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Chapter One
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“Have you decided yet, Jeffrey?” asked Melissa McKane.

Jeffrey Becker shook his head. “I’m still thinking about it,” he said. He pulled his knit cap down over his straight dark hair.

“It’s already October tenth,” said Kenny Thompsen.

Benjamin Hyde looked at his calendar watch. It told the time in every part of the world. “In fact, it’s already October eleventh in New Caledonia,” he said.

“I can’t help it,” said Jeffrey. “I’m still deciding.”

Every day, Jeffrey Becker walked to school with three of his friends: Benjamin Hyde, Kenny Thompsen, and Melissa McKane. And every day they talked about different things.

During September they had talked about baseball, football, and their new teacher. But the moment the calendar page was turned to October, there was only one topic of conversation: Halloween. And Halloween meant costumes.

The problem was, Jeffrey couldn’t decide what to be for Halloween.

Ben, on the other hand, had decided long ago. He was going to be a high-tech robot. Of course, what else would you expect from a kid who wanted to be a mad scientist when he grew up?

Melissa still wasn’t sure. “I’m either going to be a quarterback, a ballerina, a brain surgeon, or a judge,” she said, tossing her long, red ponytail.

“I know how you can decide,” Ben said to Melissa. “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

“A quarterback, a ballerina, a brain surgeon, and a judge,” said Melissa proudly.

No one laughed because they knew Melissa wasn’t kidding. And they knew she could do it, too.

“Well, I’m going to be a ghost,” Kenny said. “No sweat. Just cut eyeholes in a sheet.”

“That’s not what ghosts look like,” Jeffrey said.

“How do you know?” asked Kenny.

“Oh, no, here we go again,” Ben said.

Everyone glared at Jeffrey.

“I told you guys, but you don’t believe me. I have a friend who’s a ghost. I found him in my desk at school,” Jeffrey said for the two-hundredth time.

“And his name is Max,” said Ben.

“And he’s from the 1950s,” added Kenny.

“And only you can see him,” finished Melissa.

“Right,” Jeffrey said. “Now, do you believe me this time?”

His three friends all shook their heads.

“Face it, Jeffrey,” said Melissa. “The story you made up about peanut butter replacing nuclear energy was better than this. At least it fooled us for a little while.”

“Yeah. That was one of my all-time favorites,” said Kenny. Kenny usually didn’t say anything unless he could say something nice.

“But we’re not going to fall for this one,” said Ben. “Ghosts are too illogical.”

“Besides, if we wanted to see a ghost, we could just go in there,” Kenny said, pointing.

Everyone stopped and looked in the direction of Kenny’s pointing finger. They were standing across the street from the McGyver house. It was a three-story Victorian house with peeling paint, torn window shades, and overgrown weeds. It was the gloomiest, ugliest, creepiest house in town. And those were the nicest things people said about it.

Mr. and Mrs. McGyver had lived there for years. Then, according to Jeffrey, the McGyvers finally got tired of being mean to children. So, six months ago, they left town. They didn’t say goodbye to anyone.

Since the McGyvers had moved out, a lot of people had heard strange noises in the house. A few people had even seen mysterious lights flickering in it late at night. Everyone said the McGyver house was haunted.

“I’m glad the McGyvers moved,” Kenny said as they continued their walk to school. “Now we don’t have to go trick-or-treating there.”

“We never went trick-or-treating there,” Jeffrey reminded him.

“Yes, but now I don’t have to feel bad about it,” said Kenny.

When they got to class, their teacher, Mrs. Merrin, was writing on the chalkboard. It was a fill-in-the-blank history quiz.

“What are we going to do today, Mrs. Merrin?” asked Jeffrey. Jeffrey always liked to start off the day by asking a stupid question. Sometimes that irritated a teacher so much she wouldn’t call on Jeffrey for the rest of the day—which is exactly what he wanted.

However, Mrs. Merrin wasn’t that kind of teacher. In fact, Jeffrey couldn’t figure out what kind of teacher she was. All he knew was that she was very pretty. And she was very unpredictable.

“I’ll give you three guesses to tell me what we’re doing today, Jeffrey,” the teacher said, brushing the chalk dust off her hands.

“I’ll save my guesses for the quiz,” answered Jeffrey.

“I was afraid of that,” Mrs. Merrin said. “Well, class—”

Suddenly, a window shade in the back of the classroom snapped up. Mrs. Merrin looked at the window and shrugged. “I wonder how that happened,” she said. She walked over and pulled the shade down again.

But Jeffrey knew what had happened. He knew that window shades don’t just roll themselves up—unless they’re helped by a ghost!

There, near the windowsill, two hands appeared in midair. And then two arms appeared and then the feet and the legs. Right before Jeffrey’s eyes, Max, the third-grade ghost, was checking in. He looked so real that Jeffrey still couldn’t believe that he was the only person who could see the ghost.

Max dressed the way third-grade kids dressed in the 1950s—because that’s when he had lived. He always wore a long-sleeved flannel plaid shirt that was buttoned up to the collar. And he had baggy blue jeans rolled at the cuffs.

“What’s shaking, Daddy-o,” Max said as he floated toward the front of the room. Max had a funny way of talking, but Jeffrey was used to it. Max picked up a piece of chalk and looked at the chalkboard. Then he started filling in the blanks in Mrs. Merrin’s quiz.

Jeffrey shook his head and waved his arms to try to stop Max. But Max just smiled and said, “Stay cool, Daddy-o. Your teacher will love this. Trust me.” Then he went on writing on the board.

“Okay, gang,” said Mrs. Merrin. “I’d like you to take out a piece of paper and a pencil and—” She stopped in mid-sentence. Her eyes were staring at her quiz on the chalkboard. Each question had been filled in with Jeffrey’s name!

Mrs. Merrin put her hands on her hips. Then she began to read some of the questions aloud.

“The second president of the United States was Jeffrey Becker Jeffrey Becker made the famous horseback ride, shouting ‘The British are coming.’ The first flag of the United States was sewn by Jeffrey Becker.” Mrs. Merrin walked over to Jeffrey’s desk. “So far, you’ve got all of the answers wrong,” she said, “but maybe you can answer my next question.”

Everyone in the class listened quietly.
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“Why did you do that, Jeffrey?” Mrs. Merrin asked.

Max sat on the edge of the teacher’s desk and winked at Jeffrey. “This is getting good, man,” Max said. “She thinks it’s a regular riot.”

Jeffrey didn’t know what to do. He did know it wouldn’t do any good to tell the truth. He imagined himself saying, “There’s an invisible ghost sitting on your desk and he’s the one who wrote on the board. Not me.” But Jeffrey knew he couldn’t say that. So instead Jeffrey said, “Well, I’ve always wanted a place in history. I was just trying out a few of them.”

“Jeffrey,” said Mrs. Merrin, brushing a strand of his hair out of his eyes, “I’m afraid your true place in history is with me—after school.”

“You mean I have a detention?” Jeffrey asked.

“Hey, that’s great, man,” Max said to Jeffrey. “You know what this means, don’t you? She digs you so much she wants you to spend more time with her. Just like all my teachers used to do.”

Jeffrey sat with his elbows on his desk and his chin on his palms. “Great,” he said glumly.

Later that day, when detention was over, Jeffrey found Max waiting outside the school.

“Hey, Jeffrey, I’ve got a really cool idea,” Max said in a friendly voice.

“Max, I just stayed an hour after school because of your first cool idea,” Jeffrey said.

“Aw, you’re not bent out of shape about that,” Max said. “Like, I can tell you’re groovin’ to see me.”

Jeffrey smiled. He couldn’t help it. Max was right. Jeffrey was glad to see his friend. They started walking home together.

“What’s your ‘really cool’ idea?” asked Jeffrey.

“How about you and me going to a soda shop? We’ll buy a couple of skyrockets and play some platters on the jukebox.”

