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1...The Crime

My sister Becky and I were stretched out
on the front porch one morning thinking out
loud about how we should spend our sum-
mer vacation. It was too hot to do much
more. At about nine-thirty, a police car
turned down our street, then stopped in
front of the Checkertown Library. Checker-
town, Ohio—that’s our town. Anyway,
we watched the policeman go into the li-
brary, then we went back to making plans.
But half an hour later, the phone rang. Becky
jumped up, ran inside, and grabbed it.
“Hello?”

“Is this Becky?”

“Yes.”

“This is Mrs. Brattle. The Checkertown
librarian.”



“Oh, hi.”

“Becky, there’s a policeman here who
wants to talk to you. Can you come over
now?”

“What for?”

“There’s been a robbery at the library,
Becky,” said Mrs. Brattle.




“What’s that got to do with me?”

For a moment, Mrs. Brattle didn’t say
anything. “Please,” she finally said, “just
come. And I think you’d best bring one of
your parents.”

“They’re not home. Neither is my Grand-
pa. Only my brother Toby is here with me.




Do you really think / took something?”
“You'd better bring Toby,” said Mrs.
Brattle, avoiding the question.
“What was stolen?”
“The Wizard of Oz,” Mrs. Brattle said.

We headed toward the library slowly, so
Becky could do some explaining. “There we
were,” she said. “It was yesterday, one hour
before school let out. One hour before vaca-
tion. We were going crazy, Toby. Nobody
could sit still. Not even Mr. Dawley. Then
in walked Miss McPhearson.”

“What’s this have to do with Mrs. Brattle,
the library, or The Wizard of 022" 1 asked.

“Just listen,” she said. “I'm trying to tell
you. When Miss McPhearson walked in,
everything changed. It was like holding a
balloon that pops.” |

I could understand that. Miss McPhear-
son—the sixth grade teacher and Becky’s
teacher next September—is tall, redheaded,
straight, and stiff as wood. She looks like a
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queen—not a happy queen, but a queen all
the same.

“Even Mr. Dawley took off the silly hat
we’d given him,” continued Becky. “She
took the class right over and handed out her
summer reading list. Boy, are you lucky you
don’t have ber next year!”

“No mysteries, no make-believe, no ro-
mantic adventures,” said Becky, imitating
Miss McPhearson by standing on her toes,
tilting up her chin, and looking down at me.
“Children your age are beyond such non-
sense. This list contains nothing but basic,
useful information. Yuk!”

Wrinkling her nose, Becky added, “She
said we had to write two book reports—two
well-written  book reports, please—with
close attention to spelling and grammar.
And she wants them on the first day of the
new term.”

Becky was really annoyed. I couldn’t
blame her.

I might as well explain that Becky and I
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are twins. Other people make a big thing of
it, but we don’t. We're not at all alike. I keep
cool. She always thinks big things are going
to happen. Not me. She says whatever is on
her mind, while I think a little more before 1
talk. Maybe it’s being so different that makes
us such good friends.

“Anyway,” continued Becky, “I decided
to get the reports over with. As soon as
school was out, I went over to the library to
get the books. Then I had this idea of getting
a book for you.”

“How come?”

“Just to be nice,” Becky admitted. “You
like magic stuff, right? So I looked for a copy
of The Wizard of Oz. But Mrs. Brattle said
someone had already taken it. Just as I was
leaving, though, she called me back and
pointed to a stack of books on the table.”

“‘I've got a whole lot of children’s books
for the book sale tomorrow,” she said,
holding up a copy of The Wizard of Oz.
‘Come early and you can buy it. The
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children’s books will only be five cents
apiece.’”

“I tried to buy it right then,” Becky said,
“but she wouldn’t let me.”

““Tomorrow, eleven sharp—first come,
first served,’ she insisted.”

“ “T'’hanks, but no thanks,’ I said. “Tomor-
row’s vacation.” Then I came home.”

By the time Becky had finished, we were
at the library.

“That’s the whole story?” I asked her. I
thought it would be something more than
that.

“That’s it,” insisted Becky. “And now
she’s hinting that [ stole The Wizard of Oz.”

“Did you?”

“Don’t be stupid!”

“Well,” 1 said, “let’s tell them.”



2...The Accusation

The Checkertown library was made to
look like an ancient Greek temple. It has
long columns that support the front roof,
steps running up between them, and wide
wooden doors. That morning, there was a
sign by the door:

Book Sale: Library Book Fund
Saturday 11:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m.

Becky tried the front doors, but they were
locked. She was so upset that she began to
shake them as if everything was the door’s
fault.

“Come on, Becky,” I said, “let’s do this
right.” And I knocked.
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Mrs. Brattle, the librarian, opened the
door and poked her head out.

“Oh, Toby,” she said. “I'm glad you came
too.”

Mrs. Brattle reminds me of a sparrow.
She’s very small, and she always wears
brownish clothes that are usually slightly
wrinkled. Jumpy and nervous, she runs
everywhere, keeping the whole library going
by herself.

“Now this wasn’t my idea,” said Mrs.
Brattle as she let us in. “The policeman is
very impatient and can hardly be bothered.
He wanted to see you. That is, after I told
him about—I think I had best let him
explain,” she said, as we followed her into
the main reading room.

The reading room is large, with a round,
high-domed ceiling that always keeps every-
thing quiet and cool. Bookcases stick out like
spokes from round walls. Right in the center
are three tables, some chairs, a globe, and a
newspaper and magazine rack. Mrs. Brat-
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tle’s desk is at the back, facing the entrance.
Behind the desk is the reference shelf.

Off in one wing of the building, down a
little hallway, is the children’s room. There’s
a tall mirror in that hallway. It lets whoever
sits at the desk keep an eye on what’s going
on in that room.

Mrs. Brattle’s office looked like a bird’s
nest: books, papers, catalog cards all over.
But seated behind the desk was this sharp-
looking policeman writing on a pad.

Mrs. Brattle was uneasy. “This is the girl
I mentioned,” she said, “but I truly don’t
think—”

The policeman cut her off. “Better let me
handle this,” he said. From the look on his
face, I could tell right off that he found the
whole thing a joke.

“Becky,” he began, “I understand you
were in the library yesterday afternoon.”

“Yes,” said Becky.

“She comes all the time,” put in Mrs.
Brattle. “One of our best readers. Very
polite. Always—”
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“Mrs. Brattle,” said the policeman, “you
did request help.” He turned back to Becky.
“You asked- for a particular book, Becky.
Remember which?”

“Sure. The Wizard of Oz. 1 was getting it
for Toby.”

“Now, Becky,” said the policeman, “Mrs.
Brattle showed you a copy of that book,
which was to be placed on sale. She said you
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could have it if you came back this morning.
You said you couldn’t wait.”

“I didn’t say that,” objected Becky.

After a quick glance at Mrs. Brattle, the
policeman continued, “This morning when
Mrs. Brattle arrived that book was gone.
From what I can determine, someone came
in the back door and took The Wizard of Oz.
Was it you?”

Becky shook her head hard. “Not me!”

The policeman smiled. “Now, I'm going
to read the names of some other books:
Winnie-the-Poob, The Wind in the Willows,
Through the Looking Glass and What Alice Found
There, Treasure Island. Ever hear of them?”

“Sure,” said Becky.

The policeman looked smug. “When Mrs.
Brattle checked this morning, those books
were also missing.”

“They’re just kids’ books, you know,”
said Becky.

“How much did you say those books were
worth?” the policeman asked Mrs. Brattle.
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The librarian became even more nervous.
“Well, I'm really not sure. A lot perhaps.
Maybe three thousand dollars.”

“I don’t believe it,” Becky said right away.

The policeman seemed to be having trou-
ble believing it himself. “Mrs. Brattle says
they were rare books.”

“I only said they might be,” Mrs. Brattle
quickly put in.

