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Before We Begin ... 

Why is that shady-looking character lurking in the dark alley? What’s he doing with that crowbar? Is that something in his other hand? What is he doing? What has he done?

That is the mystery.

I’ll bet the kid who just spotted him knows what he’s up to.

There’s not enough light from the street or the full moon to see the guy’s face clearly. What if he turns? The kid will see his face. But he will see the kid. And then what?

That is the thriller.

You will have to work out the rest of the story yourself, because that’s all we’ve got from Brett Helquist’s cover. And Brett is suddenly not talking anymore. Smart guy.

Welcome to Volume 2 of the Guys Read Library of Great Reading. Volume 1, Guys Read: Funny Business was all funny. Volume 2 is a crazy collection of mysterious, strange, scary, weird ... and all thrilling. Which is why we are calling it Guys Read: Thriller.

We asked only the best thriller authors to write for this volume. I’m sure you know most of them, if not all of them. What you don’t know is that these writers have delivered with the wildest mix of detectives, spooks, cryptids, snakes, pirates, smugglers, a body on the tracks, and one terribly powerful serving of fried pudding.

What happens next?

You read and find out.

And don’t look now, but the guy in the alley is turning your way.

Jon Scieszka





The Old, Dead Nuisance
by M. T. Anderson
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The psychics are having a huge argument,” said Paul’s dad. “Sit and read behind the sofa.”

“There’s mouse stuff behind the sofa,” Paul complained.

“What do you mean by ‘mouse stuff’? Tiny little lamps and suitcases?”

“Poo and weird hair.”

“Just hide somewhere. Stay out of the shot.”

Paul’s dad was the cameraman for a show called True Spook. They were filming at a house that was supposed to be haunted. Paul had to keep out of the way in case one of the psychics swept past, calling out the names of the dead or saying she felt cold spots near the credenza.

“All right,” muttered Paul, taking his book of world records and crouching behind a side table. “Is this hidden enough?”

“Roger that,” said his father, giving a thumbs-up. “We’re probably not coming into this room. No one’s heard or seen anything in here. I’ll give a shout when the coast is clear.” He hoisted his camera onto his shoulder and went to film the psychics’ argument.

Paul looked around the room. Everything was old and ugly. The sofa was smelly and sixties. There were several TV trays with scenes of moose and ducks in the wild, standing in grasses. He picked up an ugly, three-legged ceramic plant holder filled with plastic flowers and put it on the table to hide him better, in case one of the psychics came in and had to be filmed hooting about ghostly presences. Paul didn’t want to be in their way.

Each week, the True Spook team went to a different haunted place: a house; a cemetery; a dark, rusty factory; or even an old railroad bridge. They investigated the haunting. They filmed interviews of people who described what they’d seen.

Paul didn’t believe a word of it. He thought it was suspicious that so many of the haunted places were inns that needed some publicity and restaurants where the rugs smelled weird. But it didn’t matter how ridiculous the story was: once the True Spook team shot their footage and an editor cut up the interviews and pasted them back together again, and once a composer created creepy, groaning music to go along with the footage of fallen walls and spiders spinning in the eaves, it seemed like the story was absolutely true and the streets of America were packed with the dead, like a bunch of grim joggers.

Paul had just read about the record for the world’s largest pie when one of the psychics stormed into the room. Her name was Louise. She stood for a moment, shook her arms, closed her eyes, and exhaled. Her head was back. She waited for a minute. She looked irked. Then she yelled into the hall, “We might as well leave. I can’t feel anything in here. She’s blocking my psionic extensions.”

“I’m not blocking anything,” said Phyllis, the other psychic. “Maybe you don’t have enough powers.”

“I have plenty of powers.”

“Maybe you don’t have enough powers.”

“I said, I got plenty of powers.”