Jeffrey shook his head. “I’ve got bad news for you, Max. There are no soda shops. And they don’t make anything called a skyrocket anymore, either. Besides, I don’t have any dollars for the jukebox.”

“Dollars?” Max gasped. “What happened to nickels?”

“Collector’s items,” Jeffrey said. “I’m working on my dad to get him to raise my allowance, but nothing so far.”

By that time, they had walked as far as the McGyver house. Jeffrey had to pass it on his way home, unless he wanted to go ten blocks out of his way.

“Cool-looking house,” Max said.

“People say it’s haunted,” Jeffrey told him.

“Oh, yeah?” Max asked excitedly. “Maybe it’s someone I know. Come on, Jeffrey. Let’s make the scene.”

What? Go into the McGyver house for a ghost reunion? That was about the last thing Jeffrey wanted to do—especially so close to Halloween.

“Maybe you should go in first, Max, and check the place out,” Jeffrey said with a weak smile. “If there are ghosts in there, you know, they may not want too many guests just dropping by.”

“Okay, I’m gonesville,” Max said, flying off. “But, like, I’ll be right back.”

But Max wasn’t right back. He was gone for a long while, so long that Jeffrey finally walked home by himself. But all the way home Jeffrey wondered what Max had found in the McGyver house—and why he hadn’t come out!


Chapter Two
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Jeffrey sat in his room after dinner that night. His homework was on the desk in front of him. Jeffrey wasn’t doing his homework. He was reading a Tales from the Cave comic book. But his homework was on the desk. In fact, he used it to prop up his comic book.

There was a knock on the door and then Jeffrey’s father came in.

“Got time for a quick talk?” asked Mr. Becker. He sat down across from Jeffrey on the bed.

“Sure, Dad,” Jeffrey said, hiding his comic book. “I was just looking over my homework. But I can tear myself away for a few minutes. Did you get my notes about my allowance?”

“Yes,” said his father. “Yes, I got all seventeen of them. I found them in my pants pockets, in my shirt pockets, in my wallet, and in my sandwich. I especially enjoyed the one signed by the president of the United States.”

“Yeah, you’d be surprised how much the president is interested in people’s personal finances,” Jeffrey said. He tried to be convincing and keep a straight face. “The minute I explained the situation to him, he said, ‘Go for it, Jeffrey.’ ”

“I’m sure of it,” said Mr. Becker, clearing his throat. “But exactly how did you come up with that amount? I mean, seven dollars and thirty-five cents a week is an odd figure.”

“It’s an average, Dad,” said Jeffrey.

“An average allowance for an eight-year-old?”

“No,” Jeffrey said. “On the average, an eight-year-old has to ask his parents seven hundred and thirty-five times to raise his allowance.”

“Oh,” said Mr. Becker. He rubbed the left side of his chin with his right index finger. “In other words, I don’t have to take action until you’ve asked me another five hundred times. That’s good to know.” Mr. Becker stood up to leave.

“But, Dad—” Jeffrey started to say.

“And, Jeffrey, if you leave any more notes in my sandwich, please don’t write them on yellow paper. I took two bites of it before I realized it wasn’t a slice of dry American cheese.”

“You mean I don’t get a raise? You’re going to ignore a note from the president of the United States?” Jeffrey asked with a fake look of shock on his face.
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“Maybe I’ll call him up tomorrow and we’ll discuss it,” Mr. Becker said on his way out the door.

“Bad scene, man,” said a familiar voice behind Jeffrey.

Jeffrey turned around and there was Max, sitting on his windowsill. “It sounds like you blew it,” said the ghost, shaking his head.

“Well, I’m still working on it,” Jeffrey said. “My dad’s the kind of dad who needs a lot of convincing.” Then Jeffrey got to the important question. “What took you so long in the McGyver house today, Max? What did you see in there?”

“Nothing much,” Max said. He didn’t like to give out information after just one question.

“Did you see any ghosts?” Jeffrey asked.

“Ghosts?” Max answered slowly. “Well … I did see one ghost.”

“Wow! What did it look like?”

“Like, it looked just like me—in fact, it was me!” Max said, bursting into laughter.

“In other words,” Jeffrey said, “the McGyver house isn’t haunted and you didn’t see anything.”

“Nope, no ghosts. And I thought it would be cool to run into one, too. I’d say, ‘What’s shaking, cat?’ ” Max said. For a moment, he was quiet and his face was sad.

“Are you lonely, Max?” Jeffrey asked.

“Lonely?” Max said with loud laugh. “Yours truly doesn’t even know the meaning of that word.”

“Sure, Max, sure,” Jeffrey said. But he knew that sometimes Max did get lonely being a ghost. “Hey, Max. If there was nothing in the McGyver house, what took you so long in there?”

Max started walking through the air on his hands. “Oh, I don’t know. I was checking it out, that’s all. And I’m telling you, the McGyver house was dullsville except for one thing.”

“What?”

“A knife.”

“A knife?” Jeffrey cried. He leaned way back on his chair, balancing on its two back legs.

“Did I say knife?” said Max with a sly smile. “I meant a dagger.”

“A dagger!” Jeffrey echoed. That was too much for Jeffrey. His chair toppled over with a crash. But he got off the floor quickly. “What kind of dagger was it?”

“Like, it’s about this big,” Max said, showing Jeffrey with his hands. But Max kept moving his hands. Sometimes it looked like the dagger was six inches long and sometimes it looked three feet long.

“Well, where was it?” Jeffrey asked.

“In one of the upstairs bedrooms,” said Max. “And I think it had some writing on it.”

“Writing? What did it say?”

Max yawned. “Time for me to make like the wind and blow,” he said. His figure was beginning to fade out. “Plant you now and dig you later, Jeffrey.”

“Wait, Max!” Jeffrey said. “What did the writing say? Are you going to help me with my Halloween costume?”

But, as usual, Max came and went on his own timetable. A moment later, Jeffrey was alone in his room, talking to himself. And Max was gonesville.

During lunch the next day at school, Jeffrey sat with Melissa, Kenny, and Ben.

Ben, however, was not eating. He was in a very grouchy mood. His special lunch box, the one he had designed himself, was sitting in front of him. Kids at tables everywhere in the cafeteria were waiting for Ben to open his lunch box. But Ben was just staring at Jeffrey. He wanted to know what Jeffrey was going to be for Halloween.

“It’s some kind of trick, isn’t it?” Ben asked. “It’s some kind of plot to drive me crazy, isn’t it?”

“No,” said Jeffrey. “I just can’t decide what to be. There’s nothing mysterious about it.”

Jeffrey took a bite from his ham sandwich and felt something smooth and crinkly. When he lifted the top slice of bread, he found a note.

“White House telephones still busy. I’ll keep trying,” it said. And it was signed “Dad.”

Melissa looked from the note to Jeffrey. “Your dad is calling the White House?”

“That’s it! You’re going to dress up like the president for Halloween!” Ben said.

“Yuck. Not even close,” Jeffrey said. “Come on. Give up guessing, Ben. Even I don’t know what I’m going to be. I told you a million times: I can’t decide.”

Ben shook his head in disbelief.

Then Ben opened his lunch-box lid. There was a small explosion and his sandwich shot five feet into the air. It came floating down to Ben on a small parachute.

“I will tell you one thing, though,” Jeffrey said, leaning in close to his friends. “There’s a dagger stuck in the floor in the McGyver house. And I think it has writing on it.”

Melissa took a large bite out of her apple. She looked at Jeffrey sideways. “For real?” she asked.

“This is the absolute honest truth,” Jeffrey said. “It’s a knife this long.” Jeffrey held his hands about two feet apart.

Ben opened his lunch box again and this time a box of fruit juice popped out. Ricky Reyes caught it as its parachute snagged on his chair.
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“What’s this about a knife, Becker?” Ricky asked, handing the juice to Ben.