“Then what were they doing in the book
sale?” I asked.

“Who is this boy?” the policeman wanted
to know.

“My brother,” said Becky. “And he’s
right. If the books were so valuable, how
come they were being sold for a nickel?”

In a small voice, Mrs. Brattle said, “It was
a mistake.”

“Whatever it was, Becky,” said the police-
man, “Mrs. Brattle thinks you may be in-
volved. Now look,” he said, “if you took
them, wouldn’t it save a lot of fuss just to
give them back?”
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“I didn’t take them,” insisted Becky. She
was getting angry.

The policeman looked from Mrs. Brattle
to Becky. Then he lifted his hands and
slapped them on his knees. “What do you
want me to do, Mrs. Brattle? The boy’s
right. If they were valuable, they shouldn’t
have been going for a nickel. I don’t think we
can spend much time looking for twenty-five
cents worth of books,” he concluded. He
stood up.

Mrs. Brattle seemed to be having a lot of
trouble deciding what to do. She sat down
and slumped in her seat.

“I'll put in my report,” said the police-
man. “Give me a call when you decide.”
Then he left.

“Do you really think I took them?” de-
manded Becky. I could see she really felt
insulted.

“I don’t know what to think,” said Mrs.
Brattle, pressing a nervous hand over her
eyes. Then, glancing at her watch, she sud-
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denly stood up. “Forgive me,” she said.
“I must get ready. The book sale is at
eleven.”

There was nothing for us to do but go
home.
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3 ... First Clues

When we got home, Becky and I headed
for the porch where we could get out of the
heat and talk about what had happened.

“It’s wild,” Becky said after a time. “Kids’
books being worth so much. She made them
sound like treasure—real treasure.”

“You think it’s true?”

“She wouldn’t make such a fuss if it
wasn’t.”

“You know,” Becky said after a while, “if
we found out who really took those books,
she couldn’t blame me.”

“I know,” I agreed. “It would be nice if
we could.”

“I think we’d better,” said Becky. “I hate
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people thinking I would steal something.”

“We don’t have much to go on,” I warned
her.

“Sure we do,” she insisted. “We know the
names of the stolen books. They were in the
library. I mean, they were there yesterday.
And this morning they were gone.”

“And we know that they were worth a lot
of money,” I added.

“Mrs. Brattle only said maybe,” Becky
pointed out. “Toby,” she said, climbing into
the porch rocker, “those books had to come
from someplace. People give old books to the
library all the time. I bet if we found out
who gave those, it would be a start.”

“No point asking Mrs. Brattle. She’s not
going to say,” I told her. As I watched the
heat simmer off the top porch rail, I had a
new thought. “When someone gives you a
book, what do you do with it?” I asked.

“Read it.”

“No, before that.”

“What are you thinking?” Becky asked.
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“You put your name in it.”

“So what?” she asked, not getting my
point.

Hoping I was making sense, I began,
“Mrs. Brattle said that all those books were
part of the book sale, right?” Becky nodded.
“Maybe those five books were part of a
whole bunch of books that one person gave.
Then, maybe they had names in them. If we
look in the books that are still at the sale, we
might find a name—or something. It’s a
start.”

Becky jumped up. “Fantastic!” she yelled.
“Let’s go!”

In one-half of a second, we were racing
down the street. Just minutes after eleven,
we reached the library basement where the
sale was taking place. It was wild: people
grabbing books, people trying to hold on to
as many books as possible, people pushing
ahead of other people. You would have
thought gold was being given away!

A big, bald man with a goatee was in
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charge. Becky whispered that he was Mr.
Neal—and told me to watch out because he
didn’t like kids. He was sitting behind a little
desk with a money box in front of him. Next
to the box was a sign:

BOOKS 50¢
PAPERBACKS 15¢
CHILDREN’S BOOKS 5S¢

“Open all the kids’ books and see if there
are any names in them,” I said, starting at
one end of the table marked ‘Children.’
Becky worked the other end.

At his desk, Mr. Neal kept a sharp eye on
us. But we kept on opening and closing
books, picking them up, and putting them
down.

“Any luck?” Becky asked.

“Some. What about you?”
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“I think so,” she called. I could see she
was excited.

All of a sudden, Mr. Neal got up and
strode over. “What are you kids doing?” he
demanded.

“Just looking,” I managed to say.

“Looking or buying?” he wanted to know.

Becky came to the rescue. “Buying,” she
announced, showing him a nickel in the
palm of her hand.

“Anyway,” Mr. Neal grumbled, “be care-
ful. They’re old.” Then he made his way
back to guard the money box.

It took us about twenty minutes to go
through all the books.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said.

“We've got to buy something,” Becky
reminded me.

Seeing a book that looked interesting—
Curious Facts About Obio—I took that.

As soon as we paid Mr. Neal his nickel,
we ran outside. But we didn’t go five steps
before stopping. “You first,” I said.
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“Three names,” she recalled. “David
Block. There were three with his name. Ann
Parker. Six from her. But most of them came
from someone called Gertrude Tobias.
There were at least twenty with her name.”

“I found a couple from that Ann Parker
too,” I said. “But almost all the rest were
from that one you found—Tobias. Who's
she?”

“Maybe Gramp will know!”

And Becky tore down the street while I
hurried to catch up.
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4 ... Plan into Action

Grandpa lives with us. He’s a plumber,
and he does jobs all over town. I don’t think
there’s a house in Checkertown that he
hasn’t worked on. So, he knows everybody.
And one of the best things about Gramp is
that you can ask him anything, and he’ll give
you an answer—but he won’t try to find out
why you’re asking.

We tracked him down to where he was
working—in a ditch with lots of mud.

“Broken pipe,” he told us. “Want to come
in? The muck’s fine.”

“We want to ask you about some people,”
said Becky.

“Shoot,” said Gramp. I think he was glad
to rest a while.
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I listed the names we found.

“Know ’em all,” he said. Becky actually
clapped her hands.

“David Block had a water problem in his
basement,” he said. “Got sick and moved out
East six years ago.”

“He’s out,” I said to Becky.

“Ann Parker,” continued Grandpa.




“Daughter of old Mrs. Parker who always
had septic tank problems. Truth is, Ann got
so bored with Checkertown she went off and
married some guy. They say she was sorry.
Never came back, though.”

“She’s no good either,” said Becky.

“Now, Gertrude Tobias,” he continued.
“I'd have thought you kids would’ve heard
of Miss Tobias.”

“When you say it that way, I think I
have,” I said. “Didn’t she die a few months
ago?”

“She used to live out at the end of Eighth
Street, not far from your school,” said
Grandpa. “Big old fancy house. Bad pipes
though. She did have buckets of money—or
so they said. But when she died, it turned
out that most of it was gone. There’s a
niece of hers in town. Let’s see now—
McPhearson. Cynthia McPhearson.”

“Miss McPhearson!” cried Becky.

“Wouldn’t know if she’s Miss, Mrs., or
Ms.,” said Grandpa.
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We stood up to go.

“Sure you don’t want to take a swim?” he
called.

“Later,” we yelled as we took off. Not that
we went far.

“Mrs. Brattle said those books might be
worth a lot,” said Becky. “Gertrude Tobias
being rich once fits.”

I couldn’t get that excited. “Yeah, but
since she’s dead, you know who we’ll have to
talk to, don’t you?”

“Miss McPhearson,” Becky groaned. “She
isn’t exactly the kind you just talk to,” she
added.

“We’ll have to do it anyway,” I told her.
“All we know so far is that the stolen books
might have belonged to this Gertrude
Tobias. It isn’t much, but since Miss Mc-
Phearson is Miss Tobias’s niece, she might
know something. I wonder where she lives.”

“Toby, we can’t just go knocking on her
door asking questions,” said Becky, looking
for a way out.
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“I have an idea,” I said after a while.
“Read the books—you know, the ones on
her summer reading list. Then make your
reports and take them to her. She’ll think
you're great. Bet she’d talk then.”

