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      Crunch, crunch, crunch

      ‘Stop, Jake!’ Bernice rested her head on the kitchen table and red curls spilled across her face. She’d hardly slept with the sound of the fierce winds all night. Bernice Peppercorn was not a morning person. Jake, on the other hand, was. Breakfast was often bickering on toast.

      Jake grinned.

      Crunch, crunch, crunch

      ‘Mum, make him stop!’

      Jake looked wide-eyed at his sister. ‘What am I doing?’

      ‘Hey, listen.’ Mum tapped her newspaper. ‘Someone broke into Crystal Bell’s mansion last night.’

      ‘Crystal Bell?’ Bernice glanced at her Crystal Bell secret spy watch. She tapped the tiny record button and stretched her arm across the table.

      ‘Local celebrity, Crystal Bell was robbed last night,’ Mum read.

      Bernice stretched further. Her hand dangled over Mum’s lap and her elbow knocked Jake’s cereal.

      ‘Hey!’ Jake grabbed his bowl of Breakfast Berries. Milk sloshed over the rim. ‘Bernie!’

      ‘Shh.’ Bernice glared at him. ‘Go on, Mum.’

      Mum’s eyes scanned the article. ‘Thieves got away with thousands of dollars’ worth of jewellery and gemstones.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘It looks like family members will be dealing with the authorities because Ms Bell is shooting a film in India.’

      Bernice nodded. ‘She is. It’s called Murder in Mumbai. It’s taken so long she even sent for her dog Dipsy, and her canine carer.’ She thrust her recorder watch under her mother’s nose. ‘Anything else?’

      Mum shook her head. ‘Not really. I hope they catch them, though. This is such a small town for something like this to happen.’

      Bernice clicked off her recorder and went to the sink. She looked out the kitchen window, staring down the street. Maybe the robbers had crept past their house in the middle of the night. ‘Criminy!’ she said. ‘If the batteries hadn’t died on my motion-sensitive camera yesterday, I would have photos of them.’

      Bernice’s Crystal Bell security camera worked pretty well considering it had only cost $12.95 without postage and handling. She usually set it up in the front yard, facing the street so she would know what went on out there while she was asleep. So far she’d taken photos of three cats, Freddie Patterson from next door holding hands with Sandra Baker, a bush turkey, six possums (or maybe just one possum, six times), and Mr Danson smoking a cigarette in the road after Mrs Danson had gone to bed.

      ‘Yeah,’ Jake said, ‘except that camera stinks. All you’d see would be grey smudges on a black background.’

      Bernice turned her back on her little brother. She pictured Crystal Bell’s mansion. It was only three blocks away. Bernice had followed the long driveway to the tall golden gates hundreds of times. She’d also checked out the fence around the entire property, but could never get inside because of the thick bars and clanging alarms. Gary, Ms Bell’s guard and driver had escorted her from the property more than once.

      ‘Why didn’t the alarms go off?’ she mumbled.

      ‘I’m going to have a shower, kids. Clean the kitchen when you’re finished.’ Mum folded the paper. She stared at Bernice for a minute. ‘Do you still have your hat?’

      Bernice nodded. It was her last. It was faded to pale blue but she no longer had a choice. She’d lost three in the past two weeks. She couldn’t help it. Things just seemed to disappear and Mum was getting sick of it.

      ‘Don’t lose it!’ Mum said. She put her cup in the sink.

      Jake’s milk was creeping slowly toward the edge of the table. ‘Clean it up, Bernie!’ he said. ‘You spilled it.’

      Bernice squeezed a cold sponge into the sink. ‘Here, I’ll help.’ She tossed it at her brother. It smacked him on the left cheek.

      ‘Hey!’

      ‘I wonder what they took?’ Bernice turned back to the window. ‘Maybe one of those diamond tiaras she wore in The Party Peril!’ She wiped her breath from the glass. ‘Or maybe that dress with the sapphires in Bad, Bad Beauty.’ Bernice had seen all Crystal Bell’s movies. Crystal was calm, cool, and smart. She knew karate and could outwit any bad guy who tried to mess with her. Crystal Bell could get out of any situation and solve any mystery. ‘She’ll find the robbers,’ Bernice said.

      Jake sopped up the milk and threw the sponge back at Bernice. She ducked. The sponge hit the window and slid down the glass, leaving a milky trail.

      ‘Crystal Bell couldn’t find a cow in a barn.’ Jake crammed Breakfast Berries into his mouth. ‘She lost her marbles years ago.’

      Bernice scowled at her brother. ‘She will solve this. When she gets home, I’ll see if she wants me to help her. Maybe I can write a letter, introducing myself so they know I’m not just a crazed fan. I have a lot of experience with mysteries, you know.’

      Jake laughed. Cereal sprayed from his mouth. ‘Only the ones in your head,’ he said.
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      The rest of Bernice’s day dragged. Brian Mosely kept tugging her hair and calling her Curly Carrot. He thought he was a comic genius. Worse than that, Maggie was home with chickenpox. That meant at least a week of school without her best friend. Criminy.

      When the bell rang, Bernice wandered past Granger’s. Lots of kids were buying drinks and ice blocks, and if Maggie had been with her, they’d have been in there with the rest of them. They’d each buy a Lipstick Lolly and head for the most secret place in town, Bush Hollow. There they’d read about Crystal Bell, talk about Crystal Bell, and write about Crystal Bell.

      Lipstick Lollies weren’t nearly as scrumptious without Maggie, and a Crystal Bell session was much more fun when there were two of them, but Bernice could still go to the hollow. She’d work on her book instead. Maybe she’d see something on the way that she could use in her story.

      Bernice skirted around the sugar-sucking crowd and wandered toward the hollow. She pulled a clip from her pocket and tried to tame her hair. She caught most of it, but the salty sea breeze caused it to spring about in even crazier coils than usual. Bernice’s vision was framed with tiny red curls. She clapped her hat onto her head.

      At the edge of the park, Mr Danson was throwing a Frisbee for his terrier Tank. Mrs Danson would have a fit. Tank was usually tucked up in a basket with blankets and treats. The little feet never touched the ground unless Mr Danson was in charge.

      ‘Hello, Bernie!’ Mr Danson called. ‘Watch Tank! He’s getting faster.’

      Bernice stopped and waved.

      Mr Danson hurled the Frisbee toward the tiny ball of fur. The little dog’s tail whipped between his legs and he dropped to his belly. The Frisbee skimmed over his head and skidded across the ground in front of him. When it slid to a stop, the dog stood up, wagged his tail, and grabbed the toy with his teeth. He growled and snorted and struggled to drag it back to his owner.

      ‘He is getting faster, Mr Danson!’ Bernice walked on.

      A crowd of gulls covered the ground near a bench. They swooped through the sky screeching and squealing.

      ‘Are you in there, Mrs Pagano?’ Bernice called through the cloud of feathers.

      ‘Yes, dear.’

      ‘You shouldn’t feed the gulls, Mrs Pagano!’

      ‘I know, dear, but they seem so hungry.’

      Bernice walked by Freddie Patterson still holding hands with Sandra Baker, and the Matheson twins practising gymnastics on the grassy lawn. She soon reached Bush Hollow, but there were too many people around to duck through the branches without being seen. She sat down and tucked her hat into her bag. The soft grass tickled the backs of her knees. Bernice pulled out her notebook.

      
        
        Observations - Friday, September 3rd

      

      

      
        	Maggie home sick.

        	Brian Mosely is a balloon fart.

        	Tank is still living a double life.

        	Mrs Pagano gathers more seagulls every day.

        	FP and SB still going out

        	One twin has perfected the cartwheel. Not sure which one.

      

      Bernice looked around. She tapped her Crystal Bell pencil on her notebook. The eraser was Ms Bell’s head, complete with a tiny blond wig and shiny earrings. The hair bounced as Bernice tapped.

      On the other side of the park, the sun shone off the cars in the parking lot. A young man stood at the edge of the pavement. What was he doing?

      
        	Suspicious man in parking lot.

      

      Bernice looked again. He held a small box and was pointing it at the cars. Maybe he’d stolen someone’s purse and found the electronic key inside and was trying to figure out which car it belonged to. That must be it! He had to be trying to steal a car. Bernice tucked her notebook into her bag and strolled across the park toward the car thief. She had to get past him to get to the police station, but she didn’t want him to know she was onto him. She kept her head turned away from the parking lot, but stared at the man from the corner of her eye. He was definitely trying to steal a car.

      If she ran to the police station as fast as she could, Mr Bailey might be able to hop into his car and race to the park. He could use the siren and lights and maybe he’d let Bernice ride with him so she could point out exactly where he needed to go.

      She ambled closer. Wait! He couldn’t be trying to steal a car! The little box he was pointing had some kind of antenna on it. Electronic keys don’t have those. If they did, how could you put them in your pocket? So the guy wasn’t going to steal a car. But what was he doing then? He pointed the antenna into the parking lot.

      Oh no! Bernice felt her stomach drop. She clapped a hand over her mouth but immediately dropped it to her side. Don’t attract any attention, she thought. This was worse than stealing a car. The man was trying to blow up a car! There must be a bomb hidden in one of them and he was holding the detonator. Any second now—Kablooey!
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      Bernice looked at Mr Danson and Tank. She glanced at the cloud of seagulls and then at Freddie and Sandra. The twins were working on handstands now. None of them knew they were in mortal danger. Bernice didn’t have time to get to the police station. She picked up her pace. She strode, then trotted, and finally sped up to a sprint.

      ‘No! Don’t do it!’ she yelled. ‘What did these people ever do to you?’

      The suspicious man with the box looked around. He shrugged and turned toward the cars again.

      ‘Everyone clear the area!’ Bernice shouted. She flapped her arms and picked up Tank’s Frisbee before he could clamp his teeth into it. She raced toward the man with the detonator. Could she get to him before he blew up the parking lot? The park? The people? Bernice snatched a glimpse of the entire group of park patrons staring at her as she raced wildly toward the parking lot.

      ‘Bernice!’ Mr Danson called. ‘You have Tank’s Frisbee!’

      Bernice didn’t listen. She closed in on the bomber. ‘Hey you! Stop!’

      The man turned around. His mouth dropped open as he stared at Bernice. Her curls bounced into her face as she pounded across the grass.

      ‘Drop it!’ she said. ‘How can you do this?’ She slid to a stop, took careful aim, and let the Frisbee fly. If she could knock the deadly box from his hand, it might break or, at the very least, give her enough time to reach him and stop him somehow. The man watched the missile as it bore down on him. Just before it slammed into his shoulder, he reached out and plucked it from the air.

      ‘Nice throw!’ he said. He tossed it back.

      Bernice ignored the Frisbee as it sailed past her. She sprinted toward the man until she was close enough to see the sparkle in the bomber’s eyes and the crooked part in his evil hair. She stopped in front of him.

      ‘Why didn’t you catch it?’ He raised one eyebrow.

      ‘Please!’ Bernice tried to suck enough air into her lungs to talk. ‘Don’t do it!’

      The man raised the other eyebrow. He looked young - barely out of high school. ‘Don’t do what?’

      What would Crystal Bell do? She’d reason with him, that’s what. If she had to jump him with a karate move and disarm the detonator eventually, she would, but she preferred talking first. Peace when possible. That was her motto.

      Bernice shook her head. ‘How can you be so angry?’ She gasped for air.

      ‘I seriously do not know what you’re talking about. Have you been drinking too much crazy cordial at school?’ He turned back to the parking lot and pointed his detonator at a yellow Kombi van covered with pale green smiley faces.

      Bernice stepped up behind him. She raised her arm to knock the detonator out of his hand when a sound from under the Kombi made her stop. She stiffened her arm over her head.

      Whirrrrrrrr Whirrrrrrr Wheeerooowhirrrrrrr.

      Was she too late? She stared hard at the smiley face between the headlights. The man made a slight movement with his thumb and a small but shiny blue Jeep sped out from under the van.

      ‘Check this out!’ The man’s fingers flew over the box. The Jeep twisted and turned and did a wobbly wheelie. ‘I just learned how to do that.’

      Bernice gave him a small smile. ‘Wow. Nice.’ She backed away and headed toward her bush.

      ‘’Right there now, Bernie?’ Mr Danson called. He grinned and Tank gave a small growl.

      Bernice nodded. She felt her face grow warm. ‘Yes thanks, Mr Danson. Just playing a little game.’

      The eyes of the park people followed her progress to Bush Hollow.

      Bernice kept her head down. ‘I would have saved your lives,’ she muttered. She sat down in front of the hidden entrance and dug out her notebook.

      
        	Small box with antenna—NOT necessarily a detonator for a bomb. Could also be a remote control for a car or plane or helicopter or, if near water, a boat.

      

      Bernice glanced up. Everyone had lost interest in her. The twins were leaving. Freddie and Sandra were deep in quiet conversation and Mr Danson was clapping as Tank struggled with the Frisbee. The gulls had thinned out and Mrs Pagano stood up to dust the crumbs from her lap. Her big, round glasses glittered in the sunshine. Bernice scooted backward into the side of the bush until she was sitting in the centre of a large leafy room. Branches sprang over the opening and she was hidden inside.

      Voices and traffic sounds were muted as Bernice relaxed into her hideout. The sun darted through tiny openings in the foliage and flickered across the hollow. Bernice watched the flecks of sunlight dance upon her legs. She breathed in the sweet, green smell of a living room.

      She wouldn’t tell anyone about her attempt at being a hero this time. Mum would say her imagination was running wild again and Jake would just laugh. Maggie would understand though. She knew, just like Crystal Bell did, that you couldn’t be too careful. Maybe she would tell Maggie. The guy had been acting suspicious and Bernice was a good citizen, wasn’t she? How could she know he didn’t have some harmful, dastardly plan in mind? What was he doing with a remote controlled car in a parking lot, anyway? Criminy.

      Bernice shook her head. She flipped through her notebook until she reached the most recent page of her story. Her pencil tapped and the blond wig bobbed.

      In her current book, Bernice had just demolished a boat. Six kids were bobbing around in the ocean until she could find them a mysterious and untamed island. Bernice often used real life settings in her work. It added integrity, she felt.

      The Thumbtip was an island just off the coast. It lay dark and still at the end of a row of four ‘finger islands’ and sat apart from the others with a mystery all its own. It had the potential to be the perfect setting for her shipwreck survivors and Bernice was determined to find out a bit more about it.

      She glanced through the day’s observations. Anything she could use? Clouds of seagulls would add a nice touch. Maybe a couple of the kids could be athletic twins? She could even throw a Freddie/Sandra kind of romance in there. Tank? No. No place for Tank, but maybe the guy with the detonator could be loose on the island or something. He’d have to be hidden but would leave little clues around.

      Bernice made a few notes and tapped her pencil again. The leaves rustled over her head.

      ‘On to the Thumbtip,’ she whispered and peeked out of the hollow.

