

[image: image]




The House Has Eyes

Casebusters # 5

Joan Lowery Nixon

[image: logo]



For Michael Joseph Quinlan, with love

—J. L. N.



Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Preview: Secret of the Time Capsule


1

[image: img]

JOHN QUINN TOOK A sip of coffee and said, “I heard that the old Everhart mansion has been rented.”

Brian looked up from his scrambled eggs. “Dad, that’s weird,” he said. “Everybody knows that awful old house is haunted. No one ever goes near it. Sam Miyako said that for the past couple of years people have seen strange lights in the mansion at night—ghost lights.”

Mr. Quinn frowned. “All this talk about ghosts is nonsense. We don’t believe in ghosts.”

“You mean that you don’t believe in ghosts, Dad,” Brian said. “There has to be some reason for those lights.”

Sean turned to their father. “Sam said ghosts are made up of stuff called ectoplasm, and it collects in closets and floats out at night, and hovers over our beds, and—”

“I think we’ve had enough of Sam’s scary stories,” Mr. Quinn said to Sean. “There is no such thing as ghostly ectoplasm. If that’s why you had a nightmare last night—”

Mrs. Quinn interrupted. She looked firmly at Sean as she said, “If anything collects in the closet and floats out at night and hovers over our beds, it comes from dirty clothes and sweaty socks that should have been put in the hamper and not in the closet.”

“But ectoplasm …”

“Not in our closets,” she said. “I won’t allow it.” Mrs. Quinn shook her head. “Just imagine the dreadful state the Everhart place must be in. The mansion has been vacant for years. I’m sure it will need a great deal of care to put it and the furnishings back in shape again.”

“It was built way off by itself, down by the bay,” Brian said. “The nearest neighbor is at least half a mile away. Who would want to live there?”

“Charles Collier,” Sean answered.

The others looked at Sean with surprise.

“Who’s Charles Collier?” Brian asked.

“He’s a kid who registered at Redoaks Elementary yesterday. He got put in my fourth-grade class.”

Mrs. Quinn smiled. “I’m glad you made friends with him,” she said. “It’s always hard, being new.”

Sean squirmed uncomfortably. “I didn’t say I made friends with him, Mom. Charles keeps to himself, which is okay with me, because he’s real quiet and not very friendly.”

“Give him a chance,” Mr. Quinn said. “Maybe he’s shy.”

Mrs. Quinn looked at her watch and pushed back her chair. “I’ve got to be going. We’re having an early meeting this morning. We’re ready to begin planning an advertising campaign for one of our new clients.”

She opened her handbag and reached for her car keys, but stopped and said, “Oh no! The lining is torn. And this handbag is brand new.”

As she examined the bag, she shook her head. “It looks as though the lining hadn’t been sewn in properly. It’s torn all along one side. I certainly expected better quality than this in a bag with a famous designer label.”

“Return it to the store,” Mr. Quinn said.

“I don’t know if I can,” Mrs. Quinn answered. “I bought it at a small shop over in Lanita. They were having a sale, and the bags were selling at a big discount.”

A knock at the back door interrupted her.

“That’s Sam,” Brian said and jumped up to let him in.

“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Quinn. Hi, Sean,” Sam said. He glanced at the breakfast table. “Got anything good left over, like a doughnut, maybe?”

“Sorry, no doughnuts, Sam,” Mr. Quinn said. “However, I’d like to discuss these scary stories you’ve been telling the younger children.”

“Dad!” Sean complained. “I am not as young as Sam’s little brother. I am not a ‘younger children.’ I’m nine.”

“It’s the ectoplasm story, right?” Sam said. “My dad wasn’t very happy about that one either.”

Mr. Quinn nodded. “And as for haunted mansions …”

“Dad, Sam and I have got to hurry,” Brian said quickly. “If we’re late we’ll get detention. See you tonight.” He snatched his backpack and shoved Sam ahead of him out the back door.

Sean grabbed his own backpack and ran after them. Brian would tell Sam that the Everhart mansion had been rented, and Sam might have more to say about the ghost lights. Sean didn’t want to miss a word.

“You’re kidding,” Sam was saying to Brian as Sean joined them. “Somebody really is going to live in that ugly old place?”

“Tell me what you told Brian about the ghost lights,” Sean said.

“Your dad said I shouldn’t tell you any more scary stories.”

“It’s not a scary story if the lights are happening. It’s like … like something you’d read in a newspaper.”

Sam thought a moment. “You’re right,” he said. Then he leaned down toward Sean and made his voice low and spooky. “On dark winter nights people have seen the cold, white, flickering lights and …”

“What people?”

“What difference does it make, what people?”

“It makes a lot of difference. If the mayor said he saw the lights, okay. But if Debbie Jean Parker said she saw them, I wouldn’t believe her for a minute.”

“Take my word for it. I didn’t get the story from Debbie Jean Parker. Now, do you want to hear about the lights or not?”

“I want to hear.”

“Then stop interrupting and listen. The lights travel from room to room. Sometimes they vanish, then reappear.”

“You could do that with a flashlight,” Brian said.

“Sure you could, if you were a human being,” Sam answered. “But remember, for years and years no one has lived in that house. Up until now, no one has dared to. Who’d want to live with ghosts?”
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SEAN COULDN’T WAIT TO tell his friend Matt Fischer about the ghost lights, and soon a group of kids from their fourth-grade class had gathered around to listen to the story.

“How do you know it’s ghosts making the lights?” Matt asked.

“Yeah,” Jabez Amadi said. “It might be burglars.”

“On and off for two years? In an empty house?” Sean asked. “It couldn’t be burglars.” As Debbie Jean climbed over a desk and pushed into the front of the group, Sean winced. “Sean Quinn, did you just say that the old Everhart mansion is haunted?” she asked.

“That’s what Sam Miyako told us,” Sean insisted.

“Did Sam see the lights?”

Sean hesitated. “I don’t think so. But he talked to some people who did.”

“Who?”

“He didn’t tell me.”

Debbie Jean laughed. “I think all that stuff about ghost lights is just one of Sam’s scary stories. People have moved into the house. If it was haunted, they’d have moved right out again.”

“Why don’t you ask me if the house is haunted?” Charles Collier spoke loudly from one side of the group.

Sean’s face grew warm with embarrassment. “Uh, Charles,” he said. “I forgot that it was you and your family who moved into the Everhart mansion. I didn’t mean to …”

Charles was smaller than most of the kids in the class, but as he frowned at Sean and took another step closer, Matt and Jabez quickly got out of his way.

“Hey, listen,” Sean said. “I’m sorry if I made you mad.”

“I’m not mad at you,” Charles answered. “I’m mad at having to live with the ghosts.”

Sean knew his mouth had fallen open, but he couldn’t think of a thing to say.

“You’re right about the ghost lights,” Charles told him. “You and that Sam, whoever he is. The Everhart mansion is haunted.”

“Wow!” Matt said. “Why did your parents rent a house with ghosts in it?”

Sean could see the unhappiness in Charles’s eyes as he said, “They needed a place to stay for just a short time while they’re working on a project for the Redoaks Museum. My parents don’t believe in ghosts. When I told them what I saw, they just said I had an overactive imagination. It doesn’t matter, I guess, because Mom and Dad are hardly ever home anyway. And, when they are home, the ghosts don’t come around.”

Debbie Jean squeezed next to Charles. “How can you stand it, living with ghosts? Aren’t you scared out of your mind? Most people would …” She stopped, smoothed back her hair, and said, “That is, most people would be scared. I probably wouldn’t.”

“Yuck,” Sean said and pretended to gag.

“Listen to me, Sean,” Charles said. “We haven’t got time to fool around. The bell’s going to ring pretty soon, and I want to talk over a business arrangement with you. Yesterday I heard someone say that you and your brother are private detectives.”

“Yeah. We are,” Sean said. “We call ourselves the Casebusters.”

“Fine,” Charles said. “In that case, I’d like to hire you. My parents and I are going to live here for three months before we can go back to our home in New York. As I told you, I don’t like living with ghosts, so I want to hire the Casebusters to get rid of them.”

Sean spoke without thinking. “Hunt for ghosts? No way!” he said.

“Ha!” Debbie Jean said. “You’re scared to!”

“Are you?” Charles asked Sean. “Tell me right now. Because if you won’t help me, I’ll have to find someone else.”

Frantically, Sean searched for the right thing to say. “My brother and I are partners,” he said, “so I’ll have to talk it over with him.”

“Do you think he’ll agree?”

The first bell rang, but no one moved. Sean realized they were all waiting for his answer.

“Yes,” he heard himself saying. “I can just about promise that Bri will agree.”

Charles gave a long sigh of relief. “Fine,” he said. “How about coming to my house at six-thirty tonight?”

“I have a better idea,” Sean said, eager to see the house in daylight, not in the early winter darkness. “We can come right after school.”

“No,” Charles said. “Evening is better. If my parents are home, you can meet them, too. I’ll tell the housekeeper you’ve been invited for dinner.”

Mrs. Jackson came into the classroom just as the second bell rang. She pretended to look surprised. “What’s all this?” she asked. “No one’s sitting down, ready to work? Come on, boys and girls, it’s time to get busy.”

Sean slid into his chair and pulled out his history book, but he couldn’t concentrate on the lesson. He’d practically promised to do the last thing in the world he really wanted to do—go into a haunted mansion at night, looking for ghosts.
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BRIAN LIKED THE IDEA of ghost hunting. “Sure,” he said as soon as Sean told him what Charles had said. “You don’t have to talk me into it.”

“I’d rather talk you out of it,” Sean said.

Brian laughed. “Come on, Sean. We may find out a lot more about the ghost lights. It would be fun to tell Sam something scary that he didn’t already know.”

“I don’t mind hearing scary stories. I just don’t like being in the middle of them.”

“You don’t have to be in the middle of anything. We’ll listen to what Charles has to say. If we think we can help him, fine. If his parents are right, and the ghosts are all in his imagination, we can forget the whole thing.”

“Okay … I guess,” Sean agreed. After all, Bri would be on hand, along with Charles’s parents. What was there to be scared of?

Mrs. Quinn drove Sean and Brian to the Everhart mansion. “It’s too chilly for a bike ride this evening,” she said as she turned her car off the main road onto a long drive that circled up to the house. “Besides, I’d like to meet Mr. and Mrs. Collier.” She turned and smiled at Sean. “I’m pleased that you and Brian accepted Charles’s invitation for dinner. He’s probably very lonely and eager to make friends.”