Becky considered this. “I'd have to read
the books,” she said. “And that would take
the rest of the day. What are you going to
do?” she asked me. “Go out and play?”

“First T'll ind where Miss McPhearson
lives. Then I'll read too,” I said, thinking it
would help. “Look,” I told her, “what would
you rather do, have people think you stole
those books or find who really took them?”

The rest of Saturday we spent on the
porch reading. It was so hot, that was the
best thing to do anyway. Becky had picked a
book on bees and one about the life of Helen
Keller. She wasn’t bored at all.

Finding Miss McPhearson’s address was
easy. It was listed in our school guide. Then
I checked it against the Checkertown map in
the phone book. That done, I started read-
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ing Curious Facts About Ohio. Every once in a
while I'd call out things like, “Did you know
Ohio used to be part of Massachusetts?”
By dinner time Becky had finished read-
ing her two books. Then she began writing,
while I went on with that Obio book. By nine
o’clock she had finished both reports.
“Know why Checkertown 1is called
Checkertown?” I asked her.
“No, and I don’t want to,” she said.
“You should,” I told her. “It’s our town,
we live in Ohio, and it’s in this book.
Checkertown,” I read. “A small town in
Eastern Ohio named that because of the
annual checker contest held in the old Rail-
way Hotel. The railroad section manager,
who planned the town and laid out its
streets, was so taken with the game of check-
ers that he designed the town streets in
checkerboard fashion: eight streets running
one way and eight the other. There’s even a
map of the town,” I told Becky. I showed it
to her—or at least I tried to.
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“I'm going to bed,” she said, yawning.

“The first summer school in the United
States started at Mount Union College,
Ohio, eighteen-seventy,” I yelled after her.
“And the first electric street railway was
built in Cleveland! Did you hear me—
Cleveland!”

I didn’t think she heard a word I said.
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5... A Strange Visit

The next morning Becky and I set out to
visit Miss McPhearson. She lived in one of
the big old houses by German and First
Streets that had been converted into apart-
ments. Next to the front door was a list of
nine people. A doorbell was beside each
name, and Miss McPhearson’s was the bot-
tom name.

As soon as I saw it, I pushed her bell
twice. I didn’t want to give Becky any time
to back out. From far inside we heard
chimes.

Peering through the glass door, we saw a
dark hallway. At the end of it was a flight of
steps. A white hand seemed to be floating
down the banister.
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“Here she comes,” I announced.

Miss McPhearson came out, shutting the
door quickly behind as if she didn’t want
anyone to go in. In a shirt and slacks, she
looked younger and nicer than at school.
Her red hair wasn’t tied up either and was
pretty to look at. She didn’t look like a mad
queen to me. In fact, she didn’t look mad at
all, just puzzled.

“Are you looking for me?” she asked.

“Miss McPhearson,” said Becky, speaking
nervously, “I'm Becky Almano. I'm in your
class next year, and you gave us some read-
ing to do. I did two book reports, and here
they are.” Becky held out the papers.

Miss McPhearson seemed confused at
first. But when she looked the papers over,
she understood and smiled. “That’s very
good of you,” she said, handing them back.
“You must be a hard worker. I'll enjoy
having you in my class. If you'd like some
extra credit, why don’t you read some
more?” Then she started to go back in.
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Becky was caught not knowing what to say.
When I saw what was happening, I quick-
ly asked, “Miss McPhearson, was Gertrude
Tobias your aunt?”
She turned around to look at me. “Yes,”

she said. Her voice dropped to a whisper.
“Why do you ask?”




“Did she have a lot of children’s books?”
Becky blurted out.

Miss McPhearson had been surprised by
my question, but she became speechless by
Becky’s. She had to clear her throat. “Why
do you want to know?” she said.

“I bought one of her books at the library
sale,” I said. “I was just curious about her.”

“She was a very foolish woman,” Miss
McPhearson said curtly. Then, realizing
what she’d said, she changed her manner.
“I'm sorry,” she apologized. “I shouldn’t
speak that way. She didn’t know any better.
But you do.” It sounded like a warning. “I'll
see you in school, Becky.” And with that she
shut the door. We hadn’t even had a chance
to ask her about the missing books.

Through the glass, we saw her go down
the hall and up a few steps. She stopped
there, lifting her hands to her face.

“I think she’s crying,” Becky said. Then
Becky accidently bumped her shoe against
the door. Miss McPhearson whirled around
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and saw us with our noses pressed against
the glass. She raced up the steps and out of
sight.

Becky turned to me. “You know what?”
she said. “Something strange is going on.”




6 ... Trying to Understand

When we got home, we found the news-
paper on the front walk. The paper is pub-
lished in Allerton, a nearby city. But it has a
special Checkertown section written by a
friend of Mom’s. We always read it.

That day there were two stories in the
section, both under one headline: “Robber-
ies.” One was about a break-in at a local gun
shop. The other one—the one that interest-
ed us—was about the library. Becky read it
out loud: “Mrs. R. B. Brattle, Checkertown
librarian, reported a curious theft of books from
the Free Library sometime between Friday night
and Saturday morning. The books bad been laid
out for the annual sale. An unidentified young
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person was questioned by the police, but according
to Mrs. Brattle, the case was not pursued for lack
of evidence. Total receipts at the book sale, which
took place as scheduled, came to eighty-four dollars
and twenty-five cents. Mrs. Brattle said it would
be a great belp to this year’s book budget.”

“Toby,” said Becky when she’d finished.
“If people find out that 'm that ‘young
person,” I'll die.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think Mrs.
Brattle is going to tell,” I told her. “I mean,
there’s nothing here about how the books
were worth anything either. That was her
mistake. She said so. I think she wants to
forget the whole thing.”

“But what if someone saw me go into the
library yesterday morning,” Becky went on.
“Becky, no one cares!” I yelled at her.

“I do!” she yelled back. “Don’t you see,
unless we find out who took those books,
people will still think it’s me.”

So there it was. We still had to find out the
truth. Miss McPhearson hadn’t told us
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much. If anything, she only made us want to
know more about Miss Tobias. We got
Gramp alone and asked him.

“If you want to know about people,” he
suggested, “don’t ask their relatives. Ask the
people who work for ’em.”

“You mean the butler?” I asked.

“I don’t think Miss Tobias had one,” he
said. “She did have a companion, though.
There was a lady she paid to stay with her all
the time. When I worked that house, she
was the one I dealt with. Mrs. Chesterton.
Widow lady. Must have been with Miss
Tobias for twenty years or so.”

“Is she still around here?” Becky won-
dered.

“Works as a cleaning lady.”

“You don’t know where she lives, do
you?” I asked.

“Railway Hotel, I think,” he answered.
Then he looked at us. “What’s all this about
Miss Tobias?”

“Nothing,” said Becky. “Just curious.”
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“Curiosity killed the cat,” said Gramp.
“Satisfaction brought him back,” returned
Becky.

The Railway Hotel was the oldest hotel in
town. It had been built when the railway
was the most important thing around. But
when the trains stopped carrying passen-
gers, the hotel just got older. They put
business offices on the first floor, and a few
people still rented rooms above. 1 suppose
some people used it as a hotel, though not
very many people visit Checkertown.

The lobby of the Railway Hotel is almost
as big as a basketball court. You could just
imagine the checker tournament being held
in it. But when we got there, all we saw was
someone using the Xerox machine, and a
woman behind a big desk. It sure didn’t look
or feel like a place where people lived.

“Does a Mrs. Chesterton live here?” asked
Becky.

“Yes, she does,” said the desk lady,
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reaching for her phone. “Whom shall I say is
calling?”

“She doesn’t know us,” I had to admit.

