?"

"Because he's the Phanton?" | asked.

|t nmade sense.

| agreed to get to school early so that Zeke and |

could tell M. Wal ker about Em | e.

That night | dreaned about the play. | was onstage
in nmy costune. The spotlights were all on ne. | s

tared out at the seats, filled wth people.

The auditoriumgrew silent. Everyone was waiting fo
r Esnmerel da to speak.

| opened ny nouth —and realized | didn't renenber

what | was supposed to say.

| stared out at the faces of the audience.

| had forgotten everything. Every word. Every line.

The words had all flown away, like birds |eaving a
nest .



My nest was enpty. My mind was a total bl ank.

| stood there in panic. | couldn't nove. | couldn't
speak.

| woke up in a cold sweat. My entire body trenbl ed

My muscles had all knotted up. | had kicked all

the covers onto the floor.

What a horri bl e dream

| couldn't wait to get dressed and get to school.

| wanted to forget about that awful nightmare as q
ui ckly as | coul d.

| had to wal k Jereny to school. So | didn't get the
re as early as | wanted.

Jereny kept asking ne about the play. He wanted to
hear nore about the Phantom But | really didn't

feel like talking about it. | kept renmenbering ny

dream renenbering the panic of standing in front

of three hundred people and |looking like a total |

erk.

| dropped Jereny off, then hurried across the stre

et. | found Zeke waiting for nme by the front door.
He was staring inpatiently at his watch.

| don't know why. It doesn't have the correct tine
onit. It's one of those digital watches with sev

enteen different controls on it. Zeke can't figure
out howto set it. He can play ganes on it —and
play a dozen different songs. But he can't get it

to tell the tine.

"Sorry I'mlate," | said.

He grabbed ny armand pulled ne right into the cla
ssroom He wouldn't even let ne get ny books from
ny | ocker or take off ny coat.

We marched up to Ms. Wal ker, who was sitting behin
d her desk, glancing over the norning announcenent
S. She smled at us, but her smle faded as she sa

w t he sol emm | ooks on our faces.

"I's sonet hing wong?" M. Wil ker asked.

"Coul d we speak to you?" Zeke whispered, glancing a

t the kids already in class. "In private?"
Ms. Wal ker gazed up at the wall clock. "Can't it w
ait? The bell is going to ring in two mnutes."

"I't wll only take a mnute," Zeke prom sed.
She followed us out into the hall and | eaned her b



ack against the tile wall. "What's the probl enf"
"There's a phantomin the school,"” Zeke told her b
reathl essly. "A real one. Brooke and | have seen h
I m"

"Whoa! " Ms. Wal ker nmurnmured, raising both hands to
say stop.

"No! Really!" | insisted. "W did see him M. Wl
ker. In the auditorium W sneaked in. To use the

t rapdoor, and —"

"You did what?" she cried, narrowi ng her eyes first
at me, then at Zeke.

"I know, | know," Zeke said, blushing. "W weren't
supposed to. But that's not the point."

"There's a phantom " | said. "And he's trying to st
op the play."

"I know you think |'ve been doing all those things

" Zeke added. "But | haven't. It's the Phantom H

A

Ms. WAl ker rai sed her hands again. She started to

say sonet hing, but the bell rang —right over our

heads.

We raised our hands to protect our ears.

When the bell finally stopped clanging, M. Wl ker
took a few steps toward the classroomdoor. It wa

s really noisy inside. The kids were all taking ad

vant age of her not being in there.

"I"'msorry | upset you with that story," she told u

S.

"Huh?" Zeke and | both cried out.

"I never should have told that old phantom story,"
Ms. WAl ker said fretfully. "It got a lot of kids

upset. | apol ogi ze for scaring you."

"But you didn't!" Zeke protested. "W saw a guy, an

d _II

"Have you been havi ng ni ght mares about a phant on?"

Ms. Wal ker demanded.

She didn't believe us. She didn't believe a word we
had sai d.

"Listen —" | started.

Al three of us junped when we heard a | oud crash

I nside the room A crash followed by wild | aughter



"Let's get inside," M. Wl ker said. She pointed a
t Zeke. "No nore practical jokes —okay? No nore j
okes. W want the play to be good, don't we?"

Bef ore we could answer, she turned and hurried into
the room

"What am | doi ng here?" Brian noaned. He shivered
and stared up at the dark trees. "Wy am | doing t
hi s?"

"You cane with us because you're a nice guy," | to
ld him patting the shoul der of his sweater.

"No. Because |I'man idiot!" Brian corrected ne.
This was all Zeke's idea. He cane to ny house afte
r dinner. | told ny parents we had our play rehear
sal. Alie.

Then Zeke and | wal ked to school. W net Brian on
the front wal k, where he'd promsed to wait for us

“I can't believe Ms. Wal ker didn't believe us," Zek
e fretted.

"Woul d you believe such a nutty story?" | demanded.
"Well, we're going to find the Phantom and prove w
e'reright," Zeke said firmy. "W have no choice
now. | nean, if Ms. Wal ker won't help us, we'll ha
ve to find himon our own."

"You just |like a good adventure," | teased him

He raised his eyes to mine. "Well, Brookie, if you'

re too scared . . .
"But what am | doing here?" Brian repeated, staring
at the dark school buil ding.

"W need all the help we can get!" | told him | ¢
ave Zeke a shove. "Let's go. |I'll show you who's s
cared and who isn't."

"I think I'ma little scared,"” Brian admtted. "Wha

t if we get caught?"

"Who's going to catch us?" Zeke asked him "You he
ard what Dot said in the office. There's no ni ght

janitor."

"But what if there's an alarm or sonething?" Brian
demanded. "You know. A burglar alarm"

"For sure,”" | replied, rolling ny eyes. "Qur schoo



| can't even afford pencil sharpeners! No way they
've got burglar alarns.”

"Well, we're going to have to break in," Zeke said
quietly, his eyes on the street. A station wagon
rolled by without slow ng. He tugged at the front
doors again. "They're | ocked tight."

"Maybe a side door?" Brian suggested.

We crept around to the side of the building. The p
| ayground stretched out, silent and enpty. The gra
ss glowed all silvery under the bright half-noon.
The side doors were | ocked, too.

And the back door that led into the band roomwas a
| so | ocked.

| raised ny eyes to the roof. The buil ding hovered
over us |like sone kind of dark creature. The w nd
ows reflected the white noonlight. It was the only
light I could see.

"Hey —that w ndow i s open!" Zeke whi sper ed.

We ran full speed up to the hal f-open windowin a
ground-fl oor classroom It was the hone ec room |
saw. Ms. Lanston probably left the w ndow open t
o let out the horrible snell of the nmuffins we bak
ed that afternoon.

Zeke rai sed both hands to the w ndow | edge and hoi
sted hinself up. Sitting on the | edge, he pushed t
he w ndow open w der.

A few seconds later, Brian and | followed himinto
t he hone ec room The aronma of burned cranberry m
uffins lingered in the air. W tiptoed through the
darkness to the door.

"Quch!" | cried out as | banged ny thigh into a | ow
t abl e.

"Be quiet!" Zeke scol ded.

"Hey —1 didn't do it on purpose!" | whispered back
angrily.

He was al ready out the door. Brian and | foll owed,
noving slowy, carefully.

The hall was even darker than the classroom W ke
pt pressed against the wall as we nade our way tow
ard the auditorium

My heart was racing. | felt all tingly. My shoes sc
raped | oudly over the hard fl oor.



Nothing to be afraid of, | told nyself. It's just

t he school building, the building you' ve been in a
mllion times. And there's no one el se here.