      All clear. She squirmed through the opening and leaped to her feet. As she marched across the park, Bernice looked toward the ocean that lay beyond the trees. She could get the occasional glimpse of the Thumbtip if she walked on tiptoes. The soccer field was in front of her and the leafy screen disappeared suddenly as she reached it. Straight ahead and down a grassy slope was the wharf and then the sea.

      The small group of islands seemed black against the pale blue sky. The finger islands looked like photos in a holiday magazine, with sandy beaches and lots of forest, but there were islands like that everywhere. The Thumbtip looked much more interesting. Its steep sides were bare and the top was scattered with scraggly trees.

      But how would the kids get up there? They couldn’t realistically climb sheer rock walls, but maybe they weren’t as steep when you were closer. Could they have ropes or—

      Bernice’s eyes grew wide. Had she seen a flash from the island? She stared until the wind coaxed tears onto her cheeks, but she refused to blink.

      There!

      It happened again. Just a quick glint, a brilliant flicker.

      Someone must be out there—maybe signalling for help.

      Bernice thundered down the slope to the wharf. She’d only been down there a few times and was surprised to see the number of people who seemed to live on their boats. The grey, splintered wood shuddered under her feet. She stepped over loose boards and coiled ropes. Water sparkled through gaps in the planks and lapped at fat, salt-crusted poles.

      Bernice leaned against one of the posts and stared at the Thumbtip. From there, the steep sides seemed higher, colder. Had she just imagined the flash? She watched until she noticed something digging into her back. She stepped away from the pole and turned to look at it. The corners of a sign fluttered in the sea breeze.

      
        
        Fresh fish - Caught daily

        See Ike - Berth 12

      

      

      A thick nail fastened the cardboard to the post. No wonder. Bernice rubbed her back.

      Pock, thud. Pock, thud. Pock, thud.

      What was that?

      The reedy wail of a tune wound through the sea breeze. Bernice squinted and turned her head to hear better. The sound was rich and slow and a tiny bit sad.

      Pock, thud. Pock, thud. She crept toward the end of the dock.

      Pock, thud.

      There was a man. His grey ponytail hung below a tattered hat. His cheeks puffed out and in, and he cupped his hands around his mouth and harmonica. The occasional flash of silver dashed through his fingers. The wind whipped flannel checks around his arms, and his pale jeans almost reached the ground. The tone of the harmonica dropped and it moaned one last time.

      The man banged his instrument on his thigh and tucked it into his back pocket. He moved across the deck of a boat.

      Pock, thud. Pock, thud.

      One bare foot peeked from under a roll of denim. Where the other foot should have been looked like a sturdy table leg. A table leg with a rubber tip. The wood disappeared into the man’s jeans.

      Pock, thud. Pock, thud. Pock, thud. The man moved away into the cabin of his boat.

      A wooden leg! Criminy! What had happened to him? Mum might know. She was the only florist in town and she knew everyone, their birthdays, too. Bernice fled, pounding across the wharf and jumping over the ropes and holes. She sprinted across the park. Sharks, pirates, alligators! Did it hurt? Was it hard to walk?

      Who was he?

      The front door slammed behind Bernice. ‘Hey, Mum!’

      ‘Bernie!’ Mum yelled from the kitchen. ‘Go back and close it properly.’

      Bernie skidded to a stop in the hallway. She retraced her steps, opened the door, and closed it quietly. She burst into the kitchen. ‘Did you know there’s a fisherman down at the wharf with a wooden leg?’

      ‘That must be Ike.’ Mum looked up from her book. ‘He hasn’t been around for long. Only a few weeks from what I hear.’

      ‘What happened to his leg?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Mum said.

      ‘Do you think it could have been eaten by a crocodile or chopped off in a fight or—?’

      ‘That’ll do, Bernie,’ Mum said. ‘It’s his business. If he wanted people to know, he’d tell them.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘By the way, where’s your hat?’

      ‘Oh no!’ Bernice clapped a hand on her head. ‘Oh wait,’ she said. ‘It’s okay. I put it in my ba—’ An image of her bag nestled in the leafy arms of the hollow popped into her mind.

      ‘Oops.’ Bernice headed for the door. ‘Be right back!’ She raced to the bush, grabbed her bag, and headed home again. Pock thud, pock thud. The sound was like the rhythm to a favourite song. She ran home in time with Ike’s tread.

      As she opened the front door a second time, a yell came from upstairs. ‘Mum! The toilet’s overflowing!’

      Mum raced through the kitchen and up the wide carpeted stairs. Bernice dropped her bag on the bench and followed.

      Jake grinned over the railing. ‘It’s really pouring out of there!’

      Bernice, Jake, and Mum crowded into the bathroom. Clear water lapped the toilet rim and spilled onto the floor. It shimmered as it rolled toward the bathtub like a tiny tidal wave.

      ‘At least it’s clean,’ Mum muttered. She looked up. ‘Mop, bucket, and plunger, quick!’

      Bernice and Jake thudded down the stairs. Bernice threw open the cupboard door under the steps and Jake grabbed a mop and a bucket. Bernice found the plunger holding up an ugly lampshade. She raced up the stairs.

      ‘What do I do with this?’ Bernice waggled the plunger and tiptoed across the bathroom.

      Mum covered the hole in the bottom of the toilet with the plunger’s red rubber bowl. She pumped up and down on the wooden handle. Clear drops splashed onto the floor.

      ‘Something must be blocking the opening,’ Mum explained. ‘This will suck the water out of the pipe and bring the blockage with it. Here, Bernie. We’ll start mopping.’

      Bernice grabbed the handle.

      Thwok. Thwak. Thwok. Thwak. The water shlupped and swirled in the bowl.

      ‘Hey!’ she yelled. ‘It’s going down.’

      Gurglup. With a slurp and a suck, the water level dropped.

      ‘Victory!’ she yelled.

      Blurp. Bernice looked down. The culprit that had clogged the drain waved gently in the toilet bowl.

      Mum frowned. A giant sigh escaped from her lips. ‘Who owns a Winnie-the-Pooh sock?’

      Bernice shuffled her feet. ‘Um.’

      ‘Let’s go, Jake,’ Mum said. ‘We’ll let Bernice finish up here.’ She tweaked a curl and walked downstairs.

      Bernice sighed and slopped the mop over the flooded tiles. She peeked over the toilet rim and stared at her floating sock. It was one of her favourites. She looked past it and squinted into the hole under the water.

      I wonder where the other one is.
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      Bernice gazed at her bedroom wall. Miss Posy was in the sunlight. It must be time to get up. Miss Posy was a group of cracks in the light green paint. Bernice had found her when she was five. Miss Posy had a very large nose, squinty little eyes, and an old-fashioned bonnet. She also had a wart on her cheek. On Saturdays, when Miss Posy’s whole face, wart and all, was in the sunlight, Bernice got up. She didn’t want to miss the best day of the week.

      She pulled on a pair of shorts and tucked her notebook and pencil into her pants.

      When she reached the kitchen, Mum had already driven Jake to hockey practice. Bernice had the whole day to herself.

      What to do, what to do? She chewed her toast and scanned her notes on the Thumbtip, the flash of light, and finally Ike.

      Bernice had seen a man who’d lost his leg once before when her class had visited a nursing home. His fake leg had been made of plastic and metal and had all sorts of fancy attachments so that it was easier to walk and move it around. He could even put a shoe on it so that you couldn’t tell it wasn’t real unless you spilled hot soup on it. Bernice had been horrified when she’d knocked the bowl off the table, but he just laughed and pulled up his pants leg and tapped his lower leg with a spoon. It had clicked and clacked when he tapped it.

      But Ike’s leg was like the peg legs that pirates used to have. Maybe he didn’t have enough money to pay for a new plastic one with special clips and hinges. She had to find out more. Her book could have someone with a wooden leg in it. Would he be a bad guy or a hero? Wouldn’t a peg like that be hard to walk on? Her pencil was poised over the page.

      Only one way to find out.

      With her dishes clattering in the sink, Bernice tucked her notebook back into place and ran to the upstairs bathroom. The plunger stood in the corner, waiting for another Winnie-the-Pooh crisis. She grabbed it and placed the toilet end into the sink. Hot, hot water and lots of disinfectant should get it clean. Through a cloud of steam, Bernice lifted the dripping rubber and dried it on Jake’s bath towel. He’d never know.

      Downstairs, Bernice grasped her right ankle with her right hand and drew it up behind her. She hopped over to the full-length mirror in the hallway and placed the plunger in the empty space below her knee. Her knee rested in the rubber bowl. It was the right height, anyway. Well, almost.

      With plunger in hand, Bernice rummaged through the house. She collected a belt, a purple hand towel, a roll of silver tape, a stretch bandage and baggy sweatpants and returned to the mirror. She bent her leg and leaned against the wall as she fastened the belt around her ankle and her thigh and put the sweat pants on.

      One scuffed boot poked out of the bottom of one fleecy leg. The other pant leg dangled from the knee.

      Bernice rolled up the empty material so that her bent knee was exposed. She padded the bowl of the plunger with the purple towel and wedged it under her knee. After winding the stretch bandage around her leg and the rubber bowl, Bernice tried to put her weight on the plunger. Too floppy. Finding the sticky end of the tape, she covered the bandage with layers of silver. It pulled her skin a little at the edges, but it felt stronger. She unrolled the sweat pants, stood up straight and looked in the mirror.

      Yup! Just like Ike.

      Could she walk? Bernice took a timid hobble. Ouch! She’d need a cane, an umbrella, something to take the pressure off her knee. Plopping to the floor, Bernice wiggled her bottom, making her way backward across the carpet to the plunger cupboard. She swung open the door and scanned the shapes inside. Her hockey stick! That would do. She bottom-shuffled back to the mirror.

      Bernice planted the hockey stick in the carpet and climbed it like a rope. She stood. With one leg, a plunger, and a hockey stick sharing her weight, Bernice took a tiny step. She swayed and bumped the mirror. Her reflection wobbled back at her. She tried again and managed to toddle the full length of the hallway. Slow and shaky at first, Bernice grew steadier and faster. Pad, thunk. Pad, thonk. She was doing it!

      Her knee wouldn’t last forever and her foot would fall asleep before too long, but she’d practise until she couldn’t stand it anymore.

      She thumped toward the front door and stood on the porch. There were only three concrete steps between Bernice and the soft grass on the lawn. But with a plunger for a leg, it felt like she was standing on the edge of a cliff. It wouldn’t be easy.

      ‘Here goes.’

      Bernice sat down for another bottom shuffle. She bumped down the first step. It rattled her teeth. She used her arms to bump down the next two steps. That was better.

      Squishy, safe grass. Bernice toddled across her front yard and back again, gaining confidence with every lap. It was painful, but numbness was setting in. After the fourteenth crossing, Bernice plopped down on the steps.

      As always, her brain began to churn. She adjusted her position slightly so she would be facing the direction of Crystal Bell’s home. The image of one of her young heroines popped into her mind. Maybe she could have the wooden leg in her novel.

      She opened her notebook and skimmed to the part where the kids were rescued. The blond bob quivered as her pencil scribbled across the page.

      The girl with wooden leg is being interviewed by Tina Blake, the best reporter in the country.

      ‘How did I lose my leg?’ Bernice wrote.

      ‘Well, I was swimming at the Great Barrier Reef. Everyone had said, “Don’t worry about sharks; they’re very well fed at the reef.” So, I didn’t worry. I spent a week there, swimming, sailing, and collecting shells.

      One sunny afternoon I’d snorkelled for hours. I was getting tired so I turned over and floated on my back. I guess I wasn’t paying much attention to where I was going, because soon I heard a lot of shouting. I looked up and realised that I had floated into the tourists’ fish-feeding area.

      A great crowd was standing on the deck of a boat, pointing and yelling. At first I thought that they were yelling at me to get out of the way, but then I saw a black fin and something splashing. A soggy poodle was paddling to reach the steps of the boat. His bejewelled mistress was calling him. ‘Dipsy! Dipsy! Hurry, Sweetie!’

      I knew that voice. It was Crystal Bell! It was up to me. Without a thought for anyone but Ms Bell, I cut through the water and reached Dipsy just as he was about to become lunch for a large angry-looking fish. I lay on my back and brought my foot up. I gave Dipsy a huge shove toward the boat. The miserable pooch sailed out of the jaws of the shark only to be replaced by…

      The tinny whine of a harmonica drifted on the morning breeze. Bernice froze. She lifted her eyes. A figure was walking toward her. Was that a slight limp? Ike!

      Bernice glanced at her plunger leg and put her palms on her hot cheeks. She had to get inside before he saw her. He’d think she was mocking him! She hoisted herself up onto the bottom step and lifted the plunger onto the second. She reached for the railing as she looked over her shoulder. The tune was louder and Ike was closer but if she was quick, she could still make it. She expected to feel the cool metal railing but grasped empty space instead. Her fingers clawed the air and she tipped backward, landing on her bottom with a solid thump. One leg and the plunger sprawled up the steps. Bernice scooted away from the steps and sat on the grass at the bottom of the stairs with her leg and plunger straight in front of her. One shoe and one handle poked out of her baggy pants.

      ‘Morning, missy.’ A pair of light blue eyes crinkled at her over the fence. A grey ponytail hung over one shoulder and a battered leather hat twirled around a finger.

      ‘Uh, hi.’ Bernice’s face flamed.

      ‘Having a bit of trouble with that wooden leg?’

      Sweat dripped down her spine. ‘I’m okay,’ she said.

      Grey eyebrows lifted. ‘All right, then.’ He turned to go. Pock thud. Pock, thud. Pock, thud.

      ‘Wait!’ she said. He turned. She pointed at his missing limb. ‘Does it hurt?’

      The blue eyes crinkled again. ‘Nope.’ He pointed his harmonica at the plunger. ‘Yours?’

      Bernice could no longer feel her foot but her knee was pulsing with pain. ‘Yes!’ she blurted.

      Ike laughed. ‘You’ll get used to it,’ he said. He lifted his harmonica to his lips and played a quick, happy tune. He danced a little jig as he moved away.

      ‘So you’re Ike,’ Bernice whispered. Did he really think she had a wooden leg?

      She hadn’t meant to make fun of him. She either had to tell him the truth or pretend it was real. If she told him she was doing research for a book, would he believe her? Maybe. But if he really thought she had a wooden leg, they’d have something in common. She could get to know him a bit more, find out what happened to his leg and maybe find out why he doesn’t have a fancy plastic one. Maybe she could use some of his experiences for her one-legged character.

      Once they were friends, then she would tell him.
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      Her skin puckered and pulled. The silver tape was almost off, but it had left Bernice’s knee puffy and red. She stashed her peg leg supplies under her bed and gathered her Crystal Bell gear. She should have investigated the Bell place as soon as she’d heard about the robbery, but a bomb threat and a fisherman with a wooden leg had distracted her.

      A car door slammed, then another. The front door opened.

      ‘Bernice?’ Mum called upstairs. ‘I’m going to the shop. I won’t be long.’

      ‘Okay.’ Bernice hopped downstairs, happy to have two good legs, and poked her head into the lounge room. Jake still had on his hockey uniform. He was glued to the computer.