Ricky Reyes was one tough third-grader. His father was an ex-fighter pilot. His older brother was a black belt in karate. Ricky was taking karate lessons, too. Everything about Ricky was cool, especially his enormous collection of toy robots. Jeffrey thought he and Ricky could be good friends, but he hadn’t mentioned it to Ricky yet.

“Did I say knife?” Jeffrey said. He was teasing Ricky just the way Max had teased him. “I meant a dagger. There’s a dagger stuck in the floor of the McGyver house.”

Jeffrey stood up and the two boys faced each other.

“You had the guts to go into the McGyver house?” Ricky asked.

“Well, I haven’t actually seen the dagger with my own eyes,” Jeffrey admitted.

“Then how do you know it’s there?” asked Ricky.

“It’s a good question and I’m going to give you a good answer. But I bet you won’t believe it,” Jeffrey said. “I have this friend who’s a ghost. His name is Max. Yesterday Max flew into the McGyver house and saw the dagger. He told me about it.”

Ricky’s dark eyes darted from Jeffrey to Ben and back to Jeffrey. There was a slight smile on his face. “So you have a friend, named Max,” Ricky said.

Jeffrey nodded.

“And he’s a ghost?”

“He was inside my desk in class,” Jeffrey said. He couldn’t tell whether Ricky believed him or not.

“Well,” Ricky said, “if you have a friend who’s a ghost, then you won’t be afraid to go into the McGyver house on Halloween, will you?”

Jeffrey’s heart started pounding with surprise. “Why would I do something like that?” he asked.

“So you can get the dagger and bring it out—that’s why. So I can see if you’re as cool as I think you are.”

That sounded pretty good to Jeffrey. He wanted to have Ricky Reyes for a friend. But go into the McGyver house?

“Are you going to do it?” Ricky asked in a challenging tone of voice.

“Yeah, I guess so,” Jeffrey said weakly.

“Good,” Ricky said. “I’ll be there to watch.”

“Fine,” Jeffrey said. Then Ricky walked away and Jeffrey turned back to this friends.

Ben shook his head. “Well, now I know what you’re going to be for Halloween,” he said sadly.

“What?” Jeffrey asked.

“Dead meat!” Ben replied.


Chapter Three
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The following week, on Friday, Jeffrey’s class went on a field trip to a pumpkin farm. Mrs. Merrin wanted her class to see how pumpkins looked growing in a field. Then they’d choose a pumpkin for the class.

But Friday started out as a rainy day. And soon Jeffrey knew that the day wasn’t going to get any better. For one thing, Mrs. Merrin chose Virginia Louise Slimak to be his bus partner.

Jeffrey couldn’t believe it. “How about giving me a couple of detentions instead?” he pleaded with Mrs. Merrin.

“Sorry. Those you have to earn on your own,” Mrs. Merrin said with a laugh.

Virginia Louise Slimak was very popular. And she was smart. But she hated field trips. She hated to go outside because that’s where bugs lived. Also, she got carsick very easily.

With Virginia Louise as his bus partner, Jeffrey couldn’t wrestle on the bus the way he could with Ben. He couldn’t write things on the steamed-up windows the way he could with Kenny. And he couldn’t lose at thumb wrestling the way he could with Melissa. All he could do with Virginia Louise Slimak was listen to her complain—and watch her turn green.

But there was something else bothering Jeffrey even more than Virginia Louise. It was Max. Jeffrey hadn’t seen Max in a few days and he didn’t want to go on a field trip without him. Without Max, the field trip would be a bore.

While everyone put on their sweaters and jackets, hats and scarves, Jeffrey opened the lid of his desk and looked inside. “Max, are you in there?” he asked. Math book, notebook, a spare bologna sandwich, a rolled-up circus poster, a graph of Mickey Mantle’s career batting averages—everything was in his desk except what he was looking for: a ghost.

“Jeffrey, everyone is waiting for you,” Mrs. Merrin said.

Jeffrey looked up. Uh-oh. Mrs. Merrin was holding his jacket, knit cap, and long scarf. Everyone else was lined up, ready to leave the classroom.

Jeffrey didn’t want to leave yet, because he still hoped that Max would arrive. But Max had a habit of showing up late.

“I’m looking for my list of questions about the trip,” Jeffrey said. He didn’t know what he was talking about, but he knew he had to stall for time.

“You prepared questions to ask the people at the farm? I’m impressed, Jeffrey,” said Mrs. Merrin.

“No, these are questions my parents wanted me to ask you. They said if I didn’t, I couldn’t go,” Jeffrey said, taking out a piece of paper from his desk. He didn’t hold it up too high because he didn’t want Mrs. Merrin to see that it was blank. “For example, does the bus have a valid license plate? How many years of driving experience does the driver have? If the driver takes a wrong turn and ends up in a different country, how many foreign languages does the driver speak? And the list goes on and on.”

“Your parents want answers to all of those questions?” Mrs. Merrin asked.

“They’re very concerned about my safety,” Jeffrey said.

“Who can blame them,” Mrs. Merrin replied with a smile. “You know what I think? I think we’ll get the answers to all of your questions when we’re on the bus.” She tossed Jeffrey his jacket, hat, and scarf. “Let’s go, gang, before pumpkin season is over.”

Then the third-grade class walked outside. Everyone was bundled up against the cold and the rain. But as soon as they stepped onto the yellow school bus, they were hot and sweaty.

“It’s too hot,” Arvin Pubbler cried. “It’s boiling in here!”

“It’s only ninety degrees,” said Ben. He was checking the small hiker’s thermometer clipped to his jacket zipper.

“Could you turn down the heat?” Mrs. Merrin asked the bus driver.

“Afraid not,” said the bus driver, gunning the engine. He was wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt. “Heater’s broken. It’s on full blast and it’s stuck. You get used to it after a while.”

“Let’s open the windows,” Mrs. Merrin said. She always had an idea for what to do next.

“It’s raining too hard,” said the bus driver. “Everyone will get soaked.”

“Okay, gang, get comfortable.” Mrs. Merrin sighed, taking off her coat, her scarf and her sweater. Then she rolled up the sleeves of her husbands white shirt, which she was wearing tucked into her blue jeans. “We’ll pretend we’re orchids growing in a greenhouse.”

“Or hot dogs in boiling water,” Jeffrey said.

“Don’t mention food to me when I’m in a bus,” said Virginia Louise Slimak, giving Jeffrey a swift elbow.

Jeffrey glared at Virginia Louise. She wasn’t supposed to be sitting there. Max was. Where was he?

The driver closed the doors, and pulled away from the school—without Max.

The windows were steamed-up. So were the students. It was a cold, rainy day. They couldn’t see anything out the windows. And after a while it felt as if they had been riding forever in a toaster oven.

“I think we should have been there by now,” Mrs. Merrin said to the driver. He just shrugged and scratched his head. “Let’s turn around. We’ve missed the road we need.”

They missed the road a couple more times because they couldn’t see much in the rain. The short half-hour trip to the farm was turning out to be an endless drive to nowhere.

Finally, an hour later, they arrived at Meander Falls Farm.

“Let’s go find a pumpkin!” Mrs. Merrin pronounced to the class. Then she told the bus driver, “We won’t be gone long.”

“Take your time, ma’am,” he said. “My back wheels are stuck in the mud. It’s gonna take some heavy-duty pushing to get us out of here.”

“What else can go wrong?” Mrs. Merrin asked.

A couple of seconds later, Melissa slipped in the mud. She fell and got her new jacket all muddy.

Then Virginia Louise Slimak started complaining. “I’m going to be sick again. I need a drink of water,” she whined.

“Just wait until we pick out a pumpkin,” Mrs. Merrin told her. “Then we’ll all have cider and doughnuts.”

Finally, after looking at every pumpkin in the field, the class made its choice. They chose a big, round orange pumpkin almost as big as the globe in the school library. Five kids carried it to the farmhouse to pay for it. But Mrs. Merrin stayed behind.

Jeffrey noticed she was looking around on the ground. She had a worried expression on her face.

“Did you lose something?” Jeffrey asked.

