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    PROLOGUE


    Here’s everything you need to know about me:


    1. I’m a super sleuth (which is another word for a detective, only awesomer);


    2. I do not have a head shaped like a giant lemon (no matter what my stupid big brother says); and


    3. I have a nemesis. Her name is Cassidy Strong.


    Note: she is evil.


    And it’s because of Cassidy Strong that I’m standing in front of the whole school, and I’ve just told everyone I’ve solved the biggest case in the history of Hub Hill Primary. Only one problem: I haven’t solved the case, I’m not even close to solving the case, and Cassidy Strong (remember, she’s the evil one) tricked me into saying I had. That’s why she’s standing in the front row with a grin so wide it looks like she’s got a banana jammed sideways in her mouth.


    Because of her, my whole reputation as a super sleuth is in jeopardy.


    You might wonder why I’m telling you all this. It’s so, while you read this book, you never forget Cassidy Strong is evil. There might be parts of my story where you start thinking she’s not so bad. Believe it or not, there was even a time when I thought that myself. But I was wrong and I don’t want you to make the same mistake, or you could end up in front of the whole school about to ruin your career.


    So now we’ve got that out of the way, I can get back to my story.


    Just remember: never, ever trust Cassidy Strong.


    YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED!


    Right then, now I’ll go back to where all the trouble began for me: the day I got the biggest case of my career, and the day I first met Cassidy Strong.
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    CHAPTER 1


    This was it. This was the moment. My first real case as a super sleuth. Most of the time my cases involved missing juice boxes, lost lunch money and wanton destruction of library books. (What can I say? It had been a slow year for serious crime at Hub Hill Primary.) But now one of my classmates, Gruber, who once superglued his head to a basketball (long story), had been the victim of an actual, real-life crime. His bike had been stolen.


    I put on my crime-solving hat (which is actually my dad’s baggy cricket cap – I’ll tell you more about that later), and my loyal assistant, Eamon Lee, and I examined the crime scene (also known as the bike racks). It was so exciting. I felt like I was in an episode of CSI: Hub Hill Primary.


    Most other kids had gone home for the day, apart from some stragglers waiting to get picked up by their parents, and there were some construction workers milling about. They were supposed to be building our school’s new gymnasium, but seemed to spend most of their day drinking iced coffees and eating sausage rolls.


    There were no more bikes left in the bike racks. I pulled out my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: Gruber’s bike – gone.


    Gruber was watching me with a big smile on his face.


    ‘This is so cool,’ he said. ‘A real live detective case. I’m glad my bike got stolen.’


    Gruber often said weird things like this. He was … well … weird.


    ‘Maybe my bike was stolen by pirates,’ Gruber said. Another one of the weird things about Gruber was, he always had these wild theories. The year before, Gruber thought Wolverine had stolen his lunchbox! Not the comic book character, but the actor, Hugh Jackman. Boy, it took him a long time to live that one down.


    ‘I found this.’ Eamon trotted over and handed me a lolly wrapper. I studied it. It was black, red and gold.


    ‘Can I go home now?’ Eamon asked. ‘We’ve got that big maths test tomorrow.’


    He’s a sweet kid, Eamon, but he lacks focus sometimes.


    ‘Crime never sleeps,’ I told him.


    ‘Oh, okay.’ Eamon frowned and went back to searching for clues.


    Eamon had always been the smartest kid in all of Hub Hill Primary. He actually liked mathematics, and most other subjects. I know it seems implausible, but he really did. And he was also the only kid who wore a tie to school, even though it wasn’t part of the official school uniform!


    Despite these obvious personal defects, he was a reliable offsider who understood that behind every great detective was a great assistant. Sure, he might not have had a lot of the glory of solving cases, but he had the satisfaction of knowing I might briefly praise him when I write my world-famous memoirs one day. Not a whole page or anything, but I might write, ‘Eamon was a good assistant’ if he continues to faithfully serve me for the next fifty years. So he had that to look forward to.


    Gruber watched me studying the lolly wrapper. ‘Have you solved the case yet?’
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    ‘Almost,’ I said, and I showed him the lolly wrapper.


    ‘It’s just a lolly wrapper.’


    I smiled. ‘To the untrained eye, Gruber, it’s just a lolly wrapper, but to a super sleuth like me this could be a vital clue, one that cracks the case wide open and leads me to your bike thief.’


    ‘Wow. Awesome.’


    I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: Clue found – lolly wrapper – probably unimportant.


    I decided it was time for me to interrogate Gruber.


    ‘Was your bike chained up?’ I asked.


    Gruber’s eyes went as wide as plates. ‘Was it chained up? With a chain? No. I mean yes. I mean sort of. I think it was. I mean I think my parents would be really annoyed if I forgot to chain up my bike. So yes, I definitely remembered to chain it up.’


    I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: Gruber probably didn’t chain his bike up.


    ‘I never forget to chain up my bike because my mum writes it on my arm,’ Gruber said. Gruber showed me his arm. Written on it, in black texta, was: Don’t forget to chain up your bike.


    I reopened my notebook, scribbled out Gruber probably didn’t chain his bike up and wrote: Gruber definitely didn’t chain his bike up.


    ‘Do you have any enemies, Gruber?’ I asked. ‘Have you upset anyone recently? Preferably someone who likes lollies?’


    Gruber thought about this for way too long. It was like thoughts went into his head and got lost for a while before they came back out again. Eventually he said, ‘My little brother likes lollies.’


    I nodded. ‘Interesting. Does he go to this school?’


    ‘He’s four.’


    ‘I see, and does he have a motive for stealing your bike?’


    Gruber thought about this. ‘I dunno. But he likes to pick his nose and eat the boogers.’


    I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook again and wrote: Gruber’s brother has a history of antisocial behaviour. Status: prime suspect.


    Just then I felt the presence of pure evil in the vicinity. It was either that or a cold breeze on my back. Seeing as how I was about to meet Cassidy Strong for the first time, I’m guessing it was the former.


    I turned round and saw Principal Labbermeister. She was escorting a little girl and her dad through the school. The little girl was wearing this pink ribbon in her hair and a pink dress with flowers on it, purple socks with love hearts on them, and glittery shoes.


    In case you haven’t already guessed, the little girl was Cassidy Strong.


    Cassidy Strong’s dad was a huge round man in a suit. He looked like a hot air balloon with legs, and he had the most impressive moustache I had ever seen.


    I decided that when I got old enough to grow facial hair I was going to have a moustache just like his.


    The big man was frowning, and he was looking at the school like he was worried you could catch something just by standing near the buildings.


    ‘Your school is very …’ He paused. ‘How can I put this without sounding rude? Quaint?’


    Principal Labbermeister glared at him. ‘I know our little school doesn’t look like much, Mr Strong, but it’s really a superb educational institution.’


    Mr Strong huffed, ‘I guess you’ve tried to do the best you can with the obviously woefully inadequate funding that you’ve been given. I suppose it will have to do until we can move Cassidy to a suitable private school.’


    Principal Labbermeister clenched her teeth and pretended to smile. ‘Marvellous.’


    Mr Strong didn’t say anything – he just raised one bushy eyebrow at Principal Labbermeister.


    I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: New girl’s dad doesn’t like our school. He obviously has a good eye. His moustache looks like an overfed caterpillar.


    ‘This school looks so splendid, Principal Labbermeister,’ Cassidy squeaked. ‘I’m so excited. I wish I could start right now.’


    Somebody hand me a sick bag.


    You didn’t have to be a genius to work out this little Cassidy girl was laying on the false charm as thick as peanut butter, but for some reason Principal Labbermeister, who is usually pretty sharp at spotting Academy Award-winning performances by students, didn’t seem to notice.


    ‘That’s wonderful, Cassidy.’ She smiled. ‘We’re very excited about having you here too. Look, here are some of your fellow students.’


    It was at this moment that Cassidy Strong noticed her little ‘perfect student’ routine had an unexpected audience. Busted! For a moment my eyes and Cassidy’s eyes met. We were like two gunmen in the wild west. The smile dropped off her face.


    ‘Wesley Booth,’ Principal Labbermeister called out, and every time Principal Labbermeister uses your full name you know you’re in trouble. ‘I think I saw your mother waiting to pick you up at the front gates, and I’m guessing your parents are waiting for you two also, Eamon Lee and Gruber Dean. Stop loitering.’


    I couldn’t believe Principal Labbermeister was referring to my detective work as loitering. Luckily she turned her stern glare away from us because she was too busy trying to convince another clueless parent our school wasn’t as bad as it looked, which it definitely was.


    ‘And over here is our gymnasium,’ she said. ‘You’ll have to excuse all the construction, Mr Strong. It’s currently being revamped.’


    Principal Labbermeister and Cassidy’s dad walked off, and Cassidy walked over to us.


    ‘Hi. I’m Gruber,’ Gruber blurted out. ‘My bike got stolen.’


    ‘I’m Eamon,’ Eamon said. I notice he’d stopped looking for clues. I made a note to mention this in his next performance review.


    I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want this new girl knowing my name.


    ‘I know all your names,’ she said. ‘Principal Labbermeister just said them.’


    Oh, I’d forgotten about that.


    ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.


    I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: New girl asks lots of questions. Suspicious.


    ‘Wesley is a super sleuth,’ Gruber said. ‘He’s going to catch the thief who stole my bike.’


    ‘A super sleuth?’ Cassidy frowned.


    ‘It’s a detective,’ I said.


    ‘I know what it is, Dummy.’


    Dummy? Did she just call me a dummy? I was starting to dislike this new girl. She looked at my cricket cap.
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    ‘Why are you wearing that stupid hat?’


    I wrote in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook: New girl has no concept of fine hat fashion.


    ‘Cassidy,’ Cassidy’s dad called out. Principal Labbermeister was currently handing him a hard hat so they could inspect the gymnasium construction site.


    ‘Coming,’ Cassidy called. She turned back to us and grinned. ‘I bet the only thing you guys catch is a cold. I like your tie,’ she said to Eamon. Eamon’s cheeks went red. ‘See you tomorrow.’ She waved and skipped off.


    I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: New girl could be the most annoying person who ever lived.


    ‘She’s so pretty,’ Eamon said, adjusting his tie. ‘Like a movie star.’


    ‘Only if that movie is Attack of the Killer Trolls,’ I said. I laughed at my own joke.


    ‘She smells like strawberries,’ Gruber said.


    Something weird was going on here.


    ‘I like strawberries,’ Gruber said.


    They both couldn’t seem to take their eyes off Cassidy.


    ‘I love strawberries,’ Eamon sighed dreamily.


    It was obvious Eamon and Gruber had been sucked into this new girl’s web of flattery and deception, but I was not going to be so easily fooled. I made a note in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook: New girl. Classification: irritating, but not all that dangerous.


    It wasn’t the first time I’d be wrong about Cassidy Strong.
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    CHAPTER 2


    I am a well-known mystery solver at our school. You could say I am famous. Eamon reckons it’s only Gruber who thinks that, but Eamon doesn’t know everything.


    It all started when a policeman, Detective Davies, came to our school on Careers Day. We’d already had vets and lawyers and a professional surfer come in to tell us about their jobs, and also my dad, because he is a geologist, which means he looks at rocks all day. Dad brought in a heap of his favourite rocks and talked about how his job ‘rocked’. My dad loves rock jokes, and that was actually his best one for the day (which gives you an idea of just how bad some of the others were). I think Dad ensured none of the kids in our class would ever want to become a geologist.


    But Detective Davies was different. Detective Davies was cool. He showed us his badge and talked about how being a detective wasn’t as ‘glamorous’ as it looks on TV. But I reckon he was just as awesome as a TV detective, and all the other kids in my class did too.


    When Detective Davies asked for a volunteer to solve a mystery, I put my hand up. I’d never volunteered for anything ever before. When I got up to the front of the class, Detective Davies said the best detectives were people who could ‘see past the obvious’. I told Detective Davies I wasn’t sure if I could do that, but my mum did say I was a ‘switched on’ little kid. Everyone laughed at me, but not Detective Davies. He told me this puzzle. He said it was to ‘test out my detective potential’.


    ‘There are ten people,’ he said, ‘all trying to crowd together and get shelter under an umbrella. They can’t all fit, in fact not even half of them can fit, yet none of them, not even one of them, gets a single drop of rain on them. Why?’


    No one in the class could work out the answer, no matter how hard they thought about it, and not even Eamon, who usually knows the answer to everything. Detective Davies asked me if I knew the answer.


    I thought about it and said maybe they all didn’t get wet because it wasn’t raining.


    Detective Davies said that was right. He was pretty impressed, and I think everyone else was as well. Detective Davies said I was a ‘regular Sherlock Holmes’ and maybe I should think about being a detective one day.


    So ever since then, whenever there is a mystery at our school, people think of me, and when I grow up I want to be a famous detective like Sherlock Holmes. If you don’t know who Sherlock Holmes is, he’s this master detective from books a long time ago. Detective Davies told me Sherlock Holmes was the most famous detective ever. I’ve now read all the Sherlock Holmes books, or at least all the ones that have been turned into comics.


    The best thing about Sherlock Holmes, apart from the fact he was the original super sleuth, was, he wore this hat that had the world’s coolest name: a deerstalker! How wicked is that? But they don’t sell deerstalkers in my town (which is a travesty) so instead I wear my dad’s old baggy cricket cap. It isn’t quite as cool as a deerstalker, but it lets people know I’m a serious super sleuth.


    And now I was a serious super sleuth on the trail of Gruber’s stolen bike.


    But my mum didn’t appreciate the enormity of my first real case. She was just annoyed I’d made her wait for half an hour to pick me up in front of the school.


    ‘I’m not running a taxi service, you know,’ she said as I climbed in the car.


    Just as well she wasn’t running a taxi service, because I didn’t think her customers would have appreciated her sharp tone.


    But I knew why Mum was angry. She was under a lot of pressure lately. A few years ago she left her job as a receptionist and started her own gift basket business, which was why her back seat was currently piled high with baskets. Her business had a website and everything. She made baskets for Easter, Christmas, birthdays, Valentine’s Day, baby showers, christenings, and … well, pretty much anything you could think of. She once made a basket for the winner of a homing pigeon race that was shaped like three pigeons on an Olympic podium! Dad always said it was amazing how Mum created a ‘merchandising empire’ with nothing but cellophane and a computer mouse. But Mum hadn’t been so excited about her business lately, and she kept saying it wasn’t ‘making ends meet’, which I think meant it wasn’t making enough money.


    I told Mum how Gruber’s bike had been stolen and I was on the case, and if my detective business took off she could come and work for me, probably in the mail room or something. She just smiled and said, ‘That’s nice, dear.’ I bet Mum and Dad both think me wanting to be a detective is just a phase. Like the time I spent a whole weekend trying to teach our dog, Bench, how to ride a skateboard. That didn’t work out very well, and probably was just a phase, but I’m sure being a detective isn’t.


    You might be wondering why our family dog is called Bench. I’ll tell you why, because it’s a pretty interesting story.


    Our family dog is called Bench because Dad found him tied to a park bench one day. We don’t know why someone tied him up there, and why they never came back to get him. He didn’t have a collar or anything. Dad brought him home because it was going to rain soon, and the next day Dad and I went back to the park and I helped him put up signs all over with pictures of Bench on them, although his owner probably calls him a different name.
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    No one ever came to get Bench, and so he lives with us now, which is good because he is a great dog. And whenever you tie him up somewhere he always waits really patiently.


    Mum reckons his owner must have always gone places where you had to leave the dog outside a lot, and so they taught Bench to be a good waiter, and to sit quietly without barking at other dogs or people. I wonder if Bench is still waiting for his owner to come back, even though he’s been living with us for years now.


    Bench was waiting for us on the front doorstep when we got home. I took him inside and told him all about the case with Gruber’s stolen bike. I didn’t tell him about the annoying new girl. I think it’s best to shield Bench from some of the harsher realities of life. I showed Bench my notes in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook. He licked the page and lay down and went to sleep.


    At dinner I told my mum, my dad and my big brother about the case of Gruber’s missing bike.


    ‘Mum, can you pass the lemon juice, please?’ my brother asked. ‘Oh, no, wait. It’s okay – I’ll just squeeze Wesley’s head. There’ll be plenty to go round.’


    My brother proceeded to try to grab my head until Mum told him off. Here I was, contemplating the biggest case of my career so far, and I had to put up with a big brother who was always trying to squeeze lemon juice out of my head. I bet Sherlock Holmes never had to put up with this sort of stuff.


    I didn’t like it when my brother talked about my big head. Okay, so yes, my head is a bit bigger than the head of a normal kid my age. But my head is not that big to look at. Although, sometimes when I look at it in the mirror and stare really hard for a long, long time, it sometimes looks like my head is slowly getting bigger.


    Mum says my brother is just teasing me and making me ‘paranoid’, and if my head is bigger, then it’s just to ‘fit in my big brain’. But I’m not very good at maths, or anything at school really, not like Eamon, so I don’t know if my brain really is that big.


    My brother is an idiot, anyway. He has failed his driving test four times.


    I told you how my mum sells baskets on eBay, and my dad’s a geologist. Well, my brother is in high school and all he cares about is girls, and he reckons he’s going to be a rock star one day, but I’ve heard him play guitar and that definitely isn’t going to happen! He has about as much chance of becoming a rock star as a walrus has of becoming a ballerina.


    If my dad hears my brother say he’s going to be a rock star, then my dad always says he’s already a ‘rock’ star at work, and Mum always groans. I warned you earlier about my dad’s jokes. He has a million jokes about rocks, I reckon, which means Mum does a lot of groaning.


    As soon as dinner was finished I raced up to my room with Bench, and together we started working on the case. I drew diagrams of the layout of the school bike racks, and I tried to work out how a thief might steal a bike without being seen. I looked up the colours of the lolly wrapper we found (black, red and gold) and found out these are the colours of the German flag. I also found out there are over eighty-one million people in Germany, so that didn’t narrow down my list of suspects very much. I wrote a note in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook: Ask Gruber if his little brother is German.


    Mum came up to check if I was doing my homework and I said I would in a minute. But I got so involved in working on the Gruber stolen bike case that I didn’t even take my school books out of my bag. This didn’t turn out to be such a good idea, because if I had taken my maths book out of my bag I would have remembered we had a maths test tomorrow. A maths test I should have been studying for, and a maths test I was now surely going to fail!
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    CHAPTER 3


    Failing maths tests is bad. Failing maths tests is the sort of thing that gets a kid grounded, and grounded kids don’t get pocket money, and you need pocket money to save up for a fingerprint kit, and I was saving up for a fingerprint kit.


    Now, I’m not brilliant at maths, but I can usually pass a maths test if I study a lot the night before. It would have been okay if I had remembered about the maths test a bit earlier, and then I could have done something about it. Like I could have pretended I contracted some rare fatal disease during the night and got the day off school.


    But I didn’t remember about the maths test until I was sitting in class and Mr Tam said, ‘Maths test today, everyone. How exciting is that?’ To Mr Tam everything is exciting. He’s forty, single, and on weekends he likes to re-enact great wars throughout history with little miniature pewter (my dad told me that’s a type of soft metal) soldiers in his shed, so it’s no wonder he finds maths tests exciting.


    As soon as I heard Mr Tam say ‘maths test’, I knew I was in big trouble. I contemplated faking a heart attack on the spot, but I didn’t want Mr Tam to connect that defibrillator, which is on the wall in the front office, to my chest. I’ve heard it sends a million volts of electricity through your body. And Mr Tam just might do that. He gets overexcited very easily.


    The only student in the class who looked happy about the maths test was Eamon. He’d already got his pencils out, and his pencil sharpeners, and he’d cleaned his glasses and was sitting with his hands clasped in front of him and his eyes closed, which is how he says he ‘gets in the zone’ for tests.


    Gruber was not as ready: he had two of his pencils shoved up his nose. He’d just finished telling us how he had to ride his sister’s old bike to school today, and when Gary Connors saw, he said he would punch Gruber’s lights out if he saw him riding a girl’s bike tomorrow. Gary Connors had red hair and was a foot taller than every other kid in class, which came in especially handy for him because he could grab kids by their ankles, hang them upside down and shake them until all their lunch money came out.


    ‘So I might walk to school tomorrow,’ Gruber said.


    The only other kid who sat at our table was Neville Peel. And when Neville saw I was so panicked about the maths test, he said, ‘It doesn’t matter, Wesley – nothing really matters.’ He took a big puff of his asthma inhaler. ‘We’re all going to die one day anyway.’ That’s Neville Peel for you – Mr Optimism. He reads vampire novels all the time, and he only wears black. Even his asthma inhaler is painted black.


    I was just about to scream that the school was on fire in the hope that everyone would panic and run out of the room, and we’d have to have the test tomorrow, when things got worse.


    Cassidy Strong walked into class.


    ‘How exciting, kids! We have a new student joining Math-a-palooza.’ I probably forgot to mention before that Mr Tam doesn’t call our class maths class, he calls it math-a-palooza. He thinks it makes mathematics more fun. He is wrong.


    ‘What a cool name for a maths class, Mr Tam,’ Cassidy said.


    Oh no, she’s at it again. Somebody fetch me a sick bag.
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    Eamon’s arm was up in a flash. ‘Cassidy can sit with us,’ he almost screamed out. Then he got himself under control. ‘I mean, if she wants.’


    ‘That’s very hospitable of you, Eamon,’ said Mr Tam, and before I could object the worst had happened: Cassidy was sitting at our table.


    I had liked having a spare seat at our table. It had been a good spot to put my bag, and Neville reckoned he liked to pretend we used to have another student sitting there until they got hit by a car and died. Did I mention Neville has some weird issues with death?


    ‘Hi, Super Sleuth,’ Cassidy said to me, with the same tone in her voice as if she was saying, Hey, Moron. ‘Cracked the case of Gruber’s stolen bike yet?’


    I can tell she thinks I’m not really a detective.


    ‘I’m following up on some leads,’ I told her.


    ‘Oh, yeah.’ Cassidy smirked. ‘I’m sure.’


    ‘We’ve narrowed it down to eighty-one million potential suspects,’ Gruber said. I realised I never should have told Gruber about the German connection to the lolly wrapper.


    ‘I like the ribbon in your hair,’ Eamon said.


    ‘Now, Ms Strong,’ Mr Tam said from the front of the class as he removed a wad of test papers from his satchel. ‘We’ve having a maths test today. Or as I like to call it, a math-a-thon, but seeing as you didn’t know about it you can be excused.’


    ‘That’s okay,’ Cassidy said. ‘I don’t mind, Mr Tam. I love maths … sorry … math-a-palooza.’


    That was just going too far. Love maths? How could anyone believe that? I felt like leaping up on the table and exposing Cassidy for the phoney she was.


    But Mr Tam just laughed as if what Cassidy said was the greatest thing he’d ever heard, which was hardly surprising considering he spent ninety-nine per cent of his leisure time with tiny inanimate metal soldiers.


    ‘Wonderful! Then let the math-a-thon commence!’


    I soon realised the worst thing about Cassidy Strong coming to class and sitting at our table was that she’d distracted me from thinking of ways to get out of the maths test. And now Mr Tam was putting the tests in front of us and telling us we had half an hour, and there was nothing I could do.


    In my head I was saying, ‘Please be multiple choice. Please be multiple choice.’ Multiple-choice tests are the saviour of the ill-prepared student. But as I opened my eyes I saw that it was just a regular put-answers-down test, and as I looked at the first five questions I realised I hadn’t the foggiest idea what to write for any of them.


    ‘I think I went pretty good,’ Cassidy said about a half an hour later. ‘Apart from question thirty, I think I might have got full marks.’


    ‘Wow.’ Eamon smiled. ‘Pretty and good at maths. This girl’s got everything.’


    I was starting to get concerned for Eamon’s state of mind.


    ‘I don’t really care how I went,’ said Neville, and he took another big puff of his asthma inhaler. ‘Nothing we do here will matter when we’re six feet under.’


    ‘I drew pictures of dragons on the side of my test,’ said Gruber, who must have forgotten he had two pencils up his nostrils, because they were still there.


    ‘How did you go, Wesley?’ Cassidy asked me. I knew she knew I didn’t do so well, on account of she must have seen me banging my head against the table halfway through the test.


    Luckily for me I didn’t have to answer. The bell went and I was able to make a quick exit from the classroom. I made sure I put my maths test on the bottom of the pile, so Mr Tam would mark it last, but it was only going to delay the inevitable. I didn’t think Mum would be very happy to hear that I didn’t study for the maths test because I was busy working on Gruber’s stolen bike case. She was already annoyed about that case after I made her wait in front of the school for half an hour.


    So now I had to deal with that, an assistant who was losing his focus, and a new girl who was proving more and more of a hindrance. I was starting to realise that sometimes it’s hard being a super sleuth.
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    CHAPTER 4


    That night Eamon came over for dinner so we could discuss the Gruber case, but all he wanted to talk about was Cassidy Strong.


    ‘Did you know her father is the head of a major corporation?’ Eamon said at the dinner table. ‘He owns businesses all over the country. Cassidy said they once had the Prime Minister come to tea at their house.’


    I was finding it hard to stomach any food with all this Cassidy Strong talk going on.


    ‘Sounds like someone might have a little crush,’ Dad said.


    Eamon’s cheeks went red.


    ‘Does she have a fit older sister?’ my brother asked. My brother says ‘fit’ instead of ‘good-looking’. ‘Maybe her dad could sponsor our new band – Quasimodo’s Landfill.’


    ‘That’s the dumbest name for a band ever,’ I said.


    ‘Well, I was thinking of calling us “My Brother is a Big Fat Lemon Head” but it doesn’t have the same ring to it.’


    ‘Christopher, stop teasing your brother,’ my mum said. ‘Actually, I think I’ve heard of Cassidy’s dad.’ Mum spooned some peas on to her plate. ‘Noah Strong. He was in the paper last week. He looked like a very forceful man. I doubt he’s ever been too scared to ask his boss for a pay rise, even though he’s been there forever and he deserves one.’