      ‘Tell Mum I went for a ride,’ Bernice said.

      Jake grunted and went back to his computer game.

      The air was warm and still as Bernice rode her bike the three steep blocks to Crystal Bell’s house. Was it harder to walk uphill or downhill on a real wooden leg? When she and Ike got to know each other better, she would ask.

      She turned the last corner and stopped at the bottom of the driveway. The place must have been swarming with police the day before, but now only Gary was at his post. His dark grey uniform made his face look even paler than usual. Bernice leaned her bike against a power pole and pulled out her notebook and pencil. She marched to the top of the driveway. Gary grinned when he saw her and pulled on one of his gigantic ears.

      ‘What took you so long?’ he said. ‘I was sure you’d a been here yesterday as soon as the sun come up.’

      Bernice sighed and switched on her recorder watch. ‘Hello, Gary.’ He never took her seriously. Bernice put on her Tina Blake reporter no-nonsense tone and opened her notebook. ‘What can you tell me about the robbery?’ she said.

      Gary’s grin grew even wider. Bernice heard the rasp of his nails as he scratched his day-old beard. ‘Can’t tell you anything that weren’t in the papers, Bernice.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ Bernice tapped her pencil. ‘What if I saw something that might help? I’m very observant and I know a lot about Ms Bell. I would even recognise some of her jewellery.’

      Gary shook his head. ‘Don’t think so. Both of her brothers have already been here and told us what we need to know.’

      ‘Her brothers?’ Bernice felt a small thrill creep across her scalp. Crystal Bell’s brothers had always kept a low profile. The public knew their names but that was it. They were never photographed or interviewed. Whether this was Ms Bell’s doing or their own decision, no one knew. ‘Are they still here?’

      Gary looked away. ‘You want information, Bernice, you either ask the police or Ms Bell herself when she comes home—if she’ll see you.’

      Bernice looked up at the tall bushes in front of her. She could see the top of the roof but that was all. She sidled along the fence and tried to peer through the thick shrubs that hid the mansion from prying eyes.

      ‘Hey! Where do ya think you’re goin’?’ Gary took a few steps toward her. A whiff of stale cigarettes floated on the breeze. ‘You aren’t supposed to be there!’

      Bernice looked down at her feet. She was a couple of metres from the fence. ‘I’m just looking! I’m not even touching the fence. Please, Gary!’ Bernice thrust out her lower lip and looked up at Gary through a crop of red ringlets. ‘If I can just watch for a while, I might see something that will help.’ Maybe she could get a glimpse of one of the brothers as well.

      A muscle in Gary’s jaw jumped as he gritted his teeth. ‘Just keep your distance from the fence, Bernice. And stay where I can keep an eye on you. Last time you were creeping around the property line that little Dipsy dog barked so hard, he couldn’t make a sound for three days.’ Gary leaned closer and lowered his voice. ‘Not that I minded—that dog is the yappiest little thing this side of the sea.’ He stood up straight again and spoke a bit louder. ‘Ms Bell was devastated.’

      Bernice flashed him a dazzling grin. ‘Thanks, Gary! I’ll stay close. I just want to look.’

      For the next half an hour, Bernice stared through the bushes. She could see scraps of the house—a grey stone here and there—but that was all. No windows or doors, not even part of the lawn. She clicked on her watch recorder and shuffled from one side of the gate to the other. At one point a door slammed from behind the bushes. Bernice’s stomach jumped. She stopped her recorder and played it back. She held it close to her ear and played it over and over again.

      ‘Maybe I missed something,’ she muttered.

      After the eleventh playback of a slamming door, Gary held his head. ‘Enough!’ he said.

      Bernice switched off her recorder. She turned her attention back to the bushes and bits of stone walls. She watched a sunbird building a nest and a bush turkey scratching under the shrubs. A caterpillar inched along the fence and a spider put on a show for her as it built a magnificent web. There were no more slamming doors and no sound at all from the Bell place.

      Bernice sighed. It was time to go. Mum would be wondering where she was, especially if Jake hadn’t bothered to give her the message. She headed for her bike. Gary held it up for her as she buckled her helmet.

      ‘Thanks, Gary!’ A splash of white specks on his uniform caught her eye. She leaned closer to his chest and plucked a small cluster of flowers from between his buttons. She inspected it closely. ‘Where did this come from? I’ve never seen flowers like this before. Mum might be able to use them at work.’

      Gary shrugged. ‘Prob’ly a weed. Now go on home, Bernice.’

      Bernice tucked the flowers into her shirt pocket and pointed her front wheel down the driveway. ‘See you around.’

      ‘I have no doubt that you will, Bernice.’ He waved and slumped against the golden gate, fishing for his cigarettes in his shirt pocket.

      ‘Smoking’s not good for you, you know,’ Bernice called over her shoulder.

      She caught the smell of smoke as she rode away. ‘He’s quite tense, old Gary,’ she mumbled.

      The sun was sinking but the day wasn’t over yet. As her tyres sped over the cracks in the footpath, the breeze whipped Bernice’s curls over and around her face. She could barely see. She stopped to shove her hair into a clip and took off her helmet.

      Crack, snap, flap.

      Bernice turned toward the sound. It came from Mrs Pagano’s house. She placed her helmet into her basket and wheeled her bike through the garden of flowering weeds toward the front of the house. The curtains in the front windows flapped like the wings of Mrs Pagano’s beloved seagulls. The screens had been taken out, allowing the colourful fabric to whip in the breeze. The front door was wide open.

      ‘Hello?’ Bernice crept up the single step to the small veranda. A board creaked and she jumped. A wooden swing swayed on her left, the floor beneath it worn by hundreds of scuffing feet.

      Bernice peeked inside. ‘Mrs Pagano?’ She stepped into the front hallway and her fingers tightened into fists. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she took in the scene before her. A small table was overturned, its lamp shattered across the floor. Mrs Pagano’s colourful throw rug was bunched into a ball in the corner. The surface of every table and shelf had been swiped clean leaving glasses, vases, and ornaments strewn and broken across the room.

      ‘Mrs Pagano!’ Bernice called.

      No answer. The curtains flapped and snapped.

      Where was she? What had happened? Was she hurt? Kidnapped? Robbed like Crystal Bell?

      Bernice bolted through the front door. She clapped her helmet on, hopped on her bike, and sped to the police station. It was all uphill but she didn’t stop pedalling. Her heart thudded and her hands were sweaty as they gripped her handlebars. Her helmet slid from side to side as she took the corners. The welcome sight of the brown brick police station was just ahead. Bernice skidded into the driveway and dropped her bike. She pounded up the stairs.

      ‘Sergeant Bailey!’ she yelled, her voice echoing in the foyer. She yanked the door open and charged into the police station. ‘Sergeant Bailey, there’s been a crime! I need your help!’

      ‘Hello, Bernice,’ Margaret Tetley said. She looked up from her computer screen and chomped on her gum like a cow chewing its cud. The receptionist’s movements were always slow, her words as well. She drove Bernice crazy, especially when she was in a hurry, which was usually the case when she wanted to see Sergeant Bailey.

      ‘I need to report a crime!’ Bernice blurted. ‘I need to see Sergeant Bailey.’

      Margaret Tetley nodded. Her shiny blond hair shimmered under the bright lights.

      Bing.

      She looked at her screen, smiled, and tapped her keyboard. She was barely out of high school. How could she get a job like this?

      ‘Facebook can wait!’ Bernice stomped her foot. ‘I need to see Sergeant Bailey. This is important.’

      Margaret looked up. She sneered. ‘It always is, Bernice.’ She picked up the phone. ‘Norman? Bernice Peppercorn is here to see you. She seems rather upset.’ She listened for a minute, then nodded. ‘Okay. Thank you.’

      Bing.

      Margaret smiled again and started to type a reply.

      ‘Well?’ Bernice said.

      ‘Oh.’ Margaret Tetley seemed surprised she was still there. ‘Go in. You have five minutes.’

      Bernice skirted around Margaret’s desk. She may be a pain, but she did smell good. She burst through the door to the back office.

      ‘’Lo Bernice.’ Sergeant Bailey leaned back in his chair. He rested his hand across his belly. ‘Is there a problem?’

      Bernice nodded. ‘It’s Mrs Pagano. Her house is wide open—doors, windows, everything. I went inside the front door to make sure she was all right and it looked like someone had been through there with a cricket bat!’ Bernice squeezed her hands together as she thought about the smashed glass all over the floor.

      Sergeant Bailey leaned forward. ‘Did you see Mrs Pagano?’

      Bernice shook her head and was relieved to see the policeman stand up and tighten his belt. He was listening. ‘I couldn’t find her. Do you think she’s been kidnapped or tied up somewhere?’

      ‘Probably not, Bernice, but thank you for bringing this to my attention. You should be getting home now.’ Sergeant Bailey ushered her out the door. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

      ‘Can I come with you?’ Bernice said. ‘Maybe I could help.’ She ignored Margaret Tetley’s rolling eyes.

      ‘Thanks, Bernice, but you’ve done plenty now. Go on home.’ He disappeared back into his office.

      Bernice waited outside with her bike until Sergeant Bailey trotted down the steps. He had a curious bulge under his jacket. A gun? He must think something terrible has happened.

      She clipped her helmet and sped toward Mrs Pagano’s place. It was much quicker on the way back. Her legs were shaky enough without having to climb any more hills. Sergeant Bailey passed her right before she turned into the street. Bernice pulled into the driveway behind him. The curtains still flapped.

      He got out of the car and turned to Bernice. ‘Go home!’ he said. ‘I don’t want to worry about you, too.’ He walked toward the open front door.

      Bernice ducked behind the police car and peeked around the side. Go home? I don’t think so. She dropped to her knees. The gravel pockmarked her skin and she sent a silent apology to her already-sore knee.

      Low voices drifted back to her. Bernice craned her neck to try to see past Sergeant Bailey, but he was a big man. The voices continued but she couldn’t hear what they were saying. Had he caught someone?

      ‘Bernice!’ Sergeant Bailey barked. ‘Come here!’

      Uh-oh. She stood up, brushed off her knees, and trudged up the driveway. When she got closer, she peeked around Sergeant Bailey’s middle.

      ‘Mrs Pagano!’ Bernice looked past her into the lounge room. The room was tidier, but there were still a few shards of glass winking from the floor. ‘What happened to you?’

      ‘It was the funniest thing.’ Mrs Pagano leaned on her broom. ‘I was standing on my front step throwing crumbs to the gulls.’ She glanced at Bernice. ‘I know, dear. I shouldn’t, but they really do seem so hungry.’

      Bernice smiled. It was good to see Mrs Pagano’s glittering glasses again.

      ‘All of a sudden one of the gulls flew straight toward me. I stepped aside so it wouldn’t crash into me and it flew straight through the door and into the house. Poor dear.’

      The picture was getting clearer. Bernice could just imagine the beating wings, knocking down everything in its path. ‘So you opened all the windows and doors to let it escape, right?’

      ‘That’s right. It worked too. I just stepped into the backyard and tossed a few bread crumbs around and he raced out of the house and scooped them up. That’s where I must have been when you were looking for me.’ Mrs Pagano put an arm around Bernice’s shoulders. ‘You are so kind to be concerned about me, Bernice.’ She gave her a squeeze.

      Sergeant Bailey coughed. He scowled at Bernice. ‘That’s one word for it,’ he grumbled as he headed for his car. ‘If everything’s okay here, I’ll be off. Mrs Bailey will have dinner waiting for me.’ He looked at Bernice from under bushy brows. ‘Go home, Bernie. It’ll be dark soon. There’s been way too much excitement in town the past couple of days without imagining more.’

      It was almost dark by the time Bernice rode into her driveway. Okay, so she was wrong again, but who wouldn’t have thought that Mrs Pagano had met with foul play? What if she had been in trouble? Bernice had done the right thing. She was sure of it.
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      Leftover warmth from the concrete step crept through her runners. Bernice paused to check for her hat. She’d had this one for almost a week. She patted her pockets. Empty. She tucked her helmet under her arm and searched her back pockets again. Nothing. How could she explain another missing hat? She sucked in her breath and pushed open the door.

      ‘Mum, I’m home!’ Bernice glanced at the mirror in the hall. Red curls jumped about her face. Her cheeks were pink.

      Criminy. Sunburn.

      ‘Hi, Bernie.’ Mum pushed open the kitchen door. ‘It’s almost dark. Where’ve you been all day?’

      Bernice shrugged. ‘Oh, just around,’ she said. ‘I went to see if I could help with the Bell investigation, but it looks like they’ve got it covered.’ She sat down and tugged at her shoes.

      ‘You didn’t bother Gary, did you?’

      Bernice shook her head. ‘No.’ She remembered the flowers and fished them out of her pocket. ‘Do you know what these are?’

      Mum turned them over in her palm. They were a little crushed but still intact. She sniffed them. ‘They smell like celery.’ She held them up to the light.

      Bernice tucked her shoes under the bench and headed for her room. Would she make it?

      Her mother’s eyes felt like hotspots on her back. Here it comes.

      ‘Where’s your hat, Bernice?’ Mum held the flowers in one hand and hooked a thumb into her overall straps as she leaned against the open door.

      ‘My hat?’ Bernice kept her eyes on her feet, her cheeks burning. ‘Well, you're not going to believe this,’ she said. ‘I was almost at the Bell place.’ She looked up at her mother. ‘I was saying my times tables. Twelves, I think. They're the hardest, you know.’

      ‘Mm-hmm?’ Mum's eyes were still.

      ‘Well,’ Bernice continued. ‘I heard a whoosh. I looked up just as an osprey grabbed my hat—right off of my head!’ Bernice could almost see the scaly talons gripping her pale blue hat.

      ‘That's an amazing story, Bernice.’ Mum was wearing her I-want-the-truth look. She squinted her eyes and pursed her lips.

      Bernice squirmed. ‘I'm sorry, Mum,’ she said. ‘I don't know where it is.’

      Mum touched Bernice's cheek. Her hand felt cool. ‘You burn so easily,’ she said.

      ‘I know, but all my hats just disappear.’

      Mum rummaged through the odds-box in the corner. It overflowed with garden gloves, slippers, and single socks. ‘Next time,’ she said, ‘I’m going to superglue it to your head!’ She pulled a bright yellow hat from the pile.

      ‘Where did that horrible thing come from?’ Bernice screwed up her nose.

      ‘Try to lose this!’ Mum said and tied the radiant strings under Bernice’s chin.

      Bernice looked in the mirror. ‘No way!’ she said. ‘This looks completely stupid!’

      ‘Sorry.’ Mum didn’t sound sorry at all. ‘It’s the only one left.’ She carried the flowers to kitchen door. ‘I’ll look these up, Bernie. If they grow around here, maybe I can use them at the shop.’

      Bernice nodded and stuffed the hat into her bag. The yellow tails trailed from the top. ‘Yuk.’ She shoved them deep into the pack.

      The television was on. The Juicy Giant orange juice girl was singing at the top of her lungs.