Mrs. Merrin didn’t answer right away but zipped her jacket up tighter. “Jeffrey, how would you rate this field trip?” she asked.

“It’s been great,” Jeffrey said. He hoped his enthusiasm would cheer up his teacher. “I mean, if you don’t count getting lost and the bus being too hot. And Melissa falling down. And Virginia Louise Slimak being carsick so loud …”

“And me losing my wallet,” Mrs. Merrin said with a sigh. “Now I can’t buy the pumpkin or any doughnuts and cider for a class snack. No, this has not been a terrific field trip, Jeffrey.” She shook her head sadly. “Let’s go home,” she said.
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The bus ride back to school was a lot quieter. By that time, Mrs. Merrin had told the class about losing her wallet. Between what money the kids and the bus driver had with them, they bought the pumpkin. But there was nothing left over for goodies.

“I can smell those doughnuts right now,” Ben said.

“Give us a break, Ben,” said Jeffrey.

“I really mean it,” Ben insisted.

Everyone moaned. They could smell the doughnuts, too.

“Hey, look!” Ben shouted. “Under my seat. There are two boxes of doughnuts and two gallons of cider!”

Jeffrey thought Ben was delirious from hunger.

But then Ben held up two real-live doughnuts—one in each hand.

The driver stopped the bus at the side of the road.

“How did that food get here?” Mrs. Merrin asked.

[image: ]

Suddenly, the radio came on playing 1950s rock ‘n’ roll.

“We don’t need the radio right now,” Mrs. Merrin said.

“I didn’t turn it on,” the driver told her.

“This is great!” Jeffrey said softly to himself. “Max is back!”

“What are you talking about?” asked Virginia Louise.

But Jeffrey didn’t want to answer her. He wanted to talk to Max. “Virginia Louise, don’t tell anybody, but I’ve got three bugs in my pockets,” Jeffrey whispered.

In less than a second, Virginia Louise was gone from her seat. And, just as quickly, Max appeared. He was sitting next to Jeffrey and munching on a soft, hot doughnut.

“Max, when did you get here? How did you get here?” Jeffrey asked.

“Hey, like, you’re the cats that got lost,” Max said. “And speaking of lost, man, dig this.” He handed Jeffrey a wallet. “I bought the doughnuts and paid for everything with your teacher’s money,” Max explained.

“But, Max, where did you find it?”

“Out in the field, Daddy-o,” Max replied. “But she’ll never believe it if you tell her.”

Max floated up above the other kids. He flew to the front of the bus and put the wallet on Mrs. Merrin’s seat.

“Dig this, man,” Max called to Jeffrey. “She’ll think it was right here in the bus all the time.”

Jeffrey laughed and Ben noticed.

“What’s so funny?” Ben asked.

“I was just practicing my laugh,” Jeffrey lied. “I’m thinking about being a hyena for Halloween.”

“Really?”

“No,” Jeffrey said. “But you wouldn’t believe me if I told you the truth.”

“There’s a chance I’d believe you,” Ben said.

Jeffrey looked at Max and then at Ben. He shook his head.

“No there isn’t,” Jeffrey said. “There isn’t even a ghost of a chance.”


Chapter Four
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Jeffrey knocked on Ben’s door at exactly 9:32 on Sunday morning, just as Ben had instructed.

“Come in, Jeffrey. The door is open,” said a strange mechanical voice. It seemed to be coming from the welcome mat Jeffrey was standing on. “Be sure to wipe your feet off on me.”

Jeffrey opened the door and walked in. “Hello, Jeffrey,” said the tall, wooden coat rack. “I’ll take your coat.”

Jeffrey hung up his coat. Then he looked at himself in a carved wooden mirror hanging on the wall.

“Hi, Jeffrey,” said the mirror. “Long time no see.”

Jeffrey smiled and looked around. Okay, how was Ben doing it?

Finally, he found a small speaker hidden on the floor. He followed its wire to a small tape recorder hidden on the stairway by the front door. The tape recorder was connected to a timer.

So that’s why Ben wanted him to arrive at 9:32. That was when the tape recorder was set to go off.

Jeffrey walked upstairs. He entered what Ben called his lab and what Ben’s parents called Ben’s room.

“Hey, Ben,” Jeffrey said. Ben was at his workbench. “You certainly have a friendly house these days.”

Ben grinned. “It’s a good thing you came on time,” he said. Ben was in the middle of a big project—his own Halloween costume.

“How’s the robot costume coming?” Jeffrey asked.

“Almost done,” Ben said. “Hand me those screws over there.”

Jeffrey handed Ben three long, thin silver screws. He watched as Ben attached them to his costume.

“Now hand me that computer microchip board,” Ben said.

Jeffrey gave Ben the microchip board and watched as Ben attached it to his costume.

“Okay, I’m ready,” Ben called. He climbed into the costume.

The body of the robot costume was made of two cardboard boxes. They were painted silver. They fit around Ben, one in front and one in back. His arms and legs were covered with plastic car mats, also painted silver.

Once Ben was inside the costume, he turned it on. Lights immediately began to flash. A computer-like voice said, “Please push button number one.”

Jeffrey pushed it. There was a loud whirl. Then a piece of paper came out of a slot in the front of the costume.

Jeffrey took the paper and read: “Trick or Treat. Give me something to eat.”

“Awesome,” Jeffrey said.

“Wait till you see what happens when you push button number two,” Ben said. He turned off his costume and climbed out.

“What happens?” Jeffrey asked.

“I’m not telling … until you tell me what you’re going to be for Halloween!” Ben announced.

“Oh, well, it’s … you know,” Jeffrey said, trying to answer without really answering.

“Jeffrey, this is me, remember?” Ben said. “I thought we were best friends.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll tell you,” Jeffrey said. “I think I’m going to be a magician. But I don’t have everything together yet.”

The main thing Jeffrey still needed was an assistant: Max. He knew that with Max’s help he could do an amazing magic act. But every time Jeffrey asked Max to help him, Max quickly changed the subject.

“A magician, huh?” Ben said. “You’re going to need a few tricks up your sleeve when you go into the McGyver house.”

“Yeah,” Jeffrey said glumly. “I can’t believe I agreed to that.”

“Is there really a dagger in there?” Ben asked.

“Of course,” Jeffrey said. “But you don’t have to take my word for it. You could see it for yourself—on Halloween.”

“Sorry, I’m busy that night,” Ben said, tightening a light bulb on his robot.

Jeffrey decided to try the best-friend approach. “You know, Ben,” he said, “I’ve been thinking about this a lot. I said to myself, ‘If I have to go into the McGyver house, who is the one person I’d want to go in there with?’ And there was only one name on my list. My best friend. You.”

“No way, Jeffrey. Ricky Reyes challenged you to go into the house,” Ben said. “He didn’t say anything about taking a guest.”

Then Jeffrey tried the scientific approach. “But think of the scientific possibilities,” he said. Jeffrey put his arm around his friend’s shoulders. “You might make a great discovery in there.”

“Jeffrey, we’re talking about the McGyver house,” Ben reminded him. “Even the mail carrier never went up to the porch. She used to stand by the fence and yell to Mr. McGyver: ‘Come and get it!’ ”

Next, Jeffrey tried the mystery-detective approach. “Ben, that dagger stuck in the floor could be the weapon of a famous unsolved murder!”

“Yeah,” Ben said, “ours.”

Finally, Jeffrey tried the “you’re a chicken” approach. He knew that one usually got results. “Look, there’s only one way to get over your fear,” Jeffrey said.

“Right. By dropping the subject entirely,” Ben agreed.

“No. By going into the McGyver house with me right now,” Jeffrey said. “It can’t be too bad in broad daylight.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Ben said.

“We’ll just go and look. That’s all,” Jeffrey said.

And he kept saying it all the way over to the McGyver house. Soon the two friends were standing at the fence facing the spooky old mansion.