    Dad put his fork down. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


    ‘Nothing. Nothing,’ Mum said. ‘But you should be getting paid more.’


    ‘What do you want me to say, Maureen? Our budgets at work have been really cut. My boss is between a rock and a hard place.’


    We all stared at Dad.


    Dad smiled at Eamon and me. ‘Get it, kids, a rock and a hard place?’


    Eamon and I both pretended to laugh.


    ‘This is hardly the time for jokes, Jeff,’ my mum said. ‘We’ve got bills to pay.’


    I won’t go into the rest of the argument my parents had, because parent arguments are pretty boring. But basically Mum was upset because Dad wouldn’t ask his boss for a pay rise, and Dad was upset because Mum used to earn more money as a receptionist than she did making gift baskets, and then Mum gets upset because Dad is not supporting her ‘dreams’ and without dreams she might as well just grow old and die (sounds like she and Neville should swap notes), and they go on and on like this for ages. See, I told you it was boring.


    ‘Well, that was awkward,’ Eamon said when we were upstairs in my room.


    ‘I know,’ I said. ‘Mum really overcooked that lasagne, but I didn’t want to say anything.’


    ‘No, I mean your parents arguing,’ Eamon said. ‘Cassidy’s parents are separated. Her mum lives in Prague. She’s a world-famous model.’


    ‘What’s awkward,’ I said, ‘is that you keep going on about Cassidy.’


    ‘Well, I like her.’


    I put my hand on Eamon’s shoulder. ‘I didn’t want to have to do this, but I’m going to have to put my foot down. You can’t see Cassidy any more.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘I’m afraid it’s distracting you from your work.’


    ‘What work? I don’t even get paid. And you can’t tell me who I can and can’t hang out with.’


    ‘I’m afraid I can, Eamon. I’m your employer.’


    ‘No, you’re not.’


    ‘Wesley.’ My mum knocked on the door and came in, without any regard for the fact I was holding a business meeting. ‘Phone call for you.’ However, I was happy she had interrupted. I didn’t want to talk about Cassidy Strong any more. I would have been happy to never hear Cassidy Strong’s name ever mentioned again.


    ‘Who is it?’ I asked Mum.


    ‘Cassidy Strong,’ she said.


    I stormed downstairs and picked up the phone.


    ‘Hello, Wesley Booth Super Sleuth,’ she said, with that same annoying tone that I was now starting to realise was just her normal voice.


    ‘How did you get this number?’ I asked.


    ‘Eamon gave it to me. He told me he’d be over your house tonight.’


    I glared at Eamon.


    ‘Is that Cassidy?’ Eamon had a grin from ear to ear. ‘Hi, Cassidy.’


    ‘Why are you ringing, Cassidy?’ I asked.


    ‘I just wanted to tell you I’ve solved the case of Gruber’s missing bike.’


    ‘What? You can’t have.’
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    ‘Oh, don’t tell me you haven’t solved it yet. It was easy. I thought you were a super sleuth.’


    ‘Look, Cassidy, I don’t know what sort of a trick this is, but you can’t have solved the case of Gruber’s stolen bike yet.’


    ‘Well, that’s weird, because I have. I’ll be revealing all at school tomorrow. Just thought I’d let you know. Seeya.’


    After I hung up the phone, Eamon said, ‘Did you say hello from me?’


    I didn’t dignify that with a response. I was still reeling from Cassidy’s phone call. This was a disturbing development. There was no way she could have solved the case yet. She’d only been at school one day! But I had this strange sick feeling deep down in my tummy, and it had nothing to do with Mum’s burnt lasagne.
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    CHAPTER 5


    ‘Dot’s had her handbag stolen!’ Alice Black screamed at me as I walked in the school gates the next morning.


    In medieval times they used to have these people called town criers who walked the streets clanging bells and shouting all the latest news and gossip. At our school we didn’t need a town crier, because we had Alice Black, and she didn’t need a bell, because her voice was loud enough all by itself.


    ‘Stolen,’ Alice said, looking like someone had given her an early Christmas present. ‘There’s police at the front office and everything.’


    ‘Well.’ I began to pull my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook out of my bag. ‘This sounds like a job for Wesley Booth Super –’


    ‘I bet you Cassidy Strong can solve the case,’ Alice squawked. ‘She’s amazing. Did you hear she already worked out who stole Gruber’s bike?’ And then she took off, charging towards some kids who were getting dropped off by their parents.


    This is stupid. There was no way Cassidy Strong could have solved Gruber’s stolen bike case yet. She was lying. I didn’t know why or how she intended to get away with it, but she was definitely a gigantic fibber.


    I walked over to the front office. There were police cars there, just like Alice Black had said, and almost the whole school was crowded on to the front lawn.


    I saw a policewoman leaning on the bonnet of a police car, sipping a takeaway coffee. A policeman was standing nearby and interviewing Dot. He was dodging Dot’s flailing arms as he wrote stuff in his notebook.


    Dot is our school receptionist. Her favourite expression is, ‘A smile doesn’t cost anything but it’s worth a lot’. If you weren’t looking happy enough whenever you visited the front office, you were liable to get a suffocating, lavender-soaked, Dot hug. Dot always called people ‘pumpkin’, as if naming people after the world’s most inedible vegetable was somehow a term of endearment. Mr Tam always said Dot was a ‘one-woman army’ and our whole school would fall apart without her. I think Mr Tam liked Dot.
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    Speaking of Mr Tam, he was on the front lawn as well. Kids were scrambling to see what was going on, and Mr Tam was busy warning everyone to stand back. Mr Tam was still wearing his skin-tight Lycra cycling suit, blue arrow helmet and wraparound sunglasses, all of which he wore to ride his bike to work. Mr Tam thought this get up made him look like a professional cyclist. Mr Tam was wrong.


    I saw the policewoman leaning on the police car gawking at Mr Tam. I could tell she was thinking what we all thought: if people like Mr Tam were teachers, then our education system was in serious trouble.


    I scanned the crowd of kids. I saw Neville Peel first.


    ‘Did Dot really have her handbag stolen?’ I asked Neville.


    ‘I don’t know.’ Neville shrugged, taking a puff of his asthma inhaler. ‘Maybe, or maybe someone died. Did you know somewhere in the world someone dies every second of every day? Five people died while I told you that.’


    ‘Nice talking to you, Neville,’ I said, and I went looking for Eamon. I found Gruber.


    ‘I overheard Dot tell the police officer she just left her handbag on the counter for a second,’ Gruber said, ‘while she went to the toilet. She didn’t hear the office door, but when she came back her handbag was gone, just like my bike.’


    I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: Hub Hill Primary is in the grip of a crime wave.


    ‘Do you think Cassidy will solve the case?’ Gruber asked.


    I stopped writing. ‘Why does everyone keep saying that? I’m the only super sleuth at this school.’


    ‘Not any more,’ I heard a voice say from behind me. I didn’t have to turn round to know who said it.


    ‘Hello, Cassidy,’ I said.


    Cassidy Strong had her hands on her hips, and she was looking smug. Eamon was standing beside her, even after I specifically forbade him from hanging out with her. I was losing track of the number of black marks Eamon was accumulating against his permanent employee record.


    ‘Nice to see you, Super Sleuth,’ Cassidy said. She looked towards the front office. ‘Looks like I have another case to solve now I’ve wrapped up the case of Gruber’s stolen bike.’


    ‘You have not,’ I said.


    Cassidy laughed. ‘You mean you still haven’t figured it out? Wow, I’m sorry, but that’s really sad. Looks like you can put on all the silly French berets you like, but it doesn’t make you a real detective.’


    ‘It’s a cricket cap.’


    ‘I don’t care if it’s an astronaut’s helmet,’ Cassidy said. ‘It doesn’t work.’


    I glared at Cassidy. ‘Okay then, smarty pants, if you’re a real detective then tell us. Tell us all who stole Gruber’s bike. Otherwise you’re just a liar.’ We had a good crowd of kids watching us now, and I couldn’t wait to expose Cassidy’s deception.


    ‘I’m not a liar,’ Cassidy said, with a smile. ‘Except for before, when I said it was nice to see you. I was lying about that. But it was so easy to work out who stole Gruber’s bike. All I did was start thinking about how someone would steal a bike. Then it came to me: bolt cutters.’


    ‘Bolt cutters?’ I said.


    ‘Try to keep up, Booth,’ Cassidy said. ‘Bolt cutters. To cut the chain. And who uses bolt cutters? Builders.’


    ‘Builders?’ I didn’t have any idea what Cassidy was getting at. I noticed she was still wearing that stupid pink bow in her hair.


    ‘Wow.’ Cassidy smirked. ‘You’re really struggling with this, aren’t you, especially for a self-proclaimed super sleuth. The builders working on our gymnasium.’


    ‘What? Why would they steal Gruber’s bike?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ Cassidy said. ‘But they’re liable. Do you know what liable means?’


    ‘Of course I know what it means, Cassidy,’ I said. I didn’t want anyone to see me writing in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook right now, so I made a mental note: Look up what the word ‘liable’ means.


    ‘Anyway,’ Cassidy said, ‘after school my dad and I went over to the construction site, and my dad screamed at the foreman for half an hour. Dad said either one of the foreman’s staff had stolen Gruber’s bike, or someone else had stolen the site’s tools and used them to steal Gruber’s bike. Either way the builders had breached their duty of care. Do you know what duty of care means?’


    ‘Duh,’ I said. Second mental note: Look up the meaning of ‘duty of care’.


    ‘So …’ – Cassidy talked to everyone now, like she was delivering the closing address at a school debate – ‘my dad threatened legal action, the foreman said he didn’t want any trouble, and he wrote my dad a cheque for five hundred dollars.’


    ‘Case solved!’ Gruber cheered, until he saw me eyeballing him. ‘Sorry, Wesley.’


    ‘Wait a minute,’ I said. ‘That’s not solving the case. You’re just finding someone to blame who probably had nothing to do with it.’


    ‘My dad told me there isn’t much difference,’ Cassidy said. ‘And my dad should know. He sues lots of people.’


    ‘It’s awesome, Wesley.’ Gruber tried to convince me. ‘For five hundred dollars I can buy an even better bike than the one I had before.’


    ‘Not quite five hundred,’ Cassidy said. ‘There is the matter of my fee – ten per cent.’


    I glared at Cassidy. ‘You’re going to charge Gruber fifty dollars?’


    ‘Well, I have expenses,’ Cassidy said. ‘And I have to give ten dollars to my assistant.’


    Now it was my turn to laugh. ‘Your assistant? No one would be stupid enough to be your assistant.’
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    But then I stopped talking, because the guilty look on Eamon’s face told me everything.


    ‘Eamon!’


    A booming voice interrupted our conversation. ‘Should be in class!’ We all turned to see Principal Labbermeister looming over us. ‘You all should be in class. Not standing in front of the school getting in the way of a police investigation.’


    Everyone stared at Principal Labbermeister.


    ‘Don’t you understand English?’ she said. ‘Get to class – now.’


    Kids started to clear out pretty quickly after that. Cassidy grinned at me as she walked off. ‘See you round, Super Sleuth.’


    I should have left too, but I was still in shock. Eamon looked mortified. ‘Sorry, Wesley, but I like Cassidy, and she already paid me ten dollars.’


    ‘You, Eamon, are dead to me,’ I said.


    Principal Labbermeister cleared her throat. ‘I’m sorry for the misunderstanding, Wesley Booth and Eamon Lee, but when I said everyone off to class, that included the two of you. Schooling is important,’ she said. ‘Especially’ – and she looked down her pointy nose at me – ‘mathematics, Mr Booth.’


    And suddenly I was nervous, because maybe Mr Tam had already marked my maths test, and I’d done so badly he’d talked to Principal Labbermeister about it. And there was no way that could be good.


    Luckily, Principal Labbermeister’s attention was distracted. She stormed off when Gary Connors screamed out, ‘Hey, Mr Tam, that suit is so tight I can see your weenie!’ This made the policewoman leaning on the bonnet of the police car snort, and coffee spluttered out her nose.


    As I walked off I overheard the policeman saying to Dot they often didn’t solve cases like this. It was usually a crime of ‘opportunity’ he said, probably just someone who visited the office, saw Dot’s handbag on the counter and swiped it.


    I did a final sweep of the area for clues. I caught sight of two things. Lying just beside the path to the office was a black, red and gold lolly wrapper. Beside this lolly wrapper were two large muddy footprints.


    I pulled out my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote four things.


    The first thing was to look up the meaning of ‘liable’ and ‘duty of care’.


    The second thing was: Black, red and gold wrapper found at the scene of both crimes.


    The third thing was: New clue found – large muddy footprints.


    And the fourth thing was: If Cassidy Strong wants a war, she’ll get a war.
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    CHAPTER 6


    My mum often said it was good to be ambitious, but you shouldn’t set your sights too high. I think she often said this when she wished her basket-making business was doing better, or she was referring to my brother, who had his sights set on becoming the world’s biggest rock star and being the first person to play a rock concert on the moon.


    Actually, a rock concert on the moon would be perfect for my brother, because then nobody on Earth would have to listen to him play guitar.


    Someone else who was setting her sights too high was Cassidy Strong. She’d been at our school barely five minutes, and already she was trying to swindle her way into the position of resident super sleuth.


    In maths class the next day, Mr Tam said he was halfway through marking our maths tests. He said there had been some very exciting results, and he looked at Cassidy when he said this, which even Eamon looked upset about. Then Mr Tam said there had been some not-so-exciting results, and I swear he looked straight at me when he said this, which meant two things. Firstly, my ruse of putting my test on the bottom of the pile so it would get marked last hadn’t worked. And secondly, I might have done worse in the test than even Gruber, and don’t forget Gruber spent the whole test drawing dragons in his columns.


    Anyway, that wasn’t even the worst part of maths. The worst part was when Neville told Cassidy about Detective Davies’ riddle, the one with all the people under the umbrella and how come none of them got wet, and Cassidy solved it almost straight away.


    ‘Is that it?’ She giggled. ‘Wesley goes around calling himself a super sleuth because he solved a simple riddle. A three-year-old could work that out. Oh, that is priceless.’


    My mum says you should never use the word hate, so I won’t tell you what I thought of Cassidy Strong right then.


    But I wasn’t going to be defeated. I almost flew out the door after maths class, and at lunch I made up some fliers informing students that interviews for the position of my new assistant would be held in the library. On the bottom of the fliers I wrote: Applicants must be loyal. Note: I have had trouble with this before.


    I put fliers up all over the school, including the noticeboard in the front office. This doubled as a good excuse to search for clues in the case of Dot’s stolen handbag.
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    The muddy footprints and the lolly wrapper had been cleaned away. When I walked in I found Coach Connors manning reception. He was the school’s PE teacher, except he acted like he was training children for the army special forces. He was also the coach of the school soccer team, and he was Gary Connors’ dad, which explained where Gary Connors got his anger management issues from.


    Coach Connors had his tennis shoes up on the front counter and was leaning back and bouncing a tennis ball off the ceiling. I asked where Dot was and Coach Connors said he was filling in for her on account of she’d gone home for the day.


    ‘Still upset about her bag being stolen, I suppose,’ Coach Connors said. ‘So the coach stepped in to save the day.’ Coach Connors often referred to himself as ‘the coach’.


    I noticed there were two entrances to the front office: a door from the staffroom down the hall and the front double doors. The front double doors had a bell on them, and I remembered what Gruber said about Dot not hearing anyone come in. I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: Thief may be a teacher, which is logical since teachers are predisposed to evil.


    I asked Coach Connors about sticking my flier up on the noticeboard. He said I could, but only if I tried out for the school soccer team this year.


    Gary Connors played on the school soccer team, of course, and I’d heard he’d already put two players in hospital that year, and the season hadn’t started, and those were players on his own team. So, not surprisingly, I didn’t want to try out for the school soccer team.


    I told Coach Connors I’d rather go stick a flier up in the canteen, as the canteen lady, Ms Campton, didn’t blackmail students for personal gain. Coach Connors said I was a ‘weird’ kid, but the offer was still open to try out for the soccer team. He said with my big ‘noggin’ I’d be good at heading the ball.


    I wasn’t in a good mood after I left the front office.


    Next morning I asked Mum if I could borrow her organiser for my interviews. She said that was okay, but there would be ‘big trouble’ if I didn’t bring it home that night. My mum called her organiser her ‘second brain’. She kept everything in it: all her appointments, things she had to remember, and orders for her basket company.


    It also had this cool application, Candidate Selector, on it, for when Mum used to be a receptionist and they interviewed people at her company. You could score interviewees out of ten in all these categories, like personal appearance and aptitude, and Candidate Selector would draw a graph to tell you who was the best person to hire.


    It turned out I didn’t need the organiser, as I only had one applicant. His name was Gruber, and he was ten minutes late, which was despite the fact he had written in texta on his arm: Assistant interview tomorrow. Don’t be late.


    ‘Have you had any past experience?’ I asked Gruber.


    ‘As what?’ Gruber said.


    I sighed. ‘As a detective’s assistant.’


    ‘Well, no, but I watch Penguin PI.’


    I stared at him. ‘Isn’t that a kid’s show?’


    Gruber shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s about this penguin who lives in the New York Zoo, and he solves cases, and it’s awesome. Last week he had to help a polar bear find its iPhone.’


    I frowned. ‘Why would a polar bear own an iPhone?’


    Gruber stared blankly at me. ‘I don’t know. I guess to call other polar bears.’


    I had to admit Gruber sort of had me there. I gave Gruber a score of two out of ten for the category past experience in Candidate Selector. This was actually Gruber’s highest score for any of the categories.


    I pressed the evaluate button and waited for Candidate Selector to tell me if I should employ Gruber or not.
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    The application returned a verdict. It was accompanied by a loud warning siren and a flashing red light.


    ‘How did I do?’ Gruber asked, looking hopeful.


    I stared at the screen, and back at Gruber. ‘I’ll just see if there are any other applicants waiting in the hall,’ I said.


    I checked the hall. There were no other applicants.


    ‘Okay, Gruber,’ I said. ‘You’re hired.’


    ‘Yay,’ said Gruber. ‘Cassidy may have got me a new bike, but I still think you’re the superist super sleuth in school, Wesley.’


    ‘Okay, Gruber, thanks. Superist is not a real word, by the way, but thanks.’


    Gruber grinned. ‘No worries, Boss.’


    I got up and closed the door, and my new assistant and I went about designing a top secret strategy, not just for solving the case of Dot’s stolen handbag, but also for bringing down the evil one (aka Cassidy Strong).
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    CHAPTER 7


    Over the next twenty-four hours the Cassidy Strong situation got progressively worse. Apparently, Dot heard Cassidy had solved the case of Gruber’s stolen bike, and Dot was so impressed she paid Cassidy and Eamon a ten-dollar ‘retainer’ to investigate the disappearance of her handbag. Gruber and I went to the front office and I asked Dot if she would be interested in paying a retainer to a real detective, not a big phoney. Dot just laughed and talked about how wonderful it was that we all wanted to help her, but she couldn’t pay any more retainers, so why didn’t we all just work together?


    I told Dot I would rather swim across a river of crocodiles wearing a crocodile-attracting wetsuit than work with Cassidy Strong, but it was Dot’s lucky day, because I would take on the case pro bono, which means for free. I had found out lots of cool legal words while looking up ‘liable’ and ‘duty of care’.


    I bet with Dot’s retainer in her pocket, Cassidy was probably thinking she had the upper hand on me, and this school was hers. But I knew I had two advantages over Cassidy Strong:


    1. I was the only person who knew a black, red and gold lolly wrapper had been at the scene of both crimes; and


    2. I had been at Hub Hill Primary for a long time, and that meant I had contacts.


    One of those contacts was Pat Winston. Pat Winston was the school groundskeeper. Most of the time when you saw Pat, he was standing about, leaning on his rake, and doing what he called ‘watching the world go by’. One time I had yard duty with Pat and he said, ‘I ain’t going to make anybody do yard duty if they don’t want to, but if you’re interested in helping make this school a prettier place, then I’ll come along and help you pick up some litter if you like.’ I found out it was worth it to do yard duty with Pat, because he had a million awesome stories about school, and teachers – like how Principal Labbermeister liked rap music and Coach Connors was scared of clowns. Turned out because Pat spent so much time watching stuff, he knew everything that happened at school.


    So next day after lunch, I found Pat busy beside the science rooms, standing in a giant pit full of plastic pipes. He had a piece of L-shaped pipe in his hand and he was looking at it like it was a Rubik’s cube he couldn’t figure out. ‘I wish I could remember where this bit went,’ he said. ‘I have a feeling it might turn out to be important.’
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    I asked Pat if he knew of any teachers who were German.


    ‘German?’ he said. ‘No, no German teachers at this school.’


    Pat must have noticed the disappointed look on my face, because he added, ‘But our school janitor is German.’


    Of course, I’d completely forgotten about Mr Krause. Actually, it was ironic that Mr Krause was the person in charge of keeping our school clean, because he was the dirtiest-looking person ever. He had bits of food in his beard, he smelt like cabbage, and he always wore the same pair of grey overalls, which looked like they’d never seen the inside of a washing machine. I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook: Mr Krause is German. Status: New prime suspect.


    ‘Thanks, Pat,’ I said.


    ‘No problems,’ said Pat. ‘Glad I could be of assistance.’ That was one of the best things about Pat: he always acted like any question you asked was a completely normal thing to ask.


    ‘Now let me ask you something, Mr Booth. Your father isn’t a plumber, is he?’


    ‘No. Geologist.’


    ‘Ah well, that’s a shame.’ Pat popped the piece of L-shaped pipe back in his pocket. ‘Never mind. I suspect I’ll find out what this piece does when I turn the water back on.’


    I thanked Pat and ran and caught up to Gruber, on the way to maths class. I told Gruber he had to cover for me.


    ‘What,’ Gruber said. ‘How?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘If Mr Tam asks where I am, just make up some sort of excuse why I couldn’t come to class.’


    Gruber looked worried. ‘Sounds hard.’


    ‘Just come up with something,’ I said. ‘Anything. It’s important. I have to follow Mr Krause.’


    It took me ages to find Mr Krause. He was mopping the floor in the school canteen after the lunchtime rush. I watched him go up and down the rows with his mop bucket, scratching his bottom and blowing his nose every now and again.


    It was pretty boring.


    After a while he stopped beside a table where there were a few leftover, half-eaten sandwiches. Mr Krause looked around. He put a couple in his mouth. He looked around again, and he put the rest in the pocket of his overalls. I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: Mr Krause likes sandwiches.


    Next Mr Krause went to clean the toilets over by the science rooms. When he finally emerged half an hour later, Mr Krause was eating another sandwich. It was either one of the ones he put in his pocket from the canteen, or one he found in the toilets, which was too gross to even think about.


    It had been about an hour and I was beginning to wonder if following Mr Krause was such a good idea. If he was the thief, it could be days before he stole again. Although, he had stolen the half-eaten sandwiches from the canteen. But I wasn’t sure if this was enough to pin him to the other two crimes. Plus, I’d sort of worked out the thief might have accessed the front office by the staffroom, and I wasn’t sure if janitors even used the staffroom.


    I checked my watch and saw it was almost home time, so I decided to follow Mr Krause to one more location. It was lucky I did, because the next place he went was the secret door.


    The secret door was one of the school’s biggest mysteries. It was on the back of the drama workshop, but from inside, where the door was supposed to be, there was just a wall.


    Neville Peel reckoned the door led to an underground room, and if someone died on school grounds they used the room to store the body until the morgue came to pick it up, and sometimes the morgue forgot and bodies would stay down there for weeks, maybe even years. Alice Black was always telling everyone that when her older brother went to our school he had three things confiscated, which he was sure were now locked away in a vault behind the secret door: a box of fireworks, two samurai swords and a radio-controlled hovercraft. Eamon theorised that when they did renovations to the drama workshop they bricked over one side but never got around to bricking over the other side, so the door didn’t actually go anywhere. Eamon was always ruining all the fun like that.


    Even Pat wouldn’t tell me what was behind the secret door. Whenever I asked him, he would just smile and say, ‘Some secrets should stay secrets.’


    Anyway, no student had ever, in the history of Hub Hill Primary, seen anyone go into or out of the secret door – until I did. From where I was watching behind a tree, I saw Mr Krause walk around the side of the drama workshop, stand by the secret door and look around to make sure no one was watching. He pulled out this huge ring full of keys and flip-flopped them over in his hands until he found this big old-fashioned-looking iron key. He put it into the keyhole of the secret door, turned the key with a clunk, opened the door and disappeared inside.


    I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Now I was able to finally tell Eamon, who was not my favourite person right then, he was wrong about the door not going anywhere.


    Fifteen minutes later Mr Krause emerged from the door. He checked around to make sure no one was watching, again. It was obvious there was something suspicious about that door. Mr Krause pulled another sandwich out of his pocket and off he went.
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    I watched Mr Krause go, and then I saw something that made a tingle shoot up my whole body: I saw the secret door wasn’t fully shut. Mr Krause had gone around the corner already, so I ran over to check if I was seeing what I thought I was seeing. Sure enough, the secret door hadn’t closed properly. I was sort of excited and scared at the same time. I would maybe never get another opportunity like this. I grabbed the door handle and pulled, and the door came open. It was awesome. I was about to become the first student ever at Hub Hill Primary to see what was behind the secret door.


    I looked around, just like Mr Krause had done a moment ago. I took a deep breath, and I stepped into the darkness.
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    CHAPTER 8


    Behind the door there were some steep stone steps going underground. At the base of the steps was one flickering light globe. It was pretty spooky.


    The steps led to a small, skinny room. Inside was a pile of cleaning supplies, a mop bucket, a chair and a desk with a television on it, as well as rows and rows of shelves filled with dusty paint cans.


    I wondered if Mr Krause was the only person who had a key to come down here. There was no sign of any confiscated items. But then I saw something even better than samurai swords and radio-controlled hovercrafts – something that was past the back of the storeroom – and it was the most amazing thing I had ever seen in my life. I didn’t have time to do anything else, because the very next second I heard a booming voice shout, ‘Wesley Booth. Achtung.’