Just you. Zeke. Brian. And a phantom

A phant om who doesn't want to be found.

"I don't think | like this," Brian whispered as we
edged our way around a corner. "l'mreally pretty
scared. "

"Just pretend you're in a scary novie," | told him

"Pretend it's just a novie."
"But | don't |like scary novies!" he protested.
"Ssshhh, " Zeke warned. He stopped suddenly. | bunp
ed right into him "Try not to be a klutz, Brookie
, " he whi sper ed.
"Try not to be a jerk, Zekey," | replied nastily.
| squinted into the darkness. W had reached the au
ditorium
Zeke pull ed open the nearest door. W peered insid
e. Total blackness. The air in the auditoriumfelt
cool er.
Cool and danp.
That's because a ghost lives in here, | thought.
That nade ny heart punp even harder. | wshed |I co
uld control ny thoughts a little better.

Zeke funbled with his hand against the wall and cl
| cked on a row of lights over the section of seats
to our left. The stage cane into view Enpty and

silent. Soneone had left a | adder |eaning agai nst
one wall. Several paint cans were |lined up beside

t he | adder.

"How about turning on all the lights?" Brian sugges
ted. He sounded really frightened.

"No way," Zeke replied, his eyes on the stage. "W
want to take the Phantom by surprise, don't we? W
e don't want to warn himthat we're com ng."
Huddl ed cl ose together, we nmade our way slowy dow
n the center aisle toward the stage. In the dimli
ght, long shadows fell over the seats.

Ghost |y shadows, | thought.

Did a shadow nove near the stage?

No.

Stop it, Brooke, | scolded nyself. Don't let your i



magi nati on go wild. Not tonight.

| kept noving ny eyes back and forth, checking out
the stage and the rows of seats as we slowy made
our way to the front.

Where is he? | wondered. Were is the Phantonf

Does he live in that dark chanber so far below the
st age?

W were just a few feet fromthe stage when we hear
d the sound.

A footstep? A floorboard creaking?

Al three of us stopped. Al three of us heard it.

| grabbed Zeke's arm | saw Brian's green eyes go w
ide with fright.

And then we heard another sound. A cough.

"W're . . . n-not alone!" | stammered.
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"Wh-who's there?" | called. But ny voice caught in
ny throat.

"I's anybody up there?" Zeke called to the stage.
No reply.

Anot her f oot st ep.

Brian took a step back. He grabbed the back of a se
at and hel d on.

"He's back there," Zeke said, |eaning close to ne,

his eyes excited. "I know he's back there."
"Wher e?" | demanded, choking out the word. It was
hard to talk with ny heart in ny throat.

| stared up at the stage. | couldn't see anyone.

| junped when | heard anot her cough.

And then a cl anking sound rose up over the stage an
d echoed through the auditorium

At first | thought the trapdoor was about to nove.
Was soneone riding up on it? Was the Phant om about
torise in front of our eyes?

No.

| cried out when | saw the backdrop begin to unfurl

The cl anki ng sound grew |l ouder. The backdrop was s
|owmy being |owered at the back of the stage.



"Who is doing it?" | whispered. "Who on earth is se
nding it down?"

Zeke and Brian stared straight ahead and didn't rep
ly.

Zeke's mouth was w de open. His eyes didn't blink.
Brian gripped the back of the chair with both hands

The pai nt ed backdrop cl anked down, unrolling as it

| ower ed.

Al three of us gasped as we saw what had been done
to it.

It had been a gray brick theater wall. Brian and s
everal other kids had worked for days on it, sketc
hing it out, then painting it brick by brick.

"Who —who did that to ny painting?" Brian cried ou
t.

Zeke and | remained staring at it in silent horror.

The gray wall had been covered with red paint spl ot
ches and thick, red snears.

It | ooked as if soneone had di pped a wide brush in
red paint, then sneared and stabbed it all over t
he backdr op.

"I't's ruined!™ Brian declared shrilly.

Zeke was the first to nove. He raised his hands to
the stage floor and pulled hinself up onto the st
age. Brian and | followed after him

"Who' s here?" Zeke called out, cupping his hands ar
ound his nmouth. "Who's in here?"

Si | ence.

Sonmeone is here, | knew. Soneone had to | ower that
backdrop so that we could see what had been done

to it.

"Who' s here? Where are you?" Zeke repeated.

Agai n, no reply.

We noved cl oser, making our way slowy, keeping clo
se together.

And as we stepped up to it, words cane into view.

They were scrawl ed across the bottom thick letter
s in heavy red paint.

| stopped and squinted to read the nessage in the d
imlight:



STAY AVAY FROM MY HOVE SWVEET HOVE.

"Whoa," | nmurnured. | felt a chill roll down ny bac
K.

Then | heard a side door being pulled open.

Al three of us turned away fromthe backdrop in t
ime to see a figure step into the auditorium

We cried out in surprise when we saw who it was.
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She stood gaping up at us. She blinked her eyes se

veral tines, as if she didn't believe what she was
seei ng.

"I ' —I amreally shocked," Ms. Wal ker said finally.

| swall owed hard. | struggled to say sonething, but
no sound woul d cone out.
Zeke and Brian stood frozen |ike ne.

"I am so disappointed in all three of you," M. W
| ker said, stepping closer. "Breaking and entering
Is a serious crinme. And the three of you have no

busi ness —"

She stopped short and let out a little gurgle as h
er eyes fell on the backdrop. She had been so surp
rised to find Zeke, Brian, and ne onstage, she had
nt seen it —until now.

"Oh, no! Oh good heavens!" she cried, raising both
hands to her face. She tilted. Sort of toppled fr

omside to side. | thought she was about to fall o

ver!

"How coul d you?" she gasped. She hurried across th

e stage, her eyes on the paint-splotched backdrop.
"How could you ruin it? Al the students worked f

or so many days to get it right. How could you rui
nit for everyone?"

"We didn't," Zeke said quietly.

"W didn't do it," | repeated.

She shook her head hard, as if trying to shake us

away. "l'mafraid |I've caught you red-handed," she



said quietly, alnost sadly. | saw tears brimin h
er eyes.
"Ms. Wal ker, really —" | started.
She raised a hand to stop ne. "Was it so inportant
to you three to have your little joke?" she asked
, her voice trenbling.
"Ms. Wal ker —"
"WAs it so inportant to nmake everyone believe ther
e is a phantonf? So inportant that you broke into t
he school —commtted a serious crinme —and then c
onpl etely destroyed the scenery for our play? Ws
your joke so inportant?"
"We really didn't do it," | insisted, ny voice trem
bl i ng, too.
Ms. Wal ker stepped forward and rubbed a finger ove
r a red paint splotch on the backdrop. Wen she pu
|l ed the finger away, it was sneared with red pain
t.
"The paint is still wet," she said, her eyes burni
ng accusingly into mne. "There's no one el se here
Are you going to keep lying to ne all night?"
"I'f you'd just give us a chance —" Zeke started.
"I'mespecially disappointed in you, Brian," Ms. W
al ker said, shaking her head, a frown tightening h
er features. "You just started at this school a we
ek or so ago. You should be on your best behavior.'
Bri an bl ushed redder than |'ve ever seen a hunman b
| ush. He lowered his eyes, as if he were guilty.
| took a deep breath. "Ms. Wil ker, you have to |et
us explain!'™ | cried shrilly. "W really didn't d
othis! W found it like this! Really!"
Ms. WAl ker opened her nouth to speak, but changed
her m nd. "Okay." She crossed her arnms over her sk
i nny chest. "Go ahead. But | want the truth.”
"The truth," | said. | raised ny right hand, as if
swearing an oath. "Brian, Zeke and | did sneak in
to the school. We didn't really break in. W clinb
ed in through a w ndow. "
"Why?" Ms. Wal ker demanded sternly. "What are you
doi ng here? Way aren't you hone where you should b
e?"
"We cane to |l ook for the Phantom " Zeke broke in.