Sean gulped, feeling guilty that he hadn’t happened to mention the ghost-hunting part of the invitation.

Mrs. Quinn parked near the front door, and she, Sean, and Brian climbed out of the car. For a few moments they stood silently, studying the looming, dark redbrick Everhart mansion, with its small, narrow windows. Beyond the house, where the property stretched out toward the bay, they could hear the surf’s rhythmic slap against the rocks.

“The gardens have been well kept up,” Mrs. Quinn said. “Look at the beautiful white chrysanthemums along the side of the house.”

“This has to be the biggest house I’ve ever seen in my life,” Sean said as he followed Bri and their mother up the front steps. “And the ugliest,” he mumbled to himself.

The door was opened by a tall, muscular man who looked at the Quinns with disapproval. “Mr. and Mrs. Collier are not at home,” he said. “They were called to a business meeting in San Francisco and won’t be back until very late.”

“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Quinn said. “I thought the boys were expected for dinner.”

“They are!” Charles ducked around the man’s legs and held out his hand. “How do you do, Mrs. Quinn. I’m Charles Collier. My parents will be very sorry to have missed you. Please come in.”

They stepped into an entry hall that was paneled in deep mahogany. Even the yellow gleam from the dusty lamps and grimy crystal chandelier that hung over the stairway couldn’t do much to chase away the gloom.

The circular stairway was carved and ornate. It swept upward from a pair of newel posts topped with carved round knobs like balls.

A slender, brown-haired woman, who wore a large apron over her dress, stepped timidly into the entry hall. “I’m sorry about the looks of the place,” she said to Mrs. Quinn. “There’s so much to do to put this house in order. I haven’t been able to polish all this wood or get to the chandelier yet.”

She had made a very slow start, Brian thought. Only the ornamental knob on top of the right newel was shiny.

“It’s a very large house,” Mrs. Quinn said politely. “I imagine that it’s going to take a great deal of work.”

Charles introduced the man and woman as Martin and Zelda Elbert, who had been hired to take care of the house.

“And of Charles,” Mr. Elbert added.

“I’m very happy to meet you,” Mrs. Quinn said, with a smile for Mrs. Elbert. “This seems to be an inconvenient time for you, so I’ll take the boys home. Perhaps they can come for a visit some other day.”

“No!” Charles begged. “Please let Brian and Sean stay for dinner. Mrs. Elbert made something special for us—homemade pizza with everything on it.”

Mrs. Elbert nodded. “It’s very good pizza. Your boys will like it.”

Mrs. Quinn hesitated only a moment, then smiled at Charles. “This is a school night, Mrs. Elbert, so I’ll pick them up at eight-thirty. Will that be all right?”

“That will be fine,” Mrs. Elbert said. She glanced at her husband, but Mr. Elbert simply nodded.

As soon as the door closed behind Mrs. Quinn, Mrs. Elbert said to Charles, “Dinner is ready. We can serve right now, if you’d like.”

“Yes, thank you,” Charles said. He began to follow Mrs. Elbert, with Brian and Sean behind him. But Mr. Elbert stepped in their way.

“I want you to understand a few things,” he said. “Charles’s parents work as consultants in the field of art exports and imports. Their job in Redoaks is only for three months, and they’ll often be away from home on business trips. Since they’re renting furnished property, they have to be especially careful. There are too many things that can break. Furniture can be ruined.”

“We’ll be very careful,” Brian told him.

“They did not encourage Charles to invite other children here, but since you’ll be in the home for two hours I want to make clear there will be no snooping around, no roughhousing, no throwing things, no baseballs or footballs, no wrestling or running.”

“We’ll be careful,” Charles said. “I told you we would.” He walked around Mr. Elbert and headed for the dining room.

The dining room, with its small, narrow windows, was as gloomy as the other rooms. Nearby was an ornately carved buffet table, on which rested a tray and glasses and a seltzer bottle.

Three places were set at a long dining table. As they sat down in upholstered, high-backed chairs, Brian nudged Sean and pointed to the badly stained tabletop. What looked like rings from wet glasses and bottles covered the surface. “These weren’t made by ghosts,” he mumbled.

Along with a garden salad and Cokes, Mrs. Elbert brought in three plates of super pizza. Charles, Brian, and Sean were so intent on the good food that none of them said a word until every bite of pizza had been eaten.

Brian pulled out his notebook and pen. As he opened the notebook and wrote, he said aloud, “Charles Collier.” He looked questioningly at Charles. “Or should I use your nickname?”

“I’ve never had a nickname,” Charles answered. “My parents … everybody else … they just call me Charles.”

“Okay, Charles,” Brian said. “Mr. and Mrs. Elbert had a lot to say about this place, but neither of them mentioned anything about ghosts. So what’s the deal? Why did you ask us to get rid of ghosts? Are there ghosts haunting this house, or aren’t there?”

“There are ghosts! I’ll … I’ll show you.” Charles squirmed in his chair.

“Show us?” Sean nervously looked over his shoulder.

“Not here,” Charles said. “They’re in …” He leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “I never know when the ghosts are going to appear, but it’s always after dark.”

“It’s dark now.”

“But not dark enough. Finish your Cokes. I’ll get some cookies. Wait just a little while until it’s good and dark.” He grabbed Brian’s arm and begged, “Please? I promise you, the ghosts are going to show up.”
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BRIAN NODDED AND PICKED up his pen. “Forget the cookies for now,” he said. “Give us some information. Exactly how long have you and your parents lived in this house?”

“Exactly eight … no, nine days.”

“How long have Martin and Zelda Elbert been working for your parents?”

“My parents hired them before we even moved into the house.”

“They’d worked for you before?”

“No. We have a housekeeper at home in New York—Mrs. Beldon. But her mother got sick so Mrs. Beldon went home to take care of her. That’s why my parents brought me with them. There was nowhere they could leave me.”

“Do you know where they met the Elberts? Or how they happened to hire them?”

“I think the real estate agent recommended them.”

Brian stopped writing and looked at Charles “Okay. Next question. What makes you think there are ghosts in the house?”

Charles looked frightened. He glanced at Sean, then back to Brian. “The staring eyes, for one thing.”

“What staring eyes?” Sean asked. He began to feel creepy, as though eyes were staring at him right that minute.

“Sometimes,” Charles said, his voice trembling, “I’ve seen eyes looking at me from the walls of the house.”

Brian raised one eyebrow in disbelief.

“It’s true. Really!” Charles insisted. “One second the eyes are there, staring at me, watching me. The next second they disappear.”

“That’s it? Eyes in the walls?” Brian made another note.

“No, there’s more,” Charles answered. “Sometimes I hear noises, like bumps or knocks, and low voices in some of the rooms. I’ve looked, but no one’s there.”

“Have you told your parents what you just told us?”

“Sure I have, but it doesn’t do any good. We’ve only lived in this house a little more than a week, and most of the time Mom and Dad are gone. The ghosts haven’t come around while my parents have been here, so they don’t believe me. My father thinks it’s all my imagination. My mother thinks I’m making up stories to get attention.”

Sean thought about how lonely it must be to hardly ever see your parents. He wouldn’t blame Charles if he did make up stories.

Mrs. Elbert entered the dining room, and Charles became quiet. She closed the heavy drapes over the windows, then removed the dirty dishes.

As soon as she left the room, Brian asked Charles, “Have you told the Elberts about seeing and hearing ghosts?”

“No,” Charles said. “Mrs. Elbert might listen to me, but she probably wouldn’t believe me either. And Mr. Elbert’s such a grouch that I don’t want to talk to him about anything.”

Brian still felt doubtful. “Of the five people who live in this house, you’re the only one who has had any visits from the ghosts.”

“That’s not my fault,” Charles complained. He pushed back his chair and stood. “It’s dark enough now. Come with me. I’ll prove there are ghosts. And don’t make any noise.”

Sean and Brian followed Charles down a long, dim hallway into what must have once been a wood-paneled library or office, with empty bookshelves along the left-hand wall.

Charles shut the door, and eyes suddenly began to gleam through the darkness.

“Yikes!” Sean yelled.

But Brian felt along the wall until he found a light switch. “Luminous paint,” he said. “You painted the eyes, Charles. A smudge of paint on your hand was glowing, too. What kind of a trick are you playing on us?”

“Okay, I drew the eyes,” Charles said, his voice trembling. “But it wasn’t a trick. Eyes sometimes do look at me from the walls, but I never know when they’ll come. I didn’t want you and Sean not to believe me.”

Brian shook his head. “I think this case is closed,” he said.

“No! Please help me!” Charles insisted. “There are ghosts haunting this house!” He turned to Sean. “You want to help me, don’t you, Sean?”

Sean opened his mouth to answer, but he couldn’t speak. Among the wood panels on the left wall a real eye had appeared.

“L-L-Look!” Sean stammered and tugged on Brian’s arm.

Brian followed the direction of Sean’s gaze, and gasped when he saw the eye.

Charles squeaked, as if he were a mouse caught by a cat. Both Brian and Sean turned to look at Charles and were startled by the terror on Charles’s face.

They looked back at the wall, but the eye was no longer there.

Brian, Sean, and Charles ran out of the library and into the room next door.

“It’s empty!” Brian said.

“It can’t be,” Sean told him. “We saw the eye. Somebody had to be here looking through a hole in the paneling. He couldn’t have got away this fast.”

Charles started forward, but Brian put out a hand, holding him back. “Wait,” he said. “Look at the floor. Lots of dust and no shoe prints but our own. No one’s been in this room for a long time.”

“But we saw someone looking through the wall,” Sean said. “He had to be in here.”

“Now maybe you’ll believe me that the house is haunted,” Charles said. “Ghosts don’t wear shoes. Ghosts don’t leave footprints.”

Brian ran his fingers over the rough textured wall and found nothing. “Let’s take another look at the library,” he said.

Brian, Sean, and Charles pushed and pried at the panels in the wood, where they’d seen the eye, but nothing slid back. No gaping hole suddenly opened. The paneling looked solid, its designs molded to stay in place forever.

“I don’t get it,” Sean said.