“Hey, hey!” said the director, coming up behind Phyllis. “We’re going to take a break. Louise, you go in there and try to settle down. Phyllis, you go in the dining room and try to—you know, open up a channel or something. To the afterlife. We’re going across the street to the graveyard.”

Paul’s dad poked his head into the room. “Paul?” he said. “You want to come out to the graveyard?”

Paul nodded and unfolded himself from behind the side table.

Louise startled a little, then smiled at him. “Look at you. Hiding in here.” She chuckled. “You could’ve give me a fright.”

The other psychic yelled, “Not if you were psychic.”

Louise bawled out, “Are you saying I’m not psychic?”

“I’m saying picking up on an actual, living kid doesn’t take a large amount of powers.”

“He was behind the side table. Under fake plants.”

Paul left the house as quickly as possible.

Out in the graveyard, they were filming the host, the main ghost detective. His name was Dennis. He wore a long, black coat and a black suit, and he liked to look searchingly into the distance. He was a very dramatic person. He stood by a large funeral monument—an obelisk—and tried to arrange his hair to look mysterious.

It was a cold day out, and dirty snow lay on the ground. It was already trampled along the paths through the graveyard.

“Tell me when you’re ready,” said the director.

Dennis squinted. He didn’t say anything. He just nodded.

“Action,” said the director.

Paul’s father zoomed in on Dennis, who drew a breath and said, “A cruel father. Bitter sons. A house filled with their spirits. A mysterious gravestone. This time on True Spook: ‘The Family that Stays Together.’”

He paused, then lay his hand on the smooth side of the stone obelisk. “Here lies ... a tragic story. The year is 1884; the place is the little town of Canaan, Massachusetts. A wealthy man, Josiah Smitch, dies. He has made a fortune in the China trade. But after his death, no one can find his money. It appears that, as a cruel prank, he hid it somewhere in his house. His sons are penniless. They tear the house apart looking for their father’s fortune after his death, but they never find a single coin. They all die poor. Their only revenge ... is this stone....” Dennis patted the obelisk.

Paul’s dad panned the camera up to film the words carved in marble.


Here lies

THE OLD NUISANCE

1806–1884



Dennis, the host, was staring off into the distance, as if unknown figures were beckoning him. In fact, Paul noticed, he was looking down the street at a gas station.

Dennis swiveled his intense gaze back toward the camera lens. “And now, both Josiah Smitch and his sons may walk the halls of his old house, still feuding.” Dennis stared for a long time. Then the director said, “And cut.” Paul’s dad stopped filming. Dennis ate some Tic Tacs.

Paul asked him, “So where did the treasure end up being?”

“Uh-eh-uh,” said Dennis, to the tune of “I don’t know,” while shrugging his shoulders. “Tic Tac?”

Paul took his Tic Tac carefully. He was not interested in ghosts. But he was very interested in treasure. He held the Tic Tac between his teeth and snapped it in half.

The crew did some other takes of the show’s introduction with tangled, black trees in the background. They caught some sounds of dripping. They filmed tombs covered in icicles.

By now, Paul was eager to get back inside the house. Even though he knew it was silly, he daydreamed about finding the fortune hidden undiscovered for a hundred and twenty-five years. He wanted to fiddle with the banisters.

As they crossed back over the road to the house, Paul asked his father, “Do you think the treasure’s still there?”

His father said vaguely, “Who knows?” He was thinking about exterior shots of the house surrounded by its bedraggled weeping willows.

Paul asked him, “What’s the haunting like? When people say they’ve heard things? Where does it happen? What rooms and stuff?”

His father said, “Dining room. Where the Old Nuisance used to fight with his sons at dinner. Supposedly, you can still hear all of them yelling at each other sometimes. The old guy accusing them of things. Everyone really angry. Then there’s the staircase. Josiah Smitch has been seen at the top of the stairs, dressed in black. The owners hear him screaming down the steps at his family.... And, uh, the worst is the bedroom where he died. No one will sleep there anymore. Not guests or anything. When the owner had some friends stay there, they woke up in the middle of the night, surrounded by frowning faces peering down at them. A circle of the guy’s sons, waiting for their father to die. Pale faces, floating in the air around the bed.”