The woman frowned. “What do you want
to see her about? She doesn’t have money to
spend on cookies or things like that.”

“We want to ask her about a Miss Tobias.
It’s important.”

The woman picked up the phone and
dialed. It took a while before anyone an-
swered. “Mrs. Chesterton? This is the desk.
I hope I didn’t wake you—good. There are
two youngsters here to see you—that’s
right, children. They want to talk to you
about Miss Tobias—”

She put the phone down. “Miss Chester-
ton says to come up. Second floor. Room
two-fifteen. Take those steps. And don’t stay
long,” the woman called as we started up.
“She works nights, and I do think we woke
her.”

When we found room 215, we knocked
carefully.
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“Come in,” called a soft voice.

Inside we found a small bright room with
large windows overlooking the street. A
four-poster bed, dresser, chair, and a small
table (with an electric hot plate on it) were
the only pieces of furniture. Everything was
covered with white lace, like clouds.

Seated by the window was a small lady.
Her arms were thin and so were her ankles.
She had white hair, pale skin, and fine lacy
lines all over her face. She almost seemed to
be made of lace too. She was wearing a gray
robe.

“Are you Mrs. Chesterton?” we asked,
standing by the door. It felt odd to be there.

“Yes I am,” the woman answered in a
small voice. Her eyes were dark but bright
against that small face. She reminded me of
a kitten.

“Can we speak with you?” Becky said
carefully.

Mrs. Chesterton smiled. “Of course. It’s
nice to have visitors. Just shut the door so we
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may be private. Working nights the way I
do, I don’t socialize as I did once. Why, to
keep up, I have to read the column in the
paper. So it’s always a treat to be with real
people.”

I shut the door quietly.

“Im afraid you will have to sit on the
floor,” she said. “There is nothing else.
Then you must tell me why two nice, polite
children should visit me. I've been informed
that it has something to do with Miss
Tobias.”

“It’s about some books that belonged to
her,” I said, as we sat down near her feet.
“Children’s books.”

Mrs. Chesterton smiled again, carefully
folding her hands in her lap. “Those chil-
dren’s books—” she said with a gentle shake
of her head. “That ss a story.”

Becky and I looked at each other. Maybe
we would get some answers at last!
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7 ... The Tale of Miss Tobias

“Once upon a time Miss Tobias was rich
and thought herself most clever,” began
Mrs. Chesterton, as if telling a fairy tale.
“She was not always a nice person, but she
did love children. I will say that. Why,
sometimes she used to go to the library here
in town and sit with them in the children’s
room reading stories. That’s how much she
enjoyed their company. They liked her, too,
and would even tell her their secrets.

“Now, Miss Tobias could have married if
she’d wanted to. Many times. But you see,
she was full of smart ideas. When she was
young, the men did not care for that. Oh,
those were different times. In fact,” Mrs.
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Chesterton whispered as if it were a secret,
“I do believe that’s what set her against
people—grown-up people in any case. She
used to say, ‘Children like me smart.
Grown-ups want me stupid.’” So, she never
did marry, and she never did have many
grown-up friends.”

Mrs. Chesterton pushed a wisp of hair
away from her forehead and placed it back
over her head with a hairpin. Then she
continued her story.

“Miss Tobias was rich to begin with, and
since she never married, she not only kept
her riches but gained more because she
outlived her family. And what do you think
she did with her money?” Mrs. Chesterton
said softly.

“I don’t know,” I answered, my voice
sounding loud.

“She bought books. Oh my, Miss Tobias
loved reading. Read a book a day sometimes.
But there was one kind of book she loved
more than any other kind. Can you guess?”

45



“Children’s books?” said Becky.

“Loved them more than anything!” said
Mrs. Chesterton. “All the good ones. She
used to say, ‘Alice’—that’'s my name—‘a
good children’s book is a book of promises.’
Oh my, yes, she had quite a collection.”

“What happened to it?” Becky wanted to
know.

“T’ll tell you. There she was—well off, but
of course getting older. I was her best, and
truthfully, her only friend. She would say,
‘Alice, you are my family now.” And so I
was. I took good care of her.

And then one day someone came and
announced that she was Miss Tobias’s niece!
We were so surprised. Yet it proved to be
both right and proper. A niece by the name
of Cynthia McPhearson.”

“Miss McPhearson will be my teacher
next year,” said Becky.

Mrs. Chesterton leaned forward. “Do you
like her?” she asked.

“Not much,” admitted Becky.

“Neither did I,” Mrs. Chesterton whis-
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pered, as if sharing a secret with Becky.
“And I'm afraid she and Miss Tobias did not
get on either. Very polite. Very regular. But
Miss Tobias was of a world gone by, while
Miss McPhearson was of this world. Even
the things they liked to read were different.
And of course there was one other big
difference. Miss McPhearson did not have
money.”

Again Mrs. Chesterton leaned forward,
her eyes bright. “Miss Tobias became jealous
of Miss McPhearson as time went by—
jealous that she was young. I think Miss
Tobias came to see that she had been timid
after all. What made matters worse was that
Miss McPhearson teased her aunt for shut-
ting herself up. And worse! She teased Miss
Tobias for reading children’s books! Do you
know what she would say?”

“That she was beyond such nonsense,”
said Becky.

Startled, Mrs. Chesterton sat up. “How
do you know?”

“I heard her,” said Becky. And she told
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Mrs. Chesterton about the summer reading
list.

“When Miss McPhearson said such things
to Miss Tobias about children’s books, Miss
Tobias would answer back, ‘What kind of a
teacher are you if you don’t like children’s
books?” And Miss McPhearson would an-
swer, ‘I like useful books, not the nonsense
you read.’

“But here comes the rea/ unpleasantness.
As I said, Miss Tobias had money. Miss
McPhearson did not. They were family and
so had obligations. Or so Miss Tobias would
say. The Tobias family had a long tradition
of leaving their money just to blood rela-
tions.

“One day at tea, Miss Tobias announced
that she had made a new will, and that she
had left Miss McPhearson all her treasure.

“Miss McPhearson—who was there—was
very happy, though I myself wondered at
that word ‘treasure.’ Later I said to Miss
Tobias, ‘I hope you are not going to tease
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that young woman from your grave.’

“‘Alice,” she said to me, ‘she will find
what she will find.” Then she laughed and
would say no more.

“Well, then Miss Tobias died. And when
the will was read, we learned that Miss
Tobias had left Miss McPhearson five chil-
dren’s books.”

Becky and I looked at each other. Five was
exactly how many books had been stolen
from the library. Then to be sure, I said, “Is
that all she left?”

“All,” said Mrs. Chesterton, “except for a
note. | remember it well: ‘Dear Niece: I have
given into your care the best of children’s
books. They should lead you to the happi-
ness you desire. But if not you, then for
everyone. Children’s books are full of prom-
ises.’

“Oh, my dears, Miss McPhearson wept!
To be teased from the grave is cruel. She
had expected so much more. But as it turned
out, Miss Tobias had very little money.
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It had quite gone. As for me, she left very
little.”

Mrs. Chesterton closed her eyes and sat
back, anger on her face.

“Was anyone else disappointed?” asked
Becky.

“I told you how she used to visit the
library,” said Mrs. Chesterton. “Do you
know what Miss Tobias would do? She
would slip in there secretly at night and read
the children’s books by moonlight. Imagine!
She used to say, “The moon is the best
listener.” I was always afraid that we'd be
caught. She even hinted to Mrs. Brattle that
she was going to leave the library something.
Mrs. Brattle hoped it would be money.”

“Was it?” I said.

“No. That was gone. It was all her old
books, except for the five she gave Miss
McPhearson of course. No, Miss Tobias was
not fair. They were 4/l disappointed. Even 1.
It was not nice. I must work nights cleaning

”

now.
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For a while Mrs. Chesterton appeared to
be thinking over what she had said, and it
was some time before she finally asked,
“What made you come to ask about Miss
Tobias?”