    I screamed and spun round and there was Mr Krause.


    ‘Students are not allowed down here,’ he bellowed. ‘You are breaking school rules.’


    I didn’t know what to say. I was totally busted. I was starting to wish I’d never come down here.
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    Mr Krause smiled. I couldn’t tell if it was a good smile or a bad smile, but I did notice Mr Krause had very dirty teeth. Under different circumstances I would have politely suggested he invest in some dental floss.


    ‘I saw you follow me,’ he said.


    I gulped. ‘You did?’


    ‘Ja. You are about as good at following as you are at mathematics.’


    Now that was weird. What had Mr Tam been doing? Going around telling every single person in this school how badly I’d done in my maths test?


    ‘Und I know why you’ve been following me,’ Mr Krause said.


    ‘You do?’


    Mr Krause took something out of his pocket, unwrapped it and put it in his mouth. It wasn’t a stolen sandwich. It was a lolly. A lolly that had been in a black, red and gold wrapper.
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    CHAPTER 9


    Right then I was sure Mr Krause was the thief. And I thought he knew I knew, and I thought he was angry. But I didn’t expect him to say what he said next.


    ‘You have been following me because you want to see der secret tunnel, ja?’ He smiled.


    ‘Huh?’ I said. But I knew what he was talking about, because that was the amazing thing I’d seen before – a long passageway extending off beyond the storeroom. It looked like it went all the way under the school. You couldn’t even see the other end of it.


    Mr Krause laughed. ‘No student has ever been through der secret tunnel,’ he said. ‘But today is your lucky day, Wesley Booth. Lolly?’


    Mr Krause fished some sweaty lollies out of his pocket and offered me one. They all had soggy black, red and gold wrappers.


    ‘Ah, no thanks,’ I said.


    ‘Ja, they are no good for you. Rot your teeth,’ he said, as he unwrapped three lollies and popped them in his mouth.


    ‘Okey dokey,’ he said. ‘I am on my way to clean the toilets on the other side of school. Der secret tunnel is a good short cut. You can follow me if you like?’


    Mr Krause shuffled past me and disappeared down the dingy, narrow stone tunnel. For a moment I thought about running back up the steps and not stopping till I got all the way home. But Mr Krause didn’t seem so scary any more. He sort of reminded me of a jolly, German, Father Christmas, if Father Christmas wore stinky overalls.


    But I also wondered how safe the tunnel was. It looked old. Maybe it was built before there was even a school here. What if it collapsed? I wished my dad was with me, because he would have known what sort of stones the tunnel was made of, and how strong they were. Then again, Dad would have probably made some sort of lame joke, like he would have slapped the wall and said, ‘Looks rock solid to me.’


    But Mr Krause didn’t seem worried, so I guessed it was okay, and the tunnel had light bulbs all the way along it.


    So I balanced my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook on my head for protection, and I followed Mr Krause down the secret tunnel. I asked him who built the tunnel and why, and if there were any other secret tunnels under the school.


    [image: ]


    ‘You ask lots of questions,’ Mr Krause said. ‘I don’t know who build der tunnel. All I know is, it’s a good short cut.’


    At the other end we came to more stone steps, which led up to another door. This door opened into the storage shed next to the gymnasium and the oval. I could hear the jackhammers of the construction site next door. The storage shed was where all the highjump mats and other sports day equipment was kept. I noticed it was also being used by the builders to store some of their tools, like wheelbarrows and bolt cutters and bags of concrete. I wasn’t much into sports so I’d only ever been in the storage shed a few times, and I’d never noticed the door at the back of the shed before.


    I started wondering what other secrets Hub Hill Primary had. Who knew school could be so cool?


    After we exited the secret tunnel, Mr Krause took his keys out and put a padlock on the door at this end. ‘No more going in der secret tunnel now,’ he said. ‘I show you, just because I know children are curious. But it is not safe. Ms Labbermeister says even I should not go down there. She says it’s occupational health und safety hazard. But I just use to store cleaning supplies, and I watch the Deutschland football. You won’t tell my secret I hope?’


    Mr Krause looked at me expectantly.


    ‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘I try to avoid Principal Labbermeister wherever possible.’


    ‘Ja, that’s good, and I won’t tell you skip class today.’ He chuckled. ‘I used to skip class when I was child too, in Germany. This is why I’m now a janitor.’ Mr Krause laughed and slapped his belly.


    We left the storage shed and Mr Krause said, ‘Now back to class with you, Wesley Booth. Schnell.’


    But it was almost the end of the school day, so I went to the front gates and waited for Gruber. When Gruber came out I told him all about Mr Krause and the secret tunnel under the school, and how Mr Krause ate the black, red and gold lollies.


    ‘So Mr Krause stole my bike?’ Gruber asked.


    ‘Well, I’m not so sure any more. He didn’t seem like the thieving type, except for the sandwiches. Maybe the lolly wrappers were just circumstantial evidence.’


    ‘Wow, sounds like important evidence,’ Gruber said.


    ‘Not really. It would have been different if I had found your bike down in that storeroom.’


    ‘Did you see any bodies down there?’ Gruber asked.


    ‘Neville has some serious issues,’ I said.


    I saw Cassidy Strong coming, with Eamon following her like he was her new puppy or something.


    ‘Hi, Super Sleuth,’ she said. ‘You don’t think Mr Tam is going to believe the stupid excuse Gruber gave for why you weren’t in maths class today, do you?’ She giggled and kept walking. ‘You are in so much trouble.’


    I raised one doubting eyebrow at Gruber.


    Gruber smiled. ‘Don’t worry. I covered for you.’


    Before I could interrogate Gruber further there was a huge explosion off in the distance. Beside the drama workshop a fountain of water shot a hundred feet into the air.


    We all gawked up at it.


    ‘This school is so weird,’ Cassidy said.


    ‘Whoops,’ I said. ‘Looks like Pat just found out what that piece of pipe is used for.’
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    CHAPTER 10


    The next day Gruber and I commenced Operation Cassidy Strong Doesn’t Belong (Op CSDB for short).


    The purpose of Op CSDB was to avoid Cassidy Strong and her network of spies (aka Eamon) at all costs. I didn’t want Cassidy Strong overhearing any conversations Gruber and I had about the tunnel under the school or the clues I’d found, like the black, red and gold lolly wrappers.


    Gruber and I had to sit on the same table as Cassidy and Eamon in home class and mathematics, but in other classes we sat on the opposite side of the room.


    Op CSDB also involved implementing a number of security measures around outdoor conversations, such as ensuring neither Cassidy Strong nor Eamon were hiding around corners or in rubbish bins nearby.
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    It was a fail-safe plan until Mrs Hutch, our geography teacher, ruined everything.


    Mrs Hutch was the perfect person to teach geography, because she was so old she could probably remember when all the continents were joined together. She was similar in size to a garden gnome, and she had these super-thick glasses that made her eyes look ten times normal size. I liked to think her glasses weren’t actually doing anything, and her eyes were just enormous!


    Mrs Hutch announced she was putting us into groups for our ‘Wonders of the World’ model-building assignments, which would be displayed at Hub Hill Primary’s Annual Science Fair next week.


    Last year Eamon and I made a model of the Great Wall of China out of sugar cubes. It was flipping amazing, the best model ever built, until it was tragically decimated by an overnight ant attack. Eamon never forgave me for the C Mrs Hutch gave us. He often told me he still had terrible nightmares about that C, sometimes waking up in a cold sweat at four in the morning. Eamon was never very good at coping with bad grades.


    ‘Now,’ Mrs Hutch said, ‘I know we usually draw straws to see which group gets to do the popular baking-soda volcano, but seeing as we have a new student,’ she said, smiling at Cassidy, ‘I thought it might be nice to let Cassidy Strong’s group do it this year.’


    ‘Thank you, Mrs Hutch,’ Cassidy said. ‘That’s so sweet of you.’


    My hand was up in the air in one-millionth of a second. ‘Objection, Mrs Hutch,’ I said.


    Mrs Hutch smiled. ‘Wesley, this is not a court of law.’


    ‘Nevertheless,’ I said, ‘I think it’s unprofessional to be showing favouritism like this, Mrs Hutch. You could have a class mutiny on your hands.’


    Mrs Hutch giggled. ‘Well, we wouldn’t want that now, would we? Very well, Wesley, you and Gruber can work on the baking-soda volcano.’


    I didn’t say anything for a moment. I put my hand down. Well, that was easier than I expected. I caught Cassidy’s eye across the room. I grinned at her. She frowned.


    ‘I’ll put you, Wesley,’ Mrs Hutch continued, ‘and Gruber in Cassidy and Eamon’s group. You can all work on the baking-soda volcano together. That way everyone will be happy, and I hope’ – she smirked – ‘non-mutinous.’ Mrs Hutch scribbled something in the notebook on her desk.


    My mouth dropped open. I saw Cassidy’s frown transform into a wide smile.


    ‘But Mrs Hutch …’ I jumped up.


    ‘And I’ll put Neville in your group too.’ Mrs Hutch finished making notes. ‘As he’s already indicated he wants to work on the wonder of the world with the maximum potential to extinguish human life.’ She frowned. ‘I do worry about that boy sometimes.’


    ‘But Mrs Hutch …’ I said again.


    ‘Case dismissed.’ Mrs Hutch giggled, and whirled round and started adding notes to her blackboard diagram of the Earth’s crust.


    ‘But Mrs Hutch,’ I said again.


    Mrs Hutch tapped the hearing aid on her belt. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘I think my batteries are going flat. I can’t hear anyone complaining about their group allocations.’ This was Mrs Hutch trying to be funny. It was universally known she didn’t even need a hearing aid. She could hear a note being passed under a desk up to seven classrooms away.


    ‘Especially,’ she continued, ‘not someone who was extremely lucky to even pass this subject last year, when they had to change the title of their model from The greatest fence ever built to The awesome destructive power of ants.’


    The whole class burst out laughing. I sat back down in my seat. I saw Cassidy Strong smiling and shaking her head at me. She picked up a purple glitter pen and wrote something in the notebook in front of her. She held it up for me to see. It read: Dork.


    So, naturally, I was in a bad mood for the rest of the class after that.


    ‘That woman is a menace,’ I said to Gruber, when we were out in the hall, which was full of kids crowding the bag racks, yanking their backpacks out.


    ‘She’s dangerous,’ I said.


    ‘Who? Mrs Hutch?’ Gruber said. ‘She wouldn’t hurt a fly. I mean, seriously, she catches them and releases them into the wild.’


    ‘Has anyone seen my lunchbox?’ Alice Black said from behind me. I turned round and saw her pulling everything out of her bag. ‘My bag was open. I think someone stole it.’


    I wondered who would steal Alice Black’s lunch. She usually had sushi. Sushi is raw fish in seaweed. Sushi is disgusting.


    I turned back to Gruber and pulled my bag out of the racks. ‘Well, Mrs Hutch obviously has a vendetta against me.’


    A few racks along from us, Eamon was rifling through his bag. ‘My bag was open too,’ he said. ‘Someone’s taken my Famous Scientists Throughout History trading cards.’


    Nerd-a-rama.


    ‘Someone’s nicked my Nintendo DS,’ I heard a kid say. I think it was Patrick Trill.


    ‘And my lunch money,’ said Jessie Cox.


    My thoughts soon turned from the treacherous actions of Mrs Hutch and my imminent complaint letter to the Minister for Education to the action unfolding around us.


    Other kids were checking their bags now, and almost everyone was finding something missing.


    ‘My necklace,’ Cassidy shrieked. ‘My mum gave me that necklace.’


    I spotted something on the ground a few feet behind Cassidy. It was a black, red and gold lolly wrapper, and I knew instantly the thief who had stolen Gruber’s bike and Dot’s handbag had struck again.


    [image: ]


    My gaze dropped to my bag. The zipper was half pulled open. I was pretty sure it had been fully zipped up when I went into class.


    I looked inside my bag.


    Phew. My Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook was still there, and so was my magnifying glass, my Sherlock Holmes comics and the five fruits tropical juice box I was saving for the walk home. Everything was intact.


    But that feeling of relief didn’t last long, because I realised there had been something else in my bag, which I’d forgotten to return the other day: my mum’s organiser.


    ‘My stuff looks okay,’ Gruber said as he looked through his bag. ‘Just some school books, a muesli bar and my old bike chain. Hey, Wesley, why has your face gone white?’


    ‘Gruber,’ I said. ‘This case just got personal.’
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    CHAPTER 11


    After geography class Principal Labbermeister called an emergency assembly. She told everyone there was a thief operating within our school, and no one should leave any valuables in their bags. It was pretty pointless telling us this after we’d just had everything stolen, but that’s teachers for you.


    Principal Labbermeister said from now on we had to store our bags in the lockers outside our homerooms. Pat was busy installing combination locks on all the lockers, and we would all be given individual four-digit access numbers, which we should keep private. Duh! So now that we weren’t storing anything valuable in our bags, they were going to be safely locked away. Genius!


    I spent most of the assembly making an itemised list in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook of everything that had been stolen. It seemed the thief was getting more daring. First it was Gruber’s bike, then Dot’s handbag, and now a series of thefts while we were all in class only metres away.


    Principal Labbermeister concluded the assembly by announcing every student was being sent home with a note to their parents explaining what had happened, that the police had been informed, and, on top of the combination lockers, the school was going to be implementing some ‘extra security measures’.


    I imagined the next day there would be paratroopers abseiling down the school buildings, metal detectors at the school gates, and guards with attack dogs roaming the school day and night. Cool! It might actually be worth it to come to school tomorrow.


    I didn’t see Mr Krause anywhere at the assembly, and I wondered if he’d skipped the country with his ill-gotten gains. Perhaps he’d sold my mum’s organiser or Cassidy’s necklace, which was no doubt worth a lot, to pay for a plane ticket. I was sure he wouldn’t get much for Eamon’s Famous Scientist trading cards. He must have been desperate to take those. I wondered if maybe Mr Krause was hiding out in the secret tunnel under the school and surviving on sushi.


    I was worried about telling Mum her organiser had been stolen. Mum wouldn’t care that I had been the victim of a crime, just that I had forgotten to return her organiser when I said I would. I personally blamed Mum for not reminding me, but then again she would have needed her organiser to remind her to remind me, so it was a bit of a catch-22 situation. I could see the funny side of it, but I doubted Mum would.


    On the way home I decided I was going to walk in, tell Mum her organiser had been stolen, hand her the note from school, and run before she could ask any questions.


    But when I walked in the house, Mum was sitting at the kitchen table with Mr Tam. Mr Tam! It was bad enough I already had to see him at school, and now he was infiltrating my private life.


    On the table in front of Mr Tam and Mum was something I recognised: my maths test! I noticed there was a string of red Xs down one side and a big D–written on top.


    I sat down at the kitchen table.


    My brother came running in with a bowl of popcorn. ‘Oh, great,’ he said. ‘It hasn’t started yet. Don’t mind me, everyone, I’m going to get a front row seat.’


    ‘Christopher,’ Mum said, ‘go to your room.’


    ‘But I promise I’ll keep the heckling down to a minimum.’


    ‘Christopher.’
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    My brother sulked out of the room.


    Mr Tam smiled at me. ‘You had a less-than-desirable result on your mathematics test, Wesley,’ he said.


    ‘I did?’ I said. I tried to act surprised. I personally think I did a pretty good job.


    ‘You seem to have spent most of the test,’ Mr Tam said, ‘drawing pictures of a little girl with a pink bow in her hair being crushed by a grand piano.’


    ‘I forgot I drew those.’


    Whoops, I shouldn’t have said that.


    Mum sighed.


    ‘I’m concerned, Wesley,’ Mr Tam said. ‘You weren’t in class yesterday, and Gruber told me you were injured in a scuba-diving incident.’


    I was going to kill Gruber.


    ‘I was,’ I said. Mum glared at me. ‘I forgot to tell you, Mum, I took up scuba diving.’


    Mum and Mr Tam glanced at each other. This wasn’t going well. ‘But I gave it up,’ I said. ‘Too dangerous.’


    When Mum asked me why I skipped class (which was my first hint she wasn’t buying the scuba-diving thing) I decided to tell the truth. I told her all about following Mr Krause, and the secret tunnel under the school.


    When I was finished I could tell Mum was pretty mad. The person who made up the expression ‘honesty is the best policy’ had obviously never met my mother.


    The conversation continued on like this for a while. Mum offered to make Mr Tam a coffee, which only encouraged him to stick around longer.


    Mr Tam talked about how much ‘potential’ I had if only I just ‘applied’ myself. I couldn’t believe it. Hub Hill Primary was at the epicentre of a crime tsunami, and Mr Tam and Mum were worried about a little maths test and one missed class. This was like being chased by a hungry dinosaur and stopping to tie up your shoelaces.


    When I was allowed to go up to my room, I sat at my desk and perused my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook. I heard Mum saying goodbye to Mr Tam and thanking him for taking time out of school hours to visit.


    C’mon, Mum. Mr Tam lives at home with his parents and paints toy soldiers all day and night. Can’t have been hard for him to find a gap in his schedule.


    Mum appeared at my door. She saw me reading my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and frowned.


    ‘This detective thing has got to stop, Wesley. It’s okay for a bit of fun, but not when it’s affecting your grades, and not when you’re spying on teachers.’


    ‘To be fair, Mum,’ I said, ‘Mr Krause is not a teacher – he’s a janitor.’


    Mum sighed. ‘You’re grounded for two weeks. No going out. No pocket money.’


    ‘But I’m saving up for a new fingerprint kit.’


    ‘I think you should consider yourself pretty lucky. Two weeks is quite reasonable for a kid who isn’t studying and is skipping class.’


    I thought about this. ‘I want a second opinion. Dad is much more lenient with his sentencing.’


    ‘Your father is staying over at Uncle Jay’s tonight.’


    My Uncle Jay is my dad’s older brother. He lives in a unit on the other side of the city. He works at a service station all night and sleeps all day. He has a goatee, and calls me ‘little dude’ all the time. He also drives this noisy yellow hatchback with a bumper sticker that reads: My other car is an X-Wing.


    I liked my Uncle Jay, but I knew Mum wasn’t a big fan, because one time when we went around there and Mum was watching television she realised she was sitting on a pair of Uncle Jay’s dirty underpants. They were grey ones with big holes in them and suspicious stains. Mum freaked out and told my Uncle Jay he should ‘grow up’ and ‘it was ridiculous for anybody to live like this’. She said lots of other stuff too, and we haven’t been round there much since then.


    Bench was sitting on my bed, and I shared a concerned look with him.


    ‘Why is Dad staying at Uncle Jay’s?’ I asked Mum.


    Mum took a second to answer. ‘Well, it’s a bit closer to his work, and you know your father doesn’t like traffic, and well … I didn’t want to have to tell you like this, but your father and I are going through a rough patch.’


    I sat up and pulled off my cricket cap. ‘You’re getting a divorce?’


    ‘Well, no.’ And I didn’t like the way my mum paused between the word ‘well’ and the word ‘no’. ‘We’ve just been under a lot of financial pressure lately, and your dad spends a lot of time at work. Honestly, sometimes I think he likes rocks more than he likes people.’ She shrugged. ‘But everything’s going to be fine.’ But it didn’t sound like everything was going to be fine.


    Later I sneaked down to the fridge to get a yogurt for me and a cold sausage for Bench. We went past my brother’s room on the way back.
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    Christopher was sitting on his bed and tuning his guitar. I don’t know why he bothers. ‘It’s all your fault, you know,’ he said. ‘Dad moving out.’


    ‘Shut up, Christopher,’ I said. I knew he was just trying to upset me.


    Bench took his sausage and went back to his bed. Thanks for the moral support, Bench.


    He used to be nice to me, my brother. I remember once when Gary Connors kicked a soccer ball into my head. My brother went over and told Gary if he ever came within ten metres of me again he was going to get ‘belted’. Then my brother pretended he was going to hit Gary Connors, and Gary flinched. Everyone laughed, and I could tell Gary got really embarrassed, which made me feel good.


    Later, Gary Connors reckoned I was a girl for having my brother fight for me, but he didn’t pick on me anywhere near as much after that. Actually, my brother used to be nice to me a lot before he went to high school.


    ‘It’s not my fault Dad is staying at Uncle Jay’s,’ I said.


    ‘It actually is,’ Christopher said. ‘Apparently your head is just getting too big, and there’s no longer room for all of us in this house. So Mum, Dad and I drew straws to see who would move out, and Dad lost.’


    ‘That’s not true, Christopher,’ I said. ‘Maybe Dad moved out because he couldn’t bear to listen to you play guitar any more.’


    Before Christopher could say anything else, I went back to my room and shut the door. I continued studying the notes in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook. I didn’t have time to think about Dad being over at Uncle Jay’s. I pictured Dad and Uncle Jay sitting there, surrounded by Uncle Jay’s dirty underwear. I felt a bit sorry for Dad. I hope he didn’t care about rocks more than people, and Mum and he were going to sort things out soon.
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    CHAPTER 12


    ‘Injured in a scuba-diving accident,’ I said to Gruber the next morning as he opened his front door. ‘That was the best you could come up with? A scuba-diving accident?’


    Gruber shrugged. ‘I got the idea off Penguin PI. He went scuba diving for underwater pirate treasure. It was a pretty cool episode.’


    ‘That is the last time you are allowed to take advice from a kid’s show.’


    ‘Sorry.’


    We settled into the lounge room for an emergency pre-school team meeting. Gruber’s house was an Op CSDB safe zone.


    Even though I was grounded, Mum had left early to do basket deliveries, so I’d detoured to Gruber’s house.


    Gruber actually had a pretty amazing house, with a home theatre and a tennis court. ‘My dad was a champion tennis player,’ Gruber told me once, like it was no big deal. ‘Then he owned a successful real estate business. My dad hopes all his children will follow in his footsteps and be sporting heroes. Except me.’ Gruber paused. ‘Dad just hopes I don’t embarrass the family.’


    Above the fireplace in Gruber’s parents’ lounge room was what Gruber’s dad called the ‘Wall of Achievement’. I’d heard Gruber’s dad often brag about the wall, which was crammed with pictures of Gruber’s older brother, Toby, and his older sister, Tess. In every picture they seemed to be holding a medal or trophy. Even Gruber’s four-year-old brother, Tyler, was on the Wall of Achievement for being born on New Year’s Day. He was the first kid born that year and he’d made the front page of the newspaper. I was impressed. I knew Gruber’s family was a bunch of high achievers, but that kid was achieving things before he was even five seconds old. I found a picture of Gruber once, on the mantel at the back behind another picture, taken when Gruber won an egg and spoon race in junior primary.


    ‘I’ll get up there again,’ Gruber said proudly, ‘when we catch the Hub Hill Heister.’ The Hub Hill Heister was what we had nicknamed the thief who was stealing everything at school.


    I told Gruber how Mr Tam had paid a surprise visit to our house last night, and how my dad was staying at my Uncle Jay’s.


    ‘So your parents are getting divorced?’ Gruber asked.


    ‘They’re not getting divorced,’ I said. ‘It’s just a rough patch. Or as my dad would probably say, a rocky patch.’


    I read from my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook everything we knew so far:


    1. There had been three robberies: a bike, a handbag, and a series of smaller thefts from backpacks.


    2. All crimes were committed on school grounds, and during daylight hours.


    3. The robberies were connected by the appearance of black, red and gold lolly wrappers (the colours of the German flag) at the scene of each crime.


    4. Muddy footprints had also been found at the scene of Dot’s stolen handbag.


    5. Mr Krause, a known sandwich thief, was still the number one suspect.


    I mentioned our priority should be getting my mum’s organiser back, because if she killed me for losing it then I wouldn’t be alive to finish solving the case of the Hub Hill Heister.


    I told Gruber my plan: we would start conducting interviews with students and teachers. That was what Sherlock Holmes always did in the comics. He called it ‘collecting data’. He always said the more data you collected, the better chance you had of developing a theory, and theories helped you solve the case.


    ‘Of the hundreds of people at school,’ I said, ‘someone must have seen something.’


    And I was right, sort of.


    During the day we interviewed everyone from Paul the crossing guard to Clive who fixes the school’s photocopiers.


    Finally, at recess, we made a breakthrough. Ms Campton, the canteen lady, told us how they’d been having a lot of food stolen lately.


    ‘Mostly sausage rolls,’ she said.


    I wondered if this was another attack by the Hub Hill Heister.


    ‘Have you found any black, red and gold lolly wrappers at the scene of these thefts?’ I asked.


    ‘You mean like these?’ Ms Campton pointed at a huge tub full of the black, red and gold lollies.


    ‘Where did they come from?’ I said.


    ‘They’re from Germany,’ Ms Campton said. ‘We started selling them last month.’


    I hadn’t seen the lollies in the canteen before, but I hadn’t been into the canteen for ages. I was saving all my money for my new fingerprint kit.


    ‘Are many people eating these?’ I asked.


    ‘Oh, yes,’ Ms Campton said. ‘They’re very popular. You know Mr Krause, our school janitor, is German.’


    ‘Yes.’ I frowned. ‘I heard.’


    ‘He loves them.’ Ms Campton beamed. ‘Would you like one?’


    I told Ms Campton thanks, but I was watching my figure.


    Gruber, who is never one to turn down free lollies, stuffed both his pockets full.


    As we sat outside the canteen five minutes later, Gruber said, with a mouth crammed full of lollies, ‘Dees arf graeeet.’
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    I glared at him. ‘How many lollies have you got in there?’


    ‘Furty-too.’ He smiled.


    I waited for him to finish, which took some time.


    ‘So is Mr Krause still a suspect?’ Gruber asked, picking bits of lolly out of his teeth.


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘From what Ms Campton was saying, half the school is eating these lollies. But Mr Krause is still in hiding, so that’s suspicious.’


    ‘Hi, kids.’ Mr Krause waved as he walked past us.


    ‘Hi, Mr Krause,’ Gruber and I said.