“Wow,” said Paul. “I bet the gold is still hidden in one of the haunted rooms.”

“Maybe.” Paul’s father reached over and squeezed Paul’s shoulder. “Don’t tell me you’re planning on finding the Smitch fortune.”

Paul got a little embarrassed, because that was exactly what he wanted to do.

When they were back in the house, the owner, Mrs. Giovetti, came out of the kitchen to give the psychics a tour. She was a little old lady who had bought the house and some of its furniture from Josiah Smitch’s granddaughter. She and her dogs had often seen the ghosts. She left the dogs in the kitchen, because they were terrified of the upstairs.

The psychics hadn’t heard anything about the history of the house. They weren’t allowed to, because then they wouldn’t have to be psychic to figure things out. Now the whole group went from room to room, and the psychics talked about all their paranormal feelings. The idea was to film them, in case they saw something that sounded like Josiah Smitch or his sons.

Paul was very happy to get a chance to look around the old place. He followed the group carefully, hoping that if he stayed out of the shot, no one would complain. He saw the whole place. Most of the original walls had been covered in awful wallpaper—some of it striped, from the seventies, some of it with little fruit baskets, from the sixties. None of it had been fixed up for thirty or forty years. There was the dining room where Josiah Smitch had yelled at his sons during supper. The original table and chairs were still in the room, nicked and scratched. There was a battered Chinese screen with peeling painted birds. The psychics felt nothing. Then there was the staircase where the father had been seen screaming down at his children, dressed in black. The psychics said they got a vague sense of evil. They jostled each other to be the first up the steps. And upstairs, there was the bedroom where Smitch had died. The original bed was there, dusty and unused.

While Paul’s dad filmed the bed, Phyllis, the more heavily perfumed of the two psychics, said, “I’m getting something in here.” She quivered her fingers around in the air like beating wings. “Oh, yeah, someone’s in here with us right now.... A young man ... black hair. Kind of a black mustache. He’s telling us to get out. He really wants us to leave. He says it’s his house.”

Dennis, the host, turned to the camera. “The psychics have not been told the history of the house. Whatever they pick up is just the result of their powers.” He asked Louise, the other psychic, “Are you seeing this man, too?”

Louise closed her eyes. “Yes,” she agreed. “He’s with us. He says he’s looking for a girl.... Her name is ... two syllables.... Maybe Sharon?”

“That’s not true,” said Phyllis. “Actually he left the room a minute ago.”

“He didn’t leave. I just heard him talk about Sharon.”

“Nope, he told us to leave the house and then he just walked out into the hall. I’m following him.” Phyllis left the room with her hands outstretched, singing out, “Don’t worry, spirit! At least I can see you!”

“He’s still ... he’s still here,” Louise claimed, but it didn’t look like anyone believed her. Dennis left, so Paul’s father left, and the director left.

“Hey! Hey!” complained Louise, and she followed them all out.

That left Paul alone in the room.

The others were arguing out in the hall. They tromped down the haunted steps.

Paul was the only person upstairs.

He looked around carefully, then poked the bed. He squeezed the mattress. It would be the perfect place to hide money. Then old Josiah Smitch would be lying right on top of it as he died. No one could take it without him knowing.

The mattress felt kind of normal. Paul was disappointed. He knew that old-time mattresses were supposed to be lumpy, since they were usually filled with corn husks or old feathers. He thought that probably this mattress was new. Only the bed frame was old.

Then Paul heard a rattle on the window, a tap.

He looked up.

The sky had gotten dark, and sleet was falling. It hit the panes with a tiny ping. The black branches outside in the yard bobbed up and down. Through them shone the dirty light from the gas station.