He swept his blond hair back with one hand. He alw
ays did that to his hair when he was really tense.
"We told you about the Phantomthis norning, but yo
u didn't believe us."

"OF course | didn't believe you!" M. Wal ker decl a
red. "It's an old |l egend. Just a story." She frown
ed at Zeke.

Zeke let out a frustrated sigh. "W saw the Phanto
m M. WAl ker. Brooke and |I. W saw him He's the
one who painted all over the backdrop. Not us. He'
s the one who swng down fromthe catwal k. And gra
bbed Brooke at rehearsal."

"Why should | believe that?" M. Wl ker denmanded,
her arnms still tightly crossed in front her.
"Because it's true," | said. "Zeke, Brian, and | —
we cane to the auditoriumto |look for the Phantom

"Where were you going to ook for hinP" M. Wl ker

asked.

"Well," Zeke stammered. "Probably underneath the st

age. "

"You were going to take the trapdoor down?" Ms. WAl

ker asked.

| nodded. "Maybe. If we had to."

"But | clearly instructed everyone to stay away fro

m t he trapdoor," she said.

"I know," | told her. "And |'msorry. We're all so

rry. But we are really desperate to find the Phant

om to prove to you that he is real, that we're no

t making hi mup."

Her expression remai ned hard. She continued to gla

re at us. "I haven't heard anything to convince ne

, " she sai d.

"When we got here, we heard sone noises," Zeke tol

d her, shifting unconfortably fromfoot to foot. "

Foot st eps. Fl oorboards creaking. So we knew soneon

e else was here."

"And then the backdrop started to cone down," Bria

n broke in, his voice shaky and small. "W just st

ood here and watched it, Ms. Walker. That's the tr

uth. And then when we saw how it was nessed up, we
we couldn't believe it!"



Ms. WAl ker's expression softened a little. Brian s

ounded so upset, | think she was starting to belie
ve him

"I worked so hard on that backdrop," Brian continu
ed. "It was the first thing | ever worked on at th
is school, and | wanted it to be good. | wouldn't
wreck ny own backdrop for a dunmb joke. | really wo
uldn't."

Ms. Wal ker uncrossed her arnms. She gl anced at each

of us, then returned her eyes to the backdrop. He
r lips silently formed the words of the scrawl ed m
essage:

STAY AVAY FROM MY HOVE SWVEET HOVE.

She shut her eyes and kept them shut for a | ong no
ment. Then she turned back to us. "I want to belie

ve you," she confessed with a sigh. "But | just do
n't know. "

She began to pace back and forth in front of us. "
| drove back to school because |'d forgotten your
mat h test papers. | heard voices in the auditorium

| conme in here, and | find you on the stage. The

scenery totally sneared and destroyed. The pai nt
still wet. And you ask ne to believe that a nyster
| ous phantom from over seventy years ago IS respon
sible."

| didn't say a word. Neither did Zeke or Brian. |
don't think we had anything nore to say.

"The weird thing is, I'mstarting to believe you,"
Ms. Wal ker said, frowning.

The three of us let out relieved sighs.

"At least, I'"'mstarting to believe that you didn't
pai nt on the backdrop." She shook her hair hard.
Her skinny body shuddered. "It's getting late," sh
e said softly. "Let's all go hone. | need to think
about this. Maybe we need to ask M. Levy for an
| nvestigation. Maybe he can help us find the cul pr

it who is trying to ruin our play."

Ch, no, | thought. Not the principal. Wat if he d
ecides to cancel our play? But | didn't say anythi
ng. None of us did. We didn't even | ook at one ano



ther. We followed Ms. WAl ker out into the hall.

| was just so relieved that she had started to bel

i eve us. And that she was letting us go.

She clicked on a hall light so we could see our way

We took a few steps, wal king behi nd her.

Then we all stopped at once.

W all saw the red paint spots on the hall floor. A
trail of red paint spots.

"Well, ook at this!" Ms. Wal ker declared. "Qur pa
inter was a little careless. He or she left a trai

| to follow ™

She clicked on nore |ights.

We followed the red paint splotches down the | ong
hall. W could clearly see a shoe print in one of

t he bi gger paint puddl es.

"I don't believe this!" Zeke whispered to ne. "Sone
one left a trail."

"I"'mglad,"” | whispered back. "Maybe the paint dri
ps will lead us to the one who splotched up the ba
ckdrop. "

"You nean the Phantonf" Zeke whi spered.

We turned a corner. W passed a snall paint snear.

"At least this will prove to Ms. Wal ker that we're

telling the truth,"” Brian said softly.

We turned anot her corner.

The paint trail stopped suddenly. One last tiny red
puddl e stood in front of a | ocker.

"Hmmm " Ms. Wl ker said thoughtfully, noving her

eyes fromthe paint snear to the | ocker. "The trai

| seens to lead right to here.”

"Hey!" Zeke cried out, startling all of us. | coul

d see his eyes go wwde with shock. "That's ny | ock

er!™
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No one said anything for a nonent.

| could hear Zeke's breaths, short and fast. | tur
ned to him He was staring at his | ocker, staring
hard at the gray netal door as if he could see ins



| de.

"pen your | ocker, Zeke," M. Wil ker instructed. Sh

e said it through gritted teeth.

"Huh?" Zeke gaped at her, as if he didn't understa
nd what she neant. He |lowered his eyes to the snea
r of red paint on the floor under his | ocker door.

"Go ahead. Open your |ocker," M. WAl ker repeated
patiently. She suddenly | ooked very tired.

Zeke hesitated. "But there's nothing in there," he
protested. "Just books and notebooks and stuff."

"Pl ease." Ms. Wal ker notioned to the conbination |

ock wth one hand. "Please, Zeke. It's really late

"But you don't think —?" Zeke started.

Ms. Wal ker notioned to the | ock again.

"Maybe sonebody wanted to make it | ook |ike Zeke w

as the one with the paint," | suggested. "Mybe so
meone deliberately nmade that trail of paint lead t

o Zeke's | ocker."

"Maybe," Ms. Walker replied calmy. "That's why | w

ant himto open his |ocker."

"Okay, okay," Zeke nuttered. H's hand shook as he
reached for the conbination | ock. He | eaned his he

ad forward and concentrated as he spun the dial, f
irst one direction, then the other.

"Gve ne sone light," he said edgily.

| backed up. "Sorry." | didn't realize |I was standi
ng in his light.

| glanced at Brian. He had his hands shoved in his
pockets. He | eaned against the wall and stared in

tently at Zeke's hands as Zeke twirled the |ock.
Finally, Zeke pulled the |lock open with a loud clic
K.

He lifted the handl e and pull ed open the door.

| |eaned forward to peer inside at the sane tine as
Ms. Wal ker. We nearly bunped heads.

We both saw the can of paint at the sane tine.

A small can of red paint resting on the | ocker fl oo
r.

The 1id wasn't on tight. Splashes of red paint drip
ped over the side of the can.

"But it isn't mne!" Zeke wail ed.



Ms. WAl ker let out a long sigh. "I'msorry, Zeke."
"I't isn't mne!" Zeke whined. "Really, M. WAl ker!
It isn t!"

"I"'mgoing to call your parents to cone in for a s

erious talk," Ms. Wal ker said, biting her lower I|i
p. "And, of course, you're out of the play."