“It’s just like I told you,” Charles insisted. “The house has eyes. I’ve seen them here and in the entry hall and in the living room.” He turned to face Brian. “Well?” he asked. “Have you changed your mind now? Will you take the job and get rid of the ghosts in this house?”

“Sean and I can’t promise to get rid of them,” Brian said. “We aren’t even sure we’re dealing with ghosts. But we’ll take the case. We’ll see what we can do.”

“Thank you,” Charles said.

A low bonging sound suddenly echoed throughout the house.

Sean jumped, but Charles said, “That’s the doorbell. Your mother must have come for you. Mr. Elbert will let her in.”

But as Charles led the way into the narrow hallway, Mr. Elbert stepped up behind Brian. He took his arm and pulled him back. Quietly, he said, “Charles told you about the ghosts.”

Brian was wary. “Ghosts?” he repeated.

Mr. Elbert’s lips turned up in a smile, but his eyes were dark. “I can imagine that he told you the same things he told his parents.”

“How do you know what Charles told his parents?”

The smile turned into a grin. “The walls don’t just have eyes, they have ears as well.”

“Are you trying to say that the ghosts are in Charles’s imagination?”

“Of course they’re in Charles’s imagination,” Mr. Elbert answered. “He’s a lonely boy. He has … uh … problems.” His voice grew even softer as he added, “You and your brother take my friendly advice and stay away. If you don’t … well, there’s no telling what might happen.”
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AS SOON AS BRIAN and Sean arrived home, they held a meeting upstairs in Brian’s room.

“Mr. Elbert warned us to stay away or something might happen,” Brian told Sean.

“He knows about the ghosts?”

“He said the house isn’t haunted. He thinks, too, that the ghosts are just in Charles’s imagination,” Brian said.

“We know that’s not true. We saw the eye. Is Mr. Elbert just afraid we’ll break something if we hang around?”

“I don’t know,” Brian said. “I can’t figure out why the so-called ghosts are haunting Charles and not his parents or the Elberts.”

“Maybe it’s just like Charles told us. His parents haven’t been home long enough to have seen the eyes,” Sean said.

“But the Elberts have.”

Brian scanned his notes and said, “We need a lot of information. To start with, I want to know more about the Elberts. Let’s ask Dad to do a computer check on them.”

“How about a check on the Colliers, too?” Sean wadded one of Brian’s pillows into a ball and leaned on it.

With a jerk Brian pulled his pillow away from Sean and stuck it behind his own head. Sean rolled onto his stomach and rested his chin on his hands.

“Bri,” he said, “Charles told us that his parents have been gone most of the time. It would be tough enough to be left alone in a new, strange place with people you hardly knew. And it would be a lot worse if the house your parents had picked out came with ghosts. What I’m saying is, we’ve got to figure this thing out and help Charles.”

“We will,” Brian said. He slid off the bed and got to his feet. “Let’s go talk to Dad now.”

Mr. Quinn was watching a football game on television, but Brian interrupted. “Dad,” he said, “could you do a computer check on the people hired to take care of Charles? Their names are Martin and Zelda Elbert.”

Mr. Quinn looked surprised. “In order to invade someone’s privacy, I’d need a very good reason.”

“Martin Elbert isn’t nice to Charles,” Sean said. “He wasn’t very nice to us, either.”

“That’s not enough of a reason. The Colliers hired the Elberts. Since they left their son in the Elberts’ care, I’m sure they checked their references carefully.”

“Maybe they thought they were careful, but they weren’t careful enough,” Sean said. “The Colliers are awfully busy people and their jobs take them out of town a lot.”

“Have the Elberts harmed Charles in any way, or threatened to harm him?”

“No.”

“Do you have any reason to believe that Charles is in any danger from the Elberts?”

“I guess not,” Brian said.

He and Sean looked at each other. Sean knew they were remembering the same thing—the honest fear on Charles’s face when the real eye appeared.

Mrs. Quinn came into the room and said, “Boys, it’s way past your bedtime. If your homework’s finished, run along upstairs and get ready for bed.”

“Okay, Mom,” Brian told her.

“We’re working on a case,” Sean said.

Mrs. Quinn sighed. “Maybe I should hire you to find the people who sold that handbag to me. During my lunch hour I took it to the store in Lanita, where I’d bought it, and found they’d gone out of business. The building was empty.”

“You may have been the victim of a scam,” Mr. Quinn said.

“I’m sure I was,” Mrs. Quinn said. “I should have realized that the price was much too low. I was sold a cheap copy with a fake label instead of a real designer handbag.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Sean said.

Mrs. Quinn gave him a hug, smiled, and said, “Upstairs, quickly! Now it’s way, way past your bedtime.”

As they climbed the stairs, Sean asked Brian, “How are we going to learn anything about the Elberts?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Brian answered, “but there must be someone who can tell us where they came from and how long they’ve been in Redoaks.”

As they reached the top of the stairs, Brian said, “I wonder how many keys there are to the Everhart mansion. How many people are able to get in and out of that old house?”

“Charles’s parents and the Elberts must have keys,” Sean said. “I’ll ask Charles if he has one, too.”

“Okay,” Brian said. “And we’ve got questions about the eye: Where did it come from? How did it appear and disappear? The person staring at us had to have been in the next room, looking through a peephole in the wall.”

“But there was no peephole.”

“Yeah, and no footprints in the dust in the next room, which proves no one could have been there, unless …”

“Unless what?” Sean asked.

“Tell Charles we’re coming back tomorrow, this time right after school lets out,” Brian said. “There’s at least one thing I think we can figure out.”

As Sean arrived at school the next morning, Debbie Jean Parker planted herself in his path. “Tell me!” she insisted.

“Tell you what?” Sean asked.

“You know what I’m talking about, Sean Quinn. Tell me about the ghosts in the Everhart mansion.”

Matt and Jabez edged up, listening intently. A few others from the class followed.

“I have nothing to tell you,” Sean said. “You’ll have to ask my client.”

Debbie Jean scowled, her cheeks and nose turning red. “I bet you didn’t go looking for ghosts. I bet you got scared and didn’t go near the Everhart mansion!”

“Sorry. No comment,” Sean said and grinned. There was nothing he liked better than bugging Debbie Jean.

“Ha!” Debbie Jean said. “Even if you won’t tell me, I’m going to find out.”

He saw Charles coming to join them, so he said to Matt and Jabez, “I’ll see you guys later. I have to talk to my client.”

Debbie Jean sputtered, “Oh, you … you …”

“Casebuster,” Sean filled in. He walked off, chuckling, to meet Charles.

“Brian wants to know if we can come to your house right after school,” Sean said.

Charles gave a sigh of relief. “Sure,” he said. “I was afraid Mr. Elbert might have scared you guys away.”

“Scared us? No way,” Sean blustered, but then he thought a moment. “Mr. Elbert is kind of a scary guy, isn’t he? He sure makes it clear he doesn’t want us around.”

Sean remembered Brian’s question. “I’m supposed to ask you how many people have keys to your house.”

Charles looked surprised. “Mom and Dad do, and Mr. and Mrs. Elbert. And there’s a spare key hanging inside one of the kitchen cupboards.”

“Do you have a key?”

“No,” Charles said. “Mr. Elbert drives me to and from school and wherever else I need to go. I don’t need a key.”

“How about the people who own the house?”

“The realtor probably has a key.”

“Anybody else?”

“No. There’s a gardener, hired by the realtor, but he doesn’t come into the house, so he wouldn’t need a key.”

“How often is the gardener there?” Sean asked.

“Just one day a week—on Thursdays. He’ll be there today, but he just works outside, so I don’t think he’d know anything about the ghosts.”

Sean shrugged. He’d report the information to Brian, but—like Charles—he didn’t see how any of it would help.

However, Brian did.

As they pedaled their bikes to the Everhart mansion, Brian said, “If the gardener’s still there when we arrive, we’ll see what he can tell us.”

“Why?” Sean asked. “He never goes into the house.”

“A good investigator never passes up a possible witness,” Brian said.

“But a gardener would only be there in the daytime, not at night.”

Brian began to pedal faster. “We’ll ask and find out.”

The gardener, wrinkled and weather-browned, was just loading equipment into the back of his panel truck when Brian and Sean arrived at the Everhart mansion.

Brian looked at the name printed on the side of the truck. “Mr. Victor Pekka?” he asked.

“That’s me,” Mr. Pekka said. He pulled off a wide-brimmed hat and wiped his forehead with a large cotton handkerchief, exposing hair that was streaked with gray.

Brian introduced himself and Sean.

“We’re investi—” Sean began.

Brian nudged Sean to be quiet, and then he spoke louder. “Our mom said you make the gardens look really great. She likes the white chrysanthemums.”

Mr. Pekka beamed with pleasure.

“Bri, we’ve gotta ask …” Sean began.

But Brian said, “How long have you been doing the gardening here, Mr. Pekka?”

Mr. Pekka glanced toward the house. “Too long,” he said. “But a job’s a job, and I’ve gotta pay the bills.”

Brian tried again. “When did you start your job here?”

“After the guy before me quit.” Mr. Pekka’s forehead wrinkled as he thought. “About seventeen or eighteen months ago.”

Brian moved closer and lowered his voice. “We’ve heard some stories about this old house. Have you ever noticed anything unusual about it?”

“What do you mean ‘unusual’?”

“Like if it’s haunted,” Sean blurted out.

“You want to know if this place is haunted?” Mr. Pekka asked. “I can tell you that. After what happened to me, I’m sure it is.”

“Does that mean you’ve seen the lights?” Brian asked.

Mr. Pekka looked warily to both sides, then said, “The lights and the ghost!” He pointed toward the ocean and said, “I’ll tell you all about it. You see that low hedge down there, near the steps that lead down to the bay?”

Brian and Sean nodded.

“Well, one day—about a year ago—I left my clippers under that hedge. I didn’t notice until I got home that I hadn’t picked them up. But dinner was ready, so I waited until after I’d eaten to come back and get them. By this time it was dark.

“The house was empty, so I didn’t think I’d be disturbing anyone. I didn’t need a flashlight because there was a full moon. I just walked back to where I had left the clippers and squatted down to look for them.”

“Were the clippers still there?” Sean asked, but Brian nudged him to be quiet.

