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FOR MY NEIGHBORHOOD ICE CREAM MAN






NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Step right up, come on now!

Yes, you there, the one holding the book.

What are you, a scaredy-cat? Afraid of your own shadow?

No? Good, because I’ve got a tale for you that will give you chills… Or should I say “a brain freeze”?

Imagine it’s the end of the school year. Your neighborhood ice cream truck rolls around the corner as it does every summer… but something isn’t quite right with the ice cream man. Maybe it’s his pale skin, his bloodshot eyes, or the sinister grin he wears on his red lips. Something about the ice cream man seems downright… evil.

Maybe it’s all in your head. But then… what if it’s not?

How about you, dear reader? Do you scream for ice cream? Well, after this book, you just might!

You’re still interested? Curious, very curious.

I warned you. I swear I did. Well, okay then, it’s your nightmares on the line.

Go ahead, turn the page again for another one of my eerie tales!

—I. M. Eerie





CHAPTER 1

MY SISTER, KAT, SAYS I’M too curious.

She’s a year older than me, going into sixth grade in the fall, so she likes to think she can give me life advice.

“Stop sticking your nose into other people’s business, John!” she always told me. “Don’t you know curiosity killed the cat?”

I guess that’s how I got into this mess in the first place. But more on that later.

The thing is, I can’t help but be naturally curious. I want to know how the world works. And as far as I’m concerned, if sneaking into my sister’s bedroom to read her diary and discovering she had a crush on Sean Mathers—our toothy-grinned next-door neighbor—was a crime, then call me guilty!

“Reading my diary isn’t curious,” Kat yelled at me over the dinner table the night she found out. “It’s nosy!”

Rookie mistake. I forgot to close the latch all the way on her diary before putting it back. Next time, I would be more careful.

“That’s what you say!” I dodged the broccoli she lobbed at me. “I call it good investigating.”

“Now, now, you two,” Dad, ever the mediator, piped in. “Settle down.”

Dad had gotten me a fancy pair of binoculars and a pocket bird journal for my birthday. He thought I should channel my Sherlock Holmes habits into bird-watching instead of spying on my sister.

And I had. In just a few short months, I’d already completed almost all of my chart on Birds to Find in Northwest Massachusetts. I was only three birds away.

But that didn’t mean it stopped me from using my binoculars to keep tabs on my family and neighbors, too. I logged those notes into my bird journal next to my bird sightings.


	Kat’s breakfast today: Cinnamon Toast Crunch cereal, no milk. Still not over the time I put salt in her milk.

	Dad must have washed another one of his red socks in the white laundry load. His undershirts are pink again.

	Sean Mathers got a new scooter for sixth-grade graduation. His dyed-blond bangs were flapping in the wind as he rode it down the street today with his dumb friends, laughing. What on earth does Kat see in him?

	Mrs. Collins uses an umbrella when she walks to get the mail from the end of her driveway. She must get sunburned easily.

	Mr. Padalecki’s sprinkler system is still broken. He was out with the hose again this morning, watering his garden.

	Mom left for the office three minutes behind schedule. She should really iron her blouses the night before to save time.



You never know when your field notes will come in handy. That’s what bird-watching taught me.

If I’d never marked down that the black-billed cuckoo in our neighborhood liked to bask in the sun on the top branch of the birch tree in our front yard between the hours of 5:00 a.m. and 5:30 a.m., I never would have captured its photo, which hangs on the wall in my room.

But I’m getting ahead of myself…

It all started the first day of summer vacation.

I was fresh off logging in my bird journal that a belted kingfisher had appeared on Mr. Padalecki’s rosebush two houses down.

“What did you spot?” Dad asked me, walking up the driveway with Kat. They were both sweaty from basketball practice.

Kat loved basketball. She practiced every morning in the driveway with Dad. She wanted to play for the WNBA one day, but for right now, her goal was to make the sixth-grade travel team that toured around our county playing each school’s best players.

“Yeah, could you read anyone’s diary from there?” Kat asked coolly, spinning the basketball on her finger.

“A kingfisher,” I told Dad.

“Is that the one with a red beak?” he asked.

I shook my head. “A blue comb.”

“Darn, I’ll remember next time.” He looked at his watch. “Noon already! Hey, why don’t you guys play for a bit while I go make lunch?”

“Okay!” Kat said.

I nodded.

Mom was a busy real estate agent, so Dad stayed at home with us. It was different to have Dad stay at home while Mom worked, but I liked it. Plus, it gave Kat and me more opportunities to eat Dad’s famous macaroni and cheese. He made it the best, with those circular noodles that looked like tiny wagon wheels. Delicious!

“Hide-and-seek.” Kat chucked the basketball at me. “My turn to hide. This time, don’t go running inside when you get too scared.”

I tried to catch the pass and fumbled. The ball rolled in the grass. I was never one for hand-eye coordination. Just ask the kids in my gym class.

“That was one time,” I yelled at her. “I looked for ten whole minutes. I didn’t want you to jump out and scare me.”

Kat tossed her head back and laughed. “That’s the whole point of the game.”

Dad said one day I’d grow to be taller than Kat. He was tall, six feet, five inches. When he walked from one room to another, he had to duck under the threshold. Sometimes he forgot and hit his head. He always laughed when that happened.

“There goes another brain cell,” he’d tell Kat and me. “And I’m already losing enough looking after you two. I can’t afford to lose any more.”

I wasn’t going to start another argument with Kat, so I just closed my eyes and counted aloud.

“Ready or not,” I yelled. “Here I come!”

When I opened them, the world was blurry. It always took my eyes a few seconds to adjust to the light. I blinked slowly until our yard came into focus.

I scanned some of Kat’s previous hiding spots.

I looked under the front porch. Nothing.

I looked behind the bushes by our living room window. Not this time.

I looked up high into the birch tree in the front yard. Wrong again.

Across the street, Mrs. Collins watched me from the rocking chair on her front porch in the shade. She waved to get my attention and then pointed to the left.

Side yard, got it.

I gave her a thumbs-up and continued. Kat had to be hiding flat against the side wall of our house. I crept slowly around the corner, ready to jump out and scare Kat, when I heard it.

Odd, tinkling music.

I paused.

Where is it coming from?

And then something jumped out from behind the corner and screamed.





CHAPTER 2

“ICE CREAM MAN!” KAT YELLED with glee, popping out from her hiding spot before I could scare her.

Of course.

The tinkling music was the sound of the ice cream man coming down our street.

I couldn’t believe I let the ice cream man ruin my chance of finally scaring Kat.

“I win!” Kat cheered.

“I knew where you were hiding,” I said. “You jumped out before I could catch you.”

“Yeah, right.” Kat pumped her fists in the air. “You were standing there all dazed and confused.”

I felt my face heat up. “That’s because the truck’s playing a different song than usual. Listen!”

Kat stopped gloating and listened with me.

“You’re right,” she said.

It wasn’t the normal upbeat jingle we were used to hearing. This song was slow and creepy, like the music a jack-in-the-box makes before it pops out at you.

Kat shrugged. “Maybe Mr. Dandy got a new song.”

Mr. Dandy’s Ice Cream Emporium on Wheels was the ice cream truck in our neighborhood. The first appearance of Mr. Dandy’s truck always marked the official start of summer.

Everybody loved Mr. Dandy. He was an old, short, bespectacled man who looked like everyone’s kind grandpa. He drove a classic turquoise-blue-and-chrome ice cream truck from the 1950s, and he dressed up like an old-fashioned ice cream man too, in a white button-down shirt, suspenders, a bow tie, and a white hat perched on his coiffed gray hair.

Mr
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