      ‘Your dinner is in the microwave, Bernie,’ Mum called over the commercial. ‘Come watch Daredevil.’

      Warm noodles slipped to the edge of her plate as Bernice plopped onto the floor in front of the TV.

      ‘…and the locals call it Thumbtip Island.’ Bernice stared at Dennis Wade, the Daredevil host. Her fork was halfway to her mouth.

      Someone’s going to climb the Thumbtip?

      She leaned toward the TV.

      ‘Bernie, move!’ Jake yelled.

      Bernice threw a look at her brother and leaned back. The Daredevil host gestured toward a man in a wetsuit who was shaped like a penguin.

      ‘Today, Doogie Bunsen is our daredevil.’ Dennis Wade’s eyes were huge, his face squirmed with excitement. ‘His chosen challenge is to leave our Daredevil vessel and pull himself along a safety line that has been secured at the base of the rocks on the island. Once he has survived the traitorous high seas, Doogie will attempt to cut steps into the side of this sheer cliff using only a hammer and chisel.

      ‘Doogie,’ Mr Wade lifted his arms over his head, ‘we send you off with a Daredevil’s salute.’ He slapped his hands to his sides three times and shouted, ‘Do it, Doogie! Do it, Doogie! Do it!’

      Bernice rescued Jake’s plate as he saluted Doogie with enthusiasm. ‘Sit down, Jake,’ she said. ‘You look like one of Mrs Pagano’s seagulls.’

      She turned back to the TV. It might be the only time she’d ever get to see the Thumbtip up close. If there were a way onto the island, her floating survivors could be saved.

      Bernice watched Doogie approach the base of the rocks. He found a foothold just large enough for his toes. He was wobbly, but out of the water. The island’s walls looked smooth and slippery. They would be impossible to climb.

      I guess the Thumbtip won’t save my kids, Bernice thought, especially if one has a wooden leg. She took a bite of spaghetti. Sauce dripped down her chin.

      It was windy. Doogie’s clothes whipped around his body as he chopped into the side of the island. A scrubby bush grew from a crack in the rock face. It shuddered above Doogie’s head.

      Wait a minute! Bernice inched closer to the screen. The wind lifted the branches of the bush.

      There! Behind the leaves was a dark shape. Too dark for a shadow. It must be a cave! An ideal shelter for the bobbing six.

      Bernice slurped her last mouthful of spaghetti and made her decision. The Thumbtip would be the perfect setting for her novel. The shivering, exhausted shipwrecked kids would survive.

      She raced to her backpack in the hallway and rummaged through for her notebook. The yellow hat spilled onto the floor. Even the sight of the monstrosity she’d have to wear tomorrow couldn’t dampen her excitement. She plopped onto the hall bench and scribbled until her hand was sore. The kids’ characters became clearer, the plot more exciting, and Thumbtip Island became a huge part of the story. It was a haven but also a challenge. The athletic twins helped the others to the safety of the cave and Bernice hinted at the first buds of romance between two of the others.

      The flash of light from Thumbtip. Is this how they call for help? With what?

      She dropped her pencil and shook her cramping fingers.

      With dishes washed and the TV silenced, Bernice headed for bed. As she watched the shadows on her bedroom walls, her eyelids drooped. A vision of Doogie the daredevil peeked at her from the Thumbtip’s cave, brandishing a plunger like a sword. A radiant yellow hat was perched on his head.
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      ‘Where are you off to in such a hurry?’ Mum looked up from her plant encyclopaedia. It was huge and shiny and filled with beautiful pictures. The crumpled flowers lay beside it on the table.

      ‘Down to the wharf. I feel like fish for dinner.’ Bernice held her breath.

      ‘Excuse me?’ Mum stared. ‘When was the last time you even looked at what you were eating? What else is down at the wharf? Are you planning to bother Ike?’

      Bernice sighed. It would have been too easy, she supposed. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘yesterday, when I was down there, I saw a sign that someone was selling fresh fish.’

      ‘I see. Any idea who that would have been?’

      Bernice shrugged. ‘I guess it could be Ike.’

      ‘You guess?’

      Bernice stood on one foot and then the other. It felt nice to have two, at least for a little while. ‘Okay, yes. I think it was Ike. But, Mum, it’s fresh! He catches it daily. We should eat more fresh fish, since we live by the ocean!’

      ‘Uh huh, and with this sudden craving for fish, I suppose I pay for it, I cook it, and you eat it?’

      ‘Well, yes. But I’ll go and get it. That’s got to be worth something, doesn’t it?’

      Mum was quiet. Bernice thought she’d gone back to her paper, so she picked up her cereal bowl and plunked it in the sink.

      Mum looked up. ‘Okay, but listen.’ She took Bernice’s hand. ‘You go straight there and straight home. Buy the fish, talk to Ike, but stay on the docks. I don’t want you on his boat. We don’t even know him. Understood?’

      ‘Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll be careful.’ Bernice grabbed a ten-dollar note from the coffee tin on the stove. ‘Besides, there were tons of people on the wharf last time I was there.’

      Mum nodded.

      Bernice was halfway through the door.

      ‘Hang on a second, Bernie.’ Mum picked up the flowers beside her. ‘I think I know what these are.’

      Bernice stopped. The flowers were kind of yesterday’s news, but she was glad Mum was interested. Bernice lifted her eyebrows. ‘What are they?’

      ‘They fit the description of sea parsley. It even says they smell like celery, but I’ve never seen them around here.’ She shrugged and closed her book.

      ‘Okay, thanks. Bye, Mum!’ Bernice blasted through the kitchen door, grabbed her bulging backpack from the hallway, and reached under the bench. With a quick look toward the kitchen, Bernice pulled out the plunger and hockey stick. Hiding them in front of her body, she marched onto the porch. She spared a single thought for the yellow hat tucked into the bottom of her bag.

      ‘See ya!’ Bernice pulled the door shut. She was careful not to slam it. She didn’t want to be called back this time. The questions would never end.

      Bernice ran. She reached Bush Hollow and dumped out the contents of her backpack: belt, bandage, tape, towel, and sweatpants. She belted her left leg and dropped to the ground. After stuffing the towel into the top of the plunger, she attached the rubber bowl to her knee. Bernice pulled the sweatpants up over her jeans and peeked into the park. No one was around. She ducked from the bush leaning on her hockey stick. She took a step.

      ‘Oof!’ Becoming friends with Ike wasn’t going to do her knee much good. Still, it had to be done. Bernice shoved her bag into the bush and hobbled toward the wharf.

      Pad, thonk. Pad, thonk. Bernice finally reached the chalky grey boards. Her thonks changed to plonks as she stepped across the wooden slats. She reached the boat where she’d seen Ike.

      ‘Hello?’ Bernice called. ‘Are you here?’ She studied the patterns of ropes and nets on the deck of the boat.

      The Mighty One was painted on a piece of gnarled driftwood that hung over the door to a small cabin. Through the windows, Bernice could see a steering wheel and two white life rings on the far wall.

      Bernice leaned forward to get a better look. Uh-oh! She teetered, she tottered, and she swayed. She hugged one of the massive wharf pillars to keep from tipping over into the boat. Her stick clattered to the wooden boards.

      ‘Darn!’ she whispered. Lifting her plunger straight behind her, Bernice leaned toward her fallen stick. She felt like a wobbly ballerina. One hand rested on the dock while she tugged at her stick with the other. It was wedged between two slats and seemed determined to stay there.

      ‘Did you call me?’ a deep voice asked.

      Bernice dropped her other hand to the floor and peeked over her shoulder. Those light blue eyes were watching. Her face would have been red even if she hadn’t been nearly upside down.

      ‘Hello, yes. Um, just a minute please.’ She waggled frantically at her stick. It loosened suddenly and she reeled sideways to find herself clasping the thick post once again, stick in hand.

      Bernice looked at the fisherman, then at the sign above his head. ‘Berth 12, right? Could I buy some fish please?’

      ‘S’pose so, seeing as how you came all the way down here for it.’ He held a large hand out. ‘I’m Ike.’ Bernice let go of the post with one hand and placed it in his. She watched her fingers disappear as she felt his warm rough skin.

      ‘My name’s Bernice. I live… you know where I live.’

      ‘Mm-hmm. I do. Now, Bernice, I won’t ask you onto my boat. I don’t really know you very well.’ Ike looked serious.

      Bernice noticed a twitch in his lip. He covered his mouth occasionally, too. Something to do with another injury, she decided.

      ‘You do look like you could use a seat, though.’ Ike lifted a faded red canvas chair onto the dock. ‘Why don’t you rest while we decide what sort of fish you want?’

      Bernice steadied herself. She lined her backside up with the seat of the chair and pushed away from her support. She landed with a plumph. Her stick crashed to the floor again.

      ‘Ahh, thank you.’ Comfortably seated, Bernice looked around. On the deck outside the cabin were two benches. A long silver pole with a blunt hook lay along one. Thick coils of prickly rope covered the other. Another rope was knotted securely to one bench leg and disappeared into a square hole in the deck.

      Her eyes crept back to Ike’s wooden leg. She knew it wasn’t polite to stare and she definitely knew it was rude to ask personal questions.

      She stared. ‘What happened to your leg?’ she blurted. Heat raced into her cheeks and her eyes opened wide. She covered her mouth with her hand. ‘I’m sorry. I knew I shouldn’t ask. It just slipped out. Forget it, it won’t hap—’

      ‘It’s okay.’ Ike was smiling. ‘I like it when people come right out and ask.’

      Bernice breathed again. ‘You do?’

      ‘Yep. It’s terrible when people stare when I’m not looking and then pretend they’re not curious. Who wouldn’t be curious?’

      He wasn’t angry. This opened a whole new set of possibilities. ‘So how did you lose your leg, when did you lose your leg, and why do you use a wooden leg instead of one of those new plasticky things?’

      Ike held up a hand. ‘One thing at a time—first question?’

      Bernice settled back into her chair. ‘How did you lose your leg?’

      ‘First of all, don’t feel sorry for me.’

      ‘I don’t! I think it’s cool.’ She looked down at her plunger.

      Ike looked as well. He pulled his harmonica from his shirt pocket and banged it on his thigh. ‘I never had two legs.’ He lifted it to his mouth and blew a few notes.

      ‘You mean you were born with only one leg?’

      Ike watched Bernice over his mouth organ. His tune became lighter, faster. Bernice tapped her foot and felt her taped foot bounce under her bottom. He blew the last, long, keening note and stopped.

      ‘Yup. Born with one leg. Boring, hey? I usually make stuff up—that’s what people want to hear. I lost it in a boating accident, a shark ate it, once in a while a crocodile. I even had a great story about how I lost it in a plane crash. This quickly turned into a parachuting accident. People wanted stories, not the truth. I gave it to them.’

      Bernice had a funny feeling in her tummy. She’d wanted an exciting story, hadn’t she? ‘Why did you tell me the truth?’

      ‘I thought you’d understand.’ Ike looked at her plunger and lifted his mouth organ again.

      Now what? He’d trusted her with the truth. If she told him she was faking it, he’d never want to see her again. Bernice watched Ike’s cheeks puff in and out. She’d have to wait until he knew her better.

      Bernice was quiet. She squirmed in her seat.

      Ike stopped playing. The sea lapped the wharf gently. Finally he said quietly, ‘Next question?’

      Bernice spoke softly as well. ‘Why do you wear a wooden peg?’

      Ike smiled. ‘Ah yes. Good question. I’ve tried lots of different prostheses. I have a few others down below. Some of them are amazing. They’re light and easy to wear. I could even roller skate on one of them.’

      ‘So if they’re so good, why the wooden one?’ Bernice was confused.

      Ike didn’t answer. ‘Listen to this song.’ Ike played a blues rip that had Bernice swaying in her canvas chair. She closed her eyes and melted into the music. The last note faded away.

      ‘Ahh.’ Ike was nodding. ‘You like that, do you?’

      ‘I love it,’ Bernice whispered. ‘Did you make it up?’

      ‘Nope. The man who wrote that piece is the reason I wear a wooden leg instead of all those newfangled contraptions.’ He banged his harmonica on his knee. ‘Peg Leg Sam wrote that song. He was the coolest, most talented, and skilled blues musician I have ever heard.’

      ‘And he had a wooden leg!’ Bernice said. It all made sense.

      Ike nodded. ‘Wearing the peg makes me feel real. Honest, you know? Just like Peg Leg Sam. It doesn’t hurt and it’s easy to get around on in the boat.’

      Bernice felt the corners of her mouth keep creeping up. Here she was, sitting at Berth 12 with Ike, a man with a wooden leg. He was telling her all about himself and the truth was better than any story.

      ‘So.’ Ike put away his harmonica. ‘What sort of fish d’you want?’

      ‘What sort of fish d’you have?’

      ‘Flounder and salmon.’

      Bernice liked the sound of flounder. ‘We’ll have ten dollars’ worth of flounder, thank you.’

      ‘Got it.’ Pad, thunk. Pad. Ike grasped the rope that was tied onto the bench and disappeared into the hole. There was a soft thump when he hit the bottom.

      Bernice glanced toward the Thumbtip. No flashes today. She looked around. Ike’s boat could be a model for her shipwreck. She searched for details. There was a forward deck that came to a point in front of the cabin. Attached to this point was an orange tennis ball. What was that for? Between the cabin and the tennis ball was a triangular piece of decking a little bigger than Jake’s old wading pool. Six metal cups were attached as if waiting to catch rain. Is that what they were? Rain catchers?

      ‘Here you go, Bernice, ten dollars’ worth of flounder.’ Ike had surfaced. He handed her a blue plastic bag. It was cold, wet, and pleasantly heavy.

      Bernice picked up her stick. ‘Thank you.’ She struggled to stand.

      ‘It was nice meeting you, Bernice,’ Ike said.

      ‘Nice to meet you, too.’ Bernice clutched the fish to her chest and leaned on her stick. With one more glance at the Thumbtip, she clomped away. ‘Bye, Ike.’ She tried not to think about the rubber digging into her knee and the pins and needles that were prickling her folded leg.

      Bernice crossed her fingers, hoping that the park would be empty. All she needed was to run into Brian Mosely, the comic genius. He’d never let her forget this one.
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      The park was deserted. Bernice stashed her wooden leg and its accessories far back into Bush Hollow. With the fish safely tucked into her pack, she trotted home.

      ‘Hi, Mum!’ Bernice handed the soggy bag over.

      ‘How’s Ike?’

      ‘I like him.’

      Mum smelled the fish. ‘He must like you, too. He gave us enough for two meals.’

      Bernice poured a glass of orange juice. She always used the plain, straight-sided glasses like the ones in the commercials. She pretended to be the perky little Juicy Giant girl as she sat in front of Mum’s paper. She took a sip and sucked in her breath as she saw the headlines.

      
        
        CRYSTAL BELL’S VALUABLES STILL IN AREA.

      

      

      Juice trickled into the wrong pipe. Bernice coughed, spluttered, and plonked the glass onto the table. Miss Juicy Giant was forgotten as she read:

      
        
        Local authorities have reason to believe that a number of priceless valuables stolen from Crystal Bell’s home may still be in the area.