“The clippers were there, and not hard to find. But while I was crouched down next to the hedge I saw the ghost. It was a dark, silent figure. The way he was dressed he looked something like a seaman. Black pants and sweatshirt, with a knit cap pulled over his ears. He came up the steps, from that little beach down at the bay, and crossed the yard.”

“Was there a boat anchored in the bay?” Brian asked.

“I don’t remember.”

“Are there ever boats anchored in the bay?”

“Well, sure, now and then,” Mr. Pekka said. “But what business would they have with this old house? Why would a seaman come here?”

Sean was puzzled. “What makes you think the person you saw wasn’t a seaman? Why did you think he was a ghost?”

“Because of what happened next,” Mr. Pekka said. “When he got to the house he didn’t go up the back steps and knock at the door. He didn’t bother with the door. I saw him walk right straight through the wall of the house and disappear! And soon after, inside the house, I saw the flickering ghost lights.”

Mr. Pekka stared at the mansion and shook his head. “One thing I’m sure of: I’ll never again come back to this place after dark!”
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CHARLES RAN OUTSIDE AS Mr. Pekka drove off. “I saw you out here,” he said to Sean and Brian. “Why were you talking to the gardener?” Sean glanced at Brian. “A good investigator never passes up a possible witness,” he said. “Mr. Pekka told us—”

Brian broke in. Charles was frightened enough. “He told us that he’s been working here almost two years,” Brian said. “Let’s get to work. I’ve brought a tape measure.”

“What for?” Charles asked.

“Come on,” Brian said. “I’ll show you.”

As they entered the house there was no sign of the Elberts. Brian was glad. He was pretty sure that Mr. Elbert might not like what he was planning to do.

Brian led the way down the hallway to the library. He put a hand on Charles’s shoulder and pointed to the nearest corner on the right-hand side. “Stand in that corner,” he said.

Charles looked puzzled. “Why do you want me to stand in a corner?” he asked.

“Not just a corner. That corner. You’re going to help me take measurements. When I tell you to, start tapping on the wall between you and the hallway. Tap lightly. Don’t make much noise. Okay?”

Brian led Sean into the empty room next door and asked him to stand in the nearest left-hand corner.

“You didn’t tell Charles about the ghost walking through the wall to get into the house,” Sean whispered.

“Why tell Charles something that will scare him? A good investigator collects facts and keeps them to himself until he decides which are important and which aren’t,” Brian said.

“Do you know yet if that ghost story was important?”

“If my guess is right, the seaman wasn’t a ghost,” Brian said. “Now start tapping on the wall between you and the hallway.”

Brian left the room as Sean began tapping. Soon Charles began tapping in the next room.

That’s funny, Sean thought. Charles doesn’t sound like he’s right next to me. He sounds farther away.

Brian poked his head through the open doorway and grinned. “We just found out something important,” he said. “There’s about a two-foot space between these two rooms.”

Sean gasped. “Part of a secret passage?”

“Maybe. Hurry up. We’re going to do some more measuring.”

Charles looked frightened when they told him. “I don’t like the idea of secret passages in this house. That means people could spy on me.”

“They are spying on you,” Sean said. “You’ve seen the eyes.”

“At least they’re people and not ghosts,” Charles answered. He thought a moment. “But who’s doing the spying? Why are they doing it?”

“We’ll find out,” Brian said. “I want to take a look at the back of the house, then have you show us where you’ve seen the eyes in the living room and entry hall.”

They had to go down one hallway and through another to reach the kitchen and the back door of the house.

Mrs. Elbert, who was sitting at the kitchen table reading a magazine, looked up as they came into the room. “Where are you going?” she asked.

“Outside,” Charles said.

“To the bay,” Brian added.

“I’d stay away from the bay if I were you,” she warned. “There’s just a small strip of beach and lots of sharp rocks. It would be very easy to get hurt.”

“We’re just going to look,” Brian told her. “We’re not going down to the water.”

Mrs. Elbert seemed nervous. “It’s hard to have a boy in this big old house. He’s here, he’s there. He’s likely to pop up anywhere. He’s hard to keep an eye on.”

“We’ll make sure Charles is safe,” Brian said.

But Brian, Sean, and Charles were only halfway across the wide expanse of lawn when Mr. Elbert caught up with them. He puffed a little, breathing heavily.

“I didn’t know you were here,” he said. “Charles didn’t tell me you were coming this afternoon. His parents telephoned, but …”

“Are they coming home tonight?” Charles asked eagerly.

“No, they’re not,” Mr. Elbert said. “Their work is keeping them in San Francisco.”

“Oh,” Charles said. He looked so disappointed that Sean felt sorry for him.

Mr. Elbert said, “I’m sure you boys have homework to do. I know that Charles does. So if you’ll just run along …”

Brian began walking again toward the ocean. “We will,” he said, “after Charles has shown us the bay.”

Mr. Elbert scrambled to catch up. “You live in Redoaks. You know what the bay looks like.”

“But not your beach.”

“It’s no different than any other little strip of beach. Mostly rocks and …”

Brian had reached the top of the steps leading down to the water. He pointed to a small dinghy that had been pulled up on the sand, above the high-tide line. It was partially hidden by the rocks. “Whose boat is that?” he asked.

“It’s an old boat. It came with the house,” Mr. Elbert said.

“I didn’t know there was a boat,” Charles said.

“You weren’t told because you can’t use it. It wouldn’t be safe,” Mr. Elbert said. He scowled at Brian. “No one uses the boat. I wouldn’t be surprised if the bottom had rusted out long ago.”

The small part of the boat that was visible didn’t look rusted to Brian and Sean. It didn’t even look that old.

“Before we go, could we please get something to drink?” Brian asked Mr. Elbert. “I’m thirsty.” He paused and smiled. “A little bit hungry, too.”

“We’ve got cookies.” Charles said. “And lemonade.”

“Very well,” Mr. Elbert snapped. “If that’s all you need.”

“That’s not all,” Brian said. “We need to talk to Charles. Privately.”

Sean looked at Brian in surprise. Why was he acting strange, as if he had big secrets he wanted to keep from Martin Elbert?

As they walked back to the house Brian stopped. He studied the brick wall next to the back steps.

“What are you doing?” Mr. Elbert demanded.

“The mortar around a few of the bricks looks chipped,” Brian said. “The realtor should get that fixed.”

He took two steps toward the wall, but Mr. Elbert grabbed his arm, pulling him back. “I’ll report it to the Colliers,” he said. “Come inside.”

Mrs. Elbert got up as they entered the kitchen, and Charles asked for the cookies and lemonade.

“Have a seat,” she said, pointing to the kitchen table.

Sean began to sit down, but Brian said, “Do you mind if we eat in the dining room?”

They all looked at Brian in surprise. He didn’t explain. He just smiled.

“It’s all right with me,” Mrs. Elbert said. “Run along. I’ll bring in a tray.”

Once they were in the dining room, Sean whispered, “What are you doing, Brian?”

Brian held a finger to his lips. He strode to the buffet table and picked up the seltzer bottle, slipping it under his jacket. Then he said loudly, “Charles, we’ve discovered something interesting about this old house, so we need to talk where no one will overhear us. How about in the library? Right now?”

“But …” Charles began.

“Right now,” Brian repeated.

Sean didn’t know what Brian had in mind, but he backed him up. “Sure, Charles. Let’s go,” he said.

They walked down the hallway to the library, entered the room, and shut the door.

“Do you remember exactly where that eye appeared?” Brian whispered.

“There.” Charles pointed to an ornate strip that joined two panels.

Brian motioned Sean and Charles to join him near that strip. His eyes didn’t leave it as he said in a normal tone of voice, “We’ve begun to make progress, Charles. We’ve found out some important items.”

Slowly, Brian pulled the seltzer bottle from under his jacket and held it up. “I’m going to tell you something no one else should know,” he said, “so keep it secret.”

He lowered his voice as he spoke, so that Sean and Charles could scarcely hear him. It didn’t matter, Sean thought, since Brian was saying the same meaningless stuff, over and over.

Silently, a small piece in the wood paneling opened, and an eye peered out.

Brian was ready. With a whoosh, he aimed the seltzer bottle and let go. A fast stream of water shot into the opening. Someone yelped, and the panel closed.

Brian put down the seltzer bottle and ran into the hallway. Sean and Charles were right behind him.

“Mr. Elbert! Mr. Elbert!” Brian yelled.

Sean and Charles yelled, too.

To Brian’s surprise, Mr. Elbert appeared from the next room. His face and clothes were completely dry. Not even a spot of water!

“Is there a problem?” Mr. Elbert asked.

It couldn’t have been Martin Elbert behind the peephole, Brian thought. So who was it? Zelda?

“The kitchen! Come on!” Brian shouted at Sean and Charles. They raced down the hallways, finally bursting into the kitchen.

Mrs. Elbert, still reading her magazine, looked up in surprise. “Did you get your cookies and lemonade?” she asked. “I put them on the dining-room table.”

“Uh, yes. Thanks,” Brian said.

The eye in the wall wasn’t Mr. Elbert’s. It wasn’t Mrs. Elbert’s. There was someone else in the house.

Brian’s back prickled uncomfortably as he realized that the mysterious, unknown someone could be watching them right at that moment.

He turned toward the Elberts to tell them that he and Sean were leaving. But Sean pointed at the window and cried out, “I don’t believe it!”

Brian jumped and whirled toward the back window, where a distorted face with flattened nose and lips was pressed against the glass.
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SEAN SNORTED WITH DISGUST. “Debbie Jean Parker,” he said. He stomped to the back door, threw it open, and joined Debbie Jean on the porch. To his surprise, Sam Miyako stepped up behind her.

“What are you guys doing here?” Sean demanded.

“I told you that you couldn’t keep me from finding out about the ghosts,” Debbie Jean said.

“Brian didn’t tell me you were hired to hunt ghosts,” Sam said. “So when Debbie Jean asked me if …”

“Be quiet,” Sean whispered. “Mr. and Mrs. Elbert don’t know that we’re here looking for ghosts. They don’t know that Charles hired us. Come on in, but don’t tell them why you’re here.”

As Sean made the introductions, Mrs. Elbert seemed nervous. Mr. Elbert glowered.

Debbie Jean stared around the big kitchen. “I can’t believe I’m in the old Everhart mansion,” she said to Mrs. Elbert. “Could I look at the rest of the house?”