Jeffrey opened the gate. He and Ben looked at each other. “We’ll just go and look,” Jeffrey said again. He took a deep breath and then took the first step. Ben followed.

With each step, memories came back to Jeffrey about Halloween and the McGyver house. He remembered strange sounds coming from the top floor. He remembered the time Mr. McGyver had thrown a handful of black feathers at them as they passed the house.

Finally, Jeffrey and Ben reached the front porch. Their hearts were pounding. The cold wind made their knees bang together and their teeth chatter.

Jeffrey was about to put his foot on the porch step. “It doesn’t look so haunted, does it?” he asked.

Just then they heard something break with a crash inside the house.

“Okay, mission accomplished. We’ve checked the house,” Ben said quickly.

With that, they turned and ran out of the yard. When they were halfway down the block, they turned around to look at the house again.

“See? We did it,” said Jeffrey. “No problem.”

Ben didn’t look like he agreed.

“Well, that’s what I’ve got to do on Halloween,” Jeffrey said. “Except, I guess, I’ll go into the house that night.”

Jeffrey and Ben started to walk down the street.

“You mean we’ll go into the house,” Ben said.

“We? You’re going with me?” Jeffrey said.

“Have to,” Ben said, smiling. “I mean for scientific purposes. I have to be there to see what you look like when you turn into dead meat!”

That night, Jeffrey was in his room not doing his homework when suddenly Max appeared.

“What’s shaking, Daddy-o?” Max said.

“Hi, Max,” Jeffrey said. “Where’ve you been?”

“Like, I went back to that crazy house,” Max said.

“You mean the McGyver house?” asked Jeffrey.

“Yeah, man. They had a mirror in there about as big as a football field. It was a drag when I tripped and broke it. You should have dug the crash,” Max said.

“I did dig—I mean, I heard the crash,” Jeffrey said. “Ben and I were there today. We both heard it.” He left out the part about being scared of the noise and running away. “But I didn’t know that was you.”

“Nobody else,” Max said with a proud smile. “But no sweatski. I cleaned up the glass.”

“Max,” Jeffrey said seriously, “I’ve got to know. Is that dagger really in the house? And does it have writing on it like you said?”

“Sorry, cat,” Max answered. “The dagger’s there, but it’s forget-itsville on the writing.”

Jeffrey sat down on his bed. “Oh,” he said disappointedly.

“Yeah,” Max said. “It looked more like blood today.”

Jeffrey’s eyebrows shot up. “Blood? Really?”

“Like the bacon said to the skillet, ‘If I’m lyin’, I’m fryin’.’ ”

Jeffrey stood up and grabbed Max by the shoulders. “Max, I’ve got to get that dagger on Halloween. And you’ve got to help me.”

Max gently lifted Jeffrey’s hands from his shoulders. “Hey, don’t bend the fenders, man. I’ll help you,” he promised. “And, as an extra-added attraction, at no cost, I’ll even help you with your Halloween costume. I know your magic act won’t groove without me.”

“Hey, thanks!” Jeffrey said.

For the next two hours, Max and Jeffrey practiced their magic act together. Jeffrey was the magician, but Max was the magic. He made a stuffed rabbit float out of Jeffrey’s hat. He lifted Jeffrey’s black cape so that it seemed to fly. He made a pitcher of water disappear by invisibly grabbing it away. The living-hand trick was the most amazing of all. When Max wanted to, he could make any part of his body invisible. Now, all of Max disappeared—except for one hand. It was just like the first time Jeffrey saw Max—very creepy.
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“This is going to be dynamite,” Jeffrey said when they were done. “No one will believe their eyes.”

“Yeah. It’ll be a surprise a minute, Daddy-o,” Max said with a strange laugh.

Jeffrey looked at the ghost. But before he could ask Max what he meant, Max said, “See you later, alligator.” And then he was gone again.


Chapter Five

[image: ]

On Halloween morning, Jeffrey looked at himself in the mirror. But it wasn’t Jeffrey Becker he saw. It was Jeffrey the Mysterioso. It even said that in dazzling sequins on the back of his flowing black cape. Under the cape, Jeffrey the Mysterioso wore a white shirt and black pants. He also had on a black top hat, a magic wand, and a look on his face that said anything might happen.

“Jeffrey, you look like a total groove,” Max said. He sat on the end of Jeffrey’s bed.

“Thanks,” Jeffrey said. “But just promise me one thing. You will show up on time at school today, won’t you?”

“No sweat, Daddy-o,” Max said.

“And you won’t try to mess up my act, will you? I mean, no tricks except the ones we planned. Right?”

“That’s two things,” Max said. And with a wink, he faded away.

A little while later, Jeffrey the Mysterioso sat in Mrs. Merrin’s classroom. The room was filled with ghosts, witches, ballerinas, and animals of all shapes and sizes. Everyone had worn a Halloween costume to class. But as Jeffrey looked around the room, he noticed that the real ghost—Max—was doing his usual disappearing act. Max was not there yet.

“Good morning, class,” Mrs. Merrin said, walking into the room. Jeffrey looked up and saw that his teacher was dressed in a costume, too. She wore an old-fashioned, floor-length, fancy ball gown. Her hair was powdered white and she had lots of curls. She told the class that she was Martha Washington. “Everyone looks super,” said Mrs. Merrin. Then she looked right at Jeffrey. “Jeffrey, I got your note.”

“Note? What note?” Jeffrey asked. “I didn’t write you a note.”

“Your note saying you had a very special magic act to share with us,” Mrs. Merrin said.

Jeffrey’s heart began to pound. Suddenly, he knew who had written the note to Mrs. Merrin. Max had written it. And that meant that Max had something special planned, too. What was the ghost going to do?

“So,” Mrs. Merrin went on, “I want each person in class to show and tell what is special about his or her costume. And, Jeffrey, you can go first.”

Jeffrey looked around the room quickly. Still no Max.

“I’m not ready,” Jeffrey said, shaking his head. He couldn’t do his act without Max. The tricks wouldn’t work!

Mrs. Merrin gave Jeffrey a funny look but just said, “Jeffrey’s trying to keep us in suspense, as every good magician should.”

So Mrs. Merrin asked Ben to explain his robot costume instead. After that Melissa stood up. She was wearing her pink ballet tutu, ballet slippers, and a stethoscope around her neck. She was a famous ballerina-brain surgeon.

Without looking up, Jeffrey could feel Mrs. Merrin’s eyes on him.

“Good for you, Melissa,” Mrs. Merrin said. “Jeffrey?”

Jeffrey looked around the classroom. Max still wasn’t there.

“I’m, uh, not ready yet,” he said.

“Well, get ready, please,” Mrs. Merrin said firmly. “In the meantime, we’ll move on to Ricky Reyes.”

Ricky Reyes was dressed as a karate expert. He gave the class a martial-arts demonstration. While Ricky was splitting boards with his hands, a voice whispered in Jeffrey’s ear, “What’s shaking, Daddy-o?”

“Max! It’s about time,” Jeffrey whispered back. He looked around, but Max was invisible, even to him.

“Don’t get unwrapped,” said the third-grade ghost. “I’ve got everything under control.”

“And now it’s time for Jeffrey,” said Mrs. Merrin.

Jeffrey nodded his head.

“Excuse me, I mean, Jeffrey the Mysterioso,” said Mrs. Merrin.

Everyone applauded.

“Thank you, thank you,” Jeffrey said, walking to the front of the class. “My first trick will be the Floating Stuffed Rabbit trick.” He put his top hat on Mrs. Merrin’s desk. “Watch carefully,” Jeffrey announced, waving his wand over the hat. “You are about to see a rabbit float up from the hat.”

Everyone watched carefully. All of a sudden, soap bubbles started to come from the hat. It was funny—but it wasn’t a stuffed rabbit. It wasn’t the trick Jeffrey and Max had rehearsed.

The class started to laugh.

“Uh, well, it looks like the rabbit is busy taking a bubble bath right now,” Jeffrey said.