“Just curious,” I said. “There was a book
sale at the library and we saw Miss Tobias’s
name in lots of them.”

“Yes, eighty-four dollars and twenty-five
cents,” said Mrs. Chesterton, staring out the
window. “That’s what it came to.” She
continued to sit there, hands neatly folded in
her lap.

It took us a few moments to realize that
she had fallen asleep. We hadn’t even gotten
to the missing books part yet—or if she
knew if any of Miss Tobias’s books were
worth a lot of money.

Still, as quietly as we could, we left.
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8...Mrs. Brattle’s Confession

Becky and I were silent until we got out of
the hotel. “Miss McPhearson got five books,”
Becky blurted out. “And five were stolen.
Bet you anything she was the one who gave
them to the library. She doesn’t like kids’
books and probably never thought they were
worth much. You’ll see, they were the same
ones stolen. So that eliminates Miss Mc-
Phearson. She wouldn’t have to steal them
back, would she? She could have just asked
for them.”

“And I still say Mrs. Brattle knows more
than she’s been telling,” Becky grumbled. “I
mean, maybe she stole the books and blamed
me so no one would think of her. She takes
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them home with her, comes back the next
morning, and calls the police and blames
me. I think I once read a Nancy Drew story
like that. I guess Mrs. Brattle could tell us a
lot if she wanted to.”

“Let’s try her,” I said, turning toward the
library.

There were only a few people in the
library. We even thought Mrs. Brattle
wasn’t there. But when we stood at her desk,
by looking into the hall mirror we could see
her in the children’s room shelving books.

The children’s room is smaller than the
main room, but it has larger windows, and
it’s brighter. There are small tables and
chairs, and pictures of Humpty-Dumpty,
“Three Men in a Tub,” and some Book
Week posters on the wall. And there is a
plaque that says: “A reader is not one who
can read, but rather one who does read.”

When we came up to her, I began, “Mrs.
Brattle—"

She gave a jump. “Oh, it’s you,” she said,
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shoving books onto shelves. “I didn’t see
you.”

“Can we talk to you?” asked Becky.

“It’s about the book robbery,” I said.

Hastily, Mrs. Brattle took up another pile
of books and began reshelving them. “Less
said about that the better,” she said.

“We can’t forget it.”

“Do you want to check out some books?”
said Mrs. Brattle.

“I mean,” I pressed, “somebody did steal
those books.”

“I have to know what happened,” said
Becky. “I don’t want anyone to even think 1
might have taken them.”

Shoving the last book in place, Mrs. Brat-
tle sighed. “I suppose you’ll find out sooner
or later,” she said. “Let’s go back to my
office.”

In her office, she started talking right
away, as if the subject of the missing books
had been in her thoughts all along and she
wanted to get rid of it. “Mind you,” she said,
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“I didn’t do anything wrong. I just didn’t—"

“Didn’t what?” coached Becky.

“When old Miss Tobias died,” Mrs. Brat-
tle began again, “she left the library some
books. They were so worn I didn’t think we
could use them except for the book sale.
Most people prefer new-looking books.

“Then three weeks ago, we ran the usual
notice in the paper asking people for books.
Miss McPhearson called. She’s a teacher
here in town, and Miss Tobias was her aunt.
She said her aunt had left her five children’s
books that were of no earthly use to her. Did
we want them?

“Of course I said yes and fetched them.
And naturally I noticed what they were.
They included The Wizard of Oz and the
other books that were stolen.”

I looked at Becky. She looked at me. She
had been right.

“It’s so busy around here. And as I said,
I've no real help, so I was late getting
organized. Mr. Neal comes, but he’s only a
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volunteer. He thinks he knows books, but
he doesn’t. Then there’s Mrs. Chesterton,
who comes to clean at night. But the town
doesn’t really care about us. Oh, they brag
about the library. But I'd be ashamed to tell
you what I'm paid or what the book budget
is.

“Now, I don’t specialize in old books.
That takes special training. Still, I know that
sometimes valuable books are given to the
sale, and they can be worth money. What 1
do is let someone who knows about such
things look at them before every sale.”

“Who’s that?” Becky spoke up.

“Mr. Fitz-Williams. He’s that nice man
who runs the used book store in Allerton.
Very honest and knows a lot about books.

“Usually, I make a list of my sale books
and drop it in the mail to him. He tells me
which ones are valuable. Once I had a book
that was worth fifty dollars. He sells the
expensive ones, takes a small fee, and gives
the library the rest.
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“This time I didn’t have a spare moment
to make out a list. A few days before the sale
I just called and told him generally what I
had, mentioning that a lot were from Miss
Tobias.”

Becky sensed the climax of the story.
“What did he do?”

“Friday night—the night before the sale—
after I put those last five books downstairs
and went home, Mr. Fitz-Williams called
me. All excited he was. Seems he thought
that Miss Tobias had some very rare chil-
dren’s books in her collection. ‘You might
get thousands for those books,” he told me.
Why, he wanted to come right out that night
and look at them. But I said no, I was too
tired. He said he’d stop by the first thing in
the morning.

“I didn’t know what to think. After con-
sidering, I called Mrs. Chesterton—she had
been Miss Tobias’s companion. I told her
what Mr. Fitz-Williams had said—that the
books might be worth a lot—and asked
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her if she knew anything about them. She
said she didn’t know, only that the old lady
had given Miss McPhearson her best ones. 1
told her those were in the library too, but
she didn’t know anything about prices.

“Well, then I called Miss McPhearson just
to be sure she wanted to give them to us,”
Mrs. Brattle went on.

“Did you tell her how valuable they might
be?” I asked.

“Not exactly,” admitted Mrs. Brattle. “I
only said I might be able to get some money
for them. She wanted to know how much. I
said—and it was true—that I didn’t know.
She said, ‘Sell them. Just please don’t buy
any more useless children’s books with the
money.” You see, she really didn’t want
them.

“So I just left them there. I suppose I
shouldn’t have. I never dreamed what would
happen. After breakfast, I came here to
check on things. Right away I saw that those
five books were gone.
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“It was my fault. I admit that. Then I
made the further mistake of remembering
that Becky had asked for The Wizard of Oz. 1
called the police.

“But after you left, Mr. Fitz-Williams did
come. I told him what had happened. He
was very upset. He was even more upset
when he checked the remaining books.
There was nothing worth his trouble. And
when I described the missing books to
him—he asked me lots of questions—he said
they were worthless too.”

“Worthless!” 1 cried. “Then how come
someone took them?”

Mrs. Brattle shook her head. “I don’t
really know,” she said. “I just don’t. The
world seems to be going crazy. Do you
know this morning I heard that Ted Pegan’s
store, The Tree House, was broken into.
Nothing missing. Just broken into. I can’t
explain anything anymore.”
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9... The Secret of the Books

That night, while the air was thick as
chocolate pudding with the promise of rain,
Becky and I had a meeting on the front
porch.

Becky had gotten out a huge pad and a felt
marker and was trying to put the whole
thing together. She said that’s the way real
detectives did it.

First she wrote:

1. Tobias gives books to Libr.
2. 5 to Miss McPher.

“That was just to tease her,” I put in.
“That’s what Mrs. Chesterton thought,”
said Becky. “Maybe Miss Tobias really
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meant it to be a big thing. Remember when
you were four, you saved your used chewing
gum and gave it to Mom for Christmas?”
That wasn’t something I wanted to talk
about.
Becky wrote some more:

3. Miss McPher. hates books like that.
4. Gives them to Libr.

“Point five,” I said. “Mrs. Brattle tells Mr.
Fitz-Williams about them.”

“Six,” said Becky. “He thinks they might
be worth something.”

“Seven. He tells Mrs. B. he wants to see
them.”

“But Mrs. Brattle can’t be bothered.”