“No,” Mr. Elbert answered.

Mrs. Elbert gave her husband a look. Brian wished he knew what it meant.

“I’ll show you some of the downstairs rooms,” Mrs. Elbert said. “We’ll take a little tour.”

The whole group, including Mr. Elbert, followed. As they walked through the dining room, Sean was amazed to see the seltzer bottle back in place. Who knew about it? Who had put it back? He looked at Brian, but Brian simply shrugged.

“Wow!” Debbie Jean said. She leaned on the huge table.

“Please don’t touch anything,” Mr. Elbert ordered.

In the living room Debbie Jean tugged at the heavy damask draperies. “Wow! Look at these,” she cried.

“I asked you not to touch,” Mr. Elbert snarled.

As they reached the entry hall, Debbie Jean jumped on the bottom stair and wrapped both hands around the polished, carved knob that topped the right newel. She leaned back and swung to each side. “Wow! What a staircase!” she said.

“I told you, don’t touch!” Mr. Elbert shouted. He pulled Debbie Jean’s hands from the knob and firmly led her off the stairs.

“The tour is over,” he said. “Mr. and Mrs. Collier do not welcome visits from children. There are too many valuable items here that might break.” He frowned at Debbie Jean. “The boys have homework to do. I’m sure you have homework, as well.”

“But …” Debbie Jean began.

“Right,” Sam said.

“Math test,” Sean added. “Come on.” He grabbed Debbie Jean’s arm and steered her out the front door, calling back, “See you tomorrow, Charles.”

Brian followed them, but his mind kept going over and over a puzzling question. He thought he knew what was happening at the Everhart mansion, but he didn’t know why. And though the Elberts acted suspiciously, were they really in league with the “ghosts”?

All the way back to town Debbie Jean pestered Sean with questions about the ghosts that were bothering Charles.

Finally, as they reached the downtown area of Redoaks, Sean stopped his bike and said to Debbie Jean, “This is where you turn off to go home.”

“So do you.”

“Not today. We have to … uh …”

“Visit the office of the planning commission,” Brian said. He looked at his watch. “We’ve got just enough time before they close.”

Grumbling, Debbie Jean left. Brian, Sean, and Sam parked their bikes in a rack down the street and entered the city hall.

Sean asked, “What are we trying to find out?”

“I’m hoping to see a set of blueprints,” Brian answered. “They’ll show us the location of the secret passages in the mansion.”

The woman behind the desk in the planning commission office listened to Brian’s request and shook her head. “I can tell you without checking our files,” she answered. “The Everhart mansion was built in the early twenties, too long ago to have filed building plans. We have nothing about the mansion on record.”

She smiled and added, “There is someone who might have some information about the mansion, however. Why don’t you ask Mrs. Helen Hemsley, the president of the Redoaks Historical Society?”

“Good idea,” Brian said. “Thanks.” He grinned as he thought of Mrs. Hemsley. She was about as friendly as a tyrannosaur with a toothache, but she did know all about the historical places in Redoaks.

It was a short ride to the office of the Redoaks Historical Society. Through the glass door Brian could see Mrs. Hemsley pick up her handbag and keys, preparing to leave.

The moment Mrs. Hemsley saw Brian, Sean, and Sam, she hurried toward the door. But they were faster than she was.

Brian threw the door open and said, “Mrs. Hemsley, we need your help.”

“Not now,” she said. “The office closes at five.”

“It’s only one minute to five. And we have just one, quick question.”

“I don’t have time to answer. Come back tomorrow.”

Brian shrugged. “I thought you’d have the answer because you know so much about the historical places in Redoaks. But this question is a tough one. I’ll try the museum instead.”

Mrs. Hemsley looked at Brian suspiciously. “I can answer any question about Redoaks. What is it you want to know?”

“It’s about the Everhart mansion. It was built before there were laws about filing building plans, so nobody’s seen blueprints. We heard there were secret passages in the house. Do you know if there are?”

“Of course I know,” Mrs. Hemsley said. She puffed up, looking important. “I heard all about the secret passages in the house from my mother. She was as interested in historical architecture as I am.

“The house was built during the time when the sale of liquor in the United States was illegal. Mr. Everhart built the house in a secluded spot with access from the bay, so liquor could be brought in by boat.”

“By boat,” Brian repeated. He thought about the dinghy on the beach.

“And he had a hidden room built inside the house for the purpose of storing liquor, and secret passages so his supplier could escape if there was a raid.”

“Was there ever a raid?” Brian asked.

“No,” she said, “and I doubt if there’s anyone still alive who’d remember where the secret passages and secret room are located.”

Sean caught Sam’s eye and knew Sam was just as excited as he was. “Did your mother tell you how Mr. Everhart got in and out of the secret passages?” Sean asked.

“That was Mr. Everhart’s secret,” she said. “At times, people have lived in the mansion, but they either haven’t known about the passages or haven’t been able to find them.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Hemsley,” Brian said. “You’ve told us what we needed to know.”

Instead of smiling, she studied them with suspicion. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said a word to you. People are living in that house now. You aren’t going to go snooping around and bothering them, are you?”

“No, Mrs. Hemsley,” Brian said. He edged backward so fast, Sean almost got stepped on.

“Is this a school project?” she called after him.

“It’s a project,” he shouted back.

Brian, Sean, and Sam jumped on their bikes and raced toward home.

“That was great, Bri,” Sean said. “We found out what we wanted.”

“We didn’t find out enough,” Brian said.

“Bri!” Sean’s bike wobbled as he stared at his brother. “You don’t mean …?”

“Yes I do,” Brian said. “We’ve got to find out who’s using the secret passages and why. The only way to know for sure is to figure out how to get inside.”
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AFTER SAM WENT HOME, Brian and Sean worked out a plan. “Mom,” Sean asked, “could Charles Collier spend the night tomorrow? It’s Friday, so we wouldn’t have to do homework.”

Mrs. Quinn smiled. “Of course you can invite Charles.”

Sean glanced at Brian, then back to their mother. “I think you’d better be the one to invite him, Mom. But don’t ask Mr. or Mrs. Elbert. They’d just say no. Ask Charles’s mother. She and his father are staying at the Palace Hotel in San Francisco.”

Mrs. Quinn nodded and reached for the phone. Within a few minutes she had introduced herself to Mrs. Collier.

Sean and Brian listened intently to their mother’s part of the conversation.

“Yes, Charles and Sean are in the same class,” she said. She looked puzzled for a moment, then added, “Of course, you would have learned about us from Maggie Gomez at the Redoaks Museum. Maggie and I are close friends.”

After a pause, Mrs. Quinn asked if Charles could spend Friday night with Sean. Her forehead wrinkled in impatience as she said, “No, I haven’t called the Elberts. I thought it best to ask you. They may not want to let Charles come without your permission.”

Mrs. Quinn nodded and said, “Yes, you must have been glad to have found the Elberts … But isn’t it nice that Charles can be with you … Yes … Of course …”

Finally, she said, “We’ll take good care of Charles and bring him home Saturday evening. I’m sure he’ll be delighted to learn that you’ll return to Redoaks at that time.”

As Mrs. Quinn hung up the phone, she said, “Mrs. Collier was pleased that we invited Charles. She said she hoped you’d visit him often.”

“That’s not what Martin Elbert told us,” Sean said.

Brian asked, “What did she say about the Elberts?”

“That it was lucky they showed up at just the right time.”

“I know, Mom, but did she say how she and her husband hired them?”

Mrs. Quinn nodded. “She said the Elberts contacted them soon after they signed the lease. They said the realtor had sent them. They had letters of recommendation from a number of important people in Redoaks.”

“Did she tell you the name of the realtor?”

“She didn’t have to,” Mrs. Quinn said. “I know the realtor was your father’s friend Jim Walsh.”

“Can I call Charles now and invite him?” Sean asked.

“Give his mother a chance to telephone the Elberts first,” Mrs. Quinn said. “Now, whose turn is it to set the table?”

“Sean’s,” Brian said. He escaped from the kitchen, looked up the telephone number for Jim Walsh’s realty agency, and dialed the number in the den.

Mr. Walsh was surprised at Brian’s question. “I don’t know anyone named Elbert,” he said, “so I certainly didn’t tell them the mansion was rented. Who are the Elberts?”

“They work for the Colliers, who rented the Everhart mansion,” Brian said.

“Oh, yes, the Colliers. They said they hoped to hire a couple to take care of their son and the house.”

“Did they say this while you were inside the Everhart mansion?”

“Let me think,” Mr. Walsh said. “Yes, they did. It was right after we closed the deal on the spot. So, what is it you want to know? What can I help you with?”

“You already answered my question,” Brian said. “Thanks a lot.” He hung up before Mr. Walsh could ask anything else.

Sean came in and hung over the back of the sofa. “It was really your turn to set the table,” he said.

“I know, but I had to make a phone call.” Brian told Sean what Mr. Walsh had said. “Those so-called ghosts had taken over the mansion long before the Colliers moved in. Now it’s time to catch them in the act.”

“Just you and me?”

“This time we might need some help. Let’s bring in Charles, of course, and Sam and Debbie Jean.”

Sean groaned. “Why Debbie Jean?”

“Because she’s the one who discovered the way into the secret passages.”

“What are you talking about?”

“She doesn’t know it yet,” Brian said, “and I just figured it out. Remember the round knob on the right newel at the bottom of the stairway—the one Mr. Elbert didn’t want Debbie Jean to touch? It wasn’t dull, like everything else in the house, because it’s been used. I think if you turn that knob the right way, the secret panel will open.”

Sean telephoned Charles and said, “Bring the spare key to your house tomorrow, but don’t let the Elberts know.”

When he called Debbie Jean he said, “You want to catch ghosts? We’ll give you the chance. Come to our house right after school tomorrow. Ride your bike. Bring your flashlight. And don’t tell anyone what we’re doing.”

Brian got in touch with Sam. “In order to catch the ghosts haunting the Everhart mansion, we need you, your flashlight, and we need to borrow your brother’s bike for Charles. Okay?”

“We’re going to chase ghosts on bikes with flashlights?” Sam asked.

“Be serious,” Brian said, “and be ready. Tomorrow afternoon, right after school.”

“Mr. Elbert was glad to get rid of me,” Charles said as they met the next afternoon. “It’s the first time I’ve seen him in a good mood.”