“Max, what are you doing?” Jeffrey whispered angrily. But he still didn’t see Max, so he didn’t know where to whisper.
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“I’m just making with the magic, man,” Max whispered back.

Jeffrey tried to smile at his audience. He pretended nothing was wrong.

“And now Jeffrey the Mysterioso will try another trick. I call this trick: The Amazing Flying Cape!” Jeffrey waved his magic wand twice. “Keep your eyes on my cape. Watch it lift into the air—all by itself!”

That was the way the trick was supposed to work. But Max changed things around again. He untied the cord that held Jeffrey’s cape around his neck. Suddenly, the cape fell to the floor.

There were screams of laughter. But Jeffrey’s face was turning red.

“Sorry, I forgot,” Jeffrey said. “It’s one wave of the wand to make the cape fly. Two waves to make it fall onto the floor. Never mind. Now for my third trick—and this one is really going to work,” Jeffrey said, hoping Max would get the point.

But he heard a familiar voice say, “Like, man, they’re all working right on the money, if you ask me.”

Jeffrey cleared his throat and announced, “The Disappearing Pitcher of Water.” This trick had to work because Jeffrey had set it up himself. Before class he had put a pitcher of water on Mrs. Merrin’s desk. Then he’d covered it with a large black handkerchief.

“For this trick we need an ordinary pitcher filled with ordinary water,” Jeffrey said. He walked over to Mrs. Merrin’s desk. But the pitcher of water was gone! Max had taken it away. Only the black handkerchief was there, lying flat on the desk.

Jeffrey thought quickly. Then he picked up the black handkerchief with a quick jerk of one hand.

“There you have it. I’ve already made the pitcher of water disappear! How about that?” Jeffrey said. “I knew it was going to work.”

“Hey, I know how you did that. The pitcher was never there,” Ricky Reyes said. “That’s no trick.”

At that moment, Jeffrey wished he could make himself disappear.

“Okay,” Jeffrey said. “Now for the hard part. To make the pitcher reappear.” Jeffrey waved the black handkerchief in the air. Then he spread it on the desk and waved his wand. Secretly, he crossed his fingers. “Come on, Max,” Jeffrey said under his breath.

And when he lifted the handkerchief, there was … a baseball?

“Well, looks like the pitcher’s in the dugout! But here’s his ball,” Jeffrey said, trying to laugh. Everyone roared at the joke. They were having a good time. Max was having a great time. But Jeffrey was a nervous wreck.

“Now for my last trick. The Living Hand. Watch carefully as—”

Jeffrey had no more than announced the trick when a large can appeared on the desk. Jeffrey picked it up and read the label: Canned Ham.

“I said hand. Not ham!” Jeffrey told Max. But the ghost was laughing too hard to listen. And so was everyone else in the class. Jeffrey went back to his desk and sat down gloomily.

“Thank you, Jeffrey,” Mrs. Merrin said. “It may not have been much of a magic act, but it was a very funny comedy act.”

“I didn’t see anything funny about it,” Jeffrey muttered to Max under his breath. He wished Max would appear so that he could—as Max would say—make with a strangling scene! But how could you strangle a ghost?

After school, Jeffrey went home as fast as he could. He went to his room and locked the door. The whole day had been a disaster. Why had he ever trusted Max in the first place? And what was Max planning to do at the McGyver house tonight? Turn the dagger into a lemon cream pie? Forget it! There probably was no dagger. And Ricky Reyes wouldn’t be Jeffrey’s friend because he’d be too busy laughing.

There was a knock on Jeffrey’s door.

“Yo, Jeffrey,” said Mr. Becker, “I feel the urge for a warmhearted father-son talk. How about you?”

“Can’t handle it now, Dad,” Jeffrey called through the door.

“It’s about your allowance,” said Mr. Becker.

Jeffrey opened the door in two seconds flat.

“I’ve been thinking very carefully about your request to increase your allowance,” Mr. Becker said. He walked into the room slowly.

Too slowly for Jeffrey. “Dad, could we bottom-line this? Yes or no?” he asked anxiously.

“I prefer to drag it out and keep you in suspense,” his father said with a laugh. “Seven dollars and thirty-five cents is a lot of money. But your mom and I have decided to raise your allowance to five dollars.”

“Great!” Jeffrey shouted. Something was actually going right for a change.

“Well, we know that you’re a responsible kid,” Mr. Becker said.

“Right, Dad,” agreed Jeffrey.

“And you’re not a kid who would just go out and blow money on some off-the-wall kind of thing,” said Jeffrey’s father.

“Absolutely, Dad,” agreed Jeffrey.

“So … what are you going to buy with the money, Jeffrey?”

Jeffrey thought for a minute and remembered that he had to go into the McGyver house later that night. “Well,” he said, “right now what I really need most in the whole world is a dagger.”

Mr. Becker’s face froze.

“Just kidding, Dad,” Jeffrey said quickly. “It was a joke—honest.”

“Jeffrey,” his father said as he stood up. “Next time you want a raise in your allowance, could you do me a favor?”

“Sure, Dad. Anything. What is it?”

“Ask your mother,” Mr. Becker said with a sigh.

Then he went out and closed the door.


Chapter Six
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The moon was full that night. But there were clouds in the sky. Sometimes the clouds covered the moon. Sometimes the moon peeked out and made strange shapes. It was a cold and spooky Halloween night.

Ben and Jeffrey were out trick-or-treating. They tried to pretend that it was just like every other Halloween. But they knew this year was different. This year the McGyver house would be their last stop of the night.

“Okay, the Parkers are next. They’re a Code Three,” Ben said as they left one house and walked to another.

“Check,” said Jeffrey.

Jeffrey and Ben had a code system for each house in the neighborhood.

At Code One houses, people always gave out great candy. These were the best houses.

At Code Two houses, people always gave out weird candy. It was either something that nobody had ever heard of or something nobody wanted to eat.

At Code Three houses, the people answering the door either pretended to be afraid of the trick-or-treaters or took so long guessing who was wearing which costume that they forgot to hand out the candy.

And a Code Four house meant that lots of kids lived there. Ben and Jeffrey had to be on the lookout for booby traps: eggs dropped from the second floor or strange sticky things that didn’t come off your shoes after you stepped on them.

They knocked on the Parkers’ door, and Mrs. Parker answered it. She was a friendly woman who sold houses and always wore different-colored running suits.

“Trick or treat,” said Ben.

“Well, who can this be? Let me just guess,” Mrs. Parker said.

“It’s Ben and Jeffrey,” said Jeffrey, opening his bag for the goodies.

“Don’t give me any hints. Let me just guess.” Mrs. Parker tapped her cheek with her finger as if she were making an important decision.

“He’s Ben and I’m Jeffrey. Honest.”

“Well, I just give up. Your costumes are too good for me,” said Mrs. Parker, shaking her head.

Jeffrey thought Mrs. Parker was ready for an Academy Award.

Finally, she gave them some candy and closed the door.

“Let’s wear name tags next year,” Ben suggested.

“Or T-shirts with our names and faces on them,” Jeffrey said.

“Hey, Jeffrey, you did it again,” Ben said. “Cut it out, okay?”

“Huh?” said Jeffrey.

“Look, my bag is empty,” Ben said. “You’ve got all my candy. Twice is enough. It’s not funny anymore.”

“I didn’t do it, Ben. It’s a Code Ten,” Jeffrey said.

“There is no Code Ten,” Ben said.

“It’s a Max attack,” Jeffrey explained.

“I don’t want to hear about your make-believe ghost,” said Ben. “Just give me back my candy.”

Jeffrey poured half of his bag into Ben’s bag. But he thought to himself, It’s not safe to go trick-or-treating—not when Max is around.

They kept running into problems with Code Tens. At the Dracket house, the doorbell somehow got stuck and wouldn’t stop ringing. And Mr. Dracket blamed Jeffrey and Ben.

