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Chapter One
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All my friends thought I was crazy, out of my mind, to take a dare like this one, but that's just the way I am. I never back down from a dare. My best friend, John Slatten, begged me not to do it, but I just had to. I guess you want to know what kind of dare could be so horrible. Well, I'll tell you! Billy Platts, the school bully, dared me to sleep in a graveyard on Friday night. But that's not the worst of it—he wanted me to sleep on top of old man Harold's grave!

I was scared, that’s true, but I wasn’t going to let Billy think that. So, quite naturally, I said, “Okay, I’ll do it,” hiding inside how afraid I really was.

The story has it that old man Harold roams the cemetery at night, waiting for the right moment to snatch someone up and possess their soul. I never really knew old man Harold when he was alive, but I always heard stories about him—like the one Halloween he scared a kid named Jimmy so bad that Jimmy can't even talk now without stuttering. 

After that incident, things got pretty quiet around Laurelsville, the town where I live. Nobody’s heard anything since.

They say old man Harold died. He didn’t have too many friends, I guess, because he didn’t even have a funeral. He was just buried between two old maple trees up in Stormyside Cemetery. He must not have had much money either, because I’ve been up there before, during the day of course, and I didn’t even see a gravestone. So if he's buried there, no one will know unless they dig him up!

Oh, by the way, my name is Matt. I’d tell you my last name, but people always laugh. But if you really want to know, promise you won’t laugh—it’s Picklehorn. Yep, Matt Picklehorn. My friends call me Matt, or just Dill or Dilly for short.

Anyway, today is the last day of school, and summer vacation is starting. This is going to be a great summer. I just turned 15 years old, and my dad bought me the coolest dirt bike you’ve ever seen. On top of that, my mom and dad are taking me to Galaxy Theme Park, the biggest roller coaster theme park in the whole world, as a present for passing on to high school.

A message from me to you—stay in school, it’s really worth it! If you don’t, you’ll wish you had later. Plus, it’s not like it’s the end of your life. We have plenty of time to have fun and be kids. If you think about it, school really is fun. Who wants to worry about all that grown-up stuff anyway? Not me! I can wait.

I took my time saying goodbye to all my teachers, returned my books, and gathered up the last of my things from my locker. I put most of it in my backpack, and the rest I carried. I was on my way out of the school doors when I heard, “Hey Dilly, hey Dill Picklehead!”

I could just guess who the owner of that annoying, squealing voice was. I was right—it was Billy Platts. I turned around and looked at him.

“Don’t forget about our dare,” he said. “Friday, be there or be scared, chicken.”

I’m sure you have someone just like Billy at your school, don’t you? I knew you did.
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BILLY'S VOICE MADE my skin crawl. Well, I wouldn't have to worry about Billy next year. He flunked 8th grade, so he will have to repeat the grade while I’m in high school. What a relief.
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Chapter Two 
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As I walked out of the front school doors, a sudden gust of wind from nowhere swept my papers away and onto the ground. A lot of kids started laughing. As I looked around, it seemed that I was the only one affected by this sudden wind burst. 

It was very strange. A girl standing directly next to me was carrying her portfolio of artwork, but the wind didn’t blow her stuff away. This was really odd. Without thinking about it, I knelt down and started to pick up my things when, all of a sudden, I felt a different kind of breeze. This time, it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and it had a really nice smell. What kind of wind could this be, I thought.

I turned and looked up as a figure walked past me. It was Gracie Stewart, the prettiest, smartest girl in the whole school. She stopped walking, turned, and said, "What happened?" as she knelt down to pick up one of my papers.

I explained to her that a gust of wind blew my papers from my hand to the ground. She stared at me, confused, and asked, "What wind?"

"Didn't you feel it?" I asked her. "It happened not even a minute before you walked past me."

"No, it’s like the beginning of June, and it’s at least 85-90 degrees. What wind?" she replied. "There is no wind."

I paused and thought about what she said. It made sense, but then again, it really didn’t. If it wasn’t the wind, could it have been Old Man Harold? Did he know that I had been dared to sleep on his grave? Was this a warning or purely coincidence?

We finished picking up my things and started to walk. As we walked, we talked about when we were little kids on Shiver Dr. and how we used to play hide-and-seek all around our neighborhood, and about what our plans would be when we finished high school. I wondered if Gracie knew I had the biggest crush on her. If she didn’t, I would never tell her. Right now, she was the only thing keeping my mind off Billy, the dare, and Old Man Harold.

She continued to walk home with me. Well, I mean, she lives in the same direction, so we went the same way. She moved from Shiver Dr. to two blocks over on Thrillshire Lane. When she lived on Shiver Dr., she stayed only three houses down from me. Now, it seems like three miles, although it’s just around the corner.

We were almost home when she asked me if I wanted to come to her party. Her mom rented a hall to celebrate for her  passing on to high school, and she was going to hold the party there. She told me the whole school was invited.

"When is it?" I asked.

"Saturday," she replied. "From 7 p.m. to 10 p.m."

Gulp—my breath caught in my throat. Friday was the night of the dare. I wouldn’t be able to make her party. What if I didn’t make it back from the graveyard? What if Old Man Harold snatched me up and I never returned home again? Maybe I was overreacting. Everything will be okay, I thought.

By now, I had to be as pale as a ghost, expressionless, but Gracie kept right on talking about the party. "It will be so much fun! There will be music, dancing, pizza, chips, hotdogs, hamburgers, soda." Then she stopped. She looked at me. "Matt, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Are you okay?"

"Oh, oh, it’s nothing," I stuttered.

She squinted her eyes in disbelief. "It’s about Billy and Old Man Harold, isn’t it?" she asked.

"How did you know about that?" I questioned her.

"Who doesn’t know? It was all over the school by the end of fifth period," she said.

"Ah, great, now I really have to go through with this mess," I told her.

"You’re not serious, Matt? Are you crazy? What’s gotten into that brain of yours? You shouldn’t mess around with dead people. Let them rest. Don’t go doing something you may regret later. If you come back alive, remember what they say happened to Jimmy," she said.

That just echoed in my head like there was nothing there but total emptiness. What happened to Jimmy? What kid can forget that story? On top of that, who really knows the truth? That story has been passed down for years—at least thirty. Who knows, maybe even more. But taking what she said into consideration, I thought hard about it and just shrugged my shoulders. I told her that I had to go through with it and that I would try to make her party.

Taking into consideration what she said about Jimmy—that sent chills down my spine. I started to cross the street when Gracie yelled out, "874-2309!"

"What?" I said.

"874-2309," she repeated.

"What is that?" I asked.

"It’s my phone number," she said with a smile on her face.

Wow, I couldn’t believe it. Gracie Stewart, the prettiest and smartest girl in the whole school, was giving me her phone number. I turned around so she wouldn’t see me blush. "874-2309," I kept repeating in my head so that I wouldn’t forget.
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