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Marta looked at me, her eyes big as plates. Her hands were pale as they gripped the old rope, sliding a bit as each second ticked by. I saw her grip tighten, but her sweaty hands slid about an inch, causing her to whimper and close her eyes. She gripped even harder.

“Lene!”

I didn’t know what would happen first, her grip failing or the rope breaking.

Bit by bit, each strand snapped, swirling down and draping across her hands. It wouldn’t be long before Marta would plummet to the stage floor below. She’d land right on top of her brother Leroy. She’d never survive that fall, and I wasn’t sure he would, either. 

After taking a deep breath and saying a quick prayer, I knew I had to do something crazy to save my friend.

It all started a few days earlier. 

My sister Lucy surprised me at the breakfast table with four simple words she probably hadn’t said to me before in her entire life.

“I need your help.”

Like most summer mornings, I had some free time at breakfast. Mom didn’t like it when we read while we ate, but she gave us a pass with breakfast cereal in the summer. Today’s reading material was the back of the cereal box, which advertised a circular decoder disk I could get with just three box tops for $2.99. I was confident it was a real tool detectives should have, necessary for the mystery club.

But Lucy had thrown me into confusion.

“What?” I said, swallowing my cereal, my spoon resting against the edge of my cereal bowl. 

“I need your help.”

“Doing what?” There wasn’t anything I could think of that I did better than her. 

Lucy squirmed a bit.

“Remember how upset I was that Rachel got the lead in the play?” she asked. Lucy was deep into rehearsals for the summer play. She had even taken time off work because they only gave them a few weeks to pull everything together before the show went live for the entire community.

“Yes,” I said, trying to shrug but wincing instead. My shoulders still ached from the wild canoe ride at the end of The Runaway Island Mystery. It had been several days ago, but no one told my shoulders. While everyone else was excited about solving that mystery, Lucy pouted. Everyone could tell she was upset about not getting the lead role in the play. I don’t know why she’d want the lead role. It’s just more pressure and summer was supposed to be fun.

“Rachel hurt herself on the set Monday morning and now I have her spot,” Lucy said. I must have looked confused because she explained. “The main roles in the play have someone who is the understudy. They learn their part in case something happens and the lead person can’t do the show.”

“That’s awesome Lucy! I mean, not that she hurt herself, but now you have the main role!” I said.

“Maybe. But people think I had something to do with the accident,” Lucy said, her mouth tightening.

“What? You wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“I didn’t do anything, but there have been strange things happening during rehearsal and everyone is upset and scared,” Lucy said. “I guess it’s easier if you think you have someone to blame.”

I could understand that. It’s easier to be mad at one person than the whole world.

“Some think it’s a ghost. Some think it’s me.”

“A ghost? Are you kidding?”

Lucy rolled her eyes. “It’s a little silly, I know. I don’t think most people are blaming me, but some are. I did hear some of the girls talking about what’s been going on so I know they’re worried.”

“But a ghost?” I said again. That seemed like an exciting detail to include at the start. 

She kept talking, unaware that I was still stuck on the idea of a ghost. “They're scared because none of it makes sense.”

“Lucy, come on. What’s this ghost stuff?!”

“Some people swear they’ve seen a ghost here and there. They have overactive imaginations.”

“Why haven’t you told anyone this until now?”

“I didn’t want Mom and Dad to worry,” she said. “Plus, I knew you and your friends were busy with another mystery and I didn’t want to bother you.”

I dropped my spoon in my cereal, splashing a bit of milk on the table. It was too soggy to eat now, anyway, like little bales of hay gone bad in a summer rain, sinking into mush in my bowl. It was clear she wasn’t sure how to ask, but I knew what she wanted.

“Do you want the mystery club to help you figure out what’s happening?”

She nodded, her face turning light pink. “I don’t like people thinking I’d hurt Rachel to get a part in the summer play,” she said, pausing a bit before continuing. “I also don’t want anyone else to get hurt. Because I do think something strange is happening up at Frost Hills.”