    I wrote in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook: If Mr Krause is in hiding, he isn’t doing a very good job of it.


    Across the oval I saw the builders sitting outside the building site eating their lunch. Some of them were eating sausage rolls.


    I made a note of this in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook too.


    In Mr Tam’s mathematics class that afternoon, Cassidy said, ‘Okay, it’s all arranged. We’re going to build the baking-soda volcano at my house on Saturday afternoon.’


    I looked up from my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook. ‘I’m sorry. I’m busy this weekend. I have a case to solve.’


    Cassidy sniggered. ‘Oh, really? You mean like you solved the other case?’


    I glared at her.


    ‘C’mon, Wesley,’ Eamon said. ‘Cassidy has a really amazing house. She has a pool and everything.’


    I turned my glare on Eamon. ‘You’ve changed, Eamon.’


    ‘Stop being such a baby, Super Sleuth,’ Cassidy said. ‘We can all build the volcano and go for a swim afterwards.’


    ‘Do you know how dangerous pools are?’ Neville said. He smiled. ‘Count me in.’


    Gruber agreed that sounded like a brilliant idea, especially when Cassidy told him her parents’ pool had a waterslide.


    ‘I really wish I could come,’ I said. ‘I do, but you wouldn’t believe how close I am to solving this case.’


    ‘We’re not really that close,’ Gruber said. ‘In fact …’ I kicked Gruber under the table.


    ‘If you don’t come,’ Cassidy said, ‘I’ll tell Mrs Hutch you didn’t help with the volcano and you’ll get an F. You don’t want to fail geography like you’re going to fail mathematics, do you?’


    Cassidy’s comment caught me by surprise. How did she know about my maths test? Did the phrase ‘student/teacher confidentiality’ mean nothing to Mr Tam?


    The extent of Cassidy’s evilness seemed lost on Gruber, because after class he said, ‘Cassidy seems really nice, doesn’t she?’


    ‘Gruber, do I have to remind you about Operation Cassidy Strong Doesn’t Belong?’


    ‘But we don’t know anyone else who has a pool, and it’s going to be hot this weekend.’


    Suddenly I stopped walking. A thought had just occurred to me, and it was one of those thoughts where you couldn’t think it and walk at the same time. ‘Don’t you think it’s suspicious,’ I said, ‘all this stuff started getting stolen the same day Cassidy Strong started at our school?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Gruber. ‘Maybe.’


    But the more I thought about it, the more it made sense. ‘Wouldn’t it be the perfect cover if the person who solved the case of your stolen bike was actually the person who stole your bike in the first place?’


    ‘But why would she want to?’ Gruber said. ‘Cassidy’s dad is rich.’


    ‘All I’m saying is, it would be the perfect crime.’ I ripped my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook out of my bag. ‘Maybe I followed the wrong person when I followed Mr Krause. Perhaps we should be following Cassidy Strong.’


    ‘Now?’ Gruber looked worried. ‘And skip class again? Aren’t you grounded?’


    ‘No, not now,’ I said. ‘After school. My mum won’t be home till late anyway. She has her Pilates class this afternoon.’


    Gruber wasn’t hard to convince, so after school I met him around by the school car park. Gruber walked up to me carrying two pairs of sunglasses.


    ‘What are those for?’ I said.


    ‘Do you like them?’ He grinned. ‘I borrowed them from the drama club’s costume department. Whenever Penguin PI is following people he wears sunglasses.’
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    Gruber put his sunglasses on. They were ridiculously big. ‘See,’ he said. ‘In-burrito.’


    ‘I think you mean incognito,’ I said.


    Gruber turned and walked straight into a pole.


    Gruber took his sunglasses off and rubbed his nose. ‘They’re a bit dark though.’


    ‘Okay, no more sunglasses,’ I said, taking them from Gruber before he hurt himself. I shoved them into my backpack.


    ‘Let’s go. I just saw Cassidy walking up the road with Eamon.’


    We weaved between students getting on school buses and caught up to Cassidy and Eamon walking along the footpath. We made sure to stay at least a block behind them at all times, and used trees, parked cars, rubbish bins, and even a guy in a chicken suit, for cover. I don’t think they saw us.


    We followed them as they walked from school all the way down to the Hub Hill Mega Mall. They stopped at Coffee Addiction and it looked like Cassidy ordered a coffee while Eamon ordered an orange juice.


    ‘I’m thirsty.’ Gruber licked his lips as we watched Eamon slurping his orange juice.


    We watched as Cassidy and Eamon pulled out their school books, and Eamon, in typical Eamon fashion, ripped out his special homework pens and started scribbling.


    I sighed. Eamon had only been out of school five minutes and already he was doing homework.


    Gruber and I were ducked down outside Quilt Kingdom, behind a statue of the Quilt King. I heard someone clearing their throat and we turned round and saw a skinny Quilt King assistant standing behind us.


    ‘We’re just browsing,’ I said.


    ‘Oh, really?’ he said. ‘I think you’re spying on those kids over there.’ He grinned. ‘Do you like that girl? Is she your girlfriend?’


    I stood up. ‘I’m not putting up with this sort of abuse. C’mon, Gruber, let’s go browse in Lamp World instead. My mum always says the quilts in this store are a rip-off anyway.’


    We left, with the assistant screaming after us, ‘Quality doesn’t come cheap, you know. Thank you for shopping at Quilt King.’


    As it turned out, we didn’t have to hide out in Lamp World, because we found a perfect stakeout spot behind the mall fountain.


    I saw Cassidy pretend she was asking Eamon a question about something in her textbook, and all of a sudden Eamon was doing Cassidy’s homework while Cassidy read a Style Police magazine.


    ‘She’s unbelievable,’ I said.


    ‘I know,’ Gruber said. ‘Doesn’t she know you shouldn’t drink coffee after four o’clock? She’ll be up all night.’


    After Eamon and Cassidy left the coffee shop, they walked down to the end of the mall and entered a store with a name I recognised: Strong Investments. I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: Cassidy’s dad has a shop in the Mega Mall.


    A second later we saw Cassidy and Eamon exit the shop accompanied by Cassidy’s dad and someone else – a woman. Mr Strong was laughing and touching her arm, and they looked like the best of friends.


    ‘Is that …’ Gruber asked.


    ‘Yes, Gruber,’ I said. ‘That is my mother.’


    ‘They’re coming this way,’ Gruber said.


    I grabbed Gruber’s arm and we dived into Electronic Super Warehouse. We ducked down behind a flat-screen television.


    ‘We’d better get out of here,’ Gruber said. ‘They’ll see us.’


    ‘No, they won’t,’ I said. ‘This is a sixty-inch television. You could hide an elephant behind it.’


    Suddenly, my mother skidded to a stop in the middle of the mall. Mr Strong stopped too, and so did Cassidy and Eamon. A big smile spread across Cassidy’s face.


    ‘Wesley?’ my mother said.


    That’s impossible. She wasn’t even looking directly at us.


    ‘Wesley?’ my mother said again, and I hoped she was talking about some other Wesley.


    I followed Mum’s gaze to the foyer of Electronic Super Warehouse, where there was this huge wall of televisions, hundreds of them. And on all the televisions, every single one of them, was live footage of Gruber and me crouching behind the sixty-inch flat-screen television.
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    I’d been to Electronic Super Warehouse before, and I knew this wall of televisions was hooked up to a video camera. It was usually out the front of the store and pointed at people walking past. I turned round and saw the camera had been picked up and was now pointed directly at Gruber and me. My brother was holding it. The grin on his face was ear to ear.


    ‘Christopher?’ I said. ‘What are you doing here?’


    ‘Me?’ Christopher smirked. ‘What are you doing here, Lemon Head? I came to the mall with Mum. I saw you two hiding and I was hoping I’d catch you picking your nose or something. Put it on YouTube.’


    I saw Mum storming towards us, and she looked furious. ‘Wesley Booth,’ she screamed. ‘Get out here right now.’


    Christopher grinned. ‘But this is even better than I could have hoped for.’
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    CHAPTER 13


    ‘Spying. Spying!’ My mum kept repeating the word. She was clenching the steering wheel and driving really fast. If I was reading the situation accurately, she was angry. We were giving Gruber a lift home. My dropkick big brother was in the front seat, with a wide grin on his face.


    ‘Spying,’ Mum said again.


    ‘Mum,’ I said. ‘In the detective biz we don’t call it spying. We call it surveillance.’


    ‘The detective biz?’ My mum whipped her head round and glared at me – never a good sign. ‘Wesley Booth, you are not in “the detective biz”. Right now you are a child, and your “biz” is primary school, where you should not be spying on people, or skipping class, or failing maths tests, unless you want to be grounded for the next thirty-five years.’


    Mum’s attitude was, frankly, scandalous. Why was I in trouble when she was the one who had been caught red-handed, cavorting with the enemy?


    I was also concerned Mum hadn’t turned round yet. ‘Mum,’ I said. ‘You should probably keep your eyes on the road.’


    ‘This is not a joke, Wesley,’ Mum said.


    ‘I know it isn’t. Sixty per cent of road accidents are caused by inattention.’


    Mum let out a roar, which made us all jump, and turned back round. I hadn’t seen Mum this mad since Christopher drove our family car through the shed wall. Mum locked herself in the toilet for two hours that day.


    My brother made ‘tut tut’ noises. He put his hand on Mum’s shoulder. ‘I’ll take it from here, Mother.’


    He turned in his seat and faced me. ‘Wesley, do you really think Mum needs this right now? You know Mum and Dad are going through a messy divorce.’


    In the rear-view mirror I saw Mum roll her eyes. ‘Christopher, for the millionth time, your father and I are not getting a divorce!’


    Christopher looked horrified. ‘Are you sure, Mum? You know most rock stars have divorced parents. It gives them the necessary angst to write some really killer tunes.’


    Mum glared at him.


    ‘All I’m saying’ – Christopher didn’t seem to know when to stop talking – ‘is, you should consider it. It would be really good for my career.’


    I told Christopher the best thing for his career would be for him to actually learn how to play the guitar, not just imitate a dying cat. He responded by trying to jump over the seat and squeeze my head.
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    We were stopped at the lights now, and I was kicking and screaming while Christopher was grabbing my head and singing, ‘Lemonade, lemonade, we all want a glass of lemonade.’


    Mum leaned forward and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. ‘What is wrong with you kids? Why couldn’t I just have normal children?’


    We pulled up at Gruber’s house a few minutes later.


    ‘See you tomorrow, Wesley,’ Gruber said, as he opened the car door and scrambled out. He was a sweet kid, Gruber. He was starting to grow on me.


    I tipped my cricket cap. ‘Later, Groobes.’


    Mum wound her window down and smiled at Gruber. ‘I’m sorry you got caught up in this, Gruber.’


    Gruber shrugged. ‘That’s okay, Mrs Booth. This is the best fun I’ve had in ages. Good luck with your divorce.’ Gruber waved and bounced up his driveway, leaving Mum with a stunned look on her face.


    Mum stayed frozen like this for a few seconds. She wound up her window quicker than I’ve ever seen anyone wind up a window before.


    My brother opened his mouth to say something.


    ‘No one,’ Mum said, ‘is to say anything until we get home, or so help me.’


    My brother, who cannot take a hint, paused for a second but then looked like he was still about to say something.


    ‘Not one word,’ Mum said, slowly and deliberately, and even my brother wasn’t dumb enough to say something after that.


    I didn’t say anything either for the rest of the ride home, even though I was bursting with questions. I wanted to know what Mum was doing laughing and smiling with Mr Strong. How did she even know him? Didn’t Eamon say Cassidy’s parents were divorced? Was Mr Strong ‘after’ my mum? Oh, that was just gross. Was Mr Strong going to become my new dad? That would make Cassidy my … the thought was too terrifying to comprehend.


    I wished my dad would just come home, bring Mum a bunch of flowers, refrain from telling rock jokes for just one evening, and then everything would be okay again.


    We got home and I noticed Dad’s work car was not in the driveway. Mum asked my brother and me to help get her basket supplies out of the boot. She didn’t look too happy when my brother said, ‘For free?’


    ‘Okay, Bucko,’ Mum said to me, as she loaded me up with bags of ribbon, cellophane, nuts, chocolates and teddy bears, ‘you’re grounded for two months.’


    ‘Two months,’ I protested. My mum was obviously drunk with power. I had to try reasoning with her.


    ‘But Mum,’ I said, ‘my fingerprint –’


    ‘No arguments,’ Mum said. ‘No negotiations. Two months. And furthermore, you’re on probation.’


    My brother grinned.


    ‘What exactly does probation mean?’ I asked, not sure if I wanted to know the answer.


    ‘Well, let’s see …’ Mum closed the boot. ‘It means if you mess up one more time, even a little bit, if you get one more D, or miss one more class, or you put a little toe out of line, I’ll be confiscating your detective book (I assumed she was talking about my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook), your magnifying glass, your comics, your video games, and anything else I can think of. And you’ll be grounded for six months. And you’ll be coming with me to do basket deliveries before and after school every day, so you can do your homework in the car, and I can keep an eye on you. And on weekends you won’t be going out except to take Bench for walks, and the rest of the time you’ll be helping me do housework.’


    Mum fixed me with a look. ‘Capeesh?’


    I nodded. I’m reading you loud and clear, Warden. ‘I got it, Mum,’ I said. ‘No more stuff ups.’


    And I was telling the truth. I figured it wasn’t going to be too hard to be well behaved. I’d observed other kids doing it – after all, I’d been hanging out with Eamon for years. It didn’t look so difficult.


    I kept thinking that as I staggered inside, loaded like a wheelbarrow, until Mum turned to me and said, ‘By the way, did you return my organiser? I can’t find it anywhere.’
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    CHAPTER 14


    And things only went downhill from there.


    I’d told Mum I’d accidentally left her organiser at school, which she was furious about. She made me promise to bring it home the next day. I said I would.


    Then she found the note about the thefts at school in the pocket of my dirty jeans. I lied again and said her organiser hadn’t been stolen. Okay, yes, I know what you’re thinking: that was my opportunity to tell Mum the truth. But I was under a lot of pressure. I was one wrong move away from being grounded for six months, losing all my detective equipment, and having to accompany Mum on all her basket deliveries.


    A super sleuth can’t work under those sorts of restrictions. So I lied, and then I was telling more lies, and then I was telling lies to cover up my lies. It was like quicksand, and I was sinking fast.


    I just figured if I could hold out for one more day, I could crack the case of the Hub Hill Heister, and get Mum’s organiser back, and beat Cassidy Strong, and be a hero, and … okay, yes, and maybe pigs might fly past my bedroom window.


    But just when things looked hopeless, at recess I was, what my mum would call, ‘thrown a bone’. That’s an expression for when something lucky happens, or at least I thought it was lucky at the time. I found a note in my locker. It read:
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    I couldn’t tell whose handwriting it was. It looked like it was written by a three-year-old, all wonky and different-sized letters, and someone who obviously didn’t know how to spell ‘anonymous’. It was definitely a boy’s handwriting. Not Gruber, because even he wrote better than this clown, or Neville, because he put skulls instead of dots on his ‘i’s, or even Eamon, who wrote all round and neat like a girl.


    But I didn’t care who wrote the letter. Whoever they were they knew something about the Hub Hill Heister, and maybe they could help me solve the case and get Mum’s organiser back.


    I sprinted straight to the gymnasium. If anyone had been watching, all they would have seen was a Wesley-shaped blur.


    But when I rounded the corner of the gym, no one was there. All I saw was a storage shed and a dried-up creek bed. From behind a tree stepped the last person I was expecting to see: Gary Connors.
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    CHAPTER 15


    ‘So what happened?’ Gruber asked at lunch.


    Gruber and I were hanging upside down off the monkey bars. I was hoping all the blood would rush to my head and I could think better. Gruber was hanging upside down because he said he liked how it made him dizzy.


    ‘Well, my first instinct was to run for my life,’ I told Gruber.


    Gruber nodded. We both agreed encountering Gary Connors in the wild was like running into an angry bear.


    ‘But then,’ I said, ‘he started blubbering.’


    ‘Blubbering?’ Gruber stared at me for a few seconds. ‘Doesn’t that have something to do with whales?’


    ‘No. I mean crying,’ I said, ‘all over my shirt.’


    ‘I was wondering why your shirt was all wet,’ Gruber said.


    ‘Apparently,’ I continued, ‘when all the stuff got stolen outside geography class, Gary Connors’ beloved pink bunny, ‘Pinky’, had been one of the heisted goods.’


    ‘Have I been hanging upside down too long,’ Gruber said, ‘or did you just say Gary Connors has a toy bunny called Pinky?’


    I nodded. ‘Apparently he still takes it to bed with him every night. Gary said if he doesn’t get his Pinky back, he’ll never sleep again. He was so upset I even felt sorry for him.’


    But I told Gruber I stopped feeling sorry for Gary when he picked me up by my collar, yanked me up so we were eye to eye, and said, ‘If you don’t get my bunny back within twenty-four hours, this is what I’m going to do to you.’ Gary put me down and picked up a stick with one of his big gorilla-like hands, held it in front of me and snapped the stick in half. I told Gary I got the picture.


    ‘He also made me promise not to tell anyone, or I’d be sorry my brother wasn’t around to protect me any more,’ I said. ‘But I had to tell you, Groobes. I’m desperate.’


    Gruber stared at me for another few seconds. ‘I still don’t understand the stick thing.’
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    I explained to Gruber the stick represented me, and if I didn’t solve this case Gary Connors was going to snap me in half, just like the stick.


    ‘Oh,’ said Gruber. ‘That’s no good.’


    I stared at him. ‘Thank you, Captain Obvious.’


    So if I didn’t get Gary Connors’ ‘Pinky’ back, and my mum’s organiser, I would be grounded for six months and snapped in half and, even worse, if I let Cassidy Strong solve the case my reputation as a super sleuth would be in tatters. Gruber was already parading around on his new Mountain Master 3000 bike, courtesy of Cassidy’s cheque, which was a constant reminder to everyone that Cassidy had solved the case of Gruber’s stolen bike before I did. But I still thought how awesome it would be if Cassidy Strong turned out to be the thief. I could discredit her, restore my reputation and get everyone’s stuff back.


    Gruber said he didn’t think Cassidy Strong was the thief. He told me how Penguin PI always caught criminals by looking for their ‘tells’, which were strange little things they did, like nervous twitches, every time they told a lie. He told me how Penguin PI caught the Eskimo thief in last night’s episode because every time the Eskimo thief told a lie he blinked really fast. ‘Did you know every time Mr Tam lies,’ Gruber said, ‘he puts his hands in his pockets?’


    I looked at Gruber. ‘No way.’


    ‘It’s true,’ Gruber said. ‘I’ve been watching him.’


    To test out Gruber’s theory we went inside to visit Mr Tam. We knew where to find him. He always ate lunch in his classroom, by himself.


    Mr Tam seemed thrilled to have visitors. He told us how he was busy preparing his new ‘maths-based’ game show. He was going to get students up the front with buzzers, and they picked questions out of a hat, and they could win ‘amazing’ prizes. By amazing prizes Mr Tam meant lame things like rulers and protractors. ‘Do you kids want to try?’ he said.


    ‘It does look like fun,’ I said, scratching my head. I wondered if scratching my head was my tell. ‘But we can only stay for a minute.’


    ‘Oh,’ said Mr Tam, looking disappointed.


    I told Mr Tam we just wanted to ask him a question, and he said to ‘fire away’.


    ‘Do you like Dot, Mr Tam? Like do you want to marry her one day?’ I asked.


    Mr Tam laughed. ‘What a crazy question. Dot? Do I like Dot? I mean, I do like her.’ He put his hands in his pockets. ‘But just as a friend.’


    ‘Maybe there’s something to your theory,’ I said to Gruber as we walked back to the monkey bars. ‘If Mr Tam got his hands any deeper in his pockets he would have been doing a hand stand.’


    ‘See,’ said Gruber. ‘I told you Penguin PI was a great show.’


    ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ I said. ‘But I am pretty keen to try this tell thing on Cassidy Strong.’


    So we sat with Cassidy and Eamon in English. Cassidy was immediately suspicious. ‘Why are you sitting here?’ she asked.


    ‘Because we like to sit near the front of the class,’ I said, scratching my head. Wow, scratching my head really is my tell. I’ll have to watch that.


    Cassidy frowned. ‘You do not.’ But she couldn’t say anything else because Ms Crank was about to start the class, and no one dared talk while Ms Crank talked.


    Ms Crank was like an army drill sergeant, who believed nothing was more important than good grammar. She was really tall and never smiled. I’d heard if you misbehaved in Ms Crank’s class she made you do two thousand push-ups. But no one knew if that was true, because no one was game enough to try it out.


    Ms Crank explained that today’s class was called: Semicolons: ignore them at your peril. I noticed Cassidy Strong had written in pen on the corner of her English book: 7-5-7-7. When she saw me looking, she quickly put her hand in the way.


    I opened my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote the numbers down, making sure Cassidy couldn’t see what I was writing. She glared at me.


    During group exercise time I pumped lots of questions at Cassidy, stuff I knew she’d lie about. She was a bit weirded out by the fact I was talking to her so much, but she answered most of them. I asked her if she really thought those builders stole Gruber’s bike. She said she did ‘of course’, and she pushed her hair behind her ears.


    I asked her if she had any leads on the thief who had been stealing everything.


    ‘Not really.’ She smiled. ‘No one knows anything.’ She pushed her hair behind her ears again.


    I started to suspect pushing her hair behind her ears was Cassidy’s Strong’s ‘tell’ she was lying, so I asked her one last question. It was a question I already knew the answer to.
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    ‘Cassidy, do you think I’m awesome?’


    She stared at me. ‘What are you talking about?’


    ‘Just answer the question, please.’


    Cassidy frowned. ‘Yes Wesley, you’re awesome, and Mr Tam is equally awesome. You’re both awesome.’


    I waited, and then, bingo, Cassidy pushed her hair behind her ears.


    ‘Do you know what this means?’ I said to Gruber as we spilled out of English class into the hall.


    ‘I know,’ said Gruber. ‘Cassidy thinks Mr Tam is awesome.’


    I took a deep breath and explained to Gruber that pushing her hair behind her ears was Cassidy’s tell, which meant she was lying when she said Mr Tam was awesome, and also when she said she had no leads on the Hub Hill Heister.


    ‘Oh,’ said Gruber. ‘So Cassidy doesn’t think Mr Tam is awesome?’


    ‘No one thinks Mr Tam is awesome,’ I screamed.


    I realised I’d said this a bit too loud when I saw lots of kids were looking at us now. I shrugged. ‘Well, it’s true,’ I said to everyone. But I didn’t care. All I cared about was that I knew Cassidy’s tell, so I would be able to stay one step ahead of her from now on. For example, I now knew she had some vital leads on catching the Hub Hill Heister.


    I saw Cassidy put her pink diary in her locker, close it, and walk off around the corner with Eamon.


    I stared at her locker for a moment and then I had a brilliant thought about the numbers I’d seen on the corner of her English book. I’ve got it. Those numbers are the combination to Cassidy’s school locker. Now I know it isn’t right to poke around in another student’s locker. In fact I’m pretty sure there’s like a school rule about it or something. But this was too good an opportunity to pass up. This was an opportunity to find out exactly what Cassidy knew about the Hub Hill Heister, and all I needed to do was walk over there, open the locker, and get my hands on Cassidy’s stupid pink diary.


    ‘What are you doing?’ Gruber looked worried as I walked up to Cassidy’s locker.


    I looked around and tried the combination 7-5-7-7. Cassidy’s locker clicked open. Yes!


    ‘Wow,’ said Gruber. ‘You could tell the combination to Cassidy’s locker just by reading her tells. You are good.’


    I stared at Gruber with my best how-dumb-are-you expression. ‘Gruber, just keep watch,’ I said.


    I opened Cassidy’s locker and pulled out the pink diary.


    ‘I don’t know if we should be doing this,’ Gruber said.


    ‘Chillax,’ I said. ‘Between Gary and my mum, I don’t have time to solve this case by conventional means. In one minute we’re going to find out everything Cassidy knows about the Hub Hill Heister.’ I smiled. ‘I can’t wait to see the look on her face when we solve the case before her.’


    But when I opened the diary, to the earmarked middle page, there weren’t any vital clues about the Hub Hill Heister. There were just two lines of text, written in glitter purple: Did you really think you would get access to my diary so easily? You are such an idiot, Booth.


    ‘Ahem.’ I heard a voice from behind us. Gruber and I turned round to find Cassidy and Eamon. Cassidy had her arms folded and a smug look on her face.


    ‘I wanted to see how far you’d go,’ she said. ‘So I set up this little trap for you, Wesley Booth Super Snoop. You’re nothing but a big cheater. Can’t solve the case yourself so you’re trying to steal my clues instead.’


    Eamon shook his head. ‘Wesley, how could you?’


    I didn’t know what to say. I felt sort of embarrassed, and then my embarrassment turned into anger.
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    ‘Go away, Cassidy,’ I said. ‘I don’t need your stupid diary to solve this case anyway.’


    Cassidy laughed and told me not to be so ‘snooty’. ‘If I tell Principal Labbermeister on you,’ Cassidy said, ‘then she’ll tell your mum, and I bet you don’t want that. I bet you’re in enough trouble already after your mum caught you and Boober spying on us in the mall.’


    ‘Actually, it’s Gruber,’ Gruber said. ‘With a G.’


    ‘I don’t care,’ Cassidy said. ‘If either of you gives me any more trouble, I’m telling Principal Labbermeister how you broke into my locker.’ She pushed her hair behind her ears. ‘So stay out of my way, Booth.’


    I smiled confidently. ‘You won’t dob on us, Cassidy, and you know how I know? Because you’ve got a tell. When you lie, you push your hair behind your ears, and you just did it.’


    Cassidy giggled. ‘Like my note said, Booth, you are an idiot. I’m not pushing my hair behind my ears because I’m lying, you boofhead. I forgot to wear my pink bow today, which usually keeps my hair out of my face.’