Brian explained what he and Sean suspected. He said, “Check the list. A boat that can pick up items from a larger ship in the bay. A secret room inside the house where smuggled items could be stored before they’re taken out and sold.”

“Shouldn’t we call the police?” Charles asked.

“And tell them what?” Brian said. “That we think somebody might be smuggling something, but we don’t know what it is? No. We have to make sure, so Sean and I have made a plan.

“Debbie Jean will draw the Elberts to the back door and make sure they stay there long enough for the rest of us to enter the front door and get inside the secret passage.”

“I want to go inside the secret passage, too,” Debbie Jean said.

“Maybe you’re right,” Brian told her. “Keeping the Elberts distracted is probably the hardest job of all. We’d better let Sam do it.”

“No,” Debbie Jean said. “I want to do it.”

Brian nodded. “Sam, you serve as lookout in the hallway. Sean and I will need plenty of warning if Mr. Elbert comes in our direction.”

“What about me?” Charles asked.

“After you’ve opened the door, go back to the bikes,” Brian said. “We may need to make a quick getaway.”

Charles looked disappointed. “I think we should call the police,” he said.

“When we’re ready,” Sean told him.

“Let’s go,” Brian said.

They rode to the Everhart mansion and left their bikes under a stand of trees, out of view of the house. Debbie Jean cut around the side of the house toward the back door, while the others tiptoed up the front-porch steps.

They waited until they heard Debbie Jean pound on the back door and yell, “Hello! Is anybody home?”

Silently Charles inserted his key, and the big front door swung open to the empty entry hall. They could hear both Mr. and Mrs. Elbert trying to deal with Debbie Jean.

“Go back and wait for us,” Brian said to Charles, who didn’t move.

“Sam, go down the hall that way. Yell if you see anyone coming.” Brian strode to the polished knob on the newel and turned it hard to the left. It didn’t move.

He turned it to the right. It was difficult, but it turned, and as it did, a panel under the stairs slid open.

“Look at that!” Sean said. He ran through the opening and found himself inside a room as big as his bedroom. It had been built under and behind the stairway and was almost completely filled with boxes of all sizes.

Brian flicked on his flashlight and followed.

“Name-brand stuff,” Brian said as he pulled a handbag from one of the open boxes.

“Watches … silk scarves … Do you think these have been stolen?” Sean asked.

Brian remembered their mother’s rip-off designer handbag. “I don’t think so,” he said. “I think these are illegal fakes.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to find out,” Mr. Elbert said from behind them. Suddenly, Sam was shoved into the secret room, and the panel slid shut.

“How do we get out of here?” Sam yelled.

Brian, Sean, and Sam searched around the opening but could find nothing that might move the panel to let them out.

“Bri,” Sean said, his voice trembling, “I think we’re trapped!”
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“THERE’S ANOTHER WAY OUT,” BRIAN said and shone his flashlight against the far wall until he found an opening. “Come on. We’ll follow the passages.” They walked carefully through the narrow passages, which sometimes made abrupt turns. Finally, they found themselves facing a blank wall.

“I think this is the back of the house. It’s probably where the seaman came in,” Brian said.

Sean swung his flashlight beam on a small metal bar. “That must be the latch,” he said. “Try it.”

Brian slid it upward and jumped back as a piece of the wall swung inward.

“Yeah! We’re free!” Sean yelled.

“Wrong!” A stocky man, dressed like the “seaman” the gardener had described, stepped in front of them. He pushed Debbie Jean toward them. “Just turn around—all of you—and go back inside the passage,” he said.

Debbie Jean dug in her heels. “I know I said I wanted to see your secret passages, but I changed my mind.”

Brian groaned. “You told them you wanted to see the secret passages?”

“I had to tell them something. I couldn’t think of anything else. They got tired of my trying to sell them tickets to the school play.”

Mrs. Elbert ran out the back door. “Forget the kids,” she said. “Let’s just get out of here! Listen!”

From the distance came the sound of police sirens.

Charles stepped out from around the porch steps. “Sean, you said we’d call the police when we were ready,” Charles told him. “When you opened the secret panel I decided we were ready, so I called them.”

Brian smiled. “It looks like you ran out of luck,” he told the seaman.

The seaman, eyes wide, backed off a step, but Charles shook his head. “I know there’s a boat at anchor out there, but you can’t get away in the dinghy. I punched a hole in the bottom of it.”

Brian, Sean, Charles, Sam, and Debbie Jean told their stories to the police, and Charles telephoned his parents, who were horrified that they’d been harboring smugglers.

“This isn’t that gang’s first offense,” a police detective reassured them. “They’ll be put away for a long time.”

Charles said to Sean, “You and Brian solved the case. I’m glad I hired you.”

“But you saved everybody by calling the police,” Sean said. “You’re a hero.”

Charles’s eyes sparkled. “A hero? I wonder if my parents will think so, too.”

“Of course they will … Chuck,” Brian said. “And you’re not only a hero. From now on, you’ll always be an honorary Casebuster.”
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I’VE GOT EXCITING NEWS for you fourth graders,” Mrs. Jackson said. She looked mysterious. “Soon, you’re going to hear from people from the past.”

Sean Quinn leaned forward, poking Debbie Jean Parker to be quiet. He knew that Mrs. Jackson wasn’t going to say another word until everyone had settled down.

The moment the classroom was silent, Mrs. Jackson asked, “How many of you have ever heard of a time capsule?”

Henry Craft raised his hand. “Does it have something to do with outer space?” he asked.

“No, it doesn’t,” Debbie Jean interrupted. “A time capsule is a container that holds a whole bunch of things from a certain time. It’s usually buried. Then it’s dug up years and years later and opened.”

“Why?” Matt Fischer asked.

“So people can see what life was like way back when.” Debbie Jean wiggled with self-importance.

“That’s right,” Mrs. Jackson said. “And right here in Redoaks, in the year 1918, a time capsule was buried. It was supposed to be opened in one hundred years.”

“I know, I know, I know!” Debbie Jean shouted. “The mayor’s secretary, Emma Wegman, lives next door to us, and she told me all about it, and when it’s going to be opened, and there’s going to be a parade and a party, and—”

“Thank you, Debbie Jean,” Mrs. Jackson said. “Let’s talk about how this class is going to be involved. One of the items in the time capsule was an envelope filled with letters from fourth graders. The letters are addressed to the fourth graders of the future.”

“If the capsule hasn’t been opened, how do we know it’s got letters in it?” Matt asked.

Debbie Jean blurted out, “Because Miss Wegman found the list of contents in one of the city hall’s files.”

Sean did some quick mental arithmetic and said, “Mrs. Jackson, if that time capsule was supposed to be opened in one hundred years, it would be the year 2018, not now.”

“That’s right, Sean,” Mrs. Jackson said, “but something happened to change things. The capsule was buried during a ceremony to celebrate the fifty years that had passed since the founding of Redoaks. It was buried under the bronze statue of John M. Williford. In 1918, he was the mayor of Redoaks.”

“I was in the park yesterday,” Jabez Amadi said, “and that big old statue was down and lying on the ground.”

“The statue had to be taken down,” Mrs. Jackson said. “One side of the hill under the statue eroded so much that the statue began to tilt. There was a danger that at any time it could fall. Someone could have been badly hurt … or even killed. Soon the statue will be moved to a safer place.”

“Why couldn’t they just move the time capsule with the statue and save it to be opened in 2018?” Sean asked. “Why open it early?”

“I know! I know why!” Debbie Jean jumped up and down at her desk, waving her hands. “It’s because when Miss Wegman found the list of what was inside the capsule, she showed it to the mayor. He decided that the time capsule should be opened right away.”

“Maybe it’s like getting a birthday present early, and you can’t wait to open it,” Matt suggested.

“Settle down, now. We’re getting to the really big news,” Mrs. Jackson said. “The members of this class, just like the fourth graders of 1918, are going to write letters to the kids who’ll be fourth graders one hundred years from now.”

“How big is this capsule?” Jennifer Doaks asked. “How much will it hold?”

“I don’t have the exact figures on the size,” Mrs. Jackson said, “but I understand it’s a round, airtight metal tube. It’s about two feet in diameter and about three feet long.”

Sean looked at the figures he’d been adding and subtracting on a piece of notebook paper. “If those kids were nine in the fourth grade, they would have been born in 1909. But the capsule’s going to be opened early, so they won’t be 109 years old. Some of them may still live in Redoaks. Why don’t we find out and invite them to the party?”

Mrs. Jackson beamed. “What a wonderful idea, Sean!” she said.

Debbie Jean shook her head. “No, it isn’t,” she said. “No one will know the names of the kids until the capsule is opened, and then it will be too late to invite anybody.”

Bummer! At first, Sean felt the same sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that hit him every time Debbie Jean really bugged him. But as the answer to the problem popped into his mind, he laughed. “Schools keep records,” he said. “We could find the kids’ names that way.”

“Good thinking,” Mrs. Jackson said. “I’ll volunteer to go through the records. Sean, would you like to trace the names, once I get them, and see how many of these former students you can track down?”

“I’ll help,” Debbie Jean said. “I was thinking of exactly the same idea. Sean just happened to say it first.”

Matt slowly raised a hand. “I know someone who was in the fourth grade in 1918. His name’s Mr. Boris Vlado, and he lives on our block with his daughter’s family. A couple of times he’s talked about when he was in school and wrote something for a time capsule. I didn’t pay much attention to what he said because … uh, because …”

“Because why?” Sean finally asked.

Matt’s words tumbled out in a rush. “Because Mr. Vlado talks about a lot of strange things. He said there was something dangerous in that capsule. And he’s also said that he’s seen UFOs hovering over the bus terminal. And he knows for a fact that aliens hide out in the basement of the city hall.”

Sean wanted to laugh until he saw Matt was really afraid.

“I’d just as soon stay away from Mr. Vlado,” Matt said. “He’s so weird he scares me!”
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THE STORY ABOUT THE time capsule was on the front page of the next morning’s Redoaks News. John Quinn put down his coffee cup and read aloud, “The ceremony will be held on Saturday, complete with a parade and a band concert in the park.”

“There’ll be speeches, no doubt,” Dianne Quinn said.