Frost Hills is a ski resort northeast of Dunville. A few years ago, they added an amphitheater where you watch plays and musicals outside. Each summer there’d be one or two performances, and it got so popular that they kept fixing up the place until they ended up with a permanent theater that was fully enclosed. I kind of missed the outdoor theater experience, where there was a chance you might get soaked if it rained. I didn’t miss the mosquitoes, though.

Other than the local school, that was the only place to see a play or musical unless you went all the way over to Bayville. The summer theater productions were a big deal to everyone in Dunville. Most of the older teenagers were involved in them somehow, which meant the parents and grandparents were sure to buy tickets. Plus, the theater had a great concession stand in the lobby. Even when Dad and Mom dragged me to see the latest production—believe me, some weren’t that great—at least I knew the snacks would be good. 

It seemed weird that someone would have a ski resort half the year and a theater the other half. Dad told me that in a place with weather as unpredictable as ours, you could never count on a ski resort to make enough money to carry you through to the following year. Some years we had a ton of snow, and others hardly any. You had to do something during the summer. That unpredictable weather was the reason they started fixing up the outdoor theater in the first place, putting a roof over the sloped seating area before eventually turning it into a regular building. Because people didn’t have to worry about a passing storm canceling the play, ticket sales were higher. 

“We’ve had several backstage crew quit because they’re nervous about what’s going on,” Lucy said. “That puts the entire production in danger of shutting down. If your friends are game, I can talk to the director to have them put on the crew. What do you think?”

We’d just finished a mystery two days ago. My shoulders were telling me a definite no. Were the rest of the gang up for another mystery so soon? Our summer was getting eaten up with mysteries. I didn’t really mind it because it was more fun than mowing the lawn. But I wasn’t sure about the rest of the gang.

“I can ask them. When do you need to know?”

Squirming in her seat, Lucy hesitated. “Well, by 4 p.m. today. We have another rehearsal and I’m going in early to run through my lines with Leroy. But we’d need the backstage crew there no later than four.”

“Wow, you don’t waste time do you?” I said. Before I committed the whole group to the play, I thought I’d better get a few more details. “I’m going to need to know the details of what’s been going on. What does Leroy think of all this?”

Leroy was Marta’s older brother, and he’d landed the male lead in the play. Now that Lucy was the female lead, she would be opposite of him.

“He doesn’t think I did anything to Rachel, but he’s heard what people are saying,” Lucy said. “He didn’t seem bothered about anything until Rachel got hurt. Now he finally admits it wasn’t a coincidence.”

Lucy described what the cast and crew had experienced. Missing props, broken lights, things dropping, or strange noises interrupting the rehearsals. Some people swore they saw a glowing ghost. These small things made everyone uneasy and added to the expense of putting on the play. Replacing lights and props wasn’t cheap.

“Rachel was walking across the stage when a trapdoor opened up beneath her,” Lucy said. “I’m glad there was a thick mattress under it from the last play. Without it, she’d have fallen onto the hard floor.”

“What happened to her?”

“She landed on her ankle and broke it.”

“Why did the trapdoor open up?”

“I don’t know. Mr. Fullerton checked it over and couldn’t see any reason it would give way.”

“Who is Mr. Fullerton?” I asked.

“He’s married to our director, Bethany Fullerton.”

“You mean Mrs. Fullerton, from school?”

Lucy nodded. Mrs. Fullerton taught speech and drama at the high school.

“I didn’t know her name was Bethany,” I said. “That’s kind of pretty.”

“Mr. Fullerton runs a big construction company. He’s helping us by building sets and buying materials for the play.”

“Why does he have to buy building materials?”

“This year’s play isn’t a typical musical. It’s a mystery play set in an old English mansion.”

I perked up when she said mystery. 

She laughed. “I figured that would help get your attention. Anyway, I guess Frost Hills is a little short of money and the sets are more complicated for this play, so he agreed to help build them. He’s been at almost every rehearsal. I don’t think we’d have gotten as far as we have without him.”