    She leaned in close to me. ‘I will definitely dob on you if you give me any more trouble.’ She grinned. ‘See, I’m not pushing my hair behind my ears now, am I?’


    ‘You don’t scare me, Cassidy,’ I said, and I scratched my head, because I was lying and she did scare me – quite a lot actually. ‘For all we know you’re the thief. All these crimes started when you arrived at school. Coincidence?’ I waited to see if my accusation would surprise Cassidy.


    But if it did she didn’t show it. She just slowly shook her head. ‘Oh, you poor, simple fool. If I’m the thief, then how come something else just got stolen while we were all in English class?


    My mouth dropped open. What was she talking about?


    ‘If you weren’t so busy breaking into other people’s lockers, you would know about it too. Everyone else has just found out about it.’


    It was right then that I looked round and noticed the hall was clearing out fast, because everyone was racing outside.
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    CHAPTER 16


    Principal Labbermeister’s iPad had been stolen. She’d left her car unlocked and her iPad sitting on the front seat. This was the same woman who had, only a few days before, called an assembly to warn us not to leave our valuables unattended. Principal Labbermeister didn’t seem to appreciate the irony of her situation. She kept screaming at the policewoman how the iPad had lots of ‘confidential’ school emails on it, and they simply had to find it.


    The same policeman and policewoman who came to investigate Dot’s stolen handbag had just finished dusting Principal Labbermeister’s passenger door for fingerprints.


    Man, I want my own fingerprint kit. They are so cool.


    Mr Tam was on crowd control again, although thankfully without his trademark Lycra cycling suit.


    ‘C’mon, kids,’ he said. ‘You know the drill. Back behind the line.’ When somebody pointed out there was no line, Mr Tam went and got some chalk and started to draw one.


    I whipped out my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and started scanning for clues. I was glad the Hub Hill Heister had struck again. The more times they stole stuff, the more clues I would collect, and the closer I would get to solving this case.


    I scanned the ground for black, red and gold lolly wrappers. I saw two in a drain a few metres from Principal Labbermeister’s car. I couldn’t be sure if they were clues or not, since Ms Campton had said lots of people were eating those lollies at school.


    Principal Labbermeister’s car had a bumper sticker that read: If you can read this, thank a teacher. I noticed she had a prime parking spot directly out in front of the school office. I wondered what other teachers thought of this. I wrote in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook: Suspects: entire teaching staff. Possible motive: parking-spot envy. Note: this excludes Mr Tam, because he rides his bike to school.


    I went into the front office. Dot was behind the reception desk. I asked her if she’d seen anything suspicious in or around the vicinity of Principal Labbermeister’s car. She laughed and said she hadn’t seen anyone near Principal Labbermeister’s car, but Gary Connors had been brought into Principal Labbermeister’s office after lunch. Apparently he’d kicked a soccer ball through the science lab’s window. Dot told me when Gary got given detention he protested. He said it had been an accident, because he’d actually been aiming for the library windows.
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    I pulled out my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook and wrote: Suspect: Gary Connors. Possible motive: revenge for detention punishment.


    Dot told me Neville had also been into Principal Labbermeister’s office that afternoon, because she wanted to have a ‘chat’ with him about his inappropriate dress, namely his vampire fangs, which dripped with (what Neville had been telling everyone was) real blood.


    ‘And Alice Black was also hanging about again,’ Dot said. ‘I let her put fliers up on the noticeboard. She’s advertising for students to work on the school paper.’


    ‘Oh!’ Dot jumped. ‘And a courier dropped off some toner for the photocopier. Black.’ She grinned. ‘This detective stuff is pretty exciting, isn’t it?’


    I asked Dot how often this courier visited the school and she directed my attention to the visitor’s book on the reception counter. There were hundreds of entries in the book and more than half of them were for Bullet Couriers. I made a note of all the dates a Bullet Couriers’ courier had visited the school and compared this to the times of the Hub Hill Heister’s crimes, all of which I’d recorded in my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook.


    I realised a courier visited our school around the time of every Hub Hill Heister theft. I asked Dot if the courier ate black, red and gold lollies. Dot said she didn’t think he did. ‘Whenever I see him, he’s eating a sausage roll,’ she said.


    That almost made me drop my pencil. Sausage rolls? Just like the ones stolen from the school canteen! My courier theory was looking better all the time, and I made a note of all this information in my notebook.


    There was only one thing that didn’t make sense to me: why would a courier steal Gruber’s bike? And why would they steal trading cards of famous scientists? I was still wondering why anyone would steal those.


    But it was all good information. I grabbed one of Alice Black’s fliers and popped it in the back of my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook. I had to analyse all this new data.


    The good news was, it was Thursday, and tomorrow was Friday, which meant I would have the whole weekend to scour through my notes. I would get Gruber to come over and we would lock ourselves in my room for forty-eight hours.


    But that afternoon in geography class Cassidy Strong was nagging Gruber and me about coming to her house that weekend to finish our group’s baking-soda volcano.


    ‘You two haven’t helped with our model at all,’ Cassidy said. ‘The Science Fair is on Monday, you know?’


    ‘In case you haven’t noticed, Cassidy,’ I said, forming a wall between us with my geography textbook, ‘this school is in the middle of a crime wave. And I am on the verge of cracking the case.’


    ‘He is,’ said Gruber, ‘right on the verge. If he was any more on the verge, he’d squash it.’


    Cassidy gave Gruber a funny look. ‘That rubbish bin over there has about as much chance of solving this case as you two morons. Now, we’re meeting at my place at ten a.m. Saturday, and you’d better be there.’


    Neville smiled. ‘I’ve already finished my figurines of villagers being melted to death by the lava flow.’ He grinned. ‘They look terrifying, like they’re in a lot of pain.’


    ‘Look, Cassidy,’ I said, ignoring Neville. ‘I don’t want to get your hopes up, so I’ll just confirm I definitely won’t be at your place on Saturday. I’d rather put tomato sauce on my cricket cap and eat it than spend the day with you building some dumb volcano.’


    Cassidy smiled at me. It was the same way I imagine a python might smile before it’s about to squeeze someone to death. ‘I think you will be there,’ she said. ‘Whether you like it or not.’


    I didn’t know what Cassidy meant by that, but in the short time I’d known her I’d learnt that whenever you saw that look on her face, bad things were just around the corner.
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    CHAPTER 17


    That evening Dad came over for dinner, which was great, because Mum forgot to ask me about her organiser.


    Having Dad back was cool. The last couple of days had been weird without him in the house. No one had made a single dumb joke, and Mum hadn’t rolled her eyes once.


    Mum made a ‘special dinner’, which meant absolutely nothing was cooked in the microwave. She even collected some flowers from the garden and put them in a vase on the table.


    Usually at dinner, Dad would have a big book about rocks at the table, and Mum would eat her dinner really fast because she always had a ‘ton’ of baskets to make up.


    But with Dad back from Uncle Jay’s it was a special occasion, so we tried something new: we all talked.


    I asked Dad how long he was going to stay at Uncle Jay’s. He looked at Mum and they smiled. ‘Hopefully, not much longer,’ Dad said. Mum and Dad seemed in good moods.


    Dad asked me about my detective work. I told him I was ‘pursuing some promising leads’, and Dad laughed. I told Dad about how Principal Labbermeister’s iPad had been stolen.


    ‘An iPad?’ Dad said. ‘You mean like an eye patch?’


    For someone with a university degree, Dad was not very bright. But then I realised he was joking, and he did know what an iPad was. I had to admit, in hindsight, that was a pretty good attempt at humour by Dad.


    When Mum talked about all the stuff we’d been doing lately, she didn’t say anything about me getting caught spying at the Hub Hill Mega Mall, or the fact I was grounded.


    Dad asked my brother about his newest rock band, Killer Bees from Outer Space, which was just my brother and his friend Chaz, who has a nose piercing and a mohawk. My brother told Dad about their latest song, ‘Duelling with Dead Chickens’. Dad said that was a ‘catchy’ title, and maybe my brother should play it for us sometime. Dad must have really been in a good mood, because no one ever usually asks my brother to play for them, except maybe deaf people.


    Then Dad saw the salt on the table was rock salt, and he joked that this was everyone’s favourite salt at work. And Mum rolled her eyes, and we laughed, and everything was feeling totally normal again.


    A bit later Mum said Dad didn’t have to go back to Uncle Jay’s tonight if he didn’t want to. Dad paused and looked like he didn’t want to say what he was about to say. He said he wasn’t going back to Uncle Jay’s tonight, because he had to go back to work. Something about a new grant they were working ‘day and night’ to get. So you can guess what happened next. Mum and Dad had a fight and that ruined a perfectly lovely evening.


    Mum said all Dad cared about was rocks and work. Dad said he had to care about his work, because he needed to get this new grant now more than ever, because the ‘profit margins’ on Mum’s baskets were too low and she would never make enough money and, even though Mum was happy making baskets, happiness didn’t pay the bills.


    Then Mum started talking again about how Dad should be getting paid more and should ‘man up’ and ask his boss for a raise, and Dad was getting taken advantage of at work. And I think Dad gets upset because the only reason Mum wants him to make more money is because she wants to keep doing her basket business.
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    I didn’t understand a lot of what they were fighting about. Dad left in a huff, my brother said he was going out somewhere that was less of a ‘drag’, and I said I had homework to do. I ran up to my room before Mum had a chance to remember about her organiser.


    In the morning I found Mum asleep on the couch. The lounge room was full of baskets she’d made up.


    As I was leaving to go to school, I saw a note next to the phone, which read: Ring Grant. I knew Grant was Cassidy’s dad’s name. This was not good. First I’d seen Mum and Cassidy’s dad together at the Hub Hill Mega Mall, and now Mum was ringing him? What was going on? I hoped Mr Strong was just ordering some baskets for his business, but I was sure it was something more than that.


    I didn’t have too much time to think about it, because I needed to focus my considerable brain power on the case of the Hub Hill Heister.


    At school that day I mostly managed to avoid Cassidy Strong, and Eamon, and Cassidy’s constant nagging about our geography assignment. Gruber and I spent a lot of the day making lists of all the stuff that had been stolen, and we discussed potential suspects and motives.


    I visited Pat at lunchtime. He was busy tinkering in one of the ovens in the home economics rooms. I asked him if he’d heard or seen anything more about the Hub Hill Heister.


    ‘The police haven’t got any good leads,’ Pat said. His head was inside the oven and I could hear a lot of banging about. I could also smell burnt biscuits.


    ‘If you ask me,’ said Pat, ‘which no one has yet, somebody is stealing something every chance they get. They must be pretty desperate.’


    I agreed with Pat, and I also told him I discovered the secret passageway under the school.


    ‘Thought you might,’ said Pat. ‘You’re a determined little fellow. Now you’re a guardian of one of the school’s biggest secrets. That and the UFO buried under the tennis courts.’


    ‘The what?’ I said.


    ‘Never mind.’ Pat smirked. ‘Forget I said anything.’ On the way back from talking to Pat I ran into Gary Connors, or to be more accurate, he ran into me, grabbed me by the shirt and yanked me up so we were eye-to-eye.


    ‘You haven’t told no one about my Pinky, have you?’ he asked.


    I considered telling Gary that saying ‘haven’t told no one’ about his Pinky would mean I had told someone. But he didn’t seem in the mood for English lessons.


    ‘Of course I haven’t told anyone, Gary. I’m not crazy.’


    ‘Well then, have you got Pinky back for me yet, or do I have to show you the snapped stick again?’


    ‘Look, Gary.’ I squirmed. ‘I’ve almost solved the case, but I just need a little more time.’


    Gary seemed to consider this. ‘You’ve got till the Science Fair on Monday. If I don’t get my Pinky back by then, this is what I’m going to do to you.’


    Gary put me down, spun me round and rummaged through my backpack. He pulled out a juice box, held it in front of my face, and squeezed it until juice exploded everywhere.
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    ‘Get the picture?’ he said.


    I wiped all the juice off my face and told Gary I’d got the picture.


    Gary stormed off and I pondered how the school Science Fair had suddenly become my new deadline for solving the case of the Hub Hill Heister. I knew the answer was in my clues somewhere. I just had to find it.


    One thing was for sure: I couldn’t waste the weekend making a stupid baking-soda volcano at Cassidy’s.


    But somebody should have told Mum that, because that night she appeared at my door with her arms folded and her foot tapping.


    Bench disappeared under my bed. Wuss!


    ‘I talked to Cassidy’s dad today,’ she said.


    What is going on with Cassidy’s dad and my mum?


    ‘He said you’re refusing to come over and help with your group’s geography assignment.’


    ‘I can’t, can I?’ I protested. ‘I’m grounded.’


    ‘Wesley Benjamin Booth (yes, that’s right, Benjamin is my middle name),’ Mum said, like a drill sergeant, ‘you are going over to Cassidy Strong’s house tomorrow, and you are going to finish that assignment, and you are going to get an A, or so help me.’


    I now understood what Cassidy’s evil look had been about. She had dobbed to her dad, and he’d talked to my mum.


    ‘Mum,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you just send me to a real volcano and I’ll throw myself in the molten lava, because that would be more fun than going to Cassidy Strong’s.’


    Mum put out her hand. ‘Hand it over.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Your detective book.’


    My mouth dropped open. Was she serious?


    ‘Are you serious?’ I asked.


    ‘Deadly serious,’ Mum said. ‘I’m confiscating it because your detective work is getting in the way of your school work.’


    I tried to explain to Mum that it was actually my school work that was getting in the way of my detective work, but she didn’t buy it.


    Reluctantly I handed over my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook, loudly protesting this was a violation of my basic human rights.


    Mum grinned. It was the same sort of evil grin I’d seen on Cassidy Strong’s face the day before.


    ‘Tell you what,’ Mum said. ‘You can have your detective book back right now.’


    ‘Great,’ I said, reaching for it.


    ‘But,’ my mum said, ‘only if you brought my organiser home today.’


    I gulped. My hands hovered in mid-air, halfway to getting my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook back. ‘Umm … I forgot.’


    Mum gave me one of those looks like she didn’t believe me.


    ‘Wesley,’ she said, ‘it’s one thing to skip class and spy on people, but the worst thing is lying. If you’ve been lying to me about my organiser, then life is about to get even more unpleasant for you around here.’


    I wasn’t sure that was possible, but I wasn’t willing to try my luck.


    ‘I’m not lying,’ I said to Mum, realising I was now lying about not lying.


    ‘I’m glad to hear that,’ Mum said, ‘because I’m not waiting for you to get home on Monday to get my organiser back. I’m coming to your school Science Fair, to make sure you’ve finished that volcano, and see you get an A for it, then I’m going to collect my organiser, otherwise …’


    But Mum didn’t say what the otherwise was. She just tucked my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook under her arm and left the room. That was the worst part. I was left to wonder what the otherwise was, and I was sure I wouldn’t like it.


    After the conversation with Mum I had a lot to think about.


    Okay, first of all. What had Gary and my mum been doing? Swapping notes?


    They both wanted me to solve the case and get their stuff back to them by the Science Fair. That was just too much of a coincidence.


    The Science Fair was what my mum would call a ‘pivotal life moment’. Mum said she had a pivotal life moment the day she quit her job as a receptionist and started her own business.


    ‘It’s when your life takes a whole new turn,’ she said.


    At the Science Fair I was going to solve the case, get everyone’s stuff back and be a hero, or Mum was going to find out I’d been lying, and Gary was going to snap me in half and/or squeeze me like a juice box. Subsequently, Mum was going to install prison bars over my bedroom window, and Cassidy was going to permanently destroy my reputation as a world-famous super sleuth. Only problem was, I didn’t have my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook any more. And as if things couldn’t get worse, Mum was making me spend the day at Cassidy Strong’s tomorrow: the lair of my enemy.


    After Mum had left, my brother appeared at my door.


    ‘I should come to the Science Fair on Monday,’ he said. ‘Sounds like it might be entertaining.’


    ‘Go away, Christopher,’ I said.


    ‘Oh, I will,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to give you a present.’ He turned round, backed into my room and did a giant fart. Then he walked out and closed the door behind him, leaving me trapped with a noxious wall of annoying brother fart gas coming towards me.


    I don’t remember much of what happened after that. I think the fumes overpowered me and I passed out.
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    CHAPTER 18


    The next day Mum dropped me off at Cassidy Strong’s house. At least I think it was Cassidy Strong’s house. It could have been the King of France’s house. We’ve stayed in hotels smaller than the enormous mansion my mother pulled up in front of.


    It was a disturbing development that I didn’t need to tell Mum where Cassidy Strong’s house was. Mum just drove straight there.


    I was greeted at the door by the Strongs’ maid. Yes, that’s right, the Strongs had a maid. Later, Cassidy said the maid was only part-time, but still, A MAID! These people were obviously show-offs.


    It seemed to take forever for Maria, the maid, to lead me through the Strongs’ palace to their ‘games’ room.


    Who has a games room? This is madness.


    Cassidy, Eamon, and Gruber were already there.


    The room’s pool table was pushed against one wall. The half-finished baking-soda volcano was sitting on newspaper in the middle of the floor. Against the other wall was a table full of fizzy drinks and snacks.


    ‘Wow,’ Cassidy said, with a smug smirk. ‘You’re here. Told you.’


    I narrowed my eyes at her. ‘You may have won the battle, but I will win the war.’


    Cassidy raised one eyebrow at me. ‘Whatever, Weirdo. The refreshments are over there.’ She pointed to the snacks table. ‘Help yourself.’


    ‘As if,’ I said. ‘It’s probably all been poisoned. I would never … are those cheesy puffs? I love cheesy puffs.’


    I hit myself in the head. Focus, Wesley. Focus!


    Cassidy gave me a weird look. ‘Are you talking to yourself?’


    Neville arrived shortly after. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said, taking a big puff of his asthma inhaler. ‘Mum was late back from her tennis lessons. Wow, your house is awesome, Cassidy.’


    ‘It’s okay.’ Cassidy shrugged. ‘It’s smaller than our last place.’


    Smaller than their last place. What was their last place? A planet?


    ‘If you think the house is cool,’ Eamon said to Neville, ‘wait till you see the pool.’


    And so began the worst day of my life.


    I spent the majority of it making trees out of pipe cleaners and tiny green painted foam balls while Neville worked on his melting villagers, Cassidy painted the volcano, Eamon developed the baking-soda eruption and Gruber added red food colouring to gloopy jelly to make it look like lava. Gruber kept wanting to stick his Penguin PI figurine somewhere on the volcano, but Eamon wouldn’t let him because Eamon said we didn’t want anything to ruin the ‘realistic volcano facade’. It was obvious Eamon was keen to make amends for last year’s ant fiasco. I personally had moved on.


    We worked all morning, and when the volcano was finished we all stood back and admired our handiwork.


    Neville took a puff of his asthma inhaler. ‘It looks … great,’ he said.


    ‘It’s awful,’ Eamon exclaimed in horror. ‘The scale is all wrong, it looks like it’s made out of whale snot, and Gruber’s red lava is baby-poo brown.’


    ‘Sorry about that,’ Gruber said.


    I had to admit, the volcano looked pretty crummy.
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    ‘Maybe if Neville, Eamon and I hadn’t been doing it by ourselves all week,’ Cassidy said, glaring at me, ‘because a certain amateur detective and his bumbling assistant were busy spying on people and breaking into lockers …’


    ‘Are you talking about Gruber and me?’ I said. ‘We are not amateurs. Well, Gruber might be, but I am just a couple of clues away from solving the biggest case Hub Hill Primary has ever seen.’


    ‘As if.’ Cassidy laughed. ‘You’re a joke, and a pathetic excuse for a detective.’


    Now, I have to say, I’m not proud of what I said next, and when you read it you might think I was a bit harsh, but you have to remember I was pretty annoyed at the time.


    ‘You know what, Cassidy?’ I said. ‘No one is impressed by you. You come prancing into our school with your pink dress, and your dad with his big cheques, and now you’ve got this ridiculous house, with an endless supply of fizzy drinks and those cheesy puffs. Are there any more of those by the way?’ I shook my head. Focus, Wesley. Focus! ‘And you think everyone likes you. Well, no one likes you, Cassidy. And I’m going to destroy you (okay, I was probably going too far with the ‘destroy you’ comment, but by that point I was on a roll). I am going to solve the case of the Hub Hill Heister and humiliate you, and then you can go off to some new swanky private school and try to buy some new friends.’


    When I was finished with my rant, even I was surprised by what I’d said. Everyone was quiet. Cassidy was just staring at me. Her bottom lip trembled a tiny bit, and for a moment I thought she was angry. She almost looked as though she was going to charge at me like an angry bull. But then she did something I didn’t expect: she started crying.


    And I mean really crying: big sobbing, runny nose, and bawling crying.
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    She ran out of the room just as Maria the maid came in to see what was going on.


    We heard Cassidy’s running footsteps, and bawling, trailing off down her very long corridor, and then a door slamming at the other end.


    Everyone was silent. The maid glared at me. Eamon glared at me. Neville glared at me. Gruber glared at me. I looked at Gruber’s Penguin PI figurine. Even the figurine seemed to be glaring at me.


    Eamon was the first to finally say something.


    ‘I’ve just got one question. Who is the Hub Hill Heister?’
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    CHAPTER 19


    I found Cassidy sitting on her bed with her back to me.


    Wowsers! Her room was … pink. Everything in it was pink. It was like someone had set off a fairy floss hand grenade.


    ‘Cassidy,’ I said, ‘call them crazy, but the others have this absurd idea you might be upset.’


    Cassidy sniffled. Then, total silence. Never a good sign.


    I paused. ‘They’re sorry. And I am too, I guess.’


    Okay, so there would probably have been better apologies in the history of apologies, but at least I’d said I was sorry.


    And besides, it wasn’t all my fault. She’d said some mean things, and I’d maybe said some things, but there was no need to make a big deal out of it.


    Cassidy sighed. I wasn’t sure if I should leave.


    ‘Do you know why I keep trying to solve all these crimes before you?’ Cassidy asked.


    Hmmm … because you’re an evil, vindictive tyrant? But I was pretty sure that wasn’t the answer she was looking for.


    I shrugged. ‘Is this a trick question?’


    ‘It’s because I like you,’ she said.


    No, I didn’t just mistype. That’s exactly what she said.


    ‘Pardon?’ I said. See, even I didn’t believe it.


    ‘I paid you out,’ Cassidy said. ‘I stole your assistant, and I even solved the case of Gruber’s stolen bike, all because I like you, Wesley.’


    I was unprepared for this sort of attack. I opened my mouth to say something but the muscles in my face all seemed to have gone on strike.


    ‘Wah?’ I said.


    ‘It’s true.’ She turned towards me and smiled. Her eyes were still puffy and red from crying. ‘Boys are so stupid. You can never tell if a girl likes you.’


    ‘Wah?’ I said again.


    ‘I was even going to give you this today.’ She stood up and got an envelope off her pink dresser. ‘I was hoping it would help us heal our relationship.’


    Relationship? That’s a dumb word. Doesn’t she know only adults have relationships? Kids just know each other.


    She handed me the envelope. Wesley was written on the front in purple glitter pen, with small red love hearts circling it.


    This was an envelope I did not want to open.


    ‘I’ve worked out who the Hub Hill Heister is,’ Cassidy said. ‘I’ve written the solution to the whole case on a letter inside this envelope. I want you to read it at the Science Fair on Monday, and say you solved the case.’


    ‘Wait?’ I said. ‘What? You’ve solved the case?’


    Cassidy shrugged. ‘It wasn’t so hard. But I don’t even want to be a detective. I want to be a model like my mum. And hopefully by letting you solve the case, you’ll see I’m not so bad after all, and we can be friends.’


    The words ‘Cassidy Strong’ and ‘friends’ did not belong together.


    I frowned, turning Cassidy’s envelope over. Had she really solved the case? She was no super sleuth. I slid my finger under the edge of the envelope’s seal.


    Cassidy looked horrified. ‘What are you doing?’


    Silly question. ‘What does it look like I’m doing?’ I said. ‘I’m opening it.’


    ‘Don’t you trust me?’


    The answer to that was, quite plainly, no. But Cassidy’s eyes went all droopy. Oh, rats, she was going to start crying again.


    ‘You have to open the letter at the Science Fair,’ she said. ‘Otherwise I’ll know you don’t trust me, and you really do hate me. Promise me. Promise me you won’t open it till the Science Fair.’


    It is remarkably hard to say no to a girl who is in a fragile emotional state.


    ‘No,’ I said. Hey, whatdya know? It isn’t that hard after all.


    ‘I really, really want us to be friends,’ Cassidy said desperately. ‘Please promise me.’


    I took a long, hard look at her. ‘Okay. I promise.’


    Cassidy narrowed her eyes at me.


    ‘Without crossing your fingers behind your back.’


    I removed my hand from behind my back and uncrossed my fingers. You can’t blame a kid for trying.


    ‘Okay, okay,’ I said. ‘I really promise this time.’


    As if this conversation couldn’t get any more freaky, Cassidy hugged me. Yes, you heard right, a hug.


    I rank the three things I’d least like to get a hug from as:


    1. A hungry grizzly bear


    2. A deadly king cobra; and


    3. Cassidy Strong.


    And that list is in reverse order of preference.


    ‘After you open my letter on Monday and solve the case’ – Cassidy was still hugging me – ‘you’ll see I’m not so bad. We can start over and be friends.’


    Why do people hug anyway? Unless you’re a professional wrestler, or trying to steal a wallet, there really isn’t a good reason to wrap your arms around someone.


    The hug is still going. Why is the hug still going?


    At last Cassidy released me and I could breathe again.
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    ‘I think this will be brilliant.’ Cassidy looked at me expectantly.


    ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Brilliant.’ At that point I would have said anything to avoid another hug.


    We returned to the games room and Cassidy told everyone we’d ‘made up’.


    ‘Bravo,’ cheered Eamon. Dork.


    The next thing on the agenda: try to rescue our baking-soda volcano. We did a reasonable job too, sort of. It went from looking like a big piece of wet whale snot to looking like a big piece of dry whale snot, which was at least slightly closer to a volcano.