"Oh, nooo!" Zeke npbaned. He slammed the | ocker doo
r shut as hard as he could. The crash echoed down

the long, enpty hall.

Ms. Wal ker flinched fromthe sound. She flashed Ze
ke an angry | ook. Then she turned to Brian and ne.
"So you two were also involved? Tell the truth!"”
"No!" Brian and | both called out. "W didn't do i

t," | added. | started to say, "Neither did Zeke."
But | could see that it was too late. There was no
way to argue against the can of paint in the |ock

er.

Zeke was a cooked goose.

"I'f I find out that you and Brian had anything to

do withit, I'll renove you fromthe play and call
your parents in, too," Ms. WAl ker threatened. "No

w go hone. Al of you."

We turned and trudged out the door w thout another

wor d.

The night air felt cold against ny hot skin. | shiv
er ed.

The hal f-noon was covered by a sheet of gray m st.
The m st | ooked like a ghostly figure floating ov
er the noon.

| followed Zeke and Brian down the concrete steps.
A gust of wnd made ny jacket flap behind ne,.

"Do you believe it?" Zeke nmuttered angrily. "Do you
believe it?"

"No," | replied, shaking ny head. Poor Zeke. | cou
| d see he was really nessed up. And when his paren

ts got that call from Ms. WAl ker, Zeke was going t
o be even nore nessed up!

"How did that paint get in your |ocker?" Brian aske
d him his eyes peering into Zeke's.

Zeke turned away. "How should I know?" he snapped.

We nmade our way to the sidewal k. Zeke angrily kick
ed an enpty cardboard juice box into the street.



"See you tonorrow, | guess," Brian said unhappily.
He gave us a little wave, then turned and started
wal king slowy toward his house.

Zeke jogged off in the other direction.

"Aren't you going to walk hone with ne?" | called.
"No," he shouted back, and kept goi ng.
In a way | was glad he had left. | didn't really kn

ow what to say to him
| just felt so bad.
| started wal king slowy, ny head down, thinking h

ard, when | saw a small, round light floating towa
rd me through the darkness.
The light grew bigger. | realized it was a bicycle

headl i ght. The bi ke turned out of the school park
ing ot and rolled snoothly, steadily toward ne.
Wen it was a few feet away, | recogni zed the bike
rider. "Tina!" | cried in surprise. "Wiat are you
doi ng here?"
She squealed to a stop, bouncing in the seat. Her
dark eyes caught the light of the streetl anp above
us. She smiled. An odd smle.
"H , Brooke. How s it going?" she asked.
Was she in the school? | wondered. Did she just com
e out of the school ?

"Where'd you cone fronf" | repeated.

Her strange smle renmained on her face. "A friend'
s," she said. "I"'mjust comng froma friend s."
"Were you in the school?" | blurted out.

"The school ? No. Not ne," she replied. She shifted
her weight, then raised her feet to the pedals.
Better zip up that jacket, Brooke," she said. "You

don't want to catch a cold, do you?"
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On Saturday we had play rehearsals all day long in
the auditorium The perfornmance was only a week a

way.

We all worked hard, and the rehearsal went well. |
only forgot ny lines tw ce.

But it wasn't the sane w thout Zeke.



Robert Hernandez had taken Zeke's place. | like Ro
bert, but he's a very serious guy. He doesn't get
ny jokes, and he doesn't |ike to kid around or be
ki dded.

After lunch, Robert and Corey were rehearsing a sc

ene together. Ms. Walker still hadn't returned fro
m | unch.

| wandered over to Brian. He had a paintbrush in h
I's hand, dripping with black paint. He was | eaning
over the new backdrop, putting sonme final touches
on the gray bri cks.

"Looks good," | told him | had a sudden urge to s
| ap hi mon the back and nmake hi m snear bl ack paint
all over. But | decided that m ght not go over to

o well.

| don't know where these sudden urges cone from
"How s it goi ng?" Brian asked w thout | ooking up. H

e was filling in sone spots he had m ssed.

"Okay, | guess," | replied. Across the stage, | sa

w Tina working with a large glue pot. She was brus
hing a thick |layer of glue onto a cardboard chande
lier.

"Robert is going to be a good phantom" Brian said
, scratching his chin wth the tip of the paintbru
sh handl e.

"Yeah," | agreed. "But | kind of m ss Zeke."

Bri an nodded. Then he turned to |l ook up at ne. "Yo
u know what? There hasn't been one practical joke
since Zeke left. No scenery ruined. No nysterious
phant ons | eapi ng out at us. No threatening words s
crawm ed on the walls. Nothing. Nothing bad since M
s. Wal ker kicked Zeke out."

| hadn't thought about it until that second. But B
rian was right. Ever since Zeke had been renoved f
romthe play, the Phantom had totally di sappear ed.
Everyt hi ng had been going so snmoothly. | hadn't eve
n stopped to realize it.

Did this mean that Zeke actually was the Phant onf?
That Zeke had been doing all those horrible things
after all?

"Did Zeke's parents have a cow when Ms. WAl ker cal
|ed themin to school ?" Brian asked. "Did he get p



uni shed?"

"For sure,” | replied, still thinking about the Ph

antom "Hs parents grounded himfor life. And the

y took away his VCR That neans no horror novies.

Zeke can't live without horror novies!"

Bri an sni ckered. "Maybe Zeke has seen too many horr

or novies," he said.

"Okay, people!"™ a voice called loudly. | turned to
see that Ms. WAl ker had returned fromlunch. "Let
's take it fromthe opening of Act Two," she calle

d. "W'll do the whole act."

| said good-bye to Brian and hurried to the front

of the stage. Esnerelda was in just about every sc

ene of Act Two. This tinme, | was determned to rem

enber every word.

As | stepped beside Robert, | saw Ms. WAl ker pick
up her script fromthe table where she always |eft
it. She grasped it in both hands and started to o
pen it to Act Two.

| wat ched her expression change as her hands worke

d at the script. She et out a short, angry cry. T
hen she tugged sonme nore at the thick script.

"Hey —" she shouted angrily. "Now who's the joker?

"Ms. Wal ker, what's wong?" Robert call ed.

She raised the script and shook it furiously. "The
pages of ny script —they've all been glued toget
her!" she funed.

Startl ed gasps rose up around the stage.

"That's it!" M. Wal ker cried. She heaved the scri
pt at the wall. "That was the | ast joke! The play
I s cancel ed! Everybody go hone! It's cancel ed!”
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"Did Ms. Wl ker change her m nd?" Zeke asked.

| nodded. "Yeah. She cal ned down after a few secon

ds and said the play could go on. But she was in a
really bad nood for the rest of the day."

"At least this tinme she couldn't blanme ne," Zeke s

aid quietly. He tossed a pink rubber ball across t



he Iiving room and Buster, his black cocker spani
el, went scranbling after it.

Brian and | had dropped by Zeke's house to tell hi
m how t hi ngs were goi ng. Zeke was grounded —proba
bly forever —and couldn't |eave the house. H s pa
rents were at the novies. They'd be hone in a few
hour s.

Buster dropped the ball and started barking at Bria

n.
Zeke | aughed. "He doesn't like you, Brian." He pic
ked up the ball and bounced it over the carpet aga
i n.

But Buster ignored the ball and kept barking at Bri
an.

Bri an bl ushed. He reached out to pet the dog's hea
d. "What's your problem fella? |'mnot a bad guy.

Bust er scanpered away from Brian and crossed the r

oomto search for the ball, which had rolled into
t he hal | way.
"Well, | guess this proves there's sone other joke

r in the class," Zeke said, his smle fading. He s

ettled back on the couch. "Q@uess this proves that

it wasn't nme doing all the bad things."

| started to nake a joke, but | caught the serious
expression on Zeke's face. So | didn't say anythi

ng.