To be honest, I was dying to help at this point. Working backstage at a real play sounded wonderful. The fact that it was a mystery play with a stage and stuff like trapdoors was too much. What other cool secrets might we find hidden in the stage?

“I’ll give everyone a call and see what they say,” I said, taking my bowl of soggy cereal to the sink.

Lucy stood up to go. “Thank you. I’m heading to rehearsal, so I’ll write down the phone number for the phone backstage. We haven’t turned the ringer off yet so someone should hear it.”

“Why would you turn the ringer off?”

“Can’t have a phone ringing in the middle of a play, right?” she said as she pulled a pencil from the kitchen junk drawer and scribbled a phone number on scrap paper. “When the ringer is off, a red light blinks when the phone is ringing. It stays on when in use. But we’re in early rehearsals, so we let it ring. We’ll turn it off for dress rehearsals and performances.”

I made a mental note such a phone was the right kind of gadget for the clubhouse. The more lights and communication devices, the better. At the very least, it would make our mystery club headquarters look like the control center for the space shuttle and that seemed cool.

A horn honked outside, and I went to the window. Leroy had arrived to pick up Lucy, driving his dad’s car. He must have gotten his learner’s permit. Or, as Dad would say, a permit to raise everyone else’s car insurance rates. Marta said he turned 15 last week, so he was a little behind some of the others who got their permit at age 14.

Lucy bounded out the door, turning to wave and give a thumbs up as I watched from the window. Then the car pulled away.

I thought about how to sell the idea to anyone hesitant to start another mystery just a few days after finishing up another. I needn’t have worried, though, because every phone call ended with excitement and a definite yes. I only needed to say something about a ghost haunting a mystery play and they were hooked.

The call I made to Jimmy concerned me at first. As soon as I said “ghost haunting” I was cut off by a loud crashing sound. 

“Jimmy? Jimmy? Are you there? Are you okay?”

After the sound of someone thrashing around and what I thought was the exasperated voice of his mom saying she’d get the broom and dustpan, he came back on the phone.

“I’m okay!” he said, gasping a bit. He explained that he’d gotten so excited that he’d whirled around, tripped over the phone cord, and fell against the refrigerator door his dad had opened to grab his lunch on the way to work, knocking all the magnets off and breaking a few.

Oh, Jimmy.

“What did your dad say?”  I asked.

“That he wished I would watch where I was going.”

“No, about the play. What did your dad say about helping with the play?”

“He said that anything to get me out of the house as much as possible would be a good idea and would also save him a lot of money. So I think that’s a yes.”

I reminded everyone we had to get to Frost Hills by 4 p.m. We had no idea that in a few hours, we’d embark on a mystery that would come close to reducing our mystery club by one member.
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In the end, Alfred volunteered to take all of us to Frost Hills so everyone could ride together. However, his pickup wasn’t very big, even with the extra seat behind the main seat. It was a pretty snug ride with all six of us packed in. But we were in good spirits. We all had backpacks filled with snacks and heads filled with wild theories. Marta had the mystery notebook in her bag.

Mrs. Fullerton was so thankful to have our help it was almost embarrassing.

“Oh, kids! Thank you! Thank you!” she said as we piled out of the vehicle, her hands fluttering over and around her head. It looked like she was swatting at imaginary flies. “Lucy said you were all coming to help and I was a bit desperate!”

“She sure is dramatic,” Marta whispered to me as we gathered around her at the side of the stage. I could see a few cast members on stage, running through their lines. There was banging and clanging overhead, where a few high school guys stationed up in the rafters were hollering about spotlights.

“I guess you have to be dramatic if it’s drama,” I said, shrugging, wondering how those guys got up near the ceiling. I love learning new things, and this was definitely new. 

Jimmy looked around the huge stage and seating area with his mouth open. Even Charles and Noah seemed impressed.

“Have any of you had stage experience?” Mrs. Fullerton asked.

“I have
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