    We all went for a swim in the Strongs’ pool, and just like Eamon had promised, the pool was pretty fancy. It was about the same size as the Pacific Ocean, but with water slides.


    I kept glancing over to where my jeans were hanging over the back of a pool chair. The envelope Cassidy had given me was in their back pocket. Had she really solved the case? Did she really like me?


    After our swim, Maria the maid brought out another bowl of cheesy puffs, and I started to wonder if having a friend like Cassidy, with a house the size of the Taj Mahal and an endless supply of fizzy drinks and cheesy puffs, would be so bad.


    Cassidy was suspiciously nice to me all afternoon. I tried to avoid being alone with her, but I was the last one to get picked up. It ended up being just me and Cassidy standing in the foyer of her house.


    ‘It’s going to be great,’ Cassidy said, ‘when you solve the case.’


    ‘Cassidy,’ I said, ‘why can’t I just open the letter now?’


    ‘So you don’t trust me.’ Cassidy looked like she was about to cry again.


    ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘I won’t open it till the Science Fair.’ That seemed to make Cassidy happy. I was worried I might get another hug, so I turned myself at a forty-five degree angle, put my hands on my hips and my elbows out. I was pretty sure this made me un-huggable. Thankfully I didn’t have to test this theory, because a second later the doorbell rang.


    ‘Well, I’d love to stay and have more hugs,’ I spluttered. ‘But Mum hates it if I make her wait.’


    I whipped open the door and lunged out on to the Strongs’ front doorstep, only to run into Mum and Mr Strong. Mum was laughing hysterically. I narrowed my eyes.


    ‘Here he is,’ Mr Strong said, grinning at me, ‘Wesley Booth, Super Spy.’


    It’s Super Sleuth, you big oaf. I was in no mood for idle chit-chat. I shot past Mr Strong like the Flash, hurtled down the Strongs’ front steps and made a beeline for the car.


    ‘Well, it’s been awesome,’ I said. ‘But I’ve got places to go and people to see. See you later. Adios. Arrivederci. In a while crocodile.’ I was rambling.


    ‘Not so fast, Wesley.’ Mr Strong chuckled. ‘Why don’t you two stay for dinner? You’re more than welcome.’


    I skidded to a stop. I spun round in slow motion and lunged towards Mum.


    Noooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!


    But it was too late, because I could see Mum’s lips moving. She was about to say the five words I least wanted her to say.


    ‘Oh, that would be lovely.’
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    CHAPTER 20


    Before dinner with the Strongs, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t like Mr Strong. After two hours of Mr Strong’s stories about how big and successful all his companies were, and how many famous people he’d met, it was beyond not liking. I was secretly hoping a meteorite would hurtle out of space and destroy all life on planet Earth. Turns out Mum and Mr Strong met at a supermarket. Mum was shopping at the supermarket, and Mr Strong owned the supermarket. Mum had asked to see the manager, to complain that she’d been overcharged for some bananas, and Mr Strong had refunded Mum’s full shopping bill.


    Big deal.


    Cassidy kept smiling at me. Only earlier today she was a cunning, evil witch who was trying to destroy me at every turn. I sighed. I missed that Cassidy.


    This new one was weird.


    Despite this, the dinner was pretty yummy. Chicken creamy mushroom something. Turns out the Strongs have a chef as well. Yes, you heard me right, a chef. I didn’t know what the deal was with these people. They were like gazillionaires.


    ‘I’m thinking about going to work for Grant,’ Mum said. I didn’t like how she called Mr Strong Grant. ‘In the marketing department of his office.’


    ‘What?’ I plonked my fork down. ‘What about your basket business?’


    Mum shrugged. ‘It’s just a part-time position. And anyway, sometimes you just have to come back down to reality.’ I didn’t really know what she meant by that.


    Mr Strong nodded. ‘Look, son, it’s good to have dreams, but you also have to pay the bills. Your mum doesn’t have any marketing experience, but as a successful local businessman, I believe it’s my duty to give struggling Hub Hill locals an opportunity.’


    Struggling?


    ‘I like to give deserving people a break,’ Mr Strong said. ‘Your mum is an amazing woman.’


    Mum’s cheeks went red.


    I was about to object when Cassidy said, ‘If our parents work together, we can hang out more.’ She smiled, looking hopeful. ‘We can become besties.’


    Besties? I picked up a piece of chicken and gnashed it between my teeth. ‘So, Grant. Weren’t you married before? What happened? Did you and your wife have infidelity?’


    ‘Wesley!’ Mum dropped a whole bowl of peas and they went all over the table.
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    Mr Strong laughed. ‘It’s okay. It’s okay.’


    Maria the maid bustled in and started herding up the peas. They were going everywhere. You’d be surprised how far a pea can roll.


    ‘I’m not trying to replace your dad, Wesley,’ Mr Strong said.


    Replace? There’s no one to replace, pal. My dad’s just temporarily relocated. I liked to think of it like Dad was on a school camp.


    Mr Strong clasped his big hairy hands together. ‘And as for my previous wife, and Cassidy’s beloved mother …’ He took a deep breath, like he was about to inflate a balloon. ‘I did everything I could to make that marriage work, but she was already married – to her career.’


    Mum nodded. ‘I know what that’s like.’


    Maria was under the table now, foraging for peas.


    ‘I’m so sorry about the mess, Grant,’ Mum said.


    Mr Grant waved away her apology. ‘Oh, that’s absolutely no problem.’


    We retired into the lounge room.


    I found out rich people say ‘retired’ when they move rooms. Normal people just say, ‘We moved rooms’.


    After another few hours of Mr Strong telling us stories about how wonderful he was and Mum laughing at all his jokes, I was ready to puke. Finally Mum said it was getting late and we’d have to get home.


    Hallelujah.


    ‘I’ll let you know about the job next week, Grant,’ my mum said as we walked out the front door. ‘It’s such a generous offer, but it’s a big decision, and I still have to discuss it with my husband.’


    ‘Of course, of course,’ Mr Strong said. ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way. But I can’t hold the position forever.’


    As we were finally about to leave, Cassidy ran up to me.


    ‘I can’t wait for Monday,’ she said.


    I assumed the un-huggable position again.


    ‘You aren’t going to open that letter before then, are you?’ she asked.


    ‘Cross my heart and hope to die,’ I said.


    ‘Great.’ Cassidy smiled. ‘Then you won’t mind if I put one of these on the envelope.’


    She pulled from her pocket something that looked like red coins stuck on a strip of rolled-up paper.


    I frowned. ‘What are they?’


    ‘They’re my dad’s letter seals. They’ve got our family crest on them.’


    ‘Your what?’


    Cassidy explained that a family crest was a shield with a picture on it, which represented your family. The Strongs’ family crest was of a lion and a hawk. It was mega cool. I wished our family had a crest, although ours would probably be a picture of a basket and a rock.


    Cassidy put one of the letter sealers over the flap on the back of the envelope. She pushed down hard.


    ‘There,’ she said, handing the envelope back to me. ‘Now I’ll be sure you haven’t opened the letter. This means so much to me, Wesley. You’re wonderful.’


    I studied the letter seal. It looked pretty stuck on there. I suspected this wasn’t the sort of thing that could be steamed off and re-attached very easily.


    Rats!


    On the car ride home Mum seemed to be thinking – a lot.


    She noticed me watching her and smiled. ‘I still can’t believe what you said. How do you even know the word infidelity?’


    ‘It’s in one of Christopher’s song titles. “Infidelity with the Devil”. I looked it up on the internet.’


    Mum laughed. ‘You’re obviously too young to listen to your brother’s music, which is actually a big bonus for you. Your father and I have no good excuse to get out of it.’


    Now it was my turn to laugh. ‘Wow, Mum, it’s really great spending this time together.’


    Mum gave me a suspicious look. ‘Is it?’


    ‘Can I have my detective book back now?’


    Mum narrowed her eyes at me. ‘Don’t push your luck, Bucko.’


    She turned on the radio and we listened to some old songs that were probably popular when my parents were kids. This was obviously before they invented good music.


    In my back pocket I could feel Cassidy’s envelope. Did the letter inside really have the identity of the Hub Hill Heister in it?
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    CHAPTER 21


    All Sunday I was facing a conundrum. A conundrum is something tricky, like a riddle.


    My conundrum was whether to trust Cassidy Strong or not. Twenty-four hours ago I trusted her about as much as I trusted that Gary Connors would one day become a great guy.


    If I opened the letter after I promised Cassidy I wouldn’t, then she would probably cry again. This would be at the Science Fair, and in front of everyone including my mum, and I knew how my mum felt about lying.


    Maybe Cassidy was telling the truth. Maybe all this time she’d totally liked me. After all, I was a downright likeable guy.


    What made my decision even harder was, there was also a lot of pressure on me to solve the case of the Hub Hill Heister. Without Cassidy’s letter I’d never solve it before the Science Fair. I didn’t even have my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook any more.


    But if I did use Cassidy’s letter, and I solved the case, I could get Mum’s organiser back and Gary’s Pinky. I could be a school hero and no one would ever even know Cassidy had been the real super sleuth.


    I researched letter seals on the internet. Turns out there is no way you can get them off and put them back on again without people being able to tell. Fiddlesticks, I thought, which is a word Mum uses instead of swearing.


    I asked Mum a couple more times if I could have my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook back. I figured if I could solve the case then I wouldn’t even need Cassidy’s letter. But every time I asked Mum she just smiled and said I could have it back after the Science Fair, and only if I returned her organiser. What I couldn’t tell Mum was that I needed my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook to get her organiser back. So that was a bit of a conundrum.


    My last option was to ring Gruber and ask for his advice, which shows how desperate I was. This was a boy who knew everything about detective work from an animated penguin and his hip-hop dancing turtle sidekick.


    ‘I think Cassidy is cool,’ Gruber said. ‘I’m pretty sure she wasn’t lying when she was being nice to you. I’ve been reading her tells. Hey, do you want to come over and watch Penguin PI? Today’s episode is one of my favourites.’


    I told Gruber I couldn’t because I was grounded. Not that I particularly wanted to watch Penguin PI. That was actually one time I was glad to be grounded.


    Later that day I went out with Dad. Even though I was grounded, Mum said it was okay to hang out with Dad for the afternoon.


    Dad and I met at Pinnacle Park, which was the same park that Mr Strong was going to destroy so that he could build a shopping mall. So much for Mr Community!


    We got an ice cream, played a game of giant chess and fed the ducks in Pinnacle Pond. Dad and I had never fed the ducks before. For some reason Dad wanted to all of a sudden, and he bought a loaf of bread from the kiosk. This made me think things must have been really bad between him and Mum.


    The ducks swarmed us when we pulled out the bread. It was like they hadn’t been fed in years.


    After we watched a couple of ducks attacking each other over a piece of crust, my dad said, ‘I miss hanging out with you kids.’


    ‘Even Christopher?’ I asked.


    ‘Even Christopher.’


    I didn’t realise Dad would be missing us after only a week at Uncle Jay’s, but then again Uncle Jay’s house did smell funny and there was never any loo paper in the toilet.


    ‘You must have rocks in your head to be staying at Uncle Jay’s,’ I said, trying to cheer Dad up with a rock joke.


    Dad laughed, and he watched as two ducks jumped on another duck who was trying to get away with the crust.


    ‘We might have to stop feeding these ducks,’ Dad said. ‘One of them is going to get hurt soon.’


    ‘Dad, is there any way to get a letter seal off a letter and then put it back on again so no one can tell?’


    Dad stared at me. ‘That’s a weird question.’


    ‘It’s for a school assignment.’


    ‘Oh,’ Dad said. ‘Well, I don’t think you can. That’s sort of the whole point of letter seals.’


    Dad started telling me about ‘medieval’ times, like back when there were kings and castles and stuff. He said kings used to put wax seals on letters. Then when someone got the letter they’d know no one but the king had written on it.
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    I thought about this for a moment. ‘Dad, can I borrow a hundred dollars?’ I asked.


    ‘How come?’


    ‘I might need to buy Mum a new organiser.’


    Dad stared at me. ‘What happened to her old one?’


    ‘I think she lost it.’


    Dad whistled. ‘Wow, even if she buys a new one, she can’t replace all the information on it. I always told her to back it up more.’


    I sighed. ‘Never mind.’


    ‘How’s the big case going?’ Dad asked.


    ‘Well,’ I said, ‘my assistant gets all his detective training from an animated penguin, all my clues have been confiscated, and if I don’t solve the case in the next twenty-four hours …’ I grimaced. ‘I don’t even like to think about what’s going to happen to me.


    I saw what happened to the stick and the juice box.’ I’ve heard Dad use the expression ‘Kids say the darndest things’ and I could tell that’s what he was thinking as he looked at me just then. ‘So not going brilliantly?’


    ‘Not so much.’


    ‘The thing is,’ I continued, ‘suddenly I’ve got a chance to solve the case. Only problem is, I’ve got to trust someone I didn’t think I could trust before. It’s a big risk.’


    ‘Well,’ Dad said, ‘sometimes the bigger the risk, the greater the reward.’


    I thought about this. Dad was right. I took a big risk following Mr Krause, but now I knew the answer to one of the school’s biggest mysteries.


    Dad looked thoughtful. ‘Your mum took a big risk when she quit her job and started her own business.’ He shook his head. ‘She’s worked really hard, and I promised to support her.’


    Dad said other stuff too. Like he’d neglected his relationship with Mum a bit. Like he should have made more of an effort. I said that was true, and his rock jokes needed a bit of work. Dad laughed. I also asked if he and Mum were getting a divorce, and if we’d have to move to Alaska. He told me to stop talking to my brother about things.


    I told him about Mr Strong, and how we had dinner at his place. I expected Dad to be really mad, but he just smiled and said we’d better get going because it was getting dark. Plus the ducks were starting to circle around us with a hungry look in their eyes, and we didn’t have any more bread.


    ‘So you think I should take a risk?’ I said to Dad as we walked back to the car.


    ‘I think we should all take more risks,’ Dad said.


    Cassidy’s letter was still in my back pocket. I hadn’t let it out of my sight since she’d given it to me. Earlier that day I’d tried holding it up to the light, but I couldn’t make out what was written inside. I could make out some words written in big letters, but I couldn’t read them. I even searched on the internet for: How do you see inside a sealed envelope? But I hadn’t been able to find out anything useful.


    I knew that I’d made a promise to Cassidy, and the right thing to do was to keep it.


    By the time Dad dropped me home, I’d made a decision: I was going to leave Cassidy’s letter sealed until the Science Fair. I was going to trust my instincts. I was going to stand up in front of the whole school, tear open the letter and announce to everyone who the Hub Hill Heister was. It felt good to make that decision, like I’d been walking around with a heavy backpack on all day and I’d finally been able to take it off.


    I just hoped it was the right decision.


    Dad sometimes uses the expression the ‘wisdom of hindsight’. It’s when you think back on something and you can see what an idiot you were being, even though you couldn’t at the time.


    Man, I could have used the wisdom of hindsight just then, because I was headed for big trouble.
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    CHAPTER 22


    Okay, so unless you’re a total peanut brain, you’ll have worked out what happened at the Science Fair, especially since I already told you at the start of this story.


    And before you start going on about what a total dork I was for trusting Cassidy Strong, just save your breath, because I know it all already.


    When I got to the Science Fair there were students, teachers and parents everywhere. It was like there was actually something interesting to see in the school’s new gym rather than just a bunch of crummy science projects. Or maybe people were just there to see the new gym, which had been finished ahead of schedule.


    Gees, people, it’s just a gymnasium. Get a life.


    Pat was standing by the fire exit, leaning on a broom and discussing with Mr Krause how the new gym’s toilets had a ‘fandangled’ sensor-flush system. Mr Tam was getting Dot a lemonade out of the drinks machine, and Principal Labbermeister was weaving through the crowd and telling students to pull up their socks, tuck in their shirts and stop eating their own boogers.


    I was standing with Mum and Christopher. Mum was telling Christopher how he was too young to get a tattoo on his shoulder that said ‘Rock God’.


    ‘Talk about your false advertising,’ I said.


    I opened my Secret Clues notebook and wrote:


    Wish Dad was here. Then he could joke that he’d like to get a ‘Rock God’ tattoo too. I’ll have to tell him that later.


    My Secret Clues notebook was a temporary substitute for my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook, which Mum still hadn’t returned. My Secret Clues notebook was skilfully disguised as an ordinary school notebook, so Mum wouldn’t know I was continuing my detective work. It was skilfully disguised as an ordinary school notebook because it was an ordinary school notebook, which had now been repurposed into something worthwhile.


    I looked up from my Secret Clues notebook and saw Cassidy bounding towards us from across the room. I closed my Secret Clues notebook.


    ‘Hi, Wesley.’ She fluttered her eyelashes at me. ‘Hi, Christopher. Hi, Maureen.’


    ‘Hello, Cassidy.’ Mum smiled. ‘Don’t you look lovely today?’


    Cassidy spun towards me. ‘Do you think I look lovely too, Wesley?’


    ‘I would prefer to keep our relationship strictly professional, Cassidy.’


    Cassidy laughed. ‘You kidder. C’mon, Eamon is about to launch our volcano. Let’s go watch it together.’


    As she walked off my brother smirked at me. ‘I can’t believe Lemon Head has a girlfriend.’
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    Mum shushed him.


    But he was right. Cassidy had fallen for me big time. In a way I felt sorry for her. To be a great detective you have to be unemotional, detached. Sherlock Holmes calls it being ‘clinical’. That’s why Gruber could never be a great detective. He’d lost his Penguin PI figurine that morning and cried for like half an hour.


    We all walked over to the monstrosity that was darkening the centre of the gymnasium: our group’s baking-soda volcano.


    My brother laughed when he saw it. ‘It looks like a big cow pat.’


    I was about to tell him we modelled it on his face when I saw Eamon climb up on to a step stool.


    ‘Behold,’ Eamon announced. ‘We are about to ignite our baking-soda volcano. Please, everyone, put on your protective goggles.’


    Neville and Gruber had been among the crowd handing out safety goggles. The requirement for anti-blast gear was generating quite a buzz. We were the only science project that had a crowd of kids five deep to see it, which was generating a look of rising panic on Principal Labbermeister’s face.


    ‘Cassidy,’ Eamon said. ‘Please ensure the fire exits are clear of all obstructions. If this baby’ – he gestured to the volcano – ‘goes supernova, we’ll have mere seconds to get to my calculated safe viewing distance of seven miles.’


    ‘Oooooooooo,’ said the crowd. Those that hadn’t already, put their goggles on.


    Eamon was overselling our baking-soda volcano, of course. But it was true he had aerodynamically designed the cone for maximum propulsion, and he’d trialled over ten different brands of baking soda and vinegar to find the most explosive combination.
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    So even I put on a pair of safety goggles and stepped back as Eamon, accompanied by a drum roll from Gruber, tipped a whole bottle of vinegar into the volcano’s crater.


    The crowd waited in anticipation.


    Nothing happened.


    I could hear a bubbling noise, and the base of the volcano started to swell, but not one drop of red lava oozed out the top.


    After what seemed like an eternity, I heard my brother snort behind me. ‘That is the lamest baking-soda volcano I have ever seen.’


    ‘Yeah.’ Gary Connors chimed in. ‘I’ve got zits that made bigger explosions than that.’ This was pretty rich coming from a kid whose group’s Pacific Ocean wonder of the world was just a bowl of water with a dead fish in it.


    But Gary Connors’ comment got a good laugh, and I turned round to see him and my brother high-fiving each other. It was like watching two primates interact at the zoo.


    ‘There’s something blocking the spout,’ Eamon screamed, his head hovering precariously over the crater of the expanding volcano. ‘Has anyone got a plunger?’


    ‘In me ute,’ said Pat. ‘Back in a mo.’


    Murmurs were breaking out among the crowd. I saw Mrs Hutch frown and shake her head. She opened her marking book and unclipped a red pen.


    This was shaping up to be a very bad situation. Mrs Hutch was about to give us an F for our wonders of the world assignment. Add that to the D– I got for my mathematics test, and I wasn’t going to get my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook back before the end of this century.


    And speaking of Mum, she was glaring at me. I just knew she was going to ask me to go and get her organiser. There was only one thing for it. I pulled Cassidy’s envelope from my back pocket and walked up on to the stage.


    ‘Attention, everyone.’


    Nobody in the room looked up.


    Whoops. I flicked the switch on the side of the microphone from ‘off’ to ‘on’.


    ‘Attention, everyone,’ I said again. This time the gym’s new PA system made my voice as loud as thunder.


    Heads snapped in my direction. Even Eamon looked up. He currently had his whole arm buried inside the volcano’s spout. Mrs Hutch put down her red pen.


    ‘I’ve solved the case of the Hub Hill Heister,’ I announced. ‘I have the thief’s identity right here in this envelope.’ I held up the envelope.


    ‘Oooooooooo,’ said the crowd.


    I saw Cassidy Strong push her way to the front. She smiled and gave me a thumbs up.


    Behind everyone Eamon was panicking and putting more and more vinegar into our baking-soda volcano. The volcano was still swelling and making a weird bubbling noise. I was glad I was standing a long way away from it.


    I opened the envelope and triumphantly pulled out Cassidy’s letter.


    I read the letter. The smile dropped off my face.


    The letter read:


    
      You are such an idiot, Wesley Booth.

    


    I gulped. This was not entirely unexpected, I realised. Cassidy Strong was pure evil after all. The whole school was watching me. Principal Labbermeister was headed for the stage, and she did not look happy. My mum folded her arms. My brother laughed. ‘Classic Lemon Head,’ he said. ‘Has anyone got any popcorn?’


    ‘Who is it?’ Gary Connors screamed. ‘Who’s the Hub Hill Heister?’


    Lots of others joined in, barraging me with requests to reveal the identity of the school’s thief, especially those whose stuff had been stolen. I noticed that Alice Black, disturbingly, was taking photos for the school newspaper.


    The louder and louder everyone shouted, the wider and wider was the smile on Cassidy Strong’s face.


    A lesser detective would have given up right then, but I was not a lesser detective. I was a super sleuth. I was not about to let Cassidy Strong win so easily.


    ‘The Hub Hill Heister is … is …’


    C’mon, brain. Don’t let me down now. I don’t need Cassidy’s letter, or my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook. I’m a super sleuth. Surely I can figure this out. Think, brain, think.


    People continued to stare at me. Principal Labbermeister had reached the stage steps now, and was climbing up them.


    My brain came back with a response. It said: You have reached the brain of Wesley Booth. Unfortunately, Wesley’s brain is not in right now. Please leave a message after the beep and he will contact you as soon as possible … Beep. I saw with great relief that Principal Labbermeister was about to snatch the microphone out of my hand before I had to admit I didn’t know who the Hub Hill Heister was. I grinned. Good old Principal Labbermeister with her military efficiency.


    But then she stopped and folded her arms. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Who is it?’


    I gulped. I considered pretending to faint.


    ‘He doesn’t know!’ Gary Connors screamed. ‘He’s lying!’


    ‘Err,’ I said.


    BOOM!


    There was an explosion from the back of the room. It was our baking-soda volcano! A huge snake of red goop shot into the air. It arched up and over like a three-pointer basketball shot, and, unfortunately, it was coming straight for me. I didn’t have time to move. I didn’t even have time to scream. The last thing I saw was a small object in the centre of the deluge of red goop that was rocketing towards me. It must have been the object that had been blocking the crater of the volcano, but it wasn’t blocking anything any more.


    That’s weird. Is that Gruber’s Penguin PI figurine?


    [image: ]
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    CHAPTER 23


    Silence. After the red goop had finished dumping all over me, which took quite a while, the whole gymnasium went silent. Hundreds of pairs of wide eyes just stared at me.


    Even Cassidy looked shocked at what had just happened.


    The side door of the gym opened and in walked Pat, holding a plunger in his hand. He stopped. He looked at our exploded volcano, with Eamon lying flat on his back beside it, and at me up on stage, covered in gloppy red goo, like King Kong had just blown his nose all over me, and with a Penguin PI-shaped dent in the middle of my forehead.


    ‘Well.’ Pat held up the plunger. ‘I guess you won’t be needing this any more.’


    And then the laughter started. The whole gym erupted. Even Principal Labbermeister was trying not to smirk as she dragged me off stage.


    Five minutes later Cassidy, Gruber, Neville, Eamon, my brother and I were all sitting in the waiting area outside Principal Labbermeister’s office. Principal Labbermeister was meeting with my mum and Mrs Hutch.


    ‘What happened to you?’ Dot exclaimed as I’d squelched in.


    ‘Just another day at the office, Dot,’ I said. ‘Hold my calls.’


    As we waited for the adults to decide our fate, Dot put a towel down on one of the chairs in the waiting room so I wouldn’t make a ‘ruddy mess’.


    ‘Would any of you kids like a drink?’ she asked.


    ‘I’ll have a martini, shaken not stirred,’ my brother said, sitting back and flipping open a copy of Teacher’s Pets magazine.


    ‘Iced tea for me,’ Cassidy said. ‘English breakfast preferably, but any European variety will do.’


    Gruber thrust his arm up. ‘Oh, oh, chocolate thickshake for me, please.’


    ‘I’ll have anything that comes with a biologically tested certificate, to confirm it does not contain any lethal pathogens,’ said Neville.


    Eamon put his head in his hands. ‘I can’t even think about a drink right now.’


    Dot smiled. ‘I’ll just get you all a glass of water, shall I?’ Everyone nodded. ‘Are you comfortable, Wesley?’


    I looked at her. ‘My underpants are full of fake lava, Dot. I’ve been better.’


    Dot smiled again, and went to get our glasses of water. I could hear Principal Labbermeister’s raised voice from inside her office.


    Cassidy smirked at me. ‘You look like a giant red Paddle Pop.’


    My brother laughed.