“I suppose you think this is funny?” said Mr. Dracket, who was usually a Code One. He was quickly turning into a Code Five—a person who hated kids. He pounded on his doorbell, trying to get it to stop.

Then at the Carusos’ house they found a hand-painted sign that said: MEASLES, THIS HOUSE IS QUARANTINED! STAY AWAY!

Jeffrey could tell that Max had been there, too—and not just because the sign was hand-painted.

“Quarantined? What a dumb joke,” Ben said with a laugh. “Doctors haven’t done anything like that in thirty years.”

“I guess some jokers are still living in the past,” Jeffrey said. He shook his head at his ghost friend from the 1950s.

But that didn’t to seem to stop Max’s pranks. A block later, Jeffrey and Ben started across the Shermans’ front yard. Suddenly, the automatic sprinkler system turned on.

“You didn’t say this was a Code Four,” Ben said, running from the water.

Jeffrey knew that it had to be another Code Ten—Max!

They sat down on the curb across the street and opened a couple of peanut-butter granola bars.

“Well, I guess we’ve gone everywhere,” Ben said. “What time do you think it is?”

Jeffrey knew it was probably around seven-thirty. That’s when he had agreed to meet Ricky Reyes. “Almost time to go to the McGyver house,” Jeffrey answered.

“Too soon. Maybe we should try a few houses in a different neighborhood,” Ben said.

“You know, if you don’t want to go with me, it’s okay.”

The two friends looked at each other. They had been through a lot together.

“Okay. I don’t want to go with you,” Ben said.

Jeffrey’s heart sank.

Then he saw Ben smile. “But I’m not going to back out on you.”

“Thanks, Ben,” Jeffrey said. “At least I have one friend I can count on.”

They finished their granola bars without saying much more and then walked to the McGyver house.

With the moon going in and out of shadows, the empty McGyver house looked creepier than ever. Something about Halloween brought out the worst in it.

When Jeffrey and Ben got there, a crowd of kids was already waiting. Kenny and Melissa and Becky Singer were among them. Ricky Reyes was there, too.

“Well, Becker, I know you’re not a total coward,” Ricky said. “At least you showed up. You ready to go in there and get that dagger?”

“Sure we’re ready,” Jeffrey said. “But before we go in, I’d like to say something on this special night.” He cleared his throat and waited as long as he could for everyone’s attention. “A long time ago, when our forefathers and foremothers and all of our forecousins came to this country—”

Ricky Reyes cut him off. “Come on, Jeffrey,” he said. “Quit stalling and get in the house.”

“Okay, okay, I’m going,” Jeffrey said. “Come on, Ben.”

“After you,” said Ben.

The wind whistled through the trees and rattled the McGyver gate. Jeffrey felt a chill on the back of his neck. He pulled his magician’s cape more tightly around him.

Jeffrey and Ben looked at each other.

“After you,” Ben repeated.

Jeffrey walked to the house and opened the gate. He and Ben stepped into the front yard. So far so good. They moved toward the porch.

“What are you so nervous about?” Jeffrey asked as they took cautious steps. “I thought you were the guy who said that scientists don’t believe in ghosts.”

“At one time scientists thought the world was flat, too,” answered Ben.

They reached the porch. Jeffrey turned and waved to their friends. They had all moved back and were now standing safely on the other side of the street. Ricky Reyes just stood there with his arms crossed, waiting. Jeffrey knocked on the door, secretly hoping that Max would open it. Then Max would hand him the dagger, and they could leave.

But no one answered the door.

“Why are you knocking?” Ben asked. “The house is empty.”

“Can you think of a better way to kill some time?” Jeffrey replied.

Ben couldn’t, so he knocked on the door, too. “Should we try the doorbell next?” he asked.

Jeffrey put his hand on the doorknob. But he didn’t even have to turn it. The door started to open by itself! Jeffrey peeked inside. It was dark in the house, but it felt like a different kind of dark to him. It was the kind of dark that says, I’m in here and I’m waiting for you.

Finally, Jeffrey clenched his fists and pushed the door open wide. Then he led the way into the McGyver house.

Ben followed Jeffrey through the front door into a hallway. It was cold and musty inside, and their sneakers squeaked on the wood floors. They were looking for stairs to take them up to the bedroom with the dagger.

“This isn’t so bad,” whispered Ben.

“Yeah,” Jeffrey whispered back.

They were doing all right. And they were doing it without Max. What had happened to him? Was he afraid of the ghosts in the McGyver house?

They walked slowly because they couldn’t see ahead of them. Each boy kept one hand on the wall so that he wouldn’t crash into anything.

Just as they turned a corner into what used to be a dining room, they stopped, frozen in their tracks.

Two hideous, glowing green faces—uglier than anything Jeffrey and Ben had ever seen before—floated in midair. Back and forth across the room they flew!

The faces were laughing and snarling and making terrible angry, hungry noises. Suddenly, tiny lights started flickering in the room.
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Ben and Jeffrey didn’t wait to see what happened next.

“Code Twenty!” Jeffrey shouted. Then they ran for the front door and out of the McGyver house so fast, they didn’t even leave footprints in the dust.


Chapter Seven
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Jeffrey and Ben ran out of the McGyver house without looking back. And they didn’t stop running until they had reached the group of kids waiting across the street. They wouldn’t have stopped even then, but they had given their bags of trick-or-treat candy to Kenny and Melissa to hold.

“What happened?” Melissa asked as the others gathered around Jeffrey and Ben. “What was in there?”

“I don’t know,” Jeffrey said, breathing fast. “There was something.”

“Two somethings,” Ben said, cleaning the sweat off his glasses.

Ghosts. The word spread through the crowd in nervous whispers.

“What did you see?” asked Ricky Reyes.

“We saw two hideous green faces that wanted to kill us,” said Jeffrey with a gulp.

“They were just floating on air,” Ben said. He sounded calmer—and curious. “I’ve never read about anything like it.”

“We saw some lights flashing from out here,” Melissa said.

“That was them!” Jeffrey said. “Really. We’re not making it up. Two ghosts drooled over us for a while and then lights started flashing.”

“Did you see the dagger?” asked Ricky.

Jeffrey snapped his fingers. “I knew there was something I forgot to ask them,” he said sarcastically. “Are you crazy, Ricky? We were running for our lives!”

“I don’t know,” Ricky Reyes said.

“You don’t believe me?” asked Jeffrey.

“Jeffrey,” Ricky said, “I’m not sure I’d believe you if you told me I was wearing a karate costume.” Ricky was wearing a karate costume, so Jeffrey didn’t know what to say.

A minute later, Max showed up. He was wearing an old-fashioned flannel plaid shirt buttoned at the collar and his same old blue jeans. But he was carrying a small cloth bag with handles. The bag had a pumpkin on it and said Treat or Treat.

“Boo!” Max said. “Like, did I scare you, Daddy-o?”

“Leave me alone,” Jeffrey said to Max.

But no one could see Max. So Ricky Reyes thought Jeffrey was talking to him. “Hey, if that’s the way you feel, fine,” he said. “You went into the house, but you didn’t get the dagger. So we’ll just leave it at that, okay?”

Jeffrey ignored Ricky and scooted out of the crowd. He and Max walked over to a tree. “Where have you been?” Jeffrey asked the ghost.

Max squinted one eye at Jeffrey. “I’m a ghost and this is Halloween. Get it? I had things to do. I had responsibilities. But I kept in touch.”

“Yeah, you kept taking Ben’s candy and putting it in my bag. And then you turned the sprinklers on us at the Shermans’ house,” Jeffrey said.

Max almost looked sorry. “I was just trying to put the trick back in the trick or treat. Dig? This is the one day it’s cool to be, like, you know, nonliving.”

There it was again. That look on Max’s face, reminding Jeffrey that Max was just trying to make the best out of a bad situation. And it always made Jeffrey feel sorry about yelling at Max.