"There's a phantom and it isn't nme," Zeke said.

And now everyone thinks I'ma liar. M. Wl ker thi

nks | tried to ruin the play. Even ny parents thin

k 1'"ve turned into a bad guy."

"You were a nmuch better phantomthan Robert," | sa
id, trying to cheer himup. "There's less than a w
eek to go, and Robert still keeps nessing up his |

I nes. He says he's sorry he tried out for the play
He doesn't even want to be in it now "

Zeke junped to his feet. "If we could prove that |
'mnot the Phantom 1'Ill bet M. Wl ker woul d give
the part back to ne."

"Unh-oh," | said. | could see Zeke's m nd working. |

knew what he was going to say next.
"Uh-oh," Brian echoed. He al so knew what Zeke was ¢



oi ng to say.

"Let's go to school," Zeke said, his eyes wide wt
h excitenent. "Let's find the Phantomthis tine. |
really want to get ny part back."

| shook ny head. "No way, Zeke —" | started.

"I really want to show everyone that | didn't try t

o ruin the play," Zeke insisted.

Brian tossed the ball to the dog. The dog wat ched
it bounce away. "But you're grounded, renenber?" B
rian said to Zeke.

Zeke shrugged. "If we find the Phantom and prove t
hat |'minnocent, ny parents will be glad I went.

And | won't be grounded anynore. Cone on, guys. On

e nore try. Please?"

| stared back at Zeke, thinking hard. | didn't thi
nk it was a good idea. The last tine we sneaked in

to the auditorium we ended up in major trouble.

| could see by Brian's expression that he didn't wa
nt to go, either.

But how could we say no to Zeke? He was practically
beggi ng us!

It was a warmnight, but | felt chilled just the s

ane. As we wal ked to school, | kept seeing shadows
noving close as if reaching for us. But when | tu
rned to see them they vani shed.

Br ooke, you have too nuch imagination, | scol ded ny

sel f.

| wished ny heart would stop thudding |ike a bass d
rum

| wished | were hone, watching TV with Jereny. | h

ad a bad feeling about our little adventure. A ver

y bad feeling.

W didn't waste any tinme trying the doors. W clim
bed into the school through the sane honme ec room

wi ndow. Then, once again we nade our way silently

down the dark halls to the auditorium

One row of lights had been Ieft on at the back of

the seats. The stage |l ay dark and bare, except for
the gray brick backdrop against the back wall.

Zeke | ed the way down the center aisle. He had giv

en us each a flashlight. We clicked themon as we



made our way to the stage. The beans of 1ight play

ed over the enpty rows of seats. | raised mne to

the stage and swept it fromside to side.

No one up there. No sign of anything unusual.
"Zeke, this is a waste of tine," | said, whispering
even though no one could hear us.

He raised a finger to his |ips. "W're going down
bel ow t he stage," Zeke said quietly, his eyes stra
i ght ahead. "And we're going to find him Brooke.

This tinme, we're going to find him™"

| had never seen Zeke so serious, so determ ned. A
chill of fear went slowy down ny back. But | dec
i ded not to argue with him

"Uh . . . maybe | should stay up on the stage whil

e you two go down," Brian suggested. "I could stan

d guard."

"Stand guard agai nst what ?" Zeke demanded, rai sing
his flashlight to Brian's face.

| could see Brian's frightened expression. "Agains

t . . . anyone who might cone," he replied weakly.
"All three of us have to go down," Zeke insisted.
"I'f we do find the Phantom | want two w tnesses —
you and Brooke."

"But the Phantomis a ghost —right?" Brian denmande

d. "How do we find a ghost?"

Zeke glared at him "We'll find him"

Bri an shrugged. We could both see that there was no
point in arguing wth Zeke tonight.

The fl oorboards on the stage creaked as we nmade ou
r way to the trapdoor. CQur flashlights noved over

the outline of the square platformin the floor.
Brian and | huddl ed cl ose together in the center o

f the square. Zeke stonped hard on the little wood

en peg, then junped besi de us.

We heard the fam liar clanking sound. Then the gen

tle humas the platformstarted to | ower. The stag

e appeared to rise up all around us. In a few seco
nds, we were surrounded by four black walls.

The light fromour flashlights washed over the wal
| s as we sank | ower and | ower under the stage. My
heart felt as if it were sinking, too —down to ny
knees!



The three of us stood pressed together in the cent
er of the platform The clanking and grindi ng soun
ds grew | ouder as we went down. Finally, we hit th
e bottomwith a hard thud.

For a few seconds, none of us noved.

Zeke was the first to step off the platform He ra
i sed his flashlight and swept it slowy around. W
were in the mddle of a large, enpty chanber. It

tunnel ed out in two directions.

"Here, Phantonml Here, boy!" Zeke called softly, as
If calling his dog. "Here, Phantom Were are you
, Phanton®?" he called in a singsong voice.

| stepped off the platformand gave hima shove.
Stop it," | insisted. "I thought you were serious

about this. Why are you making a joke of it?"
"Just trying to keep you fromgetting too scared,"
Zeke replied. But, of course, | knewthe truth. H

e was trying to keep hinself fromgetting too scar

ed.

| turned back to Brian. In the dimtight, he | ooke

d scared enough for both of us! "There's no one do

wn here. Can we go back up now?" he pl eaded.

"No way," Zeke told him "Follow ne. Keep your lig
ht down on the ground so we can see where we're go
I ng. "

Wal ki ng side by side, Brian and | followed Zeke in

to the chanber. W stepped into a long tunnel, too
k a few steps, then stopped to listen.

Si | ence.

My legs were trenbling. In fact, ny entire body wa

s shaki ng. But Zeke was acting so brave. There was
no way I'd I et himknow how frightened | was.

"This tunnel probably stretches all the way under

t he school ," Zeke whi spered, noving his |ight ahea

d of us. "Maybe even farther. Maybe it goes under

the entire bl ock!"

We took another few steps —then stopped when we he

ard a noi se behind us.

A cl anking, followed by a | oud hum

"Hey!" Brian cried out shrilly. "The trapdoor!"

Al three of us spun around and started running ba

ck toward it. Qur heavy footsteps echoed loudly th



rough the dark tunnel.
My chest was aching so hard by the tinme we got bac
k to the trapdoor platform | could hardly breathe

"It —it's going back up!" Zeke cri ed.

We stood there hel plessly, gazing at the platform
as it rose over our heads, clinbing back up to the
st age.

"Push the switch!" Zeke cried to ne. "Bring it back
down! "

| funbled on the wall till I found the switch. | tr
led to nove it. But it was stuck.

No. It had been | ocked.

|t woul dn't budge.

The trapdoor platform stopped hi gh above us. A hea
vy silence fell over the three of us as we stared
up in the darkness.

"Zeke, now we're trapped down here," | uttered. "T
here's no way back up. We're totally trapped.”

20

W waited to see if sonmeone was com ng down. But th

e trapdoor remained closed up there.

Brian |l et out a frightened sigh. "Sonebody did it,

" he whispered, staring up to the platform "Soneb
ody pushed the switch and sent it back up."

"The Phantom ™ | cried. | turned to Zeke. "Now what

A

Zeke shrugged. "Now we have no choice. If we want

to get out of here, we have to find the Phantom "

Qur circles of yellow light trenbled over the fl oo
r as we turned and headed back into the tunnel. No
one said a word as we followed it around one curv

e, then another.