Paul went back to the examination of the bed. He squeezed the pillows. They didn’t feel old, either. They felt like foam.

He looked around the rest of the room. He wasn’t good at telling whether furniture was old or new. He figured a lot of the stuff in the room was newer, maybe from just twenty or thirty years before: a white dresser and a couple of lamps.

He sat on the bed. The sleet still struck the window.

A face was looking at him. It hung in the air. It glared.

Paul yelped. The eyes were huge. The mouth was down-turned. It hung there like a mask.

He looked wildly around—hoping that he’d see something that might be reflecting.

There were other faces. They also hung in the air. Brothers. They hated him.

Paul thought he should run to the door. But he couldn’t. He didn’t know why, but he couldn’t move his legs or arms. Too terrified.

The faces hung all around him, staring down at the bed. Their eyes were like onions. Their lips moved. They spoke things Paul could not hear. Terrible things.

There was no sound of sleet anymore, or of the TV crew downstairs. Paul could hear a high, metallic ringing in his ears, but nothing else.

He threw himself off the bed with all his might. He raced for the door, hurled it open, and thundered down the steps.

Right into the middle of the shoot.

He smacked into the psychics.

“Oh, great,” said Phyllis. “Thanks. There goes my ectoplasm.”

“Honey,” Louise complained, frowning at Paul. “We were just about to find out who the mysterious Sharon was, in olden days.”

Paul heaved with deep breaths.

“There’s guys in the bedroom!” he said. “I saw their faces! It’s real!”

Phyllis rolled her eyes. “Now everyone wants in. Look, whoever you are—”

“He’s my son,” said Paul’s father. “Sorry about this.”

Phyllis nodded. “Well, why don’t you take him outside. And Louise, let me tell you, once and for all, there isn’t no Sharon.”

“There is too!”

The psychics were off again. Thankfully, Paul’s father took him into the living room.

“They said we should go outside,” Paul repeated.

“It’s sleeting.”

“I want to get out of this house. I saw guys upstairs.”

“I wish you did,” said Paul’s father. “I can’t stand working on this show sometimes. How can anything haunt us when we’re all making so much noise?” He put down his camera and ran his fingers through his hair. “That’s the problem with modern life. Too loud for ghosts.”

“Can I sit in the van?”

“No. It’s too cold out.”

“It’s not so cold.”

“It’s sleeting. We’re going to be hours in here. Sit tight. Stay out of sight. I’m going to tell Dennis about your encounter and see if he wants to use it. No, never mind. What am I saying? I’m not going to let them interview you. Just stay here and for”—he checked his watch—“an hour and half, don’t have any paranormal experiences. Roger that?”

“Roger that,” said Paul unhappily.

His father picked up his camera and went back into the hall.

Paul stared at the door. He didn’t want to be left alone. He had just seen ghosts. How was he supposed to sit here reading? Especially when, at any moment, psychics could burst in and tell him to move or to hide behind the table and the plastic plant?

To kill time, he decided to look for secret doors. He went around the room, knocking quietly on the walls to see if any of them were hollow.

He stopped that when he heard Louise, from the other side of the wall, say, “I hear knocking! Knocking! I’m here, Sharon! She has a bow in her hair! Knock again! Come on, honey! You can do it!”

He sat down behind the table and hid his head with the ugly green planter and the plastic flowers. He opened his book of world records and tried to read.

The house was silent. There was a distant ticking, that was all. He flipped a few pages.

Boring. Exciting at other times, but boring right now, when there was a fortune to find.

He poked his head up.

And found everything had changed.

The world outside the window was black, not gray. The ugly floral wallpaper was gone. The eighties furniture was gone. The room was restored to its old look, with ancient, stuffed chairs and a fireplace in the wall. There was no fire in the fireplace, though, despite the cold. Instead, the wood was sheeted with ice, and something black dripped from the chimney. The flowers in the ugly green plant holder were dead.

Paul got a very bad feeling.