“Yeah, okay, I dig. Sorry,” Jeffrey said with a smile. “But, listen, there are other ghosts around. Ben and I just saw two of them in the McGyver house. They chased us out before we could get the dagger.”

“This I gotta see with my own eyeballs,” said Max. And he flew toward the McGyver house.

“Hey, wait!” Jeffrey called.

“Later, man,” Max said.

Jeffrey watched the ghost disappear through the wall of the old house. Melissa, Kenny, and Ben came up to him.

“What should we do? Go home now?” Ben asked.

“I can’t believe you guys saw real ghosts,” Kenny said.

“Jeffrey still can’t believe it,” Melissa said. “Look. He can’t take his eyes off the McGyver house.”

Just then, two figures with green faces burst out of the McGyver house. They were running even faster than Jeffrey and Ben had run. “Help! The house is haunted!” they screamed. “There’s a ghost in there!” They jumped over the McGyver fence and started to run down the street.

“Hey! Wait!” Ricky Reyes yelled. He ran over and tackled one of the boys. The other one got away. “It’s my brother!” Ricky shouted.

“Get off me, you little jerk!” shouted Michael Reyes.

Michael was Ricky’s older brother. He was in high school. His face was covered with green face paint.

“What were you doing in there?” Ricky demanded.

“Just having some fun.” Michael stood up and brushed himself off. “I heard you talking about your big bet with Jeffrey. About going into the McGyver house for the dagger. And I know how you little creeps are so afraid of haunted houses. So Wally Tishler and I thought we’d give you something to be scared of. We put on green glow-in-the-dark makeup and brought some Christmas lights with us. Then we waited for Jeffrey in the dining room. You should have seen his face.”

“You should have seen your face coming out of there,” Ricky told his brother.

“Yeah, but there really was a ghost in there this time,” Michael said.

“Yeah, sure,” Jeffrey said, trying not to laugh. “You guys probably just scared each other.”

“No.” Michael Reyes shook his head. “We were standing in there and then something tied our shoelaces together and pushed us.”

“Tied your shoelaces together?” echoed Ben doubtfully. “That doesn’t sound like a standard ghost.”

No, Jeffrey thought, but it did sound exactly like Max. “I’m going to check it out,” he said, grinning.

“Jeffrey, don’t go back in there,” said Ricky Reyes. He sounded a little nervous. “My brother doesn’t lie. If he says there’s a ghost in there, there is.”

“I can handle it,” Jeffrey told him.

“Don’t do it,” Melissa said. Even she was scared.

“Relax, wimps,” Jeffrey said. “I can handle it.”

With that, Jeffrey walked bravely back into the McGyver house and closed the door behind him.

“Yo, Max!” Jeffrey called. Max was sitting on the stairway, still holding his trick-or-treat bag. “You did a great job! Those kids were high-school kids,” Jeffrey said. “It’s not every day third-graders get to make high-school kids look like jerks.”

“Nobody messes with Max—or Max’s friends,” said the ghost. “Like, that’s rule number one.”

“Thanks,” Jeffrey replied, sitting down on the steps next to the ghost. “What have you got in your trick-or-treat bag?”

“Beats me, Daddy-o,” Max said, pulling out a plastic bag. He read the label. “ ‘Trail Mix’—what is that? Dirt and stones? And what’s a granola bar? It looks like something you build a house with.”

“Not exactly,” Jeffrey said. “Granola bars are pretty good. They’re a lot like candy. But grown-ups think they’re healthy so we get to eat as many as we want.”

“Coolsville,” said the ghost.

But there was still one thing left to do before this Halloween was over. “Max, is there really a dagger upstairs?” Jeffrey asked.

“Go dig it for yourself, Jeffrey,” said the ghost.

Jeffrey climbed the dark stairs and walked into the bedroom. The moon cast a silver light through the shadeless window. In the bright moonlight, Jeffrey saw Max’s dagger stuck in the floor between two floorboards. He pulled it out of the floor with a jerk and held it in his hands.

“Max, close but no cigar,” Jeffrey said with a laugh.

“Man, sometimes I just don’t dig what you’re saying at all,” Max said. He leaned in the doorway chewing on his granola bar.

“I mean,” Jeffrey said, holding it up to the light, “this isn’t a dagger.”

“You’re putting me on,” said Max. But he didn’t sound the least bit surprised.

“It’s a letter opener, Max,” said Jeffrey. “And there’s no blood on it. Just rust. And you knew it all the time, didn’t you?”

Max looked away from Jeffrey, but his voice sounded as tough as ever. “Hey, man, if you’re gonna go ape over little details, then I just won’t tell you about the cool stuff I find anymore.” Then he added, “You want some trail mix, Daddy-o?”

[image: ]

“Yeah, later,” Jeffrey said in a friendly voice. “I’ve got something to do first. My friends are waiting for me.”

“Okay. I’ll fall by your pad around bedtime,” Max said. “Maybe we can look at some more of your dad’s comic books.”

“Those old things?” Jeffrey asked, surprised.

“They aren’t oldsville to me, Daddy-o. They’re the hippest. See you later, alligator.” Max signed off and disappeared.

Of course, Jeffrey didn’t know for sure whether he’d see Max later that night or not. Or tomorrow or the day after. He’d just have to wait and see.

When Jeffrey finally walked out of the McGyver house, there was a loud burst of applause, as though he had just returned from the moon.

“I knew you’d do it,” Ben said, running up and pounding him on the back.

Jeffrey walked over to Ricky Reyes and handed him the letter opener.

“I can’t believe you really went in there,” Ricky Reyes said. He twirled the letter opener in his hand. “And I can’t believe you found this. Totally awesome.”

“But it’s a letter opener,” Kenny said.

“Some people like to exaggerate,” Jeffrey said, hoping that Max was listening. “But it doesn’t mean they’re lying.”

Ricky held out his hand to shake Jeffrey’s. “Okay if I walk home with you guys?” he asked.

Jeffrey, Melissa, Ben, and Kenny looked at one another. Then Jeffrey said, “Sure. We’re all going over to my house to see what we got in our trick-or-treat bags.”

“Great,” Ricky said.

A few minutes later, they were all dumping their candy out on the Beckers’ living-room floor. Melissa had the most stuff—almost ten pounds’ worth of candy. As they ate as much as they could, the subject of the McGyver house came up again.

“Okay, Jeffrey, let’s have the truth,” Kenny said.

“Yeah, what about the McGyver house? Was there really a ghost in there?” asked Melissa.

“No one you know,” Jeffrey said, smiling. “Just an old friend of mine.”


Here’s a peek at Jeffrey’s next adventure with Max, the third-grade ghost!



CHRISTMAS VISITORS



“I have some good news, Jeffrey,” said his mother.

“Your cousins Wendy and Jonathan are coming to spend the holidays with us.”

“Are you kidding? How could you do this to me?” Jeffrey exploded. “Last time Jonathan was here, he mangled my bike trying to do a wheelie! And Wendy is so spoiled. She threw out my pet lizard last time because she said it watched her every time she came in the room.”

“Wendy and Jonathan will be here this weekend,” Mrs. Becker said firmly.

“This weekend?” Jeffrey said. “That’s only two days. It doesn’t give me much time.”

“Time for what?” asked his father.

“Time to find someplace else to live!” Jeffrey said. He put his coat on and ran out of the house.

Jeffrey found Ben in the kitchen, tying up a large plastic garbage bag. Taking out the garbage was Ben’s job. He hated it.

“Ben, how would you like an early Christmas present?” Jeffrey said. “You know how you always say you wish you had an older brother?”

“Your’re giving me a human being for Christmas? That’s kind of gross isn’t it, Jeffrey?” Ben said.

“Not just any human being,” Jeffrey said. “The perfect human being. Me! I’ll take out the garbage for you. And I’ll take the blame for everything. At the end of Christmas vacation, if things aren’t working out, I’ll go home. How does that sound?”

“It sounds like your cousins Wendy and Jonathan are coming for a visit,” Ben said, laughing.
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