        Senior Sergeant Bailey explains:

        ‘Soon after the robbery, in the early hours of Friday morning, the only bridges into town were closed. Any vehicle that passed was searched and the driver questioned. We believe that the stolen items that belong to the film star, Crystal Bell, must be hidden somewhere in this vicinity.’

        

      

      The article went on to ask for public assistance. Anyone seeing anything odd was to report to the local police station.

      ‘Did you read this, Mum?’ Bernice sipped her juice. ‘Crystal Bell’s stuff might still be around.’

      ‘Mm-hmm.’ Mum separated the fish into to packets and put one in the freezer. She wiped her hands and turned around. ‘How’s Maggie?’ she said.

      ‘I don’t know. If I ring her, do you think I’ll wake her up?’

      ‘I doubt it,’ said Mum. ‘Remember when you had chickenpox? It isn’t usually that bad. It’s just itchy. Give her my love.’

      Bernice used the phone in Mum’s room.

      ‘Bernie?’ Maggie sounded happy to hear from her.

      ‘Hi, are you itchy?’

      ‘Yes, I can’t stand it and I’m so bored! You’ve already had the chickenpox, can you come over?’

      ‘Hang on, I’ll check.’ Bernice dropped the phone on the bed. ‘Mum, can I go to Maggie’s? She needs me.’

      ‘Be home in time for fish,’ Mum called.

      ‘Maggie? I’ll be there in ten minutes.’

      Bernice filled her backpack with supplies: baking powder, an empty peanut butter jar, a bottle of olive oil, cotton balls, calamine lotion, and a tomato. As she passed the living room, she ducked in and cut two goopy leaves from the aloe vera plant. After wrapping them in a plastic bag, she placed them in her pack. She planned to head to the wharf after she fixed up Maggie so she’d stop by Bush Hollow on the way. She opened the front door.

      ‘Got your hat?’ Mum called.

      Bernice made a face. ‘Yes.’ She slapped the hated hat onto her head. It made her feel like a lighthouse as she moved through the normal world. ‘I’m going!’

      With her bag on her shoulders and her helmet over her hat, Bernice strapped the plunger and hockey stick to her basket. She straddled her bike. Blue and chrome sparkled in the sun as she sped down the driveway. Her yellow hat ties flapped behind her.

      At the bottom of Maggie’s driveway, Bernice glanced toward the sea. The air was so clear she could see white lines where the waves swished onto the islands. She dropped her bike on the front lawn and blew her cheeks out at her reflection in the silver ball in the middle of the yard. She trotted between two rows of duckling statues and looked around at the gathering of stone creatures that crowded the lawn. Where would Maggie’s grandmother find room for the pink flamingo Maggie had bought her for her birthday?

      Bernice stopped in front of the four colourful gnomes in the garden and gave each one a pat on the head. They always got her special attention. Their carefree smiles were a cover for a deep sadness. Bernice believed that hundreds of years ago, a witch had turned them into stone. They were trapped. She was pretty sure they could still hear and see, maybe even smell, but they would never move again until someone figured out how to release them from the spell.

      ‘I’ll find the antidote one day, boys. Don’t you worry.’

      The door of the cottage opened. ‘You’re here!’ Maggie stood at the top of the crumbling porch steps.

      Bernice was impressed. ‘Wow! You look like a spotty high-school kid!’ She marched onto the porch staring at her best friend.

      ‘I know, I know.’ Maggie pulled on Bernice’s arm. ‘I can’t believe you’re here. I am so bored!’ She scratched her chin.

      ‘Don’t scratch!’ Bernice slapped her hand. ‘Come on, I’ll make you my Secret-Magic-Chickenpox-Anti-Itch potion.’

      Maggie rolled her eyes. ‘If it works, I’ll try anything!’ She rubbed a patch of pox marks on her arm. ‘Hey, Bernie, who do you think broke into the Bell place?’

      ‘I don’t know, but her brothers were in town today.’ Bernice emptied her backpack on the kitchen counter.

      ‘No way!’ Maggie said. ‘Did you see them?’

      ‘Nope.’ Bernice handed Maggie the pointy ends of the aloe vera leaves. ‘Hold these over the sink,’ she said. ‘All the goo has to drain out.’

      Maggie rested her elbows on the sink with her pinkies pointed toward the ceiling. ‘So how do you know?’

      ‘Gary told me. I don’t think he was supposed to, but he did.’ Bernice pulled a food processor from its cubby on the counter. ‘You know what else I’ve been doing while you’ve been sick?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’ve been studying the Thumbtip.’

      How come?’

      Bernice paused in her preparations. ‘My shipwrecked kids are going to climb onto the island.’

      Maggie clapped her hands. ‘That’s perfect!’

      Bernice shook the calamine lotion violently enough for her voice to wobble. ‘Where are your measuring cups?’

      ‘Second drawer,’ Maggie said as she stared at the brownish-yellow goo that was oozing from her leaves.

      ‘I went down to the wharf to check it out.’ Bernice rummaged through the drawer. ‘It’s the closest I can get without swimming.’

      Maggie tore her eyes from the yellow drips and looked at Bernice. ‘Why don’t you ask some of the fishermen about it?’ she said.

      Bernice stared at her. Duh. Why hadn’t she thought of that? She’d ask Ike.

      ‘You okay?’ Maggie said.

      ‘Huh?’ Bernice blinked. She wasn’t ready to share Ike just yet. She had some issues to sort out with him first. ‘Oh. Yeah.’ She turned back to her concoction. ‘Now, the most important thing about this potion is that you have to be very careful with your measurements. The whole chemical structure will be thrown off if you’re not exact.

      ‘Half cup olive oil, quarter cup calamine lotion, a level tablespoon of baking powder.’ Bernice plopped the ingredients into the bowl. She took the aloe vera from Maggie and slit the leaves down the middle. The clear raspy flesh plopped into the concoction in the food processor. Bernice moved a chair over to the sink and stepped up.

      ‘Now!’ Bernice held the plump red tomato over her head, lined it up with the bowl, and splash! Droplets of oily liquid sprayed the walls, the floor, and Maggie’s face.

      ‘Are you supposed to do that?’ Maggie wiped her cheek.

      Bernice was unperturbed. ‘That,’ she said, ‘is the secret part. It’s the only way to get the measurements exactly right. Whatever splashes out wasn’t meant to be in there in the first place.’

      Maggie nodded. She wiped her other cheek.

      Bernice secured the top of the machine and stepped back.

      ‘You have to push the button or it won’t work. This is an individualised potion. It’s much stronger than a general recipe.’

      Maggie reached a tentative finger toward the puree button. She closed her eyes and pushed. The motor sounded a little rough until the tomato was in manageable chunks. The goop turned pale pink. An occasional chunk of aloe vera could be seen whirling past.

      ‘Enough!’ Bernice took the lid off and inspected the frothy mixture. ‘Looks good to me. Do you want to drink it straight or mix it with something?’

      ‘Drink it?’ A pale green shadow crept over Maggie’s face.

      ‘Kidding, Mags.’ Bernice slopped the potion into the peanut butter jar and held up a cotton ball. ‘Shall I do the honours, or do you want to?’

      ‘You. I don’t feel so good.’ Maggie sat down and lifted her face to be painted.

      Bernice dabbed spot after spot, and it wasn’t long before Maggie’s face and arms were covered with pale pink slime. Bernice spread newspaper over the lounge room couch, so Maggie crinkled when she lay down. She crinkled when she moved. She crinkled when she squinted up at Bernice.

      ‘Thanks, Bernie.’

      ‘What are friends for? You sleep now. I’ll call you tomorrow.’ Bernice wanted to get back to the wharf. She hoped Ike knew something about the Thumbtip.

      Before she left, Bernice crept into the kitchen and dipped a cotton ball into the potion. She let herself out of the house. The gnomes smiled at her. She dabbed some anti-itch concoction on four stone noses.

      ‘You never know what might break a spell,’ she whispered.
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      Bernice pedalled toward Bush Hollow. She belted, wrapped, and taped her leg and covered it with sweat pants. Bernice hobbled over the splintery timber. There were fewer boats than there’d been that morning. The hockey stick clunked along, directly to Ike’s.

      ‘D’you eat all that fish already?’ Ike asked from his boat. He was sitting on the chair Bernice had used that morning. A sweet smelling pipe dangled from his teeth. He was watching his hands closely. They never stopped moving.

      ‘No, my best friend has chickenpox so I thought I could come and talk to you.’

      ‘Aaahhh.’ Ike stood up and hoisted the chair onto the wharf. Bernice settled into it. Ike squatted on a small three-legged stool. He moved gracefully even with a wooden leg. Bernice was envious. Maybe one day.

      She looked around, gathering details for her story. A small dinghy was tied up to the other side of Ike’s boat. She pointed to it. ‘Is that yours?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I like to go to the islands. This one’s too big to moor over there. The rowboat can pull up anywhere.’

      This was exactly the opening Bernice needed. ‘Have you been on the Thumbtip?’ she said.

      Ike’s hands stopped moving. He looked at Bernice. ‘Nobody’s been on the Thumbtip.’

      No help there.

      ‘Doogie Somebody or other was.’

      Ike’s eyebrows jumped. ‘Doogie, huh? What was he doing out there?’

      ‘He was on Daredevil. It’s a show on TV. Do you have a TV?’

      ‘No need for a TV. Got my own stories in my head. Don’t need anyone else’s.’

      ‘Me too!’ Bernice took her notebook out of her bag. ‘I keep mine in here.’ She tapped the cover. The two sat in silence for a few minutes.

      ‘Why is that water coming out of your boat?’ Bernice pointed to a pipe that jutted out the back.

      ‘That’s the outlet for the bilge pump. There’s another pipe down there.’ Ike pointed down through the hatch. ‘If we start taking on water, the pump starts. It sucks in the water from below and spits it out the back. As long as the pipes are clear, The Mighty One won’t sink.’

      ‘What are you doing?’ Bernice leaned forward and peered at Ike’s hands, balancing on the front legs of her chair. She leaned too far. Over she went. Her hockey stick slid across the wharf and teetered on the edge.

      Would it float if it fell in? How would she swim with a plunger tied to her knee?

      On hands and knees, Bernice watched the stick waver. Just when she was sure it would topple into the water, she heard a whistle and a whir. She glanced over her shoulder to see Ike holding a fishing rod. He hooked the handle of the hockey stick and reeled it back from the edge. Bernice scrambled to reach it. She crept back to her chair as Ike put away his fishing rod and returned to his seat.

      He held up a small wooden carving. Bernice recognised the steep sides and the froth at its base. It even had tiny trees whittled on top.

      ‘It’s the Thumbtip!’

      Ike smiled. ‘It is.’

      ‘I’m writing a story about the Thumbtip,’ Bernice told him. ‘I think it has a cave.’

      ‘Do you, now? Why would you think that?’

      ‘When Doogie Whatshisname was climbing it on TV, it was windy. The bushes and trees were blowing around. Twice, I saw a dark patch under one of the bushes.’

      ‘This Doogie bloke likes to climb, does he?’

      Bernice shrugged. ‘Guess so.’

      Ike held up his woodwork. ‘If there was a cave, where would it be?’

      Bernice reached for the smooth carving. It felt solid and warm. ‘Here.’ She pointed to a small tuft of timber leaves. ‘Right behind here.’

      Ike took the carving and looked at it carefully. He picked up his knife and began to whittle again. After a few minutes, he held it out.

      ‘Like this?’

      Bernice turned the piece over in her hands. There, right where she had pointed, exactly where she’d seen it on TV, was a small but deep cave.

      ‘That’s perfect!’ She touched the cave with a finger. ‘You believe me,’ she said.

      He looked up. ‘I do. Why wouldn’t I?’

      Bernice felt her stomach roll over. Her knee ached. Oh criminy. Maybe she should just tell him the truth. Was she making it worse? She stared at the carving. How could she even start? She handed the little Thumbtip back to Ike.

      ‘Do you like patty cakes? I make great patty cakes. I can make any colour you like. Will I bring you some on Saturday?’

      ‘That would be nice.’

      ‘What colour?’

      ‘Surprise me.’
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      Friday! A whole week without Maggie was finally over. They both hoped she’d be back at school Monday. Bernice crossed her fingers at the thought and ran all the way home. She was going to visit Ike in the morning and had to make the patty cakes.

      Bernice dumped her bag on the bench and headed for the kitchen. She found a couple of cake mixes and decided on chocolate. Everyone likes chocolate. She could use different colours for the frosting.

      She dumped the cake mix, eggs, milk, and butter into a bowl and switched on the electric mixer. Light brown powder floated in a cloud around Bernice’s curls. Jake sneezed from the doorway.

      ‘You’re supposed to keep the cake mix in the bowl.’

      ‘Go away, what do you know about cooking?’ Bernice had just remembered that she was supposed to stir the milk, eggs, and cake mix with a spoon first. She didn’t need her little brother to tell her. Oh well, too late now. Bernice turned the mixer on high.

      Better to get it over with.

      Billows of brown chased Jake from the room. When she could see again, Bernice watched the brown liquid slop up the sides of her small bowl. The big blue bowl would have probably been better. With all the lumps gone, Bernice unplugged the mixer and released the beaters. She was proud that she had thought ahead and filled the sink with soapy water when she had preheated the oven. She threw the beaters across the kitchen and into in the suds.

      Splash!

      A cloud of soap bubbles floated through rays of sunlight before landing noiselessly on the floor.

      Pots and lids clattered as Bernice rummaged through them to find the right pans. She clattered them onto the counter and opened a package of patty cake papers.

      ‘Red, green, yellow, blue, red, green, yellow…’ She dropped a paper into each shiny metal cup. With a large ladle, Bernice spooned cake mix into the papers. The instructions on the box said that it would make twenty-four patty cakes. Most of the chocolate seemed to land where it should, but when she had finished, Bernice only had twelve full cups of uncooked cake. Oh well. Packets always said they made more than they did.

      She put the pan in the oven and set the timer. The directions had said 12-15 minutes. She would check them in ten.

      ‘Bernie, listen to this,’ Mum called from the living room.

      Bernice wiped her hands on her school uniform and followed the sound of the news. She stood in the doorway.

      ‘…no clues. Authorities still believe that Miss Golden’s valuables are in the area. Extensive searches are being held on all vehicles leaving the district. Again, we are asking for public assistance. Anyone who has seen anything strange or unusual, please report to the police at once.’

      Sniff. ‘Are your patty cakes burning?’ Mum asked.

      ‘I don’t think so.’ Bernice screwed up her nose. She flew into the kitchen. Sizzle, sizzle. As Bernice opened the oven door, warm, chocolate air filled her eyes and nose. Twelve cups of cake mix were oozing over the top of each paper and dripping through the racks onto the red-hot elements below.

      ‘Criminy! Mum!’ Quick footsteps brought Mum to Bernice’s side. She looked at the chocolate bubbling on the bottom of the oven.