Becky threw away the pad.

“But she must have gotten worried,” I
went on, “because she got up early to check
the books. Five were gone.”

“She blames me,” said Becky.

“But the books turn out not to be worth
anything anyway,” I added.
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There it was. It didn’t make any sense at
all.

“Maybe—" I tried, “maybe we’re looking
at things backwards. Miss Tobias is the one
who said the books were valuable. Remem-
ber, she left a message with those books in
her will about their bringing lots of happi-
ness for people or something.”

“Not bringing,” Becky corrected. “Leading
to happiness.”

I thought for a while. Then something hit
me. “Maybe that’s it.”

“What's it?” said Becky.

“Maybe those books aren’t valuable—you
know, to sell—but maybe they Jead to some-
thing,” I said. “I don’t know what. The
point is, maybe it’s something iz the books
that leads—clues or something.”

“They’re all so different,” said Becky.

“Did you ever read them?” I challenged
her.

Becky considered, “You mean we should
read them and see if they have any clues?”
she asked.
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“Come on, Becky. We might find some-
thing. I'll even read Treasure Island and The
Wind in the Willows. 1 think they’re the
biggest.”

She began to catch my mood. “Okay,” she
said. “I'll read Winnie-the-Poob, Through the
Looking Glass, and The Wizard of Oz. They
shouldn’t be hard to find.”

Just then Gramp came out to the porch.
“Anyone for checkers?” he offered. Check-
ers is his favorite game. But we weren’t in
any mood to think about games.

Getting hold of the books was easy. We
actually had Winnie-the-Poob (bottom of the
closet), and some friends had Treasure Island
and The Wizard of Oz. We got the rest from
the library.

It wasn’t exactly work reading those
books. And they were a lot more fun than
Curious Facts About Obio. Becky started with
Winnie-the-Poob, while 1 began Treasure Is-
land. But she kept interrupting me. “Listen
to this,” she’d say, cracking up and then
reading something out loud.
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I didn’t care. I was reading about pirates,
Long John Silver, Jim Hawkins, and the
rest. But searching for treasure didn’t leave
much time for laughs, and I finally had to get
away from Becky.

The fact is, I couldn’t put Treasure Island
down. But just as they were looking at the
heaps of gold in Ben Gunn’s cave, my dad
made me go to bed. I finished the book with
a flashlight under the covers. It’s the best
way to read anyway.

The next morning Becky began Through
the Looking Glass. As she read it, she kept
stopping and saying, “This is so crazy—
crazy backwards,” until / nearly went crazy
backwards.

“Look,” I finally told her. “You read your
books on one side of the house, and I'll read
mine on the other.” She agreed, but every
once in a while she’d shout out, “Crazy!”

Now I was reading The Wind in the Wil-
lows. It was like eating the best ice cream
after the best pizza. It was a book about
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having friends—even though the best
friends are animals.

I was still reading that when Becky started
The Wizard of Oz. She didn’t say much about
it, but every once in a while she’d put the
book down and stare. Finally, I had to ask
what she was staring at.

“I keep wishing our street would turn to
gold,” she said.

It only took us two days to read all five
books. Then, after getting some exercise out
on the playing field, we got down to what we
had to do. “Okay,” I said. “What are they
about?”

“Winnie-the-Poob,” she began, “is about
some pretend animals who have adventures.
Not real adventures, pretend adventures.
There’s a character named Eeyore, a donkey
who wants to worry about everything. And
Piglet, a pig who gets nervous about every-
thing. At first I thought it was going to be
too young for me. But you know what? I
know two Eeyores and five Piglets myself.
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It’s really a great, funny book—Ilike a long
birthday party.”

“Go on,” 1 said.

“Through the Looking Glass is about this girl
Alice who goes behind a mirror and finds
herself in a place where everything is back-
wards. A place where you run fast just to
stay still. Actually, it’s all a chess game, and
Alice is on the white side against the red—
the Red Queen, that is. Alice wins.”

“What about The Wizard of 022”

“That’s about a girl too—Dorothy. She
gets picked up by a storm and goes to the
Land of Oz. She has all these great, magical
adventures before she finds a way to get
home. Even though it’s magic, it seems very
real, like it could happen to anyone. And it’s
much better than the movie.”

Then it was my turn. “Treasure Island is all
about pirate gold and how a boy—sort of
like me—and a pirate chief, Long John
Silver—he has a wooden leg—try to steal
treasure. It’s really exciting.”
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“Did they get the treasure?”

“Sure. In Ben Gunn’s cave. The boy is
fantastically brave.

“The Wind in the Willows is hard to de-
scribe. It’s about these animals, mostly Rat,
Mole, and Mr. Toad. Toad has some hilari-
ous adventures. Mole and Rat just feel good
being alive. I don’t know—it made me feel
good.”

And that was that. We were done.

“You thought the stories would have a clue
in them,” Becky reminded me.

“They all have talking animals,” I said.
“Except Treasure Island.”

“They’re all written by British authors,”
said Becky, “except The Wizard of Oz.”

“They all have maps in the front of the
books,” I put in, leafing through the books
all laid out in front of us. “Except Through the
Looking Glass.”

“They all have kids as important charac-
ters,” said Becky. “Except The Wind in the
Willows.”
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And finally I said, “They are one long
story, except Winnie-the-Pooh.”

We were getting nowhere. “What about
treasure?” 1 tried. “It’s in Treasure Island.
What about the others?”

Becky considered. “In The Wizard of Oz,
Dorothy was looking for a way to get home.”

“That doesn’t sound like a treasure to
me,” I said.

“In a way it is. She was looking for the
silver slippers. Only they were on her feet
all along. They really were treasures.”

“That’s two,” I agreed. “In The Wind in the
Willows, it’s not exactly a treasure, but Mole
and Rat get lost in the Wild Wood looking
for this Mr. Badger’s house. They only find
it by tripping over Badger’s foot scraper.
They sure act like it’s treasure.”

“That’s three!” sang out Becky, getting
excited. “And mn Winnie-the-Pook, Eeyore
loses his tail. Everybody looks for it, and
they find it in Owl’s tree house.”

“But there’s no finding of treasure in
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Through the Looking Glass,” 1 said, frustrated.
“It doesn’t fit.”

“Toby,” said Becky hopefully, “maybe
Through the Looking Glass was a mistake. It’s
so different from the others.”

We thought about that for a while.

It’s a funny thing. You can think and think
about something, some idea, and nothing
works until all of a sudden you see it differ-
ently. That’s what happened. It came to
me—ijust like that—and it was something
Becky had said.

“It was a mistake,” I said. “Because that’s
what it's about. Treasure. Miss Tobias’s
treasure. Someone is using those stories to
try and find it too.”

“How do you know?”

“Because,” I said, “that crook already
looked in the wrong place twice, that’s why.
And we should have guessed it before!”
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10... A Treasure Hunt

“Where did I say they found the pirate
treasure in Treasure Island?” 1 asked Becky,
trying to get her to figure it out the way I
had.

“You said in Ben Gunn’s cave.”

As soon as she said that, I ran to the back
of the house where we kept old newspapers
and brought back the top bundle. Then I
searched until I found Sunday’s edition.
Turning to the Checkertown page, I pointed
to the headline that read:

ROBBERIES

“You see,” I pointed out, “it wasn’t one
robbery. It was rwo. Read the story. Not
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about the library—the other one.” And
Becky read: “Mike Weikof, owner of the Gun
Shop, reported a break-in at his gun and sporting
goods store Friday evening. When he arrived at bis
store the next morning, be found the lock had been
forced and someone had entered. Nothing, howev-

er, had been taken.”
“It makes no sense,” said Becky, puzzled.
“Becky,” I said, “the Treasure was in Ben
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Gunn’s cave. Get it. Ben Gunn. Gun Shop.”