The fl oor becane soft and nuddy. The air grew coole
r.

| heard a soft, chittering sound in the distance. |
hoped it wasn't a bat.

Brian and | had to hurry to keep up with Zeke. He

was taking |long strides, his flashlight swinging b



ack and forth in front of him

Suddenly, | heard | ow, nusical humm ng. It took ne
a while to realize it was comng from Zeke. He wa
s humnm ng a tune to hinself.

Conme on, Zeke, give ne a break! | thought. You' ve
got to be scared! You can't fool ne with a little
cheerful humm ng. You are as scared as | am

| started to tease himabout it. But the tunnel su
ddenly ended, and we found ourselves at a | ow door

way. Brian hung back. But Zeke and | stepped up to
t he door, our flashlights beam ng over it.

"Anyone in there?" Zeke called in a strange, tiny v
oi ce.

No reply.

| reached out and pushed the door. It creaked open
Zeke and | raised our flashlights and ai ned them
| nsi de.

A room Al furnished. | saw a folding chair. A be
at-up couch with one of the cushions m ssing. Book
shel ves al ong one wall.

My flashlight fell over a small table. A bow and
a box of cornflakes stood on the table. | swept th
e light around and saw a small, unnmade bed agai nst
the far wall.

Zeke and Brian followed nme into the room Qur beam
s of light slid slowy over every object, every pi
ece of furniture. An ol d-fashioned record player s

tood on a low table. A stack of old records was pi
| ed beside it.

"Do you believe this?" Zeke whi spered. A grin sprea
d over his face.

"I think we've found the Phantomis hone,"” | whisper
ed back.

Hs flashlight tilting in front of him Brian nade
his way to the table. He peered down at the cerea

| bowl. "The Phantom —he was just here," Brian sa
id. "The cereal isn't soggy yet."
"This is amazing!" | cried. "Soneone actually lives

down here, way bel ow the —"

| stopped because | felt a sneeze com ng on. Maybe
a whol e sneezing fit.

| tried to hold it in. But | couldn't. | sneezed on



ce. Twice. Five tines.
"Stop it, Brooke!" Brian pleaded. "He'll hear you!"

"But we want to find him" Zeke rem nded Bri an.

| sneezed seven tines. Then one nore for good | uck.
Finally, | was all sneezed out.

"He heard that. | know he did," Brian fretted. H's

eyes darted around in fear.

The door slamed shut.

"Nooo!" We all junped and cried out.

My heart |eaped to ny nouth. Every nuscle in ny bod

y tied itself into a knot.

We turned to stare at the door. Soneone had cl osed
it, I knew It hadn't been bl own shut by any w nd

Zeke was the first to nove. Lowering his flashligh

t, he hurtled to the door. He grabbed the knob and
pushed hard.

The door didn't budge.

Zeke |l owered his shoul der against the door. Twistin

g the knob, he pushed agai n.

Still no success.

He banged his shoul der agai nst the door. Pushed ag

ain. Strained against the door with all his weight

V%en he turned back to us, his face revealed his f
ear for the first time. "W —we're locked in," he
said softly.
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| rushed up beside Zeke. "Maybe if all three of us

try," | suggest ed.

"Maybe," Zeke replied. But | could see he didn't ha

ve nmuch hope.

| swal |l owed hard. Seeing Zeke so frightened nade ne
even nore frightened.

"Yeah. Let's all push together," Brian agreed, ste
ppi ng up beside ne. "W can break the door down if
we have to."

Way to go, Brian! | thought. He's finally show ng s



one spirit.

We |ined up agai nst the door and prepared to push.
| took another deep breath and held it. | was tryi
ng to cal mnyself dowmn. My arns and legs felt as i

f they were nade of chew ng gum

This is just so scary, | realized. If we are | ocke

dinthis tiny roomand can't get out, we could be
here for the rest of our lives. W are m | es and
mles away fromthe rest of the world.

Everyone will search and search up above. And they

"I'l never find us. And even if we yell and scream

at the tops of our lungs for help, there's no way

anyone coul d hear us.

We'l| be trapped here forever.

| took another deep breath. "Ckay, on the count of
three," | said. "On three, everybody push."

Zeke started to count. "One . . . two . . ."
"Whoa! WAit a minute!™ | interrupted. | stared at

t he door. "We pushed the door to get in here —rig
ht ?"

"Yeah, | guess," Zeke replied, staring hard at ne.
"So it won't push open frominside," | said. "W ha
ve to pull it open.”

Hey —vyou're right!" Zeke cri ed.
| grabbed the knob, twisted it, and pulled hard.
The door slid open easily.
And there was a man standing in the doorway.
My flashlight noved up to his face. | recogni zed hi
minstantly.
Emle. The little, white-haired man who said he was
the night janitor.
He bl ocked the doorway and glared in at us, an ugly
, henacing scow on his scarred face.
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"Let us go!" | shrieked.

He didn't nove. H's strange, gray eyes noved fromZ
eke to Brian to ne.

"You have to let us out of here!" I insisted. And t
hen | added neekly, "Please?"



H s scowml grew even angrier. The light fromthe fl
ashlight nmade the | ong scar on his cheek | ook even
deeper.

He didn't budge fromthe doorway. "Wiy are you dow
n here?" he demanded in his hoarse whisper of a vo
ice. "Why are you in ny honme?"

"So —you are the Phantom " | blurted out.
He narrowed his eyes at ne in surprise. "Phantonf"
Hi s expression turned thoughtful. "I guess you co

uld call ne that."

Brian uttered a |l ow cry.

"This is ny hone sweet hone," the nman said angrily
. "Why are you here? Wiy didn't you listen to ny w
ar ni ngs?"

"Your warnings?' | asked. | was shaking so hard, t
he light fromny flashlight was dancing all over t
he wal | .

"I did everything | could to keep you away," the P
hantom said. "To keep you from ny hone."

"You nmean the paint on the backdrop? Sw ngi ng down
fromthe catwal k? The scary mask in ny | ocker wt
h the note?" | cried in astoni shnent.

The Phant om nodded. "I tried to warn you. | didn't
want to hurt anyone. But | had to protect ny hone

"And so you tried to stop our play?" Zeke denmanded
, huddling close to ne. "You tried to ruin our pla

y so we wouldn't use the trapdoor and find you dow
n here?"

The Phant om nodded.

"And what happened seventy-two years ago?" | asked
him "What happened to you the first tinme the pla

y was supposed to be perforned? Wiy did you di sapp

ear that night?"

The Phantoni s expressi on changed. | saw conf usi on
in his silvery eyes. "I —I| don't understand," he

stammered, staring hard at ne, his white hair fall
i ng over his forehead.

"Seventy-two years ago," | insisted.
A bitter smle fornmed on his lips. "Hey, |'mnot t
hat old!" he replied. "I"monly fifty-seven."

"Then . . . you're not the Phanton?" Zeke asked unc



ertainly.

Em |l e shook his head. He et out a weary sigh. "I

don't understand this Phantomtal k, young man. |I'm
just a poor honeless guy trying to protect ny lit

tle space.™

Al three of us studied him trying to decide if h

e was telling the truth. | decided that he was. "Y

ou've been living here under the school ?" | asked

softly. "How did you know about this room down her

e?"

"My father worked at the school for thirty years,"
Emle replied. "He used to bring ne here with him
when | was a kid. Wiwen | lost ny apartnent in tow

n, I renenbered this space. |'ve been living here

ever since. For nearly six nonths now "

Hi s eyes glared angrily again. He brushed the hair
off his forehead as his ugly scowl returned. "But
you're ruining it for ne, aren't you?" he said sh

arply. "You're ruining it all for ne."