      ‘How much did you put in each one, Bern?’ she said quietly. Her lips were a thin, straight line.

      ‘I filled them right up.’

      Mum grabbed a couple of potholders and whisked the tray onto the sink. She saw the empty patty cake pan and placed it next to the full one.

      ‘Get a spoon, Bernice. Put half of each patty cake into the clean ones.’ She held the box up and pointed at the directions. Her finger was rigid.

      Fill the patty pans halfway, the box said. The mixture will rise during baking.

      ‘Oops.’ Bernice started spooning. She glanced at Mum, who was standing in the middle of the room, surveying the kitchen. Bernice followed her gaze as it rested on the light dusting of powder covering a third of the room and the splatters of dying bubbles that seemed to be everywhere.

      ‘I’ll clean it up!’ Bernice blurted.

      ‘I know you will, Bernice Rose Peppercorn.’ Mum left.

      Bernice snuck out to her bag and grabbed her notebook and pencil. The blond bob was getting a bit frazzled from so many hours bouncing around in a schoolbag. She sat at the kitchen table and opened her book.

      
        
        When baking patty cakes, remember to:

        

      

      
        	stir cake batter with spoon before mixing with beater

        	read cake mix packet carefully

      

      Bernice tapped her pencil and stared at the mess around her. She didn’t notice any of it.

      What do I do about Ike? Should I tell him while he’s eating one of my patty cakes? The sooner I tell him, the sooner I can stop wearing the plunger.

      Bernice rubbed her knee.

      But if he knows me better and likes me really well, then a little thing like a fake peg leg won’t make a difference. I can still visit him at the wharf. Maybe he would take me to the Thumbtip one day.

      Tell him? Or not?

      Bernice stopped writing. She was completely confused.
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      A plastic box rested on Bernice’s handlebars. Through the clear lid, she could see circles of green, yellow, pink, and a purplish-blue colour. The frosting had turned out better than the patty cakes. The interesting colours drew attention away from the fact that some patty cakes were big and round while others were short and flat. They’d also passed the taste test after lunch. Even Mum had licked her fingers.

      Bernice arrived at Bush Hollow and attached her plunger. She struggled to stand, thinking about how agile Ike was. Bernice desperately wanted to master her new image, even though she hoped she wouldn’t need it for long. She toddled to the wharf, plastic box of patty cakes grasped tightly in one hand, the hockey stick in the other.

      Before stepping onto the boards she paused, teetering uncertainly, trying to achieve some of that effortless dignity that surrounded Ike. She needed to loosen up. Mum always did deep-breathing to relax. It was worth a try.

      Bernice closed her eyes and concentrated on the air moving in, then out of her body. She let her cheeks sag, her jaw dropped slightly. Long, deep breaths. Slow, calm, think warm, think relax, think comfor—

      Crash!

      Bernice opened her eyes just before a weathered board smacked her in the face.

      ‘Ow!’ Criminy.

      She must have overbalanced with her eyes closed. Bernice lay on her stomach in the middle of the dock. The green box was wedged uncomfortably under her left hip. She closed her eyes again and tried desperately to disappear.

      Pock, thud. Pock, thud. Pock, thud.

      Bernice looked up and rested her chin in her hands.

      ‘Oh. Hi, Ike!’ Ike’s silhouette faced her from above. She couldn’t see his expression with the sun behind him.

      ‘Having a breather, are you?’ Ike said.

      ‘Have you ever noticed the grain in the wood on this wharf? It’s amazing! Look, here’s the face of an old man, there’s a donkey over here, and right next to your foot I can see a pig wearing a bonnet.’ Bernice couldn’t stop gabbling. After pointing out a tiger, a submarine (which was ‘really quite appropriate, as they were near the water and everything’), and a forklift being driven by a Dalmatian, Bernice wound down to a shuddering halt. She waited for Ike to make the next move.

      ‘Did you come to see me, or are you just passing by?’

      ‘Well, I was on my way to see you, when I noticed these amazing boards. If you’re going back to your boat, I’ll come down as soon as I’m finished here.’

      ‘I’ll be there.’ Ike banged his harmonica and struck up a tune. Pock, thud. Pock, thud. Pock, thud. His footsteps kept time to the beat.

      Bernice dropped her forehead onto the wharf. After one more deep breath, she pushed herself up so that she was sitting with one leg behind her and her plunger straight ahead. Using the hockey stick and a wharf pillar, she pulled herself to her feet. She squatted on one leg to retrieve the patty cakes and then made her way to Ike’s.

      Her chair was waiting for her. She dropped into it. ‘I brought you some patty cakes.’

      Ike grinned as he opened the lid. He held out the box to Bernice. She chose one with blue-green icing. Ike lifted a fat yellow cake and took a big bite.

      ‘Best patty cake I’ve had in years!’ Ike said. ‘You must be a good cook.’

      Bernice and Ike munched. They listened to the creak of shifting timber and the crunch of an occasional eggshell.

      Bernice eyed Ike’s small rowboat. ‘Do you think I could row that boat?’ she asked.

      ‘Can you swim?’

      ‘Oh yes, I can swim eight laps of the school pool without stopping.’ Bernice glanced at her leg. ‘My arms are very strong,’ she added.

      ‘If you wear a life jacket and stay close to the wharf, you can try it, if you like.’

      ‘Really?’ Bernice jumped up, forgetting she needed her hockey stick. She swayed dangerously for a few seconds and then plumped back down.

      ‘With your strong arms, you shouldn’t have any trouble holding onto the rope over there and dropping straight into the dinghy.’

      Bernice wasn’t sure. But if she sat on the edge of the wharf and dangled her leg and plunger it wouldn’t be a long drop.

      ‘You’re right,’ Bernice said. ‘I think I could.’

      But Ike hadn’t heard. He’d disappeared under the deck. As Bernice watched the opening where she had last seen him, an orange life jacket sailed through the hatch. Straps tangled and hooks jangled as it hit the floor. Ike clambered into the sunshine.

      ‘Try this on.’ He tossed the heap to Bernice.

      Bernice pulled the belt around her waist and adjusted it to fit. The shoulders rode a good ten centimetres above her own, but the waist was comfortable.

      She toddled to the edge of the wharf and sat down. A plunger and a foot dangled over the boat. Bernice took a firm hold on the thick rope that hung over the dinghy and scootched her bottom forward. She dropped.

      Kerflump. Bernice looked around. Everything was orange and musty. Orange and musty like the life jacket. Bernice’s face popped out of the top. Fresh air!

      She pulled herself onto the seat and took an oar in each hand. She grinned up at Ike. He saluted.

      Bernice dipped the oars into the water and pulled them toward her. They resisted. She tried again. She wasn’t moving.

      ‘You ready to go?’ Ike called. He pointed to a long rope that attached the rowboat to the dock.

      Bernice’s face grew warm. ‘Ready!’

      Ike untied her line and Bernice was off. For the next hour she whirled and wound around the wharf. Wherever she was, she could always see Ike. Whenever she glanced up to wave, he was in just the right place to wave back.

      As she paddled in the cove, Bernice watched for more flashes on the Thumbtip. She was beginning to doubt that she’d seen them the first time. She stopped rowing and stared.

      No lights today.

      Bernice’s arms were growing tired. Ike was back on his own vessel, looking busy.

      ‘Ike!’ She threw the rope to him. He pulled her in and secured the dinghy to the wharf again.

      Bernice looked up. Her arms felt like jelly. Criminy. She would never pull herself up that rope.

      ‘Stand back for a minute, lass.’ Ike dropped something into the boat. It unrolled as it fell. A rope ladder!

      This I can handle. Bernice hauled herself up to the wharf as well as anyone can with two arms, a leg and a plunger.

      ‘Thank you, Ike.’

      ‘Pleasure.’

      ‘I guess I should be getting home,’ Bernice said.

      ‘See you next time, then.’

      At Bush Hollow, Bernice took off her plunger, glancing once more at the Thumbtip. Behind it, she saw the dark line of a storm on the horizon. It was still a long way off. Even so, the Thumbtip looked tiny compared to the mass of cloud.

      ‘Hey!’ Bernice’s stomach jumped. There it was! A brilliant flash. Just one… no, there it went again. She hadn’t imagined it. She watched the island as the light flickered. Something was playing in the back of Bernice’s mind, something important. She wished she could remember. The light blinked once more.

      A wind blew through Bernice’s hair. She shivered. The flashes had stopped. Bernice lifted her hand to hold her hat. Oh no, not again! Mum really would glue a hat to her head. This time it would be screaming pink!

      Where’s your hat, Bernice? Mum would say.

      My hat? Okay… I was standing on the wharf thinking about Christmas presents for you, Mum. Suddenly my hat was tugged off my head. A fisherman had hooked it as he cast into the ocean. As soon as the hat, line, and sinker hit the water, a dolphin leaped into the air and grabbed the brightest thing he could see. He tore it from the hook and…
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      Bernice watched her Miss Posy cracks. She mulled over Saturday afternoon. A whisper of a thought was teasing her. Something she couldn’t quite remember.

      When she got home, Bernice had told Mum about the hat-stealing dolphin. Mum had told Bernice that her pocket money would pay for hats for the rest of the year. That was a bit rough.

      Bernice rubbed her sore knee. Something had been niggling at the back of her mind for the past few days. She was always wondering what to do about Ike, but it wasn’t just that. Whatever it was, it kept prodding her gently and then disappearing before she had a chance to grab it.

      She sat up in bed and reached for her notebook. What was she forgetting? Maybe some free-writing would help. Bernice loved to free write. She simply poured her thoughts onto paper.

      Bernice smoothed the blond wig on her Crystal Bell pencil. She took a breath and began:

      What’s bothering me? I know I have to decide when to tell Ike about my phoney fake leg. But there’s more than that. Can’t put my finger on it. My leg hurts. Crystal Bell is away. She has two brothers who were right here in town and I didn’t get to see them. She was robbed and her stuff might still be around. Where could someone stash it? Ike’s got a great boat. I did pretty well in the row boat, maybe I could row to the Thumbtip. It might be a little too far, but I might be able to do it. Wonder what the flashes are. Maybe I should ask Ike if he’s seen them. Wish I could find Crystal Bell’s jewels. The police said if anyone saw anything unusual…

      Bernice dropped her pencil. Her stomach tightened.

      The flashes!

      She jumped out of bed and dashed down the stairs.

      ‘Mum! We have to call the police!’ Bernice slammed through the house. ‘Mum, where are you?’ She thundered into the kitchen.

      ‘What’s going on?’ A small crease appeared between Mum’s eyebrows as her Sunday papers were interrupted.

      ‘I’ve seen lights at the Thumbtip. We have to call the police.’

      Jake laughed with his mouth full of Crunchies. A spray of toasted wheat spread across the table—again.

      Mum sighed. ‘Bernice, you really will be an author one day. Your imagination is amazing!’

      ‘It’s not my imagination. I’ve seen them twice! Please, Mum. You have to believe me. We’ve got to call the police.’

      Mum put on her patient look. ‘Bernie, your creative mind is a gift, but you can go too far. The police are very busy.’

      Bernice hopped from one foot to the other. Mum’s eyelids had drooped and she was shaking her head slightly. Bernice would have to go by herself. She hopped on her bike and headed toward town.

      They might not believe her, but she had to try. Bernice pedalled as fast as she could. Her eyes streamed in the wind and her legs ached. Gravel flew as she skidded to the door of the police station. She rushed inside. Margaret Tetley didn’t work on Saturdays, thank goodness. Sergeant Bailey’s door was open. He looked up from his crossword puzzle.

      ‘’Lo Bernice, where’s the crime this time?’

      ‘Sergeant Bailey, you know how you said on TV that if we saw anything unusual to report it?’

      ‘Now look, Bernice, we don’t have the time to be chasing our tails.’ The sergeant went back to his crossword puzzle and took a gulp of coffee. ‘Have you forgotten about the Patterson’s kidnapped baby?’

      Bernice frowned. ‘But how could I know that Siamese cats sound like that? It sounded exactly like a crying baby!’

      Sergeant Bailey nodded. ‘Uh huh. And what about the time you told me that Mrs Haglund was missing or, worse yet, tied up in her kitchen so no one could see her through the windows.’

      ‘But Sergeant Bailey, that made sense, too. Mrs Haglund never forgets to cancel her papers when she visits her sister. When a pile of them were stacked on her porch, why wouldn’t I think she needed rescuing?’

      ‘And let’s not forget the most recent seagull attack on Mrs Pagano.’

      Bernice ducked her head. ‘But this is for real! I saw lights out at the Thumbtip!’

      Sergeant Bailey looked at Bernice. ‘Did you now?’

      Bernice nodded. Would he listen? ‘Twice. Once last week in the afternoon and again today at around the same time. They were bright flashes, on and off, on and off.’

      Sergeant Bailey picked up his pencil and filled in a few letters. ‘Okay, thank you, Bernice,’ he said. ‘Go on home, now. There’s a big storm coming. You don’t want to be riding your bike in that.’ He came around the counter and held the door open for Bernice.

      ‘But Sarg—’

      ‘Bye, Bernice. Say hello to your mum for me.’

      The door closed behind her. Bernice stood still for a minute. Now what? She walked toward her bike. A plan took shape in her mind. She swung on her handlebars and took off.
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      Ike would believe her. She raced to Bush Hollow.

      Plunger plodding, nearly trotting, Bernice stumbled toward Ike’s boat.

      ‘Ike!’

      No answer. He was always there. Why did he have to choose today to disappear?

      ‘Ike, where are you?’ Bernice looked everywhere until she spied the little rowboat. The wind whipped her hair into her eyes. The Thumbtip didn’t look that far away and there was something out there. She would prove it.

      Bernice grabbed the life jacket from The Mighty One and dropped into the dinghy. She threaded her arms through the bulky vest, untied the ropes, and settled into her seat. With her back toward the Thumbtip, she pulled the oars with all her strength.

      Bernice watched the wharf grow smaller as she moved into the open water and rowed away from the safety of the cove.

      The calm water near shore soon gave way to whitecaps in the stronger winds. The sea had looked smoother from the wharf. Bernice realised her mistake. She tried to turn the boat around and return to the calmer waters, but waves washed over the sides of the dinghy, their foamy crests threatening to swamp her boat. Salty spray stung Bernice’s eyes. Wind thrashed her hair and face, and walls of water crashed onto the boat.

      Bernice pulled on the oars until her arms felt like warm noodles. She couldn’t tell which direction she was going, but she knew she had to keep rowing. If she stopped she would just be sitting and shivering, waiting for a wave to tip her into the sea or to wash her overboard. She would fight the water, she would fight the wind, she would row until…

      Bernice squinted into the endless grey. Could she hear something? She didn’t stop rowing as she tilted her head to one side.

      Yes! The drone of an engine pierced the storm. It was getting closer!

      ‘I’m here!’ Bernice called. She could still hear the motor, but she couldn’t tell where it came from. What if they didn’t know she was out there?

      ‘Here!’ she shrieked again. ‘I’m here! Don’t run over me!’