“But they said nothing was taken,” cried
Becky. “It’s just a coincidence.”

“Remember Winnie-the-Poobh?” 1 said.
“What was that treasure? You said they were
looking for something.”

“Eeyore’s tail.”

“Where did they find it?”

“Owl’s tree house.”

“Becky,” I said, trying to keep calm,
“remember when we were talking to Mrs.
Brattle? She said something about how Ted
Pegan’s tree service place was broken into.
What does he call the store? Mrs. Brattle
said it.”

Becky thought for a moment. “The Tree
House,” she said. “And nothing was taken
from there either.”

“You see,” 1 said, “that’s what it’s all
about. I bet you anything that Miss Tobias
hid a treasure somewhere in town. And you
know, the way you find treasure is by using
maps. It’s the maps in the books that can tell
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us where it’s hidden. Maybe it’s the rest of
her money!”

“You mean,” said Becky, “someone’s
going to look for a foot scraper like in The
Wind in the Willows?”

“It’s not the what,” 1 said. “It’s the where.
And that’s why you have to use the maps.”

Becky considered the whole thing.
“Through the Looking Glass doesn’t have a
map,” she insisted.

“Don’t worry about that one,” I told her.
“Everything else fits. In fact, it makes it
easier. Only one of the books probably
works, and that i1sn’t it.”

For the rest of the day and into the night
we studied the maps in the four books, but
Becky kept raising objections.

“I think it’s a great idea,” she said, “except
for one thing. If I had a map of England, I
couldn’t find much of anything in Mexico,
could I?”

I had to agree.

“Toby, look at these maps. They’re all
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from different places. They aren’t even real.
How can you find a real place with pretend
maps?”

“They’re clues,” I insisted. “All we have
to do is figure them out. And we have to do
it before the thief does.”
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11 ... More Clues

“Okay,” Becky challenged me, pushing
the map of Oz over. “You do it. Where are
the silver slippers?”

I studied the map carefully. “Where did
Dorothy find them?”

“Over here,” said Becky, putting her fin-
ger on the place where Dorothy landed on
the Wicked Witch of the East. “She put the
shoes on there, but she didn’t discover their
magic till later. She wears them all through
the book.”

“You see,” I said, “all we have to do is find
the witch’s house and we’ve solved the mys-
tery. Any witches in town?”

“That’s dumb, and you know it,” said
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Becky. “What about an emerald city. A
greenhouse!” she suddenly cried. “What
about that?”

“I don’t think that’s right. Where did she
learn about the slippers’ magic?”

“In the palace of Glinda the Good.”

“Come on, Becky, think,” 1 shouted.
“Where would you look for silver slippers?”

“There are no such things,” she shot back.

“A jewelry store,” I yelled at her. “Miss
Tobias was rich. She could go into a jewelry
store anytime she wanted.”

“It won’t work, Toby,” said Becky. “Even
if you’re right, the thief might be looking for
The Wind in the Willows treasure while we’re
waiting for the person to go after the Oz
treasure.”

I wasn’t going to give up. “I still say it’s a
jewelry store. Now, all we have to do is find
where the thing from The Wind in the Willows
is.” I went back to the map.

“You said it was in the Wild Wood. There
are no woods around here.”
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“Becky,” I pleaded, “remember that sign
in the library? ‘A reader is not one who can
read, but rather one who does read.” We
have to read the clues. It’s the only way.”

She made herself think. “Well, maybe
there’s a Mr. Badger in town,” she suggest-
ed. She went to get the phone book. Sure
enough, there was a J. Badger on Fourth
Street.

“Maybe you’re right,” she admitted.

“See,” I said, “now we know the next two
places. Don’t you see, Becky? Mrs. Chester-
ton said that everybody thought Miss Tobias
was rich. But when she died, she didn’t have
much at all. Even Gramp said that. I bet she
hid it all somewhere. That’s what happened.
Mrs. Chesterton said Miss Tobias was only
teasing Miss McPhearson. So she left the
books as a puzzle. Remember that will?
‘May they Jead to happiness.” That’s exactly
what one of the books can do.”

“Which one?” said Becky.

I ignored her. “But Miss McPhearson
doesn’t see it. She hates kids’ books. She
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gives them away. I'll bet you anything that’s
what Miss Tobias wanted to happen. Maybe
she even planned it that way. But you see,
somebody else figured it out. And that person
stole the books.”

“I still think you’re missing something,”
Becky said.

“And you’re just saying that because [
figured it out,” I told her. I was so mad that I
went inside and grabbed the day’s paper. I
turned to the Checkertown section—and I
almost died. Because, sure enough, there
was a new headline:

MORE ROBBERIES

Another in the continuing series of mysterious
break-ins took place in Checkertown in recent
days. On Tuesday night Noble’s Lumber Compa-
ny reported that its main office had been entered.
Nothing, bowever, appeared to be missing. The
next night police reported that Miss Ranck’s
Royal Shoe Store was entered, though once more
nothing was taken. Police admit that they have
no clues and are greatly puzzled by this rash of
odd crimes.
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“Lumber company,” said Becky, when I
showed her the article. “What’s that got to
do with anything?”

“Mole found Badger in the Wild Wood,” 1
reminded her. “Get it—lumber—wood.”

Becky actually let out a moan. “And it
wasn’t a jewelry store for the silver slippers.
It was a shoe store!”
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12 ... The Biggest Clue

We felt cheated. We didn’t know who the
thief was, or even what the treasure was.
And when Becky reminded me that we still
didn’t know how Through the Looking Glass fit
in, it began to look as if we might be wrong
about everything. I mean, I started to think
the puzzle had to work on all of them if it
meant anything. But it didn’t.

Still, we had a feeling that the thief didn’t
know any more than we did. After all, the
newspaper kept reporting that nothing was
taken. It looked as if Miss Tobias had tricked
everyone. Nobody could untangle her puz-
zle.

We talked about it over and over again.
Oh, we did other things. We had fun,
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played, and saw friends. But the question
was always in the back of our minds, “Who
stole The Wizard of 022"

Then, to make things worse, it began to
rain. After so many hot days, this should
have been a relief. The trouble was that it
rained not for one day but for three. There
was nothing to do.

On the third rainy day, Becky and I were
sitting on the porch doing nothing more
interesting than watching the water drip.
Things were that dull. Finally, I said, “How
about a game of something?”

“What?” she asked.

- I tried to think of a game we hadn’t played
recently. “Stratego?” She shook her head.
“Sorry?” Again, no. “Checkers?”

“I don’t care,” she said. “Anything.”

I brought out the checker set and put out
the pieces. Then I held up my fists. She
touched the hand with the black pieces.

“You first,” I said, waiting for her to
move. But I could see she really didn’t want

to play.
84



“Come on,” I called, trying to get her
going. “Make it a battle. We’re two armies.”
I waved my hand over the board. “It’s a rea/
battle. Don’t think of it as a board. It’s a
map.”

She nodded.

Then, out of nowhere, she screamed—
“That’s it!” 1 was so startled that I knocked
over the board.

“What are you talking about?” I scolded.

Becky was leaping up and down as if she
were skipping rope. “You were right,” she
kept saying. “You were right!” And grab-
bing the checkerboard, she held it over her
head. “It is a map,” she yelled. “They all
have maps!”

I still didn’t know what she was talking
about.

“Don’t you see?” she cried. “All the books
had maps except one of them. That’s what I
kept saying. But the chessboard is a map. So,
Through the Looking Glass has a map, too. All
the maps were of other places. But this map is
right here—Checkertown. Toby, isn’t a
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chessboard the same as a checkerboard?”

“I guess so,” I admitted.

“Remember what you read me from Curi-
ous Facts About Obio?” she prodded. “How
Checkertown was laid out just like a check-
erboard?”
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Becky fetched Through the Looking Glass
and returned with the book open to the
chess problem.