He noved qui ckly, stepping fromthe doorway, enter

ing the room wal king toward us wth that nenacing
expr essi on.

| stunbl ed back. "Wh-what are you going to do to us

?" 1 cried.
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"You rui ned everything. Everything,"

ovi ng toward us.

"Now, wait —" | cried, raising ny hands as if to s
hield nyself.

Then | heard a sound. Fromout in the tunnel. A | ow
cl anki ng sound.

| turned to Zeke and Brian. They heard it, too.

The trapdoor! It was noving. Com ng down. W could
hear it at the other end of the tunnel.

| think all three of us had the sane idea at once.
W had to get to that trapdoor. It was our only c
hance of escape.

"You ruined everything," Emle repeated, suddenly

soundi ng nore sad than angry. "Way didn't you I|i st

he repeated, m



en to ny warni ngs?"

Wt hout saying a word to each ot her, Zeke, Brian,

and | charged for the door. "Ch!" | bunped into Em

ile as | scooted past.

To nmy surprise, he didn't reach out to grab ne, did

nt try to stop ne.

| led the way out the door, running at full speed.
My legs still felt as rubbery as chewi ng gum But
| forced themto nove. One running step, then ano

t her.

| didn't glance back. But | could hear Zeke and Br

ian at nmy heels. And then | heard Emle's voice ec

hoi ng through the tunnels: "You ruined everything.
Everyt hi ng!"

Was Em | e chasing after us?

| didn't care. | just wanted to get to that trapdoo

r platformand get out of there!

| plunged blindly through the dark, curving tunnel
My sneakers sank into the soft dirt floor as | r

an. My shoul der scraped the rough wall, but | didn

't sl ow down.

The |ight bounced over the ground at ny feet. | ra

ised it as the trapdoor platformcane into view |
was gasping for breath. My side ached fromrunnin

g.

"Huh? What are you doi ng down here?" a man's voice
cal | ed.

Zeke' s dad!

Zeke, Brian, and | scranbled on to the platform sq
ueezi ng beside him

"What's going on?" M. Mitthews demanded. "Whose vo
ice is that?"

"Up!" | managed to choke out. "Take us up."

Zeke reached out and flipped the switch. This tine
It noved.

Wth a hard jerk, the platformstarted to raise its
el f.

| gazed back to the tunnel. Had Emle followed afte
r us?

No. No sign of him

He hadn't even chased us.

Weird, | thought. So weird.



"I heard a man's voice. Who was that?" M. Matthews
demanded agai n.

"A honel ess guy. Living beneath the stage," | said

, expl ai ni ng what happened and how he had been try

ing to scare us for weeks.

"How did you know we were down there?" Zeke asked h
i s dad.

"You were supposed to be at hone,

he replied ster

nly. "You were grounded. You're still grounded. Bu
t when you weren't at hone, | figured I'd find you
poki ng around the stage again. The side door to t
he school was open. | entered the auditoriumand h
eard the trapdoor noving. | decided to see what wa
S going on."
"I"'mso glad!™ | cried. | felt |like hugging M. WNat
t hews.

As soon as the platform stopped, we scranbled to t
he stage. Zeke's dad hurried to call the police. H
e told themthere was a honel ess guy |iving under

t he school .

The police arrived quickly. W watched them go dow
n the trapdoor. W waited for themto bring Emle
up. But they returned a few mnutes |ater w thout
hi m

"No one down there," an officer reported. He renov
ed his helnmet and scratched his black, wavy hair.
"No sign of anyone, either. Just a bed and sone ol
d furniture."

"What about his food? Hi s books?" | asked.

"All gone," the officer replied. "Guess he cleared
out real fast. The basenent door was still slight
| y open."

After the police left, Brian said good night and h

eaded out of the auditorium Zeke's dad was goi ng

to drive ne hone.

| turned to Zeke. "So, there's your Phantom™" | sa

id wwth a little sadness. "Just a poor honel ess nma

n. Not a seventy-two-year-old ghost who's been hau

nting the school since it was built. Just a poor h

onel ess man. "

"Yeah, it's disappointing," Zeke replied, frowning
"I really wanted to neet a real ghost, a real ph



antom" H's expression brightened. "But at |east n
ow Ms. Wal ker will believe ne. And I'l|l get ny par
t in the play back."

The play. I'd al nost forgotten about the play.

Zeke was right, | thought happily. He'll get his pa

rt back now. Everything will go fine.
The Phantomis gone.
Now we can all relax, | thought. Now we can enjoy o

ursel ves and put on a great perfornmance.
Ww. Was | wr ong!
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The night of the performance, | sat in the girls'
dressing room snearing gl obs of stage nakeup all
over ny face. I'd never worn so nuch nmakeup before

, and didn't think | was doing it right. | didn't

even want to wear the gunk in the first place.

But Ms. Wal ker said we all had to. Even the guys.

She said it cuts down on the glare fromthe lights
and nmakes your face |ess shiny on stage.

It was a wild scene in the girls' dressing room W

e were all struggling into our costunes and brushi

ng on makeup. Lisa Rego and G a Bentley —two fift

h-graders who didn't even have big parts in the pl

ay —were hogging the full-length mrror, |aughing
and giggling and admring thensel ves.

By the tinme | got to check nyself out, the stage m

anager was calling, "Places! Places, everyone!"

My stonmach junped. Cal m down, Brooke, | ordered ny

self. This is supposed to be fun —renenber?

| stepped out of the dressing room crossed the ha

|1, entered the auditoriumthrough the stage door,
and took ny place at the side of the stage. Soneo

ne tapped nme on the shoulder, and | junped a mle.
Man, was | jittery!

| whirled around and found nyself face-to-face wth
t he Phant onl

| knew it was only Zeke in his costune and nmask, b

ut he startled ne just the sane. "Zeke! You |ook s

o real! You | ook awesone!" | told him



Zeke didn't reply. He gave ne a very formal bow fr
omthe waist, then hurried to take his place.

The curtain was closed. But | could hear the stead

y runble of voices out in the auditorium | peeked
out of the side of the curtain. Ww Every seat w
as filled. That thought sent ny stonmach doing junp
i ng jacks all over again.

The lights began to dim The audi ence instantly be
cane silent. The stage |ights went up. The nusic s

tarted.

Go for it, Brooke, | told nyself. Just go for it!

The play didn't get strange until the end of the f
irst act. W were all doing really well until then

When the curtain opened, and the audi ence appl aude
d the set, | stepped out onstage with Corey. And |
conpl etely forgot about ny stage fright.

"Be careful, daughter," Corey warned, playing ny f
ather. "There's a creature living beneath this the
ater. A tw sted phantom scarred and ugly."

"I do not believe you, Father," | replied as Esner
elda. "You are only trying to control ne, to keep
me a child"

The audi ence seened to be having a great tine. The

y laughed in the right places and appl auded severa
| tines.

This is excellent! | thought. | was excited w thou
t being nervous. | was enjoying every mnute of th
e performance.

And as the first act drew near its end, | knew the

real highlight of the show was com ng. A fog of d
ry ice swept slowy over the stage. Blue lights sw
irled through the twisting fog, making it appear e
erie and unreal.
| heard the clank of the trapdoor. | knew it was c
arrying Zeke in his Phantom costune up from down b
el ow.
| n seconds, the Phantom woul d make his big entrance
, rising up in the blue fog.

The audience will love it, | thought, watching the
fog billow up over ny Iong, yellow dress.



"Phantom is that you?" | called. "Are you comng t
0 see ne?"