“Speeches? Right,” Mr. Quinn answered. “City Councilman Victor Williford will give a speech about his grandfather, the late John M. Williford, mayor in 1918. And, of course, our mayor, Harry Harlow, plans to give a speech in honor of the occasion.”

“Maybe there’ll be a speech in honor of Boris Vlado,” Sean added.

Brian reached across the table for another slice of toast. “Who’s Boris Vlado?” he asked.

Sean swallowed a long slurp of orange juice, then told his family about the fourth-grade letters and what his class planned to do.

“What a wonderful idea,” Mrs. Quinn said. “Sean, we’re proud of you for thinking of inviting any former fourth graders who are still living in Redoaks.”

“This sounds like a good project for the Casebusters,” Mr. Quinn said. “Bring me the list of names, and I’ll show you how you can try to trace them by computer search.”

“If the women married, they’d have different names than they had at school,” Brian said.

“That’s right,” Mr. Quinn said. “However, if they were married in the Redoaks area, there’s a county department that will give you information about marriage certificates.”

Mrs. Quinn looked at her watch and pushed back her chair. “I’ve got to run,” she said. “We’re right in the middle of a big advertising promotion for one of our main accounts.”

“I’ve got an early meeting, too,” Mr. Quinn said. “You boys have exactly twenty minutes until it’s time to leave for school. Watch your time. Don’t be late.”

“We won’t,” Brian answered.

“Listen to this, Bri!” Sean had spread the front section of the newspaper across the table and was leaning on it. “Here’s a list of the stuff that was buried inside the capsule. There’s a copy of the local newspaper from November 30, 1918; a copy of California Pix, a monthly magazine; and an essay written about the armistice that had been signed at the end of World War I on November 11. And there’s a journal with the history of Redoaks written by the members of the Ladies’ Lawn Tennis, Sewing Circle, and Historical Society. I bet Mrs. Helen Hemsley was president, even way back then.”

Thinking about bossy Mrs. Hemsley, Sean burst out laughing. It took a minute before he could go on. “There’s a letter praising Redoaks’s citizens written by California’s governor in 1918—William D. Stephens—to Mayor Williford. And there are lots of photographs, and the fourth graders’ letters, and something from Mayor Williford that just says, ‘My gift to the city I love.’”

“What is the gift?” Brian asked.

“It doesn’t say.”

“The reporter should have asked Councilman Williford. His grandfather probably told him what it was.”

Sean put down the newspaper. “There’s nothing in the story about anything that could be dangerous,” he said.

Brian turned from the sink. “Dangerous? What are you talking about?”

“What Boris Vlado told Matt.” Sean went on to recount the conversation he hadn’t remembered to tell earlier.

“This Mr. Vlado said there was something dangerous in the capsule?” Brian asked. “I wonder if he was talking about explosives.”

“Matt said Mr. Vlado is scary and talks about a lot of weird stuff, like seeing UFOs,” Sean said, but he surprised himself by shivering. “Bri, what if there really is something dangerous in that capsule?”

“That’s something we’d better find out before it’s opened,” Brian said.

“How?”

Brian dried his hands on the dish towel and reached for his backpack. “Come on. Get your books. Ask Matt where Boris Vlado lives. After school you and I are going to pay him a visit.”

Sean got Mr. Vlado’s address from Matt and the list of 1918 fourth graders from Mrs. Jackson.

“Only eight names?” he asked in surprise.

“Redoaks was a very small community at that time,” Mrs. Jackson said. “Do you think you can track them down?”

Sean smiled. “One down, seven to go.”

Debbie Jean could hardly wait until after roll had been taken to make her announcement.

“My father volunteered to help build one of the floats in the parade,” she said. “He promised to let me ride on it as Miss Fourth-Grade Redoaks! I’ll wear a gorgeous costume and probably a crown, and wave to everyone in the crowd.”

The other girls in the class started oohing and squealing, but Sean mumbled, “Yuck!” and slid down in his seat. Sometimes girls were weird.

Matt leaned across the aisle and said, “Sean, if it’s okay with you, Jabez and I won’t go with you and Brian to see Mr. Vlado. The guy’s too creepy.”

“Huh! You’re some friends,” Sean said.

“We are friends, and if you had to go alone we’d go with you. Honest. But you said Brian will be there, and he’s thirteen. He’s a lot better protection than we’d be.”

“Protection from what?” Cold shivers trickled up and down Sean’s backbone.

“I—I didn’t say that right, I guess.” Matt shook his head. “Mr. Vlado wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. He’ll just tell you some scary stuff. And he looks scary. His eyes are kind of wild and—”

Mrs. Jackson rapped on her desk. “Come to order, class. I want you to spend some time after school thinking about what you can tell the kids of the future in the letters you’ll be writing. Make a list of things we use in our daily lives, from alarm clocks to computers, and bring it to school tomorrow.” She opened a math book and added, “Right now, let’s see how well you do on a short quiz.”

Brian and Sean rode their bikes over to Matt’s street and quickly found the house where Boris Vlado lived. It was set back from the street and surrounded by broad-limbed shade trees, but its mustard gold paint had faded and yellowed in streaks. On each side of the front door was a large pot of geraniums, but none of the plants were blooming. They’d been badly choked out by weeds.

Mr. Vlado answered the door. He had once been a fairly tall man, Brian decided, but now he stood hunched over, scowling up at Sean and Brian from under bushy eyebrows.

“Go away,” he said. “I don’t talk to salesmen.”

“We’re not selling anything,” Brian quickly explained. “I’m Brian Quinn. This is my brother, Sean. My brother’s class at school wants to invite you to a party.”

“Hummph! I don’t go to parties,” Mr. Vlado grumbled.

“This is a party for the whole city,” Sean explained. “It’s going to be next Saturday when the time capsule is opened.”

“The time capsule?” For an instant Mr. Vlado’s small, dark eyes opened wider, and he chuckled.

“We’d like you to come with the fourth grade to the ceremony in the park,” Sean said, “and watch the mayor open the capsule.”

Again Mr. Vlado chuckled. “Maybe he’d better not open it,” he said.

Brian stepped forward. “Mr. Vlado, we’d like to ask you some questions about the capsule. Is it okay if we come in?”

Mr. Vlado nodded. Then he slowly turned, leaning on his cane, and led the way into the dimly lit living room. All the shades were down, but Brian and Sean could see that the furniture was heavy and squat. The brown plush on the sofa was so old and stiff that it scratched their arms and backs.

Brian pulled out his investigator’s notebook and pen. “Why shouldn’t the mayor open the time capsule?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Mr. Vlado answered.

“But you just told us that maybe he shouldn’t open it.”

Mr. Vlado chuckled again and rested his chin on the head of his cane. “Maybe no one should open it.”

“Why?” Brian asked.

“I don’t know.”

Brian and Sean looked at each other while Mr. Vlado watched them carefully, his eyes darting back and forth. Mr. Vlado was aware of something, Brian thought. But how was Brian going to get him to tell them what it was?

Brian closed his notebook. “Thank you for talking to us,” he said. “You were only nine years old in 1918. We should have realized that you were too young to know anything important about the contents of the time capsule.”

He began to stand, but Mr. Vlado waved his cane at him.

“Sit down and pay attention,” he said. “I wasn’t too young to hear things. I heard my father talking to my mother about when the time capsule would be opened. He said, ‘I think they made a bad choice. It could blow up in their faces.’”

Sean gasped, and Brian asked, “Did he think someone had put explosives in the capsule?”

“My father wasn’t talking about explosives,” Mr. Vlado said. “If he knew about explosives he would have stopped the mayor from burying the capsule. I think he was talking about some kind of information that’s inside that capsule. Something that’s going to upset somebody.”

“What?” Sean asked.

“I told you,” Mr. Vlado said, “I don’t know.”

Brian stood, and Sean scrambled to get up. “Mr. Vlado, we’ll send you an invitation to come to the park with our class next Saturday for the ceremonies. We hope you’ll change your mind and come.”

“Maybe I will,” he said. “If something’s going to happen, I want to be there to see it.”

“Do you know if any of your classmates are still in Redoaks?”

Mr. Vlado struggled to stand. He leaned into Sean’s face. “Only four of them,” he said, “and you can count on it. They’ll be on hand.”

“Great!” Sean said. He pulled the list Mrs. Jackson had given him from the pocket of his jeans. He handed it to Mr. Vlado. “Can you tell us their names and where we can find them?”

Mr. Vlado jabbed at the paper with one finger, then shoved it at Sean. “They’re long gone from Redoaks except Cropper, Jones, Murphy, and Slade. And they’re all at the same address.”

“What is it?” Sean asked.

Mr. Vlado’s eyes bored into Sean’s, and his words came out in a hiss. “The cemetery,” he said.
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ON THE WAY HOME Brian said, “Let’s stop off at the park. I’m curious about that time capsule.”

Sean pedaled faster to keep up. “There’s no way we can see the capsule. Nobody can see what’s in it. It’s going to stay buried until it’s dug up at the opening ceremony.”

“Let’s make sure,” Brian said.

“What are you talking about?” Sean asked.

But Brian had parked his bike and was already walking across the grass toward the small hill on which the statue of John M. Williford had rested.

“Look,” Sean said. “It’s just like Jabez said. The statue is down on the ground.”

“The marble base under the statue has been moved, too,” Brian said. He stared into a large, square hole that was about two feet deep. In the center of the hole the dirt had been brushed away, and he could see the top of a metal container. The rim was sealed shut with red sealing wax.

A sudden shout made both Brian and Sean jump. A tall park employee, dressed in a work uniform, strode toward them. The top of his bald head gleamed pink in the late afternoon sunshine. “Hey, you kids! Get away from there!” he yelled.

“It’s okay. We’re not touching anything,” Sean answered.

“We’re Brian and Sean Quinn,” Brian said. “We just came to see where the time capsule is buried.”

Sean pointed. “Is that it in there?”

“Yes, that’s it,” the man said. “It’s part of my job to make sure it stays there.”

He wore a badge with his name on it: Hugh Dickerson.

Brian memorized the name. He knew that sometimes a private investigator doesn’t want people to know that he’s investigating. When he can’t pull out a notebook and write down important information, he uses his memory and makes notes later.

“You kids run along,” Mr. Dickerson said.

“Who took the statue down?” Brian asked.

“My brother Gene and I did,” Mr. Dickerson said. “Along with tackle and a pulley and a truck motor to help with the heaviest part.”