“All the other books had people finding
things,” I reminded her. “You didn’t say
anybody found anything in this one.”

Instead of answering, Becky turned to the
title page. “Through the Looking Glass,” it
read. Then, in smaller letters—but still part
of the title—it said: And What Alice Found
There.

“That’s what she found,” insisted Becky.
“The whole story. The story is that she wins.
And it tells where she wins right on the chess
map.” She handed me the book. “In the
story,” she added, “Alice beats the Red
Queen.”

“Hey!” I said. “Miss McPhearson has red
hair!”

“And look here,” 1 added, reading the
chess problem in the book. “It tells just
where the pieces moved. I mean, the end of
the story is the last move. It takes place right
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here,” I said, pointing to one of the squares
on the map.

“What’s that spot on the Checkertown
map?” asked Becky.

I went and got the phone book with the
town map in it. Then we set the chess map
(from the book) and the town map (from the
phone book) side by side so the squares
matched. We looked at one, then the other.

“The last move is where Alice beats the
Red Queen,” said Becky, and she put her
finger down on the Checkertown map.

“That’s where the library is,” I said.

For a moment we just thought about it.

“All we have to do is figure out where in
the library the treasure is hidden,” Becky
said softly.

Even as she said that, I knew. I really did.
“That big mirror between the library main
room and the children’s room, remember? I
bet the treasure is right behind the mirror. 1
mean, a mirror is a looking glass, isn’t it?”

“Through the Looking Glass,” Becky giggled.

“And What Alice Found There,” 1 added.
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13 ... Through the Looking
Glass

“Let’s get it!” cried Becky, ready to go
right then.

But I had a different idea. “I bet the thief
hasn’t figured it out yet,” I said.

“Well, let’'s go before he does,” said
Becky. “Come on!”

“Becky,” I said. “We have to use the
treasure as bait.” She looked at me queerly,
until I added, “Aren’t we trying to find out
who took the books in the first place?”

“I suppose so.”

“The honor of your name?”

“Toby, I don’t care anymore.”

“Yes you do. Just sit down and listen.”
She did reluctantly, but I knew I'd have to
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talk fast, or she’d be off and running. “You
know the part in the paper that has Checker-
town news? Well, maybe we could call the
woman who writes it and tell her about that
thing I read in the book—about Checker-
town and the checkerboard. If they printed
it, and if the thief read it, he might get the
same idea we got. It would be a trap.”

“Too many ifs,” Becky warned.

“We could still try,” I said. “Mom knows
the woman who writes that page. We could
call her.”

Becky still wasn’t very enthusiastic. But
the way I figured it, it was the best chance
we had.

Anyway, I got the reporter’s name from
the paper, found her phone number, and
called. “This is Toby Almano,” I said. “You
know my mother.” Then I told her that I
had been reading a book about Ohio and
that there was something in it about Check-
ertown. “I just thought you might like it for
your newspaper column,” I suggested. I
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held my breath until she said, “Why don’t
you read it to me?”

I had the book right there, of course, so I
read the paragraph to her. She thought it
was really interesting.

“Do you think you might print it?” I
asked.

“I might,” she said. “People always like
that sort of thing.” And she asked me to read
it all over again so she could write it down.

“Will she print it?” asked Becky when 1
hung up.

“Maybe,” was all I could say.

Right off, we tore over to the library. We
didn’t care that it was still raining. When we
got there, Mrs. Brattle was at her desk. She
gave us a nod, but didn’t seem to pay us any
further mind.

We headed for the children’s room. As we
walked down the little hallway past the
mirror, we had no doubts. We just knew.
The mirror was tall and skinny, with a
decorated, heavy frame full of fancy spiral
designs. It had to be right.
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I looked back over my shoulder at Mrs.
Brattle. She was watching us. I nudged
Becky back into the children’s room.

“I think she suspects something,” Becky
whispered, and she snuck out into the hall—
only to have Mrs. Brattle look up again.
Becky came back fast. “We’ll have to do
something,” she said. “Go ask her a question,”
she told me. “While she’s busy with you, T'll
look behind the mirror.”

Becky hung around the mirror while I
went over to Mrs. Brattle. When the librari-
an looked up, I said, “I'm trying to find
something about—dinosaurs in the encylo-
pedia. Can you help me? I can’t find any-
thing.”

“Are you sure you spelled it correctly?”
she asked.

I had to think for a second to make sure I
got it wrong: “DIN A S A U R,” I said.

She frowned, then spelled it correctly:
“DINOS A UR. Try that,” she said,
and went back to her work.

Not having much choice, I went to the
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encylopedia that was behind her desk and
started going through it. “I still can’t find it,”
I said.

Mrs. Brattle got up from her desk and
started to help me. As soon as she turned her
back, I saw Becky trying to look behind the
mirror. I was dying to watch—I expected a
crash any second—but I had to continue the
act I had started. As it was, Mrs. Brattle
found the section very fast.

“Thanks!” I said, almost yelling as I
caught sight of Becky diving back into the
children’s room.

I spent a few seconds pretending to read
the article, then strolled out to the lobby.
Becky joined me there.

“Well?” was all I said.

She just grinned.

“What is it?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “But whatever it
is, it’s stuck behind the mirror alright. It’s
about halfway up and wrapped in green.”
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14 ... Setting the Trap

The Allerton newspaper reaches town at
about three o’clock. The day after we had
called the reporter, Becky and I were wait-
ing for it at one o’clock. When it finally
came, we bought the first copy, ripped it
open to the Checkertown page, and there it
was—right in the middle of the column:

An old book about Obio reminds us of how
Checkertown got its name: “The railroad section
manager, who planned the town and laid out its
streets, was so taken with the game of checkers
that be designed the town streets in checkerboard
fashion. Eight streets running one way and
eight the other.”
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Like a shot, we tore down to the library,
through the hall, past the mirror, and into
the children’s room. Becky even managed a
squint behind the mirror. Whatever it was,
it hadn’t moved.

Becky and I sat down at a table that was in
a perfect place. If anyone fooled with the
mirror we would see right away. But two
hours went by and nothing happened.

Then at five o’clock, Mrs. Brattle came
into the room and told us the library was
closing for suppertime. We had to go out
with her.

She locked the doors behind us, said,
“Good night,” and walked off.

Becky pinched my arm.

“What’s that for?” I said, jumping.

She pointed at Mrs. Brattle. “She’s got the
‘newspaper with her!”

So of course we didn’t dare leave. Instead,
we sat down on the front steps and waited.
Then, maybe ten minutes later, Becky
jumped up as if she’d been stung. “There’s a
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back door,” she cried, and took off. “I'll
watch that.”

An hour passed and still nobody came.
But to be sure, we had to stay—one of us at
either side of the building. Every once in a
while we’d check on each other.

At a quarter to seven Mr. Neal appeared.
He nodded to me as he went up the front
steps. He was also carrying the newspaper.

“Where’s Mrs. Brattle?” I blurted out.

“She’s not feeling very well,” he said.
“She asked me to work tonight.”

I tried to follow him inside, but he would-
n’t let me. “The library’s closed until seven,”
he said firmly.

I ran out back to tell Becky.

“She’s not sick,” Becky insisted. “You’ll
see. She’ll come. It’s just another alibi.”

As soon as Mr. Neal opened up we ran
inside. We headed straight for the children’s
room, stopping first for a quick squint be-
hind the mirror. /¢ was still there.

We got some books and pretended to be
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reading. There wasn’t much else we could
do. A few times Mr. Neal came in to give us
dirty looks, but he didn’t say anything. That
is, not until a few minutes to nine. Then he
came in to announce, “We're closing. Did
you want to check something out?”

We got up slowly and went to the door. I
kept watching Becky, hoping she’d think of
something. But she didn’t. As it was, Mr.
Neal just about pushed us out and locked
the door.

“Now what?” I said.
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