The Phantoni s bl ue-and-green mask floated up in th
e fog. Then his black-caped shoul ders hovered into
Vi ew.

The audi ence gasped and then cheered as the Phanto
mrose, standing stiffly in the fog, his black cap
e billow ng out behind him

And then he stepped toward ne, walking slowy, maje
stically.

"Oh, Phantoml We are together at last!" | cried w
th all the enmotion | could put intoit. "I have dr
eaned of this nonent for so long!"

| took his gloved hand and | ed hi mthrough the sw
rls of blue fog to the front of the stage.

A white spotlight captured us both.

| turned to face him Stared into his eyes behind t
he bl ue-and-green mask.

And realized instantly that it wasn't Zeke!
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| started to cry out. But he squeezed ny hand.

Hi s eyes burned into mne. He seened to be begging
me with his eyes, begging ne not to say anything,
not to give himaway.

Who is he? | wondered, frozen in the bright spotlig

ht. Why does he |l ook famliar?

| turned back to the audience. Silent. Waiting for

nme to speak.

| took a deep breath and said Esnerelda's next lin

e. "Phantom why do you haunt this theater? Pl ease

tell nme your story. | will not be afraid.”
The Phantom swept his cape behind him H's eyes we
re still locked on mne. H's gloved hand still squ

eezed mne tightly, as if to keep ne from escapi ng.
"I have lived under this theater for nore than sev
enty years," he declared. "My story is a sad one.
You might even call it tragic, ny fair Esnerelda."
"Pl ease continue!" | exclained.

Wo is he? | asked nyself. Who?



"I was chosen to star in a play," the Phantomreve

aled. "A play in this very theater. It was to be t
he greatest night of ny life!"

He paused to take a | ong, deep breath.

My heart skipped a beat. He isn't reciting the scr
ipt, | realized. Those aren't the right words.

What i s he saying?

"But ny great night was never to be!" the Phantom

continued, still gripping ny hand. "You see, ny de

ar Esnerel da, an hour before the play was to begin
, | fell. 1 plunged to ny death!"

| gasped. He was pointing to the trapdoor.

| realized who he was now. He was the boy who had

di sappeared. The boy, seventy-two years ago, who w

as to star as the Phantom But di sappeared and was
never found.

Here he was, standing beside ne on the sane stage.
Here he was, revealing to us all how he had di sap
peared, why the play was never perforned.

"There!" he cried, pointing to the opening in the

stage floor. "That's where | fell! There! | fell t

o ny death. | becane a real phantom And |I've wait

ed down there ever since, waiting, waiting. Hoping
for a night like tonight where | could finally pl

ay ny greatest role!"

As he finished this speech, the audience burst into
cheers and | oud appl ause.

They think it's part of the play, | realized. They
don't know the true pain behind his words. They d

on't know that he's revealing his true story to th

em

The Phantom t ook a deep bow. The appl ause grew even
| ouder.

The fog bill owed over us both.

Who i s he? Who?

The question repeated in ny m nd.

| had to know the answer. | had to know who t he Pha
nt om was.

As he stood up fromhis bow, | pulled ny hand free
of his.

Then | reached up —and tugged off his nask!
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| squinted into the thick, blue fog, desperate to s
ee his face.

The bright spotlight flashed in ny eyes, blinding m
e for a nonent.

In that nmonent, the Phantom covered his face wwth b
ot h hands.

| reached to pull away his hands.

"No!" he screaned. "No —you can't!"

He staggered back, away from ne.

St aggered and | ost his bal ance.

"No! No!" he cried. "You can't! You can't!"

And toppl ed backwar ds.

| nto the open trapdoor.

And vani shed in the swirling blue fog.

| heard his screamall the way down.

Then sil ence.

A horrible, still silence.

The audience rose to its feet and burst into loud a
ppl ause and cries of "Bravo!"

They all thought it was part of the play.

But | knew better. | knew that the Phantom had fin
ally revealed hinself after seventy-two years. Tha
t he had finally had his nonent on the stage.

And that he had died all over again.

As the curtain closed, nuffling the excited cheers

of the audience, | stood at the opening in the fl
oor, ny hands pressed to ny face.
| couldn't speak. | couldn't nove.

| stared down into the hole in the floor and saw on
| y bl ackness.

Then, raising ny eyes, | saw Zeke running across t
he stage to ne. Wearing jeans and a white T-shirt,
he lurched toward nme, his expression dazed.
"Zeke!" | cri ed.

"Ow. Soneone hit nme, | think," he npbaned, rubbing

t he back of his head. "I've been out cold." He rai

sed his eyes to mne. "Brooke, are you okay? Dd —
t)ll

"The Phantom ™ | cried. "He took your part, Zeke.



He —he's down there!” | pointed into the opening.
"We've got to find him"

| stepped on the peg. The trapdoor clanked and groa
ned. The platformreturned to the top.

Zeke and | clinbed aboard.

W rode it down, down to the dark chanber bel ow

We searched every corner. We didn't find him

W didn't find the mask. O the costune. O anythin

g.
Somehow | knew we woul dn't.
Somehow | knew we woul d never see hi m agai n.

"Great job, people! Geat job!" Ms. Wal ker called

to us as we trooped offstage. "Phantom | liked th

e new | ines you added! Great job! See you all at t
he cast party!"”

Zeke and | struggled to get to the dressing rooms

o we could get changed. But we were nobbed by peop
| e who wanted to congratulate us and tell us howt

alented and terrific we were.

The play was a nmmj or success!

| searched for Brian. | wanted to tell himall abo
ut the Phantom But | couldn't see himin the exci

ted crowd of friends and parents.

"Cone on —let's get out of here!" Zeke cried. He
pulled ne by the hand out of the auditoriumand in

to the hall.

"Wow We're a hit!" | exclained, feeling totally w
recked and punped and dazed and crazed, all at the
sane tine.

"Let's just get our coats and get changed at hone,
" Zeke suggested. "W can try to figure out who pl
ayed ny part on the way. Then we can neet at ny ho
use to go to the party."

"Okay," | agreed. "But we have to hurry. My parent
s are waiting to tell nme what a fabulous star I am
[

The sound of excited chattering and | aughter drift
ed fromthe auditoriumand foll owed us as we made
our way to our | ockers.

"Hey —" | stopped in front of ny | ocker. "Look, Z
eke —the door is open. | didn't leave it unl ocked



"Weird," Zeke nurnured.

| pulled the door all the way open, and a book topp
| ed out onto the floor.

| bent to pick it up. It was an old book, its brow
n cover worn and dusty. | turned it around, squint
ing to read the cover in the dimhall |ight.

"It's areally old yearbook," | told Zeke. "Look.
It's fromthis school. Wwods MII. But it's fromt
he 1920s."

"Huh? How d it get in your |ocker?" Zeke asked, sta
ring domn at it.

My eyes fell on a torn sheet of paper tucked inside
. A bookmar K.

Gi ppi ng the heavy, old book in both hands, | opene
d to the pages marked by the bookmark.

"Wow " Zeke cried. "I don't believe it!"

W were staring at a yearbook article about the pl
ay we had just perforned. "The Phantom To Be Perfo
rmed in the Spring," read the headline at the top.
"This nust have been witten early that school yea
r," | said. "We know the play was never perforned.
Vé know t he whol e story of what happened back the
n.

"Hold the book up to the light," Zeke instructed. "
Let's check out the pictures.”

| raised the book, and we both stared down at the
smal | phot ographs that covered the two pages.

Then we saw it.

A small, blurred bl ack-and-white photo of the boy
who had won the starring role, the boy who was to
pl ay the Phantom The boy who had di sappear ed.

The boy was Bri an.