Brian pointed at the hole in the ground. “I bet it was hard to get that marble base out of there,” he said.

“Terrible hard,” Mr. Dickerson answered. “And it didn’t help to have so many people come rushing over to watch.”

“Who were the people?” Brian asked.

“And how did they know about it?” Sean added.

Mr. Dickerson frowned as he thought. “I suppose they knew about it because it was city business,” he said. “The mayor and the city council and some other people from city hall were all here.”

“Did any of them want to open the capsule?” Brian asked.

“Oh, sure. The mayor did. He said he should be in charge of it. He insisted he should keep it in his office until it was time to bury it again. But that grandson of the old guy who posed for the statue …”

“Councilman Victor Williford,” Brian said.

“Yeah. Anyhow, he didn’t want the time capsule to be opened. He said at least it should stay where it was until they decided what to do with it. Then the mayor’s secretary said there ought to be a ceremony and they could open it then. Most of them went along with that.”

“I wonder why the mayor didn’t post a guard,” Brian said.

“He did,” Mr. Dickerson insisted. “During the day my brother and I take turns guarding the place. Then at night the police keep an eye on it.”

Sean piped up, “Shouldn’t a guard be on hand all the time?”

“A guard is on hand,” Mr. Dickerson said. “You see me here, don’t you?”

“You weren’t here when we came,” Brian said.

Mr. Dickerson turned red, right to the top of his head. “I have to leave once in a while,” he mumbled and pointed toward a toolshed in the distance. “And I can’t spend all day talking to you,” he said grumpily. “G’wan home. Do your homework or something. Stop hanging around here bugging me.”

As Sean and Brian walked toward their bikes, Sean said, “How come you asked so many questions about guarding the capsule, Bri?”

“I just want to have all the facts,” Brian said. He pulled out his notebook and wrote the names of Hugh and Gene Dickerson. Then he made a note of what Hugh Dickerson had told him.

“You don’t think someone will try to steal the capsule, do you?”

“They wouldn’t have enough time, if Mr. Dickerson’s schedule was right. The capsule’s big, and it’s heavy.”

“Couldn’t they take off the top, right where it is?”

“You saw all that dried red wax around the lid of the container. It would have to be chipped off. It would show it had been opened.”

Brian pulled his bike from the rack and kicked back the stand. “Do you want to see some of what’s in that capsule?” he asked.

Sean nearly fell off his bike. “What are you talking about, Bri? How are we going to see what’s in the capsule, if nobody else can?”

Brian grinned. “We can see duplicates. We know the dates of both the newspaper and the copy of California Pix. They probably have a copy on microfilm at the library. And the November 30, 1918, issue of the Redoaks News will be on file at the newspaper office.”

“Why do you want to see them?”

“I’m curious,” Brian said. “I want to know why the mayor insisted on opening the capsule before one hundred years were up. Maybe a story in the magazine or newspaper will give us the reason. Come on, Sean. Let’s go to the library first.”

Brian was right. The November 1918 issue of California Pix had been filmed. The librarian threaded the film through the microfilm machine, and Brian and Sean slowly scanned it. It was a thin magazine, so they easily found what they were searching for on page eighteen, close to the end.

“Look. Here’s an article about John M. Williford and his large stamp collection. No wonder they put this issue into the time capsule,” Brian said.

Brian and Sean leaned forward to read the praise for Mr. Williford’s outstanding role as a businessman and for his highly generous contributions to local charities. Two photographs were with the article. One showed Mr. Williford holding a page of rare stamps in his collection. The other showed him—his eyes twinkling with delight—as he held forward a letter that had been sent to him by William D. Stephens, at that time the governor of California.

There was something odd about that picture, Brian thought, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Maybe it was Mr. Williford. He had that same kind of mischievous look Dad got when he talked about being a boy and playing tricks on Halloween.

Sean, who’d been leaning forward studying the article and photograph, sat back. “Weird,” he said.

Brian looked at him in surprise. “You saw it, too?”

“Yeah,” Sean said.

Brian sighed. “But there was nothing in that article that would embarrass Mr. Williford or his grandson.”

“Maybe what we’re looking for will be in the newspaper,” Sean told him. He looked up at the large clock over the checkout desk. “We’ve got time to go to the newspaper offices, haven’t we?”

“We’ll give it a try,” Brian said. “But we’d better hurry. We might have to read all the way to the back page, and the newspaper will be a lot longer than this magazine.”

Brian was soon surprised to find he was wrong. The lead headline on page one was: “Indicted for Bank Fraud.” The story stated that a Roger Harlow, bank teller, was the culprit who had been indicted. Not only that, but his partner in crime was a fellow bank employee, Amos Wegman!

“Harlow and Wegman!” Sean said. “Bri, our mayor’s name is Harry Harlow, and his secretary’s name is Emma Wegman! Do you think Roger and Amos were their relatives?”

“It’s an easy guess,” Brian said. “How many people in Redoaks have the names Harlow and Wegman?”

Sean shook his head. “This must be what Mr. Vlado’s father meant when he talked about something that could blow up in their faces. It wasn’t very nice of the city officials to put a copy of this newspaper in the time capsule.”

“They always put the newspaper printed the day a time capsule is buried,” Brian said. “Anyhow, nobody could possibly know way back then that when the capsule was opened Harry Harlow would be our mayor.”

“Or that Emma Wegman would be his secretary.”

Brian frowned. “I don’t understand why Mayor Harlow was so eager to open the capsule. If there was a story like that about somebody I was related to, I’d want it to stay buried.”

“Maybe he didn’t know.”

“Or maybe that’s why he wanted to take care of the capsule until it was buried again. He could pull the newspaper out, and no one would know the difference.”

“If we’re right, Mayor Harlow and Emma Wegman aren’t very happy about what’s in that capsule,” Sean said.

“And they’re going to feel even worse when the capsule is opened,” Brian added.

They left the library and headed for home, but as they turned their bikes up the driveway Sean said, “I don’t get it. Mr. Dickerson told us that Mayor Harlow wanted the capsule to be opened, and Councilman Williford wanted it to be buried again, without opening it. But the newspaper and magazine stuff we found made the Harlows and Wegmans look bad and the Willifords look good. Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

Brian leaned his bike against the fence. He thought about the photograph of Mr. Williford holding up the letter from the governor. What was it about that picture that bothered him? He wished he knew.

As Brian opened the back door, he said, “There’s something strange about the whole thing. I don’t know how it fits into the case.”

John Quinn put down the phone as Brian and Sean came into the kitchen. “I just received a phone call from Emma Wegman,” he said. “One of the park employees complained to her that you boys were prowling around the time capsule. You not only didn’t leave when he told you to but also pestered him with questions and even accused him of not doing his duty as guard.”

“Dad! That’s not the way it happened at all,” Sean complained.

“Well, in a way it’s sort of right, but in another way it isn’t,” Brian said. “Dad, you know we wouldn’t be rude to anybody.”

“I know,” Mr. Quinn said, “but Miss Wegman was upset.”

“Dad …,” Sean began.

“Did you find the information you wanted about the 1918 fourth graders?” Mr. Quinn asked.

“Yes,” Sean said. “Boris Vlado’s the only one.”

“Then you’ve done what you set out to do,” Mr. Quinn said. “Let’s leave it at that.”

“But our case—”

“Come on, Casebusters,” Mr. Quinn said. “Face facts. This case is closed.”



All rights reserved, including without limitation the right to reproduce this book or any portion thereof in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 1996 by Joan Lowery Nixon

Cover design by Omar Olivera, Andrea C. Uva

ISBN: 978-1-4532-8277-9

This edition published in 2012 by Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.

180 Maiden Lane

New York, NY 10038

www.openroadmedia.com

[image: colophon]



CASEBUSTERS

FROM OPEN ROAD MEDIA

[image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

[image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

[image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

[image: image]



[image: img]


Find a full list of our authors and

titles at www.openroadmedia.com

FOLLOW US

@OpenRoadMedia

    [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]





OEBPS/Backed/img/logo1.jpg
OPEN(OROAD

e R et





OEBPS/Backed/img/portalistlogo.png
EPORTALIST





OEBPS/Backed/img/Twitter.png





OEBPS/Backed/img/Facebook.png





OEBPS/Backed/img/Tumblr.png





OEBPS/Backed/img/Instagram.png





OEBPS/cover.jpg
Casebusters

The House Has Eyes

lllll\\\

= \

Joan Lowery Nixon





OEBPS/Backed/img/end_01.jpg
OPEN(OROAD





OEBPS/Backed/img/logo_1.jpg
OPEN@ROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA





OEBPS/Backed/img/pro-signup.jpg
SIGN UP NOW





OEBPS/Backed/img/tlu-signup.jpg
SIGN UP NOW

at the-line-up.com





OEBPS/Backed/img/tlu-logo.jpg
THE

LINEUP





OEBPS/PreviewImage.jpg
Casebusters

Secret of the Time Capsule






OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_12BaitforBurglar.jpg
Casebusers

)

Joan Lowery Nison





OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_10SabotageonSet.jpg
Casebusters

Sobotage on he S

Joan Lowsry Nison





OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_11InternetEscapade.jpg
Casebusters

Joan Lowery Nison





OEBPS/logo.jpg
OPENﬂDROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA

NEW YORK





OEBPS/logo2.jpg
OPENﬁDROAD

INTEGRATED MEDIA





OEBPS/image1.jpg





OEBPS/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_6SecretTimeCapsule.jpg





OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_5HouseHasEyes.jpg
Gty






OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_4CheckInDanger.jpg





OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_3BackstageGhost.jpg
e

Joan Lowery Nison





OEBPS/ad.jpg
Pty

Casebusters  [€EECMEY  Casebusters  Casebusters






OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_9FearStalks.jpg
“

Joan Lowery Nison





OEBPS/colophon.jpg
@





OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_8CatchCrooked.jpg
Casebusters

"Cach Grocked G

e

Joan Lowery Nion





OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_7BewarePirateGhost.jpg
Joan Lowery Nison





OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_2LegendDeadman.jpg
Joan Lowery Nison





OEBPS/Backed/img/Nixon_1StatueWalks.jpg
Casebusters

o St Wb Nt






OEBPS/img2.jpg





OEBPS/img1.jpg