He crept to the door and opened it.

The hall with the staircase was bleary, as if his eyes wouldn’t focus. He saw shadows flicking back and forth on the landing above him.

He didn’t know what had happened. He wondered if he was dreaming. Or if this was a special kind of haunting, and he was walking into some ghostly trap.

He creaked down the hallway. And then, finally, he found himself in the dining room.

Once again, Mrs. Giovetti’s awful wallpaper was gone. Instead, there was different awful wallpaper. The table and chairs were now new. There were portraits on the walls. The table was set for a meal with fine china and knives and forks and candles.

The candles were out. All of the plates had been smashed, and were in pieces at their place settings.

All except for one plate. At the head of the table. And sitting at the head of the table, facing away from Paul, was an old man with white, white hair.

Paul stared at the old man’s back. It rose and fell with ragged breathing. That was the only sound in the room, other than the ticking of the clock.

The man’s head began to turn.

Paul panicked. He backed up.

The man was rising from his seat.

Paul scrambled to get back to the hallway—but he remembered the flickering shapes there, too.

The man turned. It was, apparently, Josiah Smitch. His face was square and sad, with heavy lines around the mouth.

“Young sir,” hissed the ghost. “Your mediums are pelting me.”

Paul had no idea what the ghost was talking about.

“The women who are trying to communicate. They are an irritation. Like someone ringing a servant’s bell without cease. I do not come when called.”

Paul shook his head a little. He didn’t want the ghost to get mad.

But a thought struck him: this would be a really, really good time to talk to the dead guy about his fortune.

Carefully, he said, “Josiah ... Smitch?”

“Yes, boy.”

“It’s, uh, great to meet you. We’re making a whole show about you.”

“A show? I pray there are no musical numbers.”

“It’s not that kind of show.”

“Hallelujah. I cannot abide dancing girls.”

“It’s a show about you and your sons, and how they carved ‘The Old Nuisance’ on your tombstone and everything. And then, you know, you hid your treasure.”

Josiah Smitch wobbled for a second. He turned back to the table and surveyed the smashed porcelain. “That’s what they’re saying, is it?” he whispered.

“Yeah,” said Paul. “That’s what I heard.”

The old man turned back to Paul. He sniffed, long and hard. Paul realized that the dead man was trying not to cry.

Smitch raised his hand, and the walls faded. Somehow, Paul could see into the bedroom, even though it was upstairs. And old Smitch was not just standing by Paul; he was also lying on the bed, dying, while his sons were gathered around him.

The old man, lying in his nightgown, croaked and coughed to his sons, “I have tried to make you better men. I have sought to teach you of industry and work and generosity. Until I know that you shall not squander my fortune, I shall not tell you where I have hidden it. I do this only ... only because you are my own dear sons.... You are, you know, my own dear sons ... and when I am gone, you are the only ones who will remember me.” His voice got very wet and fond, and he began choking on tears. He reached out to his sons with one clawlike hand—but none of them took it.

One son rolled his eyes.

Another whispered, “Let the old nuisance talk on. In a few hours, it’ll all be ours anyway.”

Then Paul saw the eyes of the old man on the bed. They were fixed on the son who’d spoken. He had heard. Paul could almost feel the old man’s sorrow and anger, here in his last minutes.

Suddenly, the walls appeared again. The old man was standing by Paul’s side. “A few hours later,” the ghost whispered, “I called upon my lawyer to change my burial arrangements. My sons were not the ones who put ‘The Old Nuisance’ upon my gravestone. I ordered it put there myself. Imagine how they gasped when it was unveiled.” He smiled. “And when they realized they would have to work for their money.”

“So, um, where did you hide it? The money. Who finally got it?”

“Oh, nobody got it. It’s still in the house.”

“You know, where?” asked Paul, kind of offhandedly.

“I can’t tell you,” said the man. “Because of them.”