    As I’d been leaving the gymnasium with Principal Labbermeister, Gary Connors had caught my eye across the room, pumped his fist into his hand and mouthed, ‘You’re dead meat, Booth.’ It was either that or he mouthed, ‘Sore red feet, strewth.’ Considering the context, I think it was probably the dead meat thing. So right then I was thinking about changing schools. It seemed my brilliance was underappreciated at Hub Hill Primary anyway.


    ‘I’m sorry you didn’t solve the case of the Hub Hill Heister, Wesley.’ Neville took a puff of his asthma inhaler. ‘If it makes you feel any better, none of this is going to matter in a few years when the Earth is hit by an asteroid. Then an ice age will start, society will collapse, and we’ll all be scavenging for food to stay alive. So no one will be thinking about what a fool you made of yourself at the Science Fair today.’


    ‘Funnily enough, Neville, that doesn’t make me feel any better.’


    Neville shrugged. ‘Just trying to help.’ He took another puff of his inhaler.


    Cassidy was still smirking at me. She looked pretty proud of herself. ‘I still can’t believe you fell for my trick. You are such a dummy.’


    ‘I didn’t fall for your trick, Cassidy. I didn’t need your letter. I was just about to reveal who the Hub Hill Heister was.’


    ‘You mean you know?’ said Gruber. ‘Talk about your big surprises. That’s great. I thought you didn’t know.’


    ‘Of course I know. I’m not called a super sleuth for nothing.’


    ‘You gave yourself that name,’ Cassidy said. She turned to the others. ‘He doesn’t know. He doesn’t even know how to tie his own shoelaces.’


    I glared at Cassidy. ‘I only wear Velcro sneakers for convenience.’


    Cassidy laughed. ‘Is that the same reason you still wear nappies?’


    ‘Shut up,’ Eamon screamed. ‘All of you shut up.’ He was looking pretty frazzled. ‘We are all in serious trouble. Mrs Hutch said my volcano was potentially life-threatening. Can you believe that?
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    Potentially life-threatening! She’s going to give us an F. I just know it. Do you have any idea how bad an F could look on my academic record?’


    Cassidy scoffed. ‘That old coot won’t give us an F. She wouldn’t dare. Ms Labbermeister is probably trying to convince Wesley’s mum not to sue this school. Someone could have been seriously hurt in that explosion. Luckily for them all that got hit was Wesley’s head, and there isn’t anything valuable in there.’


    I shot Cassidy my best I-will-destroy-you glare, but she just ignored me.


    ‘My dad will probably sue this school for all it’s got,’ Cassidy said proudly.


    The door to Principal Labbermeister’s office opened and out stepped Principal Labbermeister, Mrs Hutch and Mum.


    ‘Well,’ said Principal Labbermeister, ‘we all agree that what happened at the Science Fair today was an unfortunate incident.’


    ‘Not for me,’ said my brother, who was now sitting back and playing games on his iPhone. ‘This has been one of the best days I’ve had in ages.’


    ‘Christopher!’ my mum snapped.


    ‘Mrs Hutch,’ Principal Labbermeister continued, ‘has agreed to give you all a C on your geography assignments.’


    ‘A C!’ Eamon leapt off his chair. ‘Why don’t you just burn my academic transcript right now, you heartless witch?’


    Principal Labbermeister paused. ‘I will ignore that outburst, Mr Lee, on account of your unblemished school record, and remind you it could be worse. After all, you did almost blow up our new school gymnasium today.’


    The glare Principal Labbermeister gave Eamon made him sit back down again.


    Principal Labbermeister informed us that our parents had all been called to come and pick us up, except for mine of course, because Mum was already there.


    Dot came back with our glasses of water.


    I started drinking mine even though I wasn’t that thirsty. I just wanted to go home and have a long hot shower.


    ‘C’mon.’ Mum shook her head and smiled. She actually didn’t look too angry. ‘Let’s go home and get you cleaned up.’


    I started to walk for the door.


    ‘As soon,’ Mum said, ‘as we go and get my organiser.’


    I spat my glass of water everywhere.


    ‘Wesley Booth!’ Principal Labbermeister screamed. ‘Haven’t you done enough damage for one day?’


    ‘Ah, Mum, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you,’ I said. Mum was not going to take this well. ‘Your organiser. I haven’t got it. It’s been stolen by the Hub Hill Heister.’


    ‘I know,’ said Mum.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Mr Tam told me.’


    ‘When?’


    ‘A few days ago.’


    My mouth dropped open.


    My brother laughed. ‘Mum, you sly devil.’


    Mum smiled. ‘I just wanted to see how long it took before you told me the truth.’


    For someone who always went on about how bad lying was, my mum was flipping good at it.


    ‘Well, then …’ I put my hands on my hips. ‘Looks like we’ve all made mistakes. I think the best thing we can do is go home and pretend this day never happened.’


    ‘Nice try, Bucko,’ Mum said. ‘We’ll discuss your punishment later on.’


    She really emphasised the word punishment, like it was going to be a significant one.


    ‘Speaking of punishment …’ Principal Labbermeister almost smiled. ‘All of you children will be at school early tomorrow morning. Mr Krause is going to get you some floorboard scrubbers and a bucket, and you’re going to clean the red goop off our brand new gymnasium floorboards – every single drop of it.’


    Injustice was the word of the day over the next twenty-four hours. The punishment my mum handed down to me was so severe you’d think I was an international jewel thief.


    ‘Double chores for a month,’ Mum said from across the dinner table. ‘You can do all your brother’s chores as well.’


    I heard my brother whooping from upstairs. Mum had told him he wasn’t allowed to be present for my sentencing. She didn’t want him ‘gloating’.


    ‘I’d like to appeal this decision,’ I said.


    ‘No appeals. The judge’s decision is final.’


    I was appalled at this disregard for due process. ‘And what is Christopher going to be doing while I’m doing all his chores?’


    ‘He’ll be spending extra time practising his guitar.’ Mum leaned forward and whispered, ‘I think that’s for the best.’ She suppressed a smile.


    ‘Hey,’ my brother screamed from upstairs, ‘I heard that.’


    I considered my punishment. ‘I hope I will be getting double pocket money to go along with these double chores.’


    ‘You’ll be getting no pocket money.’


    I threw my arms up. ‘But what about the case of the Hub Hill Heister? I need my pocket money to buy a fingerprint kit. And I need my Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook back.’


    Mum fixed me with a look. ‘You need to concentrate on your school work, which is why I’m keeping your Clues and Important Case-solving Stuff notebook for another month as well.’


    I tried to protest but it didn’t do any good. See what I mean about injustice? And then, to keep the theme going, I had to spend the next morning scrubbing the new gymnasium floors till my arms felt like jelly while Mr Krause lay on the gym mats and had a ‘kip’.
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    This meant I had to spend even more time with my arch-nemesis, Cassidy Strong. She thought it was pretty funny that I was still a bright shade of pink, like I was sunburnt. Turns out it was going to take a few more days for me to get the red gloopy colour off my skin.


    So I wasn’t in a very good mood when Gruber and I were leaving the gymnasium and Gruber said, ‘I forgot to say, Wesley, thanks for finding my Penguin PI figurine yesterday. I thought I’d lost it.’ He mocked wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. ‘Phew.’


    I narrowed my eyes at him.


    Gruber frowned. ‘Are you upset at me?’


    ‘I don’t get upset, Gruber. I’m a professional. And that’s also why I don’t get my detective advice from a silly kids’ show, and I don’t think you should either, from now on.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘No more Penguin PI, period. Period is what my mother says. It means end of argument.’


    ‘But, but …’ Gruber looked panicked. ‘How do you know it’s a silly kids’ show? You’ve never even watched it.’


    ‘I don’t need to watch it, Gruber. No assistant of mine is watching children’s programming. Your little brother has outgrown that show, and he’s in kindergarten. And I don’t know why we’re still talking about this – I already said period.’


    Gruber stared at me. ‘Fine.’ His bottom lip quivered. ‘Then maybe I won’t be your assistant any more.’


    I shrugged. ‘Gruber, I have a waiting list a mile long.’


    Gruber stared at me desperately for a second, as if he was expecting me to take it back, and then he stormed off.


    I stood there stunned. I can’t believe Gruber just gave up a career as an assistant to the world’s most famous super sleuth for a TV show. Some people just don’t have their priorities in order.
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    CHAPTER 24


    One week later and I still didn’t have a new assistant. Turns out my waiting list a mile long was actually a little shorter. I’d advertised every day, but so far the only person who showed up for an interview was Todd Spilluddy, and he’d got lost looking for the boys’ toilets.


    Apart from that I’d been occupying my time by avoiding Gary Connors, which involved employing a number of cunning disguises and occasionally diving into rubbish bins. And just to be on the safe side, I was spending my lunchtimes hanging out with Pat.


    ‘Do you miss your little friend?’ Pat said to me one day, as I watched him trimming hedges by the library.


    ‘Gruber?’ I laughed. ‘Now that he’s stopped holding me back, business has never been better.’


    ‘Obviously,’ Pat said with a wry smile. ‘Which is why you spent lunchtime yesterday watching me clean gunk out of filters.’


    I shrugged. ‘What can I say? I have a keen interest in air-conditioning maintenance.’


    But the truth was, business had not been amazing. The trail of the Hub Hill Heister had gone cold. There had been no more thefts. The rumour among the student body was that the case would never be solved. Everyone seemed to have forgotten there was a super sleuth in residence at this school.


    And after Cassidy solved the case of Gruber’s stolen bike (which she hadn’t really solved so much as found someone to pin it on), now when new cases came up at school, like when Alice Black’s pet dog, Sir-Spots-a-Lot, went missing, it was Cassidy Strong’s detective agency that got the job. She and Eamon found Sir-Spots-a-Lot too. Turns out there was a hole in Alice’s parents’ fence and Sir-Spots-a-Lot was partial to sleeping in the neighbour’s dandelion patch. Cassidy solved the case after she found some dandelion petals in Sir-Spots-a-Lot’s kennel.


    I could have solved that case, and probably quicker than Cassidy, but now everyone was saying Cassidy’s detective agency was the best detective agency in the school, especially since Cassidy had business cards made up that read: Cassidy Strong’s Detective Agency – The best detective agency in the school.


    So, with her pilfering all my work, I had a lot of spare time, and I’d even started watching Penguin PI. Amazingly, the show was actually pretty good. I read on the internet that it was written by some retired detective who always dreamed of writing kids’ books. I had to give Gruber credit for being right on that one. Guess there’s a first time for everything. But Gruber hadn’t talked to me since the Science Fair.


    ‘Well, let me know if there’s anything I can do to help,’ Pat said, as he finished shaping the hedge by the library’s entrance into a bookworm. Pat was actually a gifted hedge artist.
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    But despite Pat’s skill with hedge trimmers, there was nothing he could do to help me solve the case of the Hub Hill Heister. I knew I was still going to solve it, of course. In my entire detective career I had never failed to solve a case. True, this was officially my first real case, but the statistics never lie. I’ll admit the case was taking longer to solve than I had anticipated, but the frustrating bit was, I knew I’d probably already collected enough clues. They were just floating around in my mind like puzzle pieces, and I had most of them together. But there was just one piece missing.


    I thought about the missing puzzle piece for the rest of the day. On the way home I was thinking about it so hard I almost walked into a light pole.


    When I got home, I came in the front door to find Mum jamming stuff in her bag to go out.


    ‘Don’t forget we’ve got the parent-teacher night tonight.’ Mum sighed, as though she wasn’t looking forward to it. ‘Where are my keys?’


    Christopher was leaning over the back of the couch. ‘Ouch, parent-teacher night. Gonna be a bloodbath for you this year, little brother. Don’t worry though. I never went well at parent-teacher nights, and I turned out okay.’


    Mum and I stared at Christopher. Mum closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


    ‘In the car, Wesley. Christopher, don’t break anything.’


    Christopher shot her a salute. ‘Yes sir!’ He spun round and knocked his bowl of chips off the lounge room table.


    ‘Else,’ Mum said. ‘Don’t break anything else.’


    Bench appeared like a ninja out of a puff of smoke and started hoovering the chips off the floor.


    Mum stopped at the hallway mirror and applied some lipstick. ‘I hope Mr Strong is there tonight. I’m going to tell him I’m taking that job.’


    ‘Excuse me.’ I straightened my cricket cap in the mirror. ‘Has Dad approved this?’


    Dad had moved back in, but he was sleeping on the couch. Apparently he couldn’t stay at Uncle Jay’s any more because Uncle Jay’s house was being ‘fumigated’. Fumigated meant they were destroying bugs by spraying poisons everywhere.


    ‘Your father is working late again,’ Mum said. ‘And he’ll have to keep working late until I go back to work. So I don’t have much choice, do I? Now, in the car.’


    So that was it. Mum was going to take the job with Mr Strong. She was still angry with Dad for not supporting her basket business. Christopher kept saying they were going to get divorced and he was really excited because that meant double presents from now on. My parent-teacher night was probably not going to go well, and Cassidy Strong, a second-rate detective by anyone’s standards, was monopolising the detective business at school.


    And all I needed was one missing puzzle piece to solve the case, win the day and become a hero.


    As we drove to the parent-teacher night, Mum didn’t say much. I could tell she was thinking about this job with Mr Strong, and how she really didn’t want to do it.


    When we were stopped at the traffic lights, Mum looked at me and frowned.


    ‘You haven’t said much.’


    I shrugged. ‘Just thinking about puzzles, Mother. Just thinking about puzzles.’


    Mum gave me a goofy look. ‘Are you okay?’


    ‘I’m great. Never been better.’


    Mum shook her head. ‘No, you’re not. You’re furrowing your brow. You always furrow your brow when you’re lying.’


    I stared at her. ‘What?’


    ‘Your brow. You always furrow it when you’re lying – have done ever since you were a little boy.’


    I continued to stare at Mum. ‘I do?’


    She smiled and ruffled my hair. ‘I can read you like a book.’


    And, just like that, Mum gave me my missing puzzle piece.
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    I shot forward in my seat. ‘Mum, turn the car around.’


    Now it was Mum’s turn to stare at me. ‘What? No. We’re going to the parent-teacher –’


    ‘Mum, you have to trust me. There’s somewhere we have to go before the parent-teacher night. You need to turn the car around. Now! Please. My whole future as a detective depends on it.’


    Mum gawked at me for a few seconds, and then, to my surprise, she flicked on her indicator and started looking for a spot to do a U-turn.


    I must have had the biggest smile on my face right then, because all of a sudden I knew exactly who the Hub Hill Heister was.
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    CHAPTER 25


    We pulled up at twenty-five Maple Court to find Gruber’s mum, Mrs Dean, in the driveway, opening the door of their station wagon.


    ‘Wesley?’ She smiled at me as I leapt out of Mum’s car. ‘Hi Maureen.’ She twinkled her fingers at my mum.


    Mum gave Mrs Dean a confused wave.


    ‘Are you here to see Gruber?’ Mrs Dean asked. ‘We’re just on our way to the parent-teacher night.’


    ‘Whoopee,’ said Mr Dean, emerging from the house. ‘Time to find out how many make-up classes Gruber has to take this year. Never had this sort of trouble with our other kids.’


    ‘Don’t be cruel,’ shushed Mrs Dean.


    ‘I’m not being cruel. I’m just saying. Toby is a BMW, Tess is a Mercedes, Tyler is a mini Ferrari, and Gruber’ – Mr Dean paused – ‘Gruber’s a golf cart.’


    ‘Well, maybe if you supported him a bit more.’


    Mr Dean rolled his eyes. ‘Well, maybe if I had something to support him in. All he ever does is watch television.’


    ‘Actually.’ I put my finger up. ‘Gruber’s helped me solve the case of the Hub Hill Heister.’


    Both Mr and Mrs Dean stopped and looked at me.


    ‘The what?’ said Mr Dean.


    ‘That’s the nickname we’ve given the person who’s been stealing all the stuff at school. Gruber and I have been working on the case. And thanks to Gruber’s advice, I’ve solved it.’


    Mr Dean looked like someone had slapped him. ‘Really?’


    I nodded. ‘Yeah, Gruber is actually a fantastic assistant.’


    ‘I am?’ a voice asked. We all spun round to find Gruber standing there. He must have sneaked out from the house while we were talking. He had his Penguin PI tee shirt on.


    ‘You are,’ I said. ‘Nice tee shirt, by the way. I came by to ask you if you wanted your old job back.’


    Gruber frowned. ‘But what about Penguin PI?’


    ‘What about it?’ I smiled. ‘It’s one of my favourite shows now. And I’m on my way to the parent-teacher night to tell everyone who the Hub Hill Heister is. You have to be there, because I never would have solved the case if it hadn’t been for your advice.’


    ‘Well I never,’ said Mr Dean. ‘At last, we found something Gruber’s good at.’


    ‘See.’ Mrs Dean glared at her husband. ‘Support. Our little boy is a BMW after all.’


    A wide smile spread across Gruber’s face. ‘Wow, I’m a VNW.’


    ‘So, how about it?’ I said. ‘Want to be my assistant again?’


    Gruber was obviously excited, but he tried to play it cool. ‘Sure. But we’ll have to talk about a pay rise.’


    ‘Don’t push your luck.’


    ‘So who is it?’ Gruber asked. ‘Who’s the Hub Hill Heister?’


    I turned to Gruber’s parents. ‘Mr and Mrs Dean, could we have a little breathing room, please? I need to talk to my assistant in private.’


    Mr and Mrs Dean looked at each other.


    ‘We’ll just wait in the car, shall we?’ Mr Dean said, a bit put out.


    I smiled. ‘That would be great, thanks.’


    Mr Dean frowned, but he and Mrs Dean got in the car.


    ‘So?’ said Gruber. ‘Tell me who it is.’


    ‘I can do better than that. I’ll show you. They’re sitting in the back of my mum’s car right now.’


    Gruber looked over my shoulder and his eyes went wide.


    ‘Hi, Gruber,’ said the Hub Hill Heister.


    ‘Hi, Gruber,’ said the Hub Hill Heister’s mum.
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    ‘Wesley, what’s going on?’ said Gruber.


    ‘Mum and I made a stop before coming here,’ I explained, ‘and we picked them up.’


    ‘But,’ said Gruber, ‘if that really is the Hub Hill Heister and their mum, then why aren’t you taking them to the police station, and why are they looking so happy?’


    ‘It’s a long story. I’m not actually going to tell anyone they’re the Hub Hill Heister.’


    Gruber’s eyes went wide. ‘What? Why?’


    ‘Trust me, Groobes, and promise me you won’t tell anyone, okay?’


    Gruber looked totally confused. He grudgingly nodded.


    ‘Promise?’ I said.


    Gruber frowned. ‘Okay, I promise.’


    ‘I’ll see you at the parent-teacher night.’


    ‘I guess,’ said Gruber, sounding unconvinced.


    I grinned. ‘Prepare to be amazed.’


    I turned to jump in Mum’s car, and Gruber went to climb in the back of his parents’ car.


    ‘Not so fast,’ Mr Dean said, stepping out of the car. ‘My little Sherlock Holmes. Today you ride in the front seat.’


    Gruber looked pretty chuffed, but Mrs Dean didn’t look too chuffed when she had to climb out and get in the back seat.


    ‘Are you ever going to tell me what this is all about?’ Mum asked as I got back in the car and put my seatbelt on.


    ‘All in due time, Mother.’


    Mum put the car in gear. ‘Can we go to the parent-teacher night now?’


    ‘Step on it, and ignore all traffic lights and speed signs.’


    Mum shook her head. ‘Why did I ever let you talk me into this?’


    As we left Gruber’s house with the Hub Hill Heister and their mum in our back seat, I crossed my fingers. I hoped all the parts of my plan were going to come together. If they did, then this was going to be the best parent-teacher night ever.
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    CHAPTER 26


    Twenty minutes before we went to Gruber’s house, Mum pulled up to the kerb at fourteen Hurtle Place and I jumped out. I walked up the path to the front door and rang the doorbell. I knew now this was the doorbell of the Hub Hill Heister’s house.


    After a few moments, the curtains beside the door twitched, a bolt unlocked, a chain unlatched, a second bolt unlocked, and the door swung open.


    And now I was standing face to face with the Hub Hill Heister.


    The Hub Hill Heister looked at me, and from the look on their face, I knew they knew that I knew exactly what they’d been up to.


    ‘Hello,’ I said.


    The Hub Hill Heister was wearing their trademark skull and crossbones tee shirt.


    ‘Wesley?’ the Hub Hill Heister looked around. ‘What are you doing here?’


    ‘Hi.’ Mum waved from the car.


    The Hub Hill Heister slowly raised their hand and waved back.


    ‘I know you’re the one that’s been stealing all the stuff at school,’ I said.


    The Hub Hill Heister put their hand down. ‘What? What stuff? I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ He took a puff of his asthma inhaler.


    And then I knew I’d caught him red-handed. ‘Neville, I know you’re lying. You have a tell. You always take a puff of your asthma inhaler straight after you’ve just told a lie.’


    ‘No, I don’t,’ Neville said, and he took a puff of his inhaler again. Neville stopped and stared at his inhaler, like he was Julius Caesar and his inhaler was Brutus.


    ‘Man. That sucks,’ he said.


    He looked at me for a few seconds. He sighed. ‘You’d better come in.’


    ‘Wesley?’ I heard Mum shout from the kerb. She looked concerned. ‘What’s going on?’


    ‘It’s fine, Mum,’ I called. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


    Neville let me into his hallway. He put his finger to his lips. ‘Please be quiet. My mum is asleep.’


    Neville’s parents’ house had piles of clothes and papers everywhere. To move about you had to weave in and around them like an obstacle course. There was a teetering pile of mail on the hallway table. I noticed a lot of the envelopes had Warning: Third and Final Notice written on them.


    Neville led me through into a garage where, among dusty boxes, there was a ruffled bed and a desk with a lamp and half-finished homework on it. It was a bit dark and dusty, and it smelt like car oil.


    My eyes were drawn to some cardboard boxes in the corner, where I saw some items I recognised: a Mountain Racer 5000 bike with Penguin PI stickers all over it, a folder of Famous Scientists Throughout History trading cards, an iPad, a red handbag, an organiser with a sticker for my mum’s basket business on it, and, last but not least, a scruffy well-loved pink bunny that I could only assume was named Pinky.


    ‘Why did you do it, Neville?’


    Neville slumped at his desk. He didn’t look upset. He looked like someone who was glad he’d been caught.


    ‘Well, you know how my mum was sick last year? And she almost …’ Neville dropped his head.


    ‘Yeah, I remember,’ I said.


    I recalled how Neville’s mum had been sick. He’d had all this time off school. But then he came back, and I just figured everything was okay again. I never realised it was so bad.


    I nodded. ‘That’s why you’re so interested in death.’ I picked up Neville’s coffin-shaped pencil case. ‘I remember before last year, you were really into Pokémon.’


    ‘We all die someday,’ Neville said. ‘It’s sort of comforting, don’t you think?’


    I didn’t think it was comforting at all. Plus, I wasn’t going to die. I was going to have my brain preserved and placed in a robot body someday, so the human race could continue to benefit from my brilliant detective work for thousands of years.


    ‘Anyway,’ Neville said, ‘Mum is all better now, but it was pretty rough for a while. And one day Dad just upped and left. Mum wasn’t even mad. She just said sometimes people can’t cope, and it’s not their fault.’
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    I thought about how Dad had been sleeping at Uncle Jay’s.


    ‘So,’ Neville continued, ‘Mum’s getting better now, which is awesome. She still gets pretty tired, but the doctor says she’s on the mend.’


    I nodded. ‘But that still doesn’t explain why you’ve been stealing everyone’s stuff.’


    Neville shrugged. ‘Well, Dad never came back, and Mum hasn’t been able to find a job. I’ve been trying to find a job too, but everyone says I’m too young. And Mum says it’s going to be okay, but I don’t know if it is. So I just thought if I could take some stuff, and sell it, the money would help Mum out. We get these bills all the time, and Mum doesn’t know how to pay them.’


    I considered this as I browsed through all the stolen possessions. ‘But you can’t just steal everyone’s stuff, Neville. It’s not right. Plus, with a super sleuth like me hanging about, you’re going to get caught one day.’ I held up my mum’s organiser. ‘I mean, you have been caught.’


    ‘I know. I know.’ Neville put his head in his hands. ‘As soon as I stole everything, I wanted to give it back straight away. But I didn’t know how to get it back without people noticing.’


    I felt sorry for Neville, and I knew he was telling the truth because he hadn’t used his asthma inhaler once this whole time we’d been talking.


    ‘Oh, hi, Wesley.’ I heard a voice behind us. It was Neville’s mum, in her nightgown and looking sleepy. ‘What a nice surprise. Neville hasn’t had a friend over in ages. Is that your mum parked out front? Tell her she doesn’t have to sit out there. Tell her to come in for a coffee.’


    I smiled. ‘Hi, Ms Green. I can’t stay. We’re just on our way to parent-teacher night.’


    Neville’s mum slapped her forehead with her hand. ‘Oh, I completely forgot. Neville, why didn’t you remind me? I’ll go and chuck some clothes on.’


    Neville looked at me expectantly. I knew what he was waiting for. He was waiting for me to tell his mum what he’d done. And for a minute I considered doing that. I wanted to solve the case of the Hub Hill Heister and beat Cassidy Strong so bad. I could just imagine the look on her face when she realised I’d solved the case before her. What a glorious moment that would be. But what was I going to do? I couldn’t just turn my back on a school mate in need.


    I smiled at Neville’s mum. ‘We can give you a lift.’


    ‘Oh, can you?’ Neville’s mum said. ‘That would be fantastic. That will save us having to catch the bus. We don’t have a car any more. Too expensive. I’ll be two shakes.’


    I heard Neville’s mum thump off down the hall.


    Neville gawked at me. ‘Why didn’t you tell her what I did? Are you going to tell Principal Labbermeister?’ He gulped. ‘Are you going to tell the police?’


    ‘All good suggestions,’ I said to Neville. ‘But I’ve got something even better in mind.’ A dastardly and brilliant plan was forming in my dastardly and brilliant mind. ‘But before I do anything, you have to promise me you will never steal anything ever again.’