      A shadow appeared ahead of her. It became more solid as the waves pushed her closer. The engine grew louder and then slowed.

      ‘Lass! Can you hear me?’ Ike sounded far away.

      ‘Ike, I’m here!’ Bernice kept rowing but felt the pressure of tears behind her aching eyes. ‘It’s me!’ She couldn’t feel her fingers.

      ‘I’m throwing you a line, lass. Hang on to it and I’ll pull you in.’ Ike sounded closer. ‘Ready?’

      Bernice didn’t know if Ike could see her or not, but she nodded, watching the mist in front of her. A rope suddenly appeared, sailing through the rain, wind, and waves. It landed on the seat next to her. She dropped the oars and pounced on it, but it slipped through her hands.

      ‘No!’ Bernice shrieked. ‘I lost it!’ She watched the oars float away. A wave crashed over one and the other disappeared in the foam.

      She peered into the gloom. Please try again, please try again, please, please, please try again. The bobbing six would not be trying to make it to the island in a storm. It was completely too cruel.

      A dark line sailed through the mist. She held her breath, arms held wide. It hit the floor of the dinghy and she stomped on it with her foot. She grabbed it with both hands and clutched it to her chest.

      ‘Got it!’ she shrieked.

      Hand over hand, Ike reeled in the dinghy. Bernice tucked her hands into her life vest and waited. When the boats were touching, Ike lashed the two together and leaned toward Bernice.

      ‘Give me your hand, lass.’

      Bernice threw herself forward and grabbed Ike’s hand with both of hers. She struggled onto the big boat. Bernice rolled over and lay there, panting. The rain poured onto her face. She opened her mouth and drank what she could catch.

      Ike stepped into the cabin and grabbed the wheel. ‘We’ll have to shelter near the Thumbtip,’ he shouted. ‘We’re not home yet, girl.’
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      Bernice lay in a soggy pile of relief. She knew they were still in danger, but she wasn’t alone. She sat up and hobbled onto a bench.

      ‘Bernice!’ Ike shouted. ‘She’s feeling funny. Check the out-take from the bilge pump. Make sure there’s water coming out.’

      Bernice remembered the bilge pump and the out-take pipe at the rear of the boat. She slid along the bench toward the back and peered over the edge. A lot of water crashed around and over the pipe, but there didn’t seem to be any coming from the inside.

      ‘There’s nothing coming out!’ Bernice stumbled toward the hatch and peeked below. The second rung of the ladder was under water.

      ‘Ike, we’re sinking!’

      ‘One of the pipes must be clogged. If I leave this wheel we’ll go over for sure. We’ll just have to hope for the best. Hang on.’

      Bernice gripped the edge of the boat and thought about her mother—her clean smell and her comfy robe as she read the Sunday paper. Mum would be starting to worry when she realised Bernice was out in the storm. Jake would laugh though. He’d make some comment about how his sister would look like she’d been through a car wash when she got home. Home. Bernice loved her house. It was dry and safe with a nice warm shower in her nice warm bathroom with a toilet that had overflowed because it was—

      The plunger!

      Bernice whipped up the leg of her soggy sweat pants and grabbed the end of the silver tape. She ripped and pulled and tore it from her red, puffy knee. Holding her plunger high over her head, she yelled, ‘Don’t worry, Ike! I’ll fix it!’

      Bernice shot through the opening and splashed through knee-deep water to the pump. She fitted the plunger over the hole and pushed. Up, down, up, down, up. Nothing happened. Water cascaded through the opening.

      Bernice plunged until she couldn’t feel her feet. The water was up to her thighs. She plunged until she couldn’t feel her hands. The water was up to her waist. She plunged until she couldn’t feel her arms. Just as a massive wall of water dropped into the hatch, Bernice heard a gurgle and a glug.

      She looked through the water at the pump and saw a tiny scrap of yellow. She pulled. It was a bright yellow, sopping hat. Its brilliant strings trailed through the water.

      The water swirled in circles around the opening. Bernice clambered up the ladder to the back of the boat again and checked the out-take pipe. Water was gushing out.

      ‘It’s fixed, Ike!’

      Ike nodded. He stared into the storm and grabbed his radio. He thrust it at Bernice.

      ‘Push the button in. Say, “Mayday, mayday, mayday”.’

      Bernice did. She could barely hear the radio crackles over the pounding rain.

      ‘Mayday! Mayday! Mayday!’ she shouted again. The crackling continued.

      Ike looked grim.

      Bernice peered into the grey around her. A shadow emerged on the starboard side of the boat and towered over them. They were bouncing toward the Thumbtip! Huge swells of water hurled themselves against the island’s steep black wall. The wind had stilled and the rain eased. But the water beneath them was still angry. It could easily smash them against the island.

      ‘Ike, we have to get away!’

      ‘She can’t take any more, lass. We’re out of the storm behind the ’Tip. If we can keep away from the rocks we may have a chance.’

      A chance? Bernice shuddered. A chance to what? Go for a swim? Take a shower? Blow-dry her hair? Wake up tomorrow morning and watch the sun light up Miss Posy?

      Bernice’s stomach rolled as a massive wave lifted The Mighty One and dropped her back onto the sea. Crack! The wooden boat shuddered. Bernice watched the deck as a small, thin line wavered and grew beneath her feet. It stretched toward the back of the boat. No. Not possible. She looked again at Ike. He, too, was staring at the crack.

      ‘We have to get onto the island.’ Ike’s voice was quiet. ‘Now.’
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      Bernice looked up at the Thumbtip. ‘The cave, Ike,’ she said. ‘We’ll be safe there.’

      Ike nodded grimly. ‘We have to get closer to find a way up. The wind will be quieter, but the water will be more dangerous. Tighten your vest and hold on.’

      The boat swooped up and down as it inched closer to the rocks. Bernice scanned the rock wall for the cave or the shallow steps that Doogie Whatsit had carved.

      ‘There!’ She pointed with her chin, not daring to let go of the sides of the boat. A dripping bush nearly covered the hole in the wall. But the cave was there and leading up to it were Doogie’s chiselled dents.

      Ike pushed his boat further along the Thumbtip’s wall. He manoeuvred around some large rocks and steadied the boat just beneath the cave. The water swelled and smashed into the Thumbtip, but without the smaller rocks, the unpredictable pulls disappeared.

      ‘Bernice, take this.’ Ike was giving up the steering wheel.

      ‘Me?’ she squeaked.

      ‘You can do it. Anyone who can walk on a plunger can steer my boat.’

      Bernice looked away. ‘Ike, I didn’t mean to—’

      ‘Not now.’ He placed one of her hands on the boat’s wheel. She grabbed it with the other and braced herself, her two feet flat on the floor. Ike kept his hands on either side of hers. ‘See that tennis ball on the front of the boat?’

      Bernice nodded. Water dripped from her nose.

      ‘Keep it in line with the little tuft of bush halfway up the wall.’ Ike pointed to the target. ‘The water will keep pushing us toward the wall. When I yell “back!” hold onto the throttle and pull it toward you slowly. All of your movements have to be slow and steady.’

      So that was what the ball was for! Bernice felt Ike’s hands making small and constant corrections on the wheel. She never took her eyes off that bright orange ball. His large hands felt warm and strong beside hers.

      ‘You can do it, lass.’ Ike’s hands disappeared.

      Bernice felt the cold space that he had left. She watched. The ball bounced too far to the right of the bush. Uh-oh! She turned the wheel to the left, too far, too fast. She turned back to the right, too far again. Left, not as far, not as fast. Right, just a little.

      She was doing it! She was keeping The Mighty One steady!

      Ike worked his way toward the front of the boat. With each careful step, he placed his wooden leg into one of the tin cups that were attached to the front. Another mystery was solved. The cups were to steady Ike as he walked on the front deck. It worked.

      ‘Back!’ Ike’s voice sounded far away. He looked ahead; his hands were busy with a fishing rod and some rope. The bush did seem closer. She pulled the throttle slowly. Nothing happened. She pulled it a little more. Still nothing happened.

      ‘Back, Bernice!’

      She pulled it too far. Creak! Bernice felt the sickening shudder under her feet again. The boat jerked backward. Bernice stayed in the same place. The wheel smacked her smartly on the chin. Eyes watering, she moved the throttle away from her and held it steady. Miraculously, Ike was still standing, one wooden leg secured in an overflowing tin cup. The other was wrapped around the fishing rod.

      ‘That’ll do!’

      What was he doing up there?

      Ike’s arm jerked the rod over his head. Bernice could see a small black lump at the end of the line. A sinker? Whatever it was, it sailed through the air toward the small, gnarled tree obscuring the dark opening. It paused at the top of its arc and dropped into the bush. Ike tugged the line, gently, then harder. The sinker dropped the distance and then clunked onto the deck. Ike reeled in the line. He cast again.

      The sinker followed the same path, but this time, instead of landing in the tree, it swung over the trunk and hung suspended, swaying in the wind. Bernice watched Ike. Now what? He was carefully letting his line out. The sinker dropped slowly and steadily  down between the Thumbtip and The Mighty One.

      ‘Bernice, to the right!’ Ike was holding his finger and thumb apart only a fraction.

      ‘Okay,’ Bernice muttered. ‘I can do this.’

      She put a little pressure on her right hand. The tennis ball bounced  to the right. Ike held his hand up. Steady. He reached for the sinker. It was just too far. He grabbed the long hook from its brackets above the bench and swung it toward the line. The boat rocked on. Another inch and he’d have it. There! Ike hooked the line and pulled the sinker to him.

      ‘Left!’ Ike yelled.

      Bernice lined up the ball and the bush again while Ike fastened the ends of two ropes to the fishing line near the sinker. Steadily, slowly, Ike reeled in the fishing line. The line pulled the thick pieces of rope back up to the bush. They stopped at the top. Ike yanked, tugged, waggled, and pulled. They were stuck, probably on the underside of the tough little tree.

      While Bernice had been watching the climbing rope, she’d forgotten about the tennis ball. The Mighty One was making a slow circle. The ball wasn’t heading straight at the bush anymore. It was pointing somewhere off to the right.

      Uh-oh.

      Bernice’s stomach twirled. She forgot about Ike and the ropes and swung the wheel hard to the left. The boat rocked and turned. Ike toppled over, still clutching the rod.

      Bernice clonked her head on the window and lost her grip on the wheel. She scrambled to her feet. The wheel was spinning. Bernice planted her feet apart and grasped the wheel again, battling to correct the direction of the boat. The ball slowed and bounced and finally pointed at the bush once again.

      Bernice looked at Ike. He was standing straight and tall, grinning like a kid with a loose tooth. He held the ropes up for Bernice to see.

      ‘You did it, lass!’ He laughed. Two strong ropes were hooked over the tough little tree. Ike waved the four ends.

      Crack!

      Ike’s smile faltered as the boat shuddered again. He tied four large knots about a metre apart in one of the ropes, then pocked over to the side of the boat nearest the Thumbtip. He secured both ends of the knotted rope to two cleats and waved another at Bernice.

      ‘Time to go, Bernice.’ He clambered through the front of the wheelhouse and held the wheel. Bernice thankfully let go. Ike handed her one end of the rope, holding tightly to the other.

      ‘Tie it around your waist, lass. I’ll check your knots when you’re finished.’

      Bernice’s fingers felt like frozen sausages as she fumbled with the salt-crusted rope. She looped it around her waist under her life jacket and pulled tightly. She tied a quick knot and stepped close to Ike for inspection. He held the wheel steady with an elbow and tied two extra half hitches for safety.

      ‘Climb the knots,’ he said. ‘You’re strong. You can do it. When you reach the top, crawl into the cave. I’ll be holding you with this rope. Now, go!’ Ike crossed his fingers and gave her a little shove.

      ‘What about you?’

      Crack!

      ‘Go!’

      Ike’s fierce look made Bernice move.
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      Bernice grasped the highest knot she could reach. She put one foot, then the other onto the bottom knot and swung belly-up over the swells of water. She felt a tug at her waist as Ike tightened his grip on her safety line. Bernice wrapped her legs around the rope. Her back was touching the wall of the Thumbtip now.

      Bernice struggled to twist around and face the rock. She reached for the third knot and found that she could touch one of Doogie’s chiselled depressions with her foot. With the rope clenched tightly between her knees she planted both feet on the rock and clung to the knot.

      Now it was only a matter of walking up the wall. She stretched her leg and touched the next Doogie step with a toe. Step by step she pulled herself toward the shadowy cave and the leafy bush above her.

      Pulling up to the last knot, Bernice’s foot found a better hold. Her fingers brushed a small plant with white flowers. There were dozens of them nearby. She grabbed a handful but they tore from the rocky ledge. No help there, but only one more step and she’d be able to touch the bush! She pulled. Aching arms and legs didn’t matter anymore. She grabbed at the sturdy shrub with one hand. Her legs trembled.

      Leaves fluttered around Bernice’s head and fell onto the liquid mountains below. Bernice felt the wiry branch slip through her palm.

      Her fingers scrabbled through the bush until she caught a branch the thickness of an elephant’s trunk. With a mighty tug, she squirmed onto a ledge.

      Bernice looked into the cave as she untied her waistline. On hands and knees, she inched her way into the blackness. The cave floor was smooth and cool. Bernice slid her palms along the stone.

      ‘Wha…?’ Bernice jerked her hand away. Her fingers had touched something. Something rough and prickly. She prodded the pile with a tentative finger. It felt familiar. A rope! She straightened it out and ran her hands along its length. It wasn’t just a rope. Bernice felt along two rows of knots. She was untangling a rope ladder!

      ‘Ike!’ She looked down. The boat had broken in two. Ike was clinging to the front and the back had disappeared. The knotted rope was ready to snap, but Ike was still hanging on to Bernice’s lifeline.

      ‘Here, Ike!’ Bernice pushed the pile of ropes over the ledge. It unfurled as it fell. Ike pushed himself away from the boat and struggled toward the ladder. Hand over hand, he pulled himself along the knots. He reached the bottom rung of the ladder.

      Crack! The knotted rope snapped. With a final groan, The Mighty One was pulled to the bottom of the sea.

      ‘Come on, Ike!’

      Ike’s fingers grasped each rung as he scrambled up the ladder. He reached the top and collapsed face down onto the ledge. He lay still. The waves still crashed against the wall of the island but the wind and rain were moving away. Weak sunlight shimmered over his grey ponytail.
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      ‘Ike?’ Bernice whispered. ‘Ike, are you okay?’ Ike was still. Bernice shook his shoulders. She patted his head.

      ‘Mmmph.’

      Bernice lay on her stomach in front of her friend. ‘Ike,’ she whispered again.

      Ike rested his chin on the back of his hand. His blue eyes locked onto Bernice’s. He lifted his eyebrows.

      ‘I’m sorry about the plunger,’ Bernice said. ‘I just wanted to see what it was like. One of my characters…’ She looked away. ‘I wasn’t making fun of you.’

      ‘I know, Bernie,’ Ike said. ‘Without the plunger we would have sunk.’

      ‘I’m sorry about your boat.’