And now Paul saw more spirits, growing thicker like mist, each one sitting in a seat at the table, slumped over, facedown upon the broken plates.

As they clarified in the air, one by one they lifted their heads up and stared at him.

Paul was getting scared. Their eyes were large and their mouths unfriendly and they rose to trap him there at their feast.

Old Josiah Smitch said to Paul, “The answer was right in front of your face.”

But his sons were swiping at the old man, disturbing him as if he were smoke. He billowed out to the side, closing his eyes sadly. The ghosts clawed their way toward Paul.

Paul scampered to the side, toward the door into the kitchen—no, the way was blocked by brothers.

He ran to the other side of the table. They drifted through the furniture toward him. He bolted out the door into the hallway.

The hallway was like it had been in the nineteenth century. Chinese lacquer paintings of beautiful women with tiny feet hung on the walls. Ghost sons and brothers were mobbing all the stairs and doors, their eyes dead set on Paul, their hands outstretched.

He tumbled into the room where he’d been hiding. There he was—in the same room he’d squatted in, but different, with different, old furniture, except—

No time to think ... The ghosts were stepping in behind him.

But I know, he suddenly realized, and said out loud, “I know where the fortune is hidden! I know where he hid it!”

The ghosts stopped for a second, astounded.

Paul hurled himself into the middle of them.

As he passed through them, he caught the chill rush of centuries moving all around him. He saw his father and the psychics as if they were ghosts. He saw the camera and the modern furniture. He saw the nineteenth century passing away.

And then he was wobbling in the center of the floor by the foot of the stairs, looking into the living room, where he’d hidden earlier. The two psychics were standing in there, screaming at each other.

Phyllis was yelling, “There was no girl named Sharon!”

Louise was yelling, “Says who?”

“Says me!”

“Well, I heard her knock on the wall!”

“Hey,” Paul interjected. “I think I know where the fortune is!”

Phyllis screamed at Louise, “You have no psychic powers!”

“Oh, yeah?”

“You heard me!”

“Once I contacted King Richard the Lionhearted!”

“I wouldn’t trust you to phone for a pizza!”

And hearing that insult, Louise snapped. She let out a weird, animal yowl.

“Excuse me,” said Paul, “but I just figured out that the ugly, three-legged—”

Louise picked up the ugly, three-legged flowerpot with the plastic flowers in it—“No!” said Paul—and smashed it over Phyllis’s head.

The pieces went everywhere.

There were plastic peonies all over the rug.

The two psychics breathed heavily and stared at each other.

“Okay, Louise,” Phyllis growled, tapping her forehead. “Can you tell what I’m thinking right now?”

Paul fell to his knees. He was surrounded by shards of pottery.

“It—it was the fortune!” he said. “The ghost told me that the fortune had been right in front of my face. And then, I saw that this flowerpot was here, even in old times. Josiah Smitch was in the China trade. I bet that this was some ... some expensive Chinese piece of pottery.”

Paul’s father picked up a piece of heavy, green clay. “Like a Ming vase?”

“Not Ming. Shang,” whispered a voice. It was the ghost of Josiah Smitch. He was sitting next to Paul, apparently invisible to everyone else. He looked glum. “Much older than Ming,” he said. “Priceless.”

“Are you sure it’s Ming?” Dennis asked Paul. “It looks kind of ugly.”

Mrs. Giovetti explained, somewhat unhelpfully, “I used it to hold fake flowers.”

“Not Ming,” Paul muttered. “Shang.”

They all turned in surprise to look at him.

Josiah Smitch, invisibly, nodded.

The psychics looked ready to argue.

But then again, now Paul, apparently, was a psychic too.

The ghost sighed. He quoted, “‘He heapeth up riches, and knoweth not who shall gather them.’” Then he shrugged and walked through a wall.

Paul, young psychic, turned to the others. They were all staring at him. He had to say something.

Shang. Ming. Whatever. It was going to be a long day.
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