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’


    I put down my mum’s organiser. ‘All right then, can I use your phone?’


    Neville looked surprised. ‘I guess. Why?’


    ‘Just trust me, Neville. Leave the stolen items here. We’re going to the parent-teacher night, with a quick stop off at Gruber’s on the way. Now, where is that phone?’


    Neville seemed confused, but he led me to his mum’s phone anyway.


    I had a plan, and I’d like to be modest, but I’m afraid I can’t be. It was the most incredible plan anyone has ever had in the history of the universe.
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    CHAPTER 27


    My incredible plan was to be put into action at the event every child dreads: the parent-teacher night. But for once this was going to be a good night, if everything went as I hoped.


    It was strange walking back into the gymnasium for the first time since the exploding volcano debacle, which Alice Black, writing about it in the Hub Hill Gazette, had nicknamed Crapatoa. The air in the gymnasium still smelt a bit like burnt vinegar and baking soda.


    Parent-teacher nights followed a pretty simple formula: parents and students mingled in the gym, lulled into a false sense of security with fizzy drinks, cheese and crackers. One by one, teachers dragged you and your parents off to one of the gymnasium offices to talk about areas in which you could improve next year. But when you tried to bring up the subject of areas in which the teachers could improve, as I had often done, you were told it wasn’t the ‘time or place’ for that discussion. Typical.


    Principal Labbermeister was moving from parent to parent, and like all the teachers she had a bundle of folders under one arm. One of her folders was thicker than all the rest. I just knew that was my folder.


    Cassidy was there, with Eamon right beside her, big surprise, standing with her dad and Ms Crank. From the way Mr Strong and Ms Crank were laughing and chatting, I could tell Ms Crank was going on about how much of a perfect student Cassidy was.


    Cassidy saw me come in and gave me a smug look. I returned her smug look with interest, and I imagined the look of devastation that would soon be on her face.


    Mum and I stood with Neville and his mum. Gruber and his folks came in right behind us. Everyone made a beeline for the drinks table. No one noticed as I shot towards the stage.


    Since Crapatoa, a sign had been erected by the stage which read: Students are not allowed on this stage without teacher permission. So when Principal Labbermeister saw me standing up there, she almost choked on her coffee.


    ‘Wesley Booth,’ she screamed. ‘Get down from there this instant.’


    ‘Attention, everyone,’ I said. I’d remembered to turn the microphone on this time. ‘I know the identity of the Hub Hill Heister.’


    ‘Oh, no, not this again,’ said Cassidy Strong. ‘Get ready for another Crapatoa, everyone.’


    A few people laughed, but no one laughed louder than Mr Strong. ‘Crapatoa. Ha!’ He grabbed his belly. ‘Like the volcano, but with the word “crap” in it.’


    Neville inched closer to his mum, his hands fidgeting with his asthma inhaler.


    ‘No, this is not like Crapatoa,’ I said. ‘This time I really do know who the Hub Hill Heister is.’
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    ‘Wesley Booth! I’m not going to tell you again. Get down from there.’ Principal Labbermeister stamped her feet. ‘That is an order.’


    ‘I think you might want to listen to what the boy has to say,’ said Pat. He was walking in the gymnasium’s fire exit wheeling Gruber’s stolen bike with one hand and a wheelbarrow full of all the Hub Hill Heister’s stolen possessions with the other.


    Principal Labbermeister adjusted her glasses and squinted at the wheelbarrow. ‘My iPad.’


    From behind her Dot screamed, ‘My handbag.’


    After that, it was like the wheelbarrow was an open bag of hot chips on the beach, and everyone in the room was a seagull. Teachers and students, and some parents, lunged for their possessions.


    Amid the chaos, Cassidy shot me a ‘how-on-earth-did-you-do-that?’ look.


    ‘My organiser,’ Mum said, picking it up and hugging it like it was a long-lost friend.


    ‘Welcome back, Madame Curie,’ said Eamon as he flipped through his folder of Famous Scientists Throughout History trading cards. ‘And all the rest of you fine scientific pioneers.’


    ‘Everyone’s stolen items are in there,’ I announced. I saw Gary Connors looking concerned.


    ‘It’s like magic,’ said Gruber, jumping on his bike.


    ‘Not magic, Groobes. Just a fine bit of detective reasoning.’


    Principal Labbermeister approached the stage.


    ‘Okay, Mr Booth. You’ve got our attention. Would you mind telling me exactly what is going on here?’


    ‘It’s simple,’ I said. ‘The Hub Hill Heister is …’


    I saw Neville watching me nervously.


    ‘The builders.’


    Principal Labbermeister frowned. ‘The builders?’


    ‘Correct.’


    Principal Labbermeister folded her arms. ‘That’s quite an accusation. Do you have some facts to back that up?’


    ‘Do I.’ I smiled. Everyone was watching me now. The whole gymnasium had fallen silent.


    ‘Actually, I got the idea from Cassidy.’


    ‘Me?’ Cassidy jumped. She looked horrified.


    ‘Sure, Cassidy. You already worked out the builders stole Gruber’s bike. And when I investigated Dot’s handbag I found some muddy footprints. Which was weird, because there hasn’t been much rain lately. But then I worked out where the mud came from.’


    ‘Where?’ asked Mr Tam.


    ‘The underground passageway,’ I said.


    ‘Students aren’t allowed down there.’ Principal Labbermeister fired a look at Mr Krause. ‘It’s not safe.’


    ‘Don’t blame Mr Krause,’ I said quickly. ‘I followed him down there when he wasn’t looking. The builders must’ve found the secret passageway too, when they were storing their building materials in the little shed by the oval.’


    Of course none of this was true. The builders had nothing to do with the thefts. Neville had been the one stealing things, but nobody saw him because he was always going home early on account of his asthma. I hadn’t realised until then that he was the only one who wasn’t there when everything got stolen out of people’s bags outside geography class.


    And the muddy footprints I’d found at the scene of Dot’s handbag theft were from Pat, who’d been digging up the pipes next to the science building. It was true the builders had been storing stuff in the shed where the tunnel came out, but there was a big padlock preventing them from getting to the underground passageway. But I figured builders had bolt cutters, and all sorts of other tools, which could have easily got them past the padlock. They hadn’t got past it, of course, but no one else needed to know that.


    ‘The builders were stealing stuff and storing it in the underground passageway,’ I explained. ‘But they never had a chance to get it back, because the gym finished ahead of schedule. They’re all gone and it would look too suspicious if one of them came back to retrieve their ill-gotten gains now.’


    People were staring at each other in disbelief, but some people were slowly nodding, and I could tell my plan was working.


    ‘So,’ I plowed on, ‘I went and asked Pat if he could check the underground passageway, because I know kids aren’t allowed to go down there.’ I smiled at Principal Labbermeister. She frowned. ‘And Pat found everyone’s stuff.’


    Principal Labbermeister shot Pat a look. ‘Is this true, Patrick?’


    Pat shrugged. ‘Sounds about right.’


    Of course it was true I had gone to Pat for help. He was the first of the two phone calls I’d made from Neville’s house. I had to tell Pat the truth because he had to drive his ute over to Neville’s to collect all the stolen stuff. When I told Pat about everything, he told me he’d suspected Neville of being the thief all along, on account of he always saw Neville wandering around the school by himself. Like I said before: Pat leaned on his shovel and watched people all day, so he knew everything that went on at school. Pat said he hadn’t wanted to say anything because he knew Neville had been going through a ‘rough patch’ at home.


    ‘So that’s it,’ I said, throwing my arms out and hoping everyone had bought my story. I’d been dreaming it up on the car ride over. I looked at Neville, whose eyes were darting around the room like crazy. I could tell he was hoping everyone had bought my story too.


    The room was silent for a long time.


    ‘That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,’ Cassidy screamed.
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    ‘But if you hadn’t turned me on to the builders, Cassidy,’ I said, ‘then I probably never would have figured this out. So I guess you could say solving this case was a joint effort between our two detective agencies. You should take half the credit.’


    Cassidy studied me. I could tell she was mulling over whether she wanted half the credit or not.


    ‘I guess,’ she said at last.


    Mum was staring at me too, with her mouth hanging open.


    Principal Labbermeister massaged her eyelids. ‘This is quite implausible.’


    ‘Und brilliant,’ yelled Mr Krause. ‘You are ein super sleuth, Wesley Booth.’ Mr Krause started clapping. A few other parents, teachers and students joined in, but I think most people were still in shock.


    ‘Shouldn’t we call the police?’ Ms Crank asked.


    ‘Already thought about that,’ said Pat. ‘And I’m afraid there’s not much point. The builders are gone now, and besides, a lot of them were contractors and temporary staff. We’ll never find out who was responsible for the actual thefts, and we’ll never be able to prove it.’


    Ms Crank didn’t look entirely happy with Pat’s reasoning.


    Principal Labbermeister, who still didn’t seem fully convinced either, joined me on stage and announced that the most important thing was everyone had got their stolen items back. She would notify the police, obviously, but would also tell them we had no concrete (Dad would have enjoyed that pun) proof any builders were responsible, so the school probably wouldn’t be pressing any charges against the building company.


    After all that, I was given a thunderous round of applause by everyone in the gymnasium.


    At last my brilliance was getting some well-deserved recognition.


    As Principal Labbermeister and I walked off stage, Gruber gave me a fist bump.


    ‘That was awesome,’ he said. ‘You did it, Wesley.’


    ‘We did it, Groobes. I couldn’t have done any of it without my trustworthy assistant.’


    Gruber puffed out his chest. I saw Gruber’s dad doing the same thing.


    ‘My son,’ Gruber’s dad said, ‘the genius.’
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    Gruber had done well, but I wouldn’t have gone so far as to call him a genius. After all, he had come to school twice that week with his shoes on the wrong feet.


    Principal Labbermeister nodded at me. ‘Thank you for recovering my iPad, Mr Booth.’ She looked like giving thanks was not something she was accustomed to. ‘Good job.’


    ‘Thanks, Principal L.’ I grinned.


    ‘Not that good a job, Mr Booth. You will still refer to me by my full name, thank you.’


    By now, lots of other grateful victims of the Hub Hill Heister were coming over and congratulating me.


    ‘Thanks for getting Dot’s handbag back,’ said Mr Tam. ‘Totally awesome job. High five.’


    Mr Tam held his hand up for a high five and I obliged, just to keep the poor guy happy.


    Eamon came bounding over too, clutching his folder. ‘Thanks, Wesley,’ he said. ‘You’ve reunited me with a lot of old friends.’


    I held my hand up. ‘Eamon, there’s no point grovelling for your old job back. I have a new assistant now, and you’re just going to have to accept it.’


    ‘I wasn’t going to grovel …’


    ‘Please, Eamon,’ I said. ‘You’re embarrassing yourself.’


    I turned to see Mum headed in my direction. She cocked her head at me. ‘That was pretty amazing, Bucko. How did you work all that out?’


    I shrugged. ‘All the puzzle pieces were there, Mum. I just had to put them together, just like Sherlock Holmes would have done.’


    Unfortunately, Mr Strong had also headed in my direction. He slapped me on the shoulder.


    ‘How about that, eh, Maureen?’ he said to my mum. ‘Our two children, superstar detectives. They make a great team. And’ – he put his hand on Mum’s shoulder – ‘so will we, I hope. Have you finally come to your senses and decided to accept my job offer?’


    ‘I’m afraid she won’t be able to do that,’ my dad said.


    ‘Jeff!’ Mum yelped and spun round, batting Mr Strong’s arm off her shoulder like it was a big black spider. ‘What are you doing here?’


    ‘Wesley called me.’ Dad grinned. Remember how I said I’d made two calls from Neville’s? Well, Dad was my second call.


    ‘He reminded me,’ Dad continued, ‘if you had to go back to work, and stop doing what you loved, then you’d be in a bad mood all the time, and you probably wouldn’t laugh at my rock jokes any more. And,’ Dad said with a shrug, ‘if you won’t laugh at my rock jokes, then I can’t imagine any other person in the world who will.’


    Mum smiled. ‘You do love making lame rock jokes.’


    ‘So I walked into Henry’s office and told him if he didn’t give me a pay rise I was going to resign.’


    Mum gasped. ‘You really said that?’


    ‘Yep, and I told him I was taking a month’s leave, effective immediately, to help you get your basket business back up and running.’


    Mum’s mouth dropped open. ‘And what did he say?’


    Dad laughed. ‘What could he say? I’m the best geologist they’ve got. Let’s just say, at work, I’m a rock god.’


    Mum rolled her eyes at Dad’s silly joke, but it didn’t stop her giving him a big hug. ‘You’re my rock god,’ she said. They even kissed, which was totally the most appalling moment of the whole evening.


    ‘But what about my job?’ Mr Strong roared with disapproval. ‘I need someone to start tomorrow.’


    ‘I can help with that, Mr Strong,’ I said. ‘I know someone who is available to start tomorrow – Neville’s mum.’


    Neville and his mum were standing right near us.


    Neville’s mum spun round. ‘Me?’


    ‘Who better?’ I smiled. ‘You need a job. Mr Strong’s got a job. It’s not rocket science.’


    Mr Strong looked annoyed. ‘This is preposterous. Have you got any marketing experience, Mrs …?’


    ‘Green,’ Neville’s mum said. ‘And it’s not Mrs, it’s Ms.’


    ‘Well, come by the office tomorrow morning,’ said Mr Strong, handing Neville’s mum a business card, ‘and you can commence a trial period. We’ll see how we go from there.’


    Neville’s mum smiled. ‘I’ll be there. Thank you.’


    As Mr Strong and Neville’s mum wandered off, I saw Neville grinning at me. He mouthed, ‘Thanks’. It was either that or ‘planks’. Considering the situation, I’m going to go with ‘thanks’.


    ‘C’mon.’ Dad grabbed Mum’s hand. I hadn’t seen Mum and Dad hold hands since … well, as long as I could remember, which was a good thing. I hoped they weren’t going to make a habit of it.


    ‘Let’s go home,’ Dad said. ‘Christopher has probably burned the house down by now.’


    ‘We can’t leave,’ Mum said. ‘What about our parent-teacher discussion? Principal Labbermeister said we had a lot to cover tonight.’


    Principal Labbermeister must have heard Mum say her name, because she came over. She looked down at the thickest folder in her hand. It had ‘Wesley Booth’ written on it. I knew it!


    Principal Labbermeister grabbed the folder and stared at me for a few seconds. ‘Oh, whatever …’ She tucked it back under her arm. ‘I’m just so happy I got my iPad back. I’m sure Wesley will improve next year. I don’t think we have any more to discuss tonight.’


    Mum and Dad smiled at each other and began to walk off, cuddling like two stupid teenagers. I was about to follow them when I felt a big gorilla-like hand wrench me round.


    ‘Not so fast, Booth.’ Gary Connors gripped me by the collar with both hands and leaned his face in so close to mine I could see the remnants of other chomped-up children in his teeth. ‘Where’s my Pinky?’ he whispered.


    ‘I got Pat to put it in your locker,’ I said quickly. ‘I didn’t think you’d want me bringing it here to the gymnasium.’
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    Gary thought, which seemed to be an effort for him. ‘You didn’t tell anyone?’


    ‘No way, Gary. I’m not stupid.’


    Gary released his grip on my shirt and stood up. ‘Lucky for you.’


    ‘Actually, Gary,’ I said, ‘lucky for you. But if you don’t stop beating people up all the time, and being so mean, I’m going to tell everyone all about Pinky. So for something a bit different, why don’t you try being nice from now on?’


    ‘Nice?’ Gary frowned like he had never even heard the word before.


    ‘You should give it a go. You might like it.’


    I left Gary pondering that thought, which he looked like he might be doing for quite some time, and I followed Mum and Dad into the car park. A few people said, ‘Well done, Super Sleuth,’ to me as I left. I was like a celebrity. Alice Black even asked if she could interview me for the school paper.


    I told her I’d be doing a full press conference on Monday.


    As I climbed into the car Cassidy Strong came running up. She stopped and looked like she didn’t know what to say. ‘Pretty good work, Wesley Booth.’ It looked like it hurt her to say it.


    I smiled. ‘What can I say? It was all mostly good luck.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘No. Not really. It was all mostly because I’m brilliant.’


    Cassidy rolled her eyes. She held out her hand. ‘Friends?’


    In the reflection on the gymnasium’s windows, I could see she was holding her hand behind her back and crossing her fingers.


    ‘Friends.’ I shook her hand and crossed my fingers behind my back as well.
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    CHAPTER 28


    Two weeks later, I raised my juice box to Gruber. ‘A toast,’ I said, ‘to the future!’


    Our fruit boxes didn’t make the normal ‘clink’ sound when we touched them together – instead they made a pffugh sound.


    We were celebrating three things:


    Firstly, the new-found fame of our detective agency. After we solved the case of the Hub Hill Heister and got Principal Labbermeister’s iPad back, Principal Labbermeister must have been delirious with joy or something, because she agreed to let Gruber and me set up an office for our detective agency in the storage space under the science building’s stairs. The space was being used for storing old textbooks, and Principal Labbermeister said if we moved the books ourselves we could use the space for an office. So we did. Actually, Gruber did most of the heavy lifting, and I performed a largely supervisory role.


    Dad got me an old desk from his work, and a filing cabinet, and Gruber stuck up a poster of Penguin PI, and we’ve been in business for two whole days now. Also Alice Black let us put weekly ads for our detective agency in the Hub Hill Gazette in return for us giving her the ‘scoop’ on any big cases we found ourselves working on.


    The second thing Gruber and I were toasting to was my mum and dad buying me a new fingerprint kit. And not some junior fingerprint kit from a toy store, but a real live fingerprint kit like the police use.


    The last thing we were celebrating, but certainly not the least, was that Cassidy Strong was leaving our school, forever, in five minutes’ time. Everyone was gathering at the gates to say goodbye. She was going to another school.


    Yes, you heard me right, another school – Saint Bethany’s, the private one down the road. Everyone called Saint Bethany’s ‘Saint Bunny’s’ because in all the pictures of Saint Bethany she had these things called ‘tassels’ hanging down from the side of her hat that looked like big bunny ears.


    Saint Bunny’s was full of blue-blazer-wearing girls who called Hub Hill Primary ‘Poor Hill Primary’. They were the sworn enemy of our school. It seemed only appropriate that Cassidy Strong, my sworn enemy, should go there.
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    Eamon was devastated, because Saint Bunny’s had a strict no-boys-allowed policy, and he wouldn’t even be able to visit Cassidy. It didn’t matter anyway, because Cassidy had already told Eamon there was no way they could make such a long-distance relationship work, since Saint Bunny’s was almost two kilometres away. When I’d seen Eamon the day before, he looked like he’d been dipped in a vat of misery.


    ‘I will never love again,’ he said.


    But I wasn’t upset Cassidy was leaving.


    ‘It’s a fine day, Gruber,’ I said. ‘This school isn’t big enough for the two of us.’


    Gruber looked perplexed. ‘Yes it is. I think this school is big enough for, like, three hundred kids.’


    I stared at him. ‘I don’t mean literally big enough. It’s just an expre – Oh, never mind, I’ll explain it to you later. C’mon, let’s go give our nemesis the send-off she deserves. Have you got the water bombs?’


    ‘Right here.’ Gruber patted a wobbling bag full of liquid projectiles. ‘I wrote Cassidy’s name on every single one of them, just like you said.’


    ‘Exceptional work, Groobes.’ I slurped down the rest of my juice box. ‘Grab my hat, my good man.’


    ‘You know’ – Gruber took my hat off our coat rack, which was also the winder for the window – ‘you could buy a new hat now.’


    Gruber handed me my (still a shade of pink) detective hat. ‘You could use the money we got from Dot to buy a real detective hat – a deerstomper.’


    ‘Deerstalker,’ I corrected him.


    ‘Yeah, one of those.’


    You’re probably wondering what Gruber was talking about when he said ‘the money we got from Dot’. Well, remember earlier in my story how Dot promised Cassidy a fifty-dollar reward if she found her stolen handbag? Well, after Gruber and I recovered Dot’s handbag, she gave us the reward instead, and made us promise not to spend it all on ‘sweets’.


    I considered Gruber’s suggestion to buy a deerstalker. Up until a week ago I wanted a deerstalker hat like Sherlock Holmes’ more than anything. But now I’d sort of got attached to my dad’s old cricket cap. It was tight enough that it didn’t blow off in the wind and loose enough that I could quickly get it off when I wanted to swat a fly. It was actually a pretty good hat, except it was pink. But it had sort of become my ‘thing’. Every detective has something that makes them unique, and I bet you no other detective’s thing has ever been an old pink cricket hat.


    ‘I don’t know, Gruber. I might hang on to this hat.’ I smiled and slipped it on. ‘I sort of like it now.’


    ‘Maybe I should get a deerstaller hat then,’ said Gruber, ‘like Penguin PI.’


    I smiled. ‘We’ll get you your own hat, Gruber. Maybe a cricket helmet, because you do bang your head a lot.’


    That seemed to make Gruber happy. ‘I sure do.’


    ‘Now throw me one of those water balloons.’


    I soon discovered I shouldn’t have used the word ‘throw’.
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    ‘Sorry.’ Gruber grimaced as I wiped the water off my face.


    But I couldn’t be angry at Gruber, not on a day like today.


    ‘It’s okay, Gruber. Just make sure you save the rest for our arch-enemy. We won’t need to throw any at Eamon. He’ll probably be wet enough already, from all the crying he’ll be doing.’


    As we turned to leave, I spun the sign we’d hung off the side of the stairs around so it read: Back in five minutes.


    ‘Okay, Gruber,’ I said. ‘In the immortal words of my father, let’s rock and roll.’


    [image: ]


     


    [image: ]


     


    [image: ]

  


  
    Published by Scholastic Australia

    Pty Ltd PO Box 579 Gosford NSW 2250

    ABN 11 000 614 577

    www.scholastic.com.au



    Part of the Scholastic Group

    Sydney • Auckland • New York • Toronto • London • Mexico City

    • New Delhi • Hong Kong • Buenos Aires • Puerto Rico


    First edition published by Omnibus Books in in 2015.

    This electronic edition published by Scholastic Australia Pty Limited, 2016.

    E-PUB/MOBI eISBN: 978-1-760271-25-1


    Text copyright © Adam Cece, 2015.

    Illustrations copyright © Michel Streich, 2015.

    Cover design copyright © Steve Wells, 2015.



    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, storage in an information retrieval system, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher, unless specifically permitted under the Australian Copyright Act 1968 as amended.

  

OEBPS/Images/144-1.png





OEBPS/Images/223-1.png





OEBPS/Images/246-1.png





OEBPS/Images/265-1.png





OEBPS/Images/200-1.png






OEBPS/Images/60-1.png








OEBPS/Images/106-1.png





OEBPS/Images/41-1.png





OEBPS/Images/102-1.png





OEBPS/Images/125-1.png





OEBPS/Images/68-1.png





OEBPS/Images/121-1.png
I koW something about the stuff
getting stoen from school. Mest me
behind the gym at the End of recess.
Sighed,

ANONEFMOS.





OEBPS/Images/175-1.png





OEBPS/Images/137-1.png





OEBPS/Images/3-1.png





OEBPS/Images/212-1.png





OEBPS/Images/258-1.png





OEBPS/Images/15-1.png





OEBPS/Images/190-1.png
"





OEBPS/Images/194-1.png





OEBPS/Images/164-1.png





OEBPS/Images/266-1.png





OEBPS/Images/86-1.png





OEBPS/Images/9781760271251_Outside_Front_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781760271251_Outside_Front_Cover.png





OEBPS/Images/25-1.png





OEBPS/Images/122-1.png





OEBPS/Images/160-1.png





OEBPS/Images/134-1.png





OEBPS/Images/217-1.png





OEBPS/Images/157-1.png





OEBPS/Images/255-1.png





OEBPS/Images/71-1.png





OEBPS/Images/33-1.png





OEBPS/Images/52-1.png





OEBPS/Images/94-1.png





OEBPS/Images/115-1.png





OEBPS/Images/37-1.png





OEBPS/Images/56-1.png





OEBPS/Images/111-1.png





OEBPS/Images/130-1.png





OEBPS/Images/169-1.png





OEBPS/Images/206-1.png





OEBPS/Images/tp.png
v sy ADAI CECE
mosteans s IICHEL STREICH

An Omibus Book from Scholastic Australia





OEBPS/Images/229-1.png





OEBPS/Images/202-1.png





OEBPS/Images/221-1.png





OEBPS/Images/263-1.png





OEBPS/Images/240-1.png





OEBPS/Images/20-1.png





OEBPS/Images/66-1.png





OEBPS/Images/180-1.png





OEBPS/Images/47-1.png





OEBPS/Images/123-1.png





OEBPS/Images/28-1.png





OEBPS/Images/89-1.png





OEBPS/Images/139-1.png





OEBPS/Images/237-1.png





OEBPS/Images/v-1.png
)





OEBPS/Images/233-1.png





OEBPS/Images/1-1.png





OEBPS/Images/97-1.png





OEBPS/Images/192-1.png





OEBPS/Images/78-1.png





OEBPS/Images/173-1.png





OEBPS/Images/147-1.png





OEBPS/Images/249-1.png





OEBPS/Images/226-1.png





OEBPS/Images/264-1.png





OEBPS/Images/260-1.png





OEBPS/Images/84-1.png





OEBPS/Images/181-1.png





OEBPS/Images/69-1.png





OEBPS/Images/185-1.png





OEBPS/Images/120-1.png





OEBPS/Images/162-1.png





OEBPS/Images/238-1.png





OEBPS/Images/215-1.png





OEBPS/Images/6-1.png





OEBPS/Images/50-1.png





OEBPS/Images/73-1.png





OEBPS/Images/77-1.png





OEBPS/Images/58-1.png





OEBPS/Images/12-1.png





OEBPS/Images/113-1.png





OEBPS/Images/151-1.png





OEBPS/Images/39-1.png