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘I’m sorry I got you stuck out here.’ Bernice’s voice quivered.

      ‘I’ve always wanted to see the Thumbtip up close.’

      ‘I’m sor—’

      Ike held up a hand. ‘Things happen, lass. When you needed me, I was there. When I needed you, you were there. That’s what friends are for.’ Ike smiled. ‘Now, why don’t we explore a little? Isn’t that why you came out here?’

      Bernice wiped her eyes. ‘Sort of. I was looking for Crystal Bell’s treasures.’

      ‘Crystal Bell?’ Ike asked. His voice sounded strange. ‘Really?’

      ‘Yup. I’ve seen every movie she ever made. I wanted to find her stolen jewels.’

      Ike pulled a lighter from his shirt pocket. ‘Shall we?’

      Bernice nodded. They crawled into the cave. It was musty, cool, and damp. Bernice waved a hand through the darkness.

      ‘Ready?’ Ike sounded like he was in a carpeted room.

      ‘Uh huh.’ Bernice held her breath. What would they find?

      She heard the scritch of the lighter and the walls danced with shadows. It wasn’t a big cave. They could see the mossy back and sides.

      ‘There!’ Bernice pointed to a black bag in the middle of the floor.

      ‘This was your idea,’ Ike said. ‘You do the honours.’

      Bernice sat back on her heels and dragged the bag toward her. It was heavy. Ike moved the lighter closer as Bernice reached for the top of the bag. She unwound the rope around its neck and peeked inside. She looked up at Ike. Her grin felt like it would split her face.

      ‘It’s Ms Bell’s jewels!’ She dumped the bag’s contents gently onto the floor. Gemstones, earrings, necklaces, and bracelets were clumped in a tangled lump. Two tiaras rolled from the bag. One glittered with diamonds, the other with a pale pink stone. Bernice picked it up and held it up to the lighter. ‘This is it! The tiara she wore in The Party Peril!’ Bernice whispered, not wanting to disturb the magic that had helped her find Crystal Bell’s jewels.

      ‘Look.’ Ike pointed.

      ‘Hey! Another one.’ Bernice scooted over to second black bag. Some sort of strap held it together at the top. The studded leather flashed as it reflected the tiny flame. Bernice held it up.

      ‘It’s a dog collar!’ She touched the glittery rocks in the leather. ‘Are these diamonds?’

      Ike nodded. ‘I’d say so.’

      Bernice traced a gold ‘C’ embroidered on the side of the bag. ‘This has to belong to Crystal Bell too,’ she said.

      Bernice handed Ike the collar and tipped the bag upside down. Flashes of light tumbled across the floor. Bernice grabbed one. It was round and smooth.

      ‘Pearls!’ Bernice said.

      A small sound came from Ike.

      Bernice looked up. ‘What’s wrong?’ she said. Even in the dim light, she could see the sparkle in Ike’s eyes.

      ‘Look again,’ Ike said.

      Bernice did. She held the tiny ball closer to the flame.

      ‘A marble?’ she said. ‘Marbles and a dog collar? Why would the robbers want those?’

      Ike threw his head back and laughed. He laughed loud and long. He wiped tears from his eyes. ‘I think we may be working with more than one criminal mind here, Bernice.’

      Bernice didn’t get it. ‘I guess she has lost her marbles, just like Jake said. But why are they so important?’

      ‘You’d better ask her when we get home.’
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      The sun made its lazy way into the mouth of the cave.

      How would they get off the island? They had no boat, no radio, and no one knew where they were. A seagull swooped past the entrance to the cave. It was probably going to look for Mrs Pagano. She’d know all the gulls and they’d know her. If only Bernice could catch one. She’d tie a note to its leg and then, when Mrs Pagano was tossing out crumbs, she’d find it and raise the alarm. They used to do that with carrier pigeons years ago, why not seagulls?

      Ike pulled his harmonica from his shirt pocket. He tootled a bit with a soft tune and Bernice took her notebook from her waistband and pulled apart the soggy pages. If she dried it out, she might be able to read some of the words. She lay it in the sun and picked up the dog collar, dangling it from her fingers. A flash of brilliance stabbed her eyes. The light! It was the reflection of the sun on the diamonds! No wonder she had only seen it in the afternoon.

      ‘Ike! Look!’

      Ike did. Bernice waggled the collar in the sun. Ike squinted.

      ‘You’ve done it again, Bernice!’ He smiled. ‘Keep flashing, girl.’

      Bernice swirled the collar through the sun, she waved it backward and forward, she put it on one finger and twirled it faster and faster…

      ‘Oops!’ The collar sailed from Bernice’s finger.

      ‘Oof!’ Ike held his nose. He handed the collar back to Bernice and returned to his music. The tune became fast and catchy. Ike’s foot tapped and he closed his eye.

      ‘I’ll just rest it here,’ Bernice whispered, placing the glittering stones in the sun.

      She settled back to wait. Ike’s music filled the musty cave.

      Bernice closed her eyes and wished she had a dry notebook. She could fill it with the events of one afternoon. Her shipwrecked survivors would have a totally new and realistic experience. Bernice, the author, smiled and placed her hand on her chest. She would know the feelings, the fear, the sounds and the smells of a shipwreck. She’d even know the taste of a salty wave as it crashed over them. Her novel was going to be a masterpiece and not only that… Bernice had found Crystal Bell’s stolen jewels! Oh, and also a bag of marbles.

      Brrrrrrrrrrrr.

      Bernice’s eyes flew open. A sound whirred beneath Ike’s tunes.

      What was that? She jumped up and peered out of the opening.

      Brrrrrrrrrrrr.

      It sounded like a boat! Bernice scanned the stretch of sea in front of her. A bouncing dot danced across the water toward her.

      ‘Ike, look!’

      He pulled the harmonica from his lips and stood beside Bernice. The sound grew louder.

      ‘We’re going to be rescued.’ Bernice hopped from one foot to the other on the narrow ledge in front of the cave. Ike grabbed the collar of her life jacket… just in case.

      ‘We’re safe!’ Bernice yelled.

      ‘Yup,’ Ike agreed. ‘We certainly are.’
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      The police boat pulled up at the wharf. Mum grabbed Bernice before she’d put both feet on the dock. She squeezed her until it hurt. Jake gave her a peck on the cheek and she didn’t even wipe it off. Even Maggie was there, spots and all.

      Bernice watched Sergeant Bailey walk toward her. He must have finished his crossword. ‘It’s a good thing you came to see me before running off to fight the criminals all by yourself, Bernice,’ he said. ‘Your mum was worried sick. We thought that maybe, just maybe, you’d taken it upon yourself to find Miss Bell’s treasures.’

      ‘If it weren’t for me,’ Jake jumped in, ‘you’d still be out there. Sergeant Bailey let me ride down here in the police car and I saw the flash first.’

      Bernice handed the black bags over and Sergeant Bailey shook her hand.

      ‘Ms Bell will be very happy. I should have listened to you, Bernice.’

      Bernice stood a little straighter. She puffed out her chest until she looked at the empty spot where Ike’s boat used to be. Her shoulders slumped.

      ‘Mum, Ike’s boat is gone. He has nowhere to go, now. Can he stay with us for a while? It’s my fault that his boat sank. He saved me, Mum!’

      Mum smiled at Ike over Bernice’s head. ‘We’d be happy if you’d stay with us for as long as you need to. Thank you,’ she ran her fingers through Bernice’s curls, ‘for everything.’

      Bernice felt a gentle tug as her mother pulled something from her hair. ‘Hey, Bernie. Look at this!’ She held up a cluster of white flowers. ‘This is sea parsley. It’s the same flower you brought home that day.’ She sniffed it. ‘Yep, celery.’

      Bernice’s mind churned as she twirled the flowers in her fingers. They must be from the plant she’d grabbed while she was climbing up to the cave.

      Just then a huge limousine pulled up at the end of the wharf. Gary got out and opened the back door. A small white bundle leaped from the car. Crystal Bell followed wearing a white suit.

      ‘Dipsy! Come, sweetie. Dipsy! Please!’ Trip trap trip trap. A tiny, four-legged figure trotted onto the wharf. Its feet were bobbing white balls of fluff. ‘Dipsy, come here…’

      But the little dog was headed for Ike. Dipsy jumped on him like a long-lost friend, and Ike picked up the squirming bundle. He was rewarded with a wet tongue on a grey beard.

      ‘Why do you clip the poor dog like this, Crys?’ he said. ‘You’ve destroyed her dignity.’

      ‘Oh, Ike, you never did have any class!’ Crystal Bell gave Ike a kiss on the cheek and a big hug.

      Bernice’s jaw dropped.

      Ike laughed and glanced at Bernice. ‘Close your mouth, Bernice,’ he whispered. ‘Not a good look.’ Her mouth snapped shut.

      ‘Bernice?’ Crystal Bell shrieked. ‘Are you Bernice?’

      Bernice nodded. Ms Bell could certainly hit those high notes.

      ‘The Bernice who saved my jewels?’

      Bernice looked at Ike for help.

      ‘Yes, the Bernice who saved your jewels,’ Ike said. ‘She also saved me a couple of times. The only casualty was my boat.’ He looked at Berth 12 and shook his head. Bernice followed his eyes. The ropes lay across the boards, useless. The Mighty One wasn’t coming back.

      ‘Oh, pooh on your boat, I’ll get you a new one.’

      Bernice dragged her gaze back to Ms Bell. Her eyes seemed in danger of falling out of her face. Her mouth had popped open again.

      Crystal Bell placed a smacking kiss on Bernice’s cheek. ‘Thank you, my special friend!’

      Bernice glanced at Maggie. Her mouth was hanging open as well. She scratched her cheek, never taking her eyes off Crystal Bell.

      ‘Now, where are my things?’ Ms Bell raced toward Sergeant Bailey. He was holding the black bags proudly. She seized the smaller one and tore off the collar. Plopping the bag onto the dock, she plunged her hand inside. A look of bliss crept over her face. ‘Ahhh, my marbles.’

      Bernice heard a chuckle from Jake and the clinking of hundreds of glass globes. ‘Ike?’ She was stunned. Even her imagination couldn’t explain this one.

      Ike laughed. ‘Okay, lassie, it all started when—’

      ‘Doogie! You nearly did it this time,’ Crystal Bell screeched. ‘But nearly isn’t good enough.’

      Daredevil Doogie sauntered toward them. ‘It’s not like you got them back. If it weren’t for Bernice and brave brother Ike, they’d still be out there. Maybe for good!’ Doogie smiled. ‘Don’t worry, sis, there’s always a next time.’

      Sis? Brother? ‘Ike, please?’ Bernice said in a small voice.

      Ike tried again. ‘Crystal Bell is my sister. Doogie Whatsit, as you call him, is my brother.’

      Bernice rubbed her head. The two mysterious brothers!

      ‘Doogie and Crystal have been stealing marbles from each other since they were little kids. It’s gotten out of hand lately. Every time one successfully steals from the other, they have to add a new marble. If you ever bothered to count them, you’d find that they would have stolen each other’s marbles over one hundred and twenty times in the last forty years.’

      ‘Thirty-nine years, thank you,’ Ms Bell corrected.

      Bernice shook her head. Marbles? ‘But that’s crazy!’

      Ike smiled. ‘As crazy as a plunger?’ he murmured.

      Bernice’s cheeks grew warm.

      Doogie grinned. ‘This was my best hiding place yet, Crys. I wasn’t sure there was any way onto the island when I signed up for Daredevil, but I thought it was worth a shot. I lucked out with that cave up there. I loved thinking of you staring out at the Thumbtip and wondering where your marbles were.’

      ‘But why did you take my jewellery, Doogie?’ Ms Bell clung to her marbles and stared at her brother.

      ‘I didn’t. Marbles are my thing. What would I want with your gems?’

      Sergeant Bailey stepped closer. ‘So if you didn’t take these,’ he held up the bag of treasures, ‘who did?’

      ‘I think I know, Sergeant Bailey,’ Bernice said softly.

      ‘Now, Bernice.’ The policeman shoved his hat back on his head. ‘Let’s not take things too far.’

      Ike stepped up. ‘I think you should listen to her, Sergeant.’

      Ms Bell put a hand on Bernice’s shoulder. ‘I agree. This child has recovered the things that were taken from me. Let’s at least hear what she has to say.’

      Sergeant Bailey sighed. ‘Okay, Bernice, off you go.’

      Bernice took a deep breath. She held up the flowers. ‘These were growing at the entrance to the cave on the Thumbtip. I’ve only ever seen flowers like this one other time. Mum says she’s never seen them around here either.’

      ‘Where did you see them before, Bernie?’ Ike squeezed her shoulder.

      Bernice looked at the limousine. Gary was leaning against the car. His sunglasses were dark so it was impossible to tell where he was looking, but Bernice was pretty sure he was watching her. ‘Gary had some stuck to the front of his uniform the day after the robbery.’

      ‘Gary?’ Ms Bell squealed. ‘Oh dear, I hope not. He’s such a good worker.’

      Sergeant Bailey held out his hand and Bernice placed the flowers into his big palm. ‘Well, it’s not going to hurt to check this out, is it, Bernie?’

      Bernice smiled and shook her head.

      ‘I will need to keep the jewels for evidence until I can get some prints off them, Ms Bell. I’ll return them as soon as possible. In the meantime, I may need to borrow your driver for a few questions.’

      Sergeant Bailey walked toward the limousine and said a few words to Gary. The big man’s head dropped and he allowed himself to be bundled into the cruiser. They sped away.

      ‘Stay with me, Ike, until we find you a new boat.’ Ms Bell took Ike’s arm.

      ‘Sorry, Crys, I’ll take you up on the offer of a boat, since it was partly your game that destroyed this one. But I can’t live in your mindless mansion of money. Your friends keep wanting to dress me and tell me when to eat. I’m better off keeping a low profile.’ Ike looked at Bernice’s mother. ‘Is that offer still open? I’d like to stay with you for a few days if that’s all right. Just until we find a nice, second-hand fishing boat.’

      ‘Oh, Ike,’ Ms Bell gushed. ‘I wish you’d let me get you a good one this time, all the trimmings, maybe even a skipper so you don’t have to drive the silly thing yourself.’

      ‘No thanks.’ Ike smiled. ‘That’s your world, not mine.’

      Crystal Bell tossed her head. ‘Suit yourself.’ She turned to Bernice. ‘You, my little friend, are welcome at my house anytime.’

      Bernice sat down on the weathered boards. Her cheeks and forehead flaunted red-lipstick-thank-you-kisses. She watched Doogie Whatsit, Crystal Bell, and Dipsy step toward the white limousine parked at the end of the wharf.

      Mum pulled Bernice to her feet. She and Ike propelled her toward the car.

      ‘You can have the front, Bernie.’ Jake was already sitting in the back seat.

      Mum laughed. ‘Careful, Jake, she’s already had enough shocks for one day.’

      After a quick trip to the supermarket to stock up on food for their visitor, the small group headed home. The phone was ringing as they pulled into the driveway. Mum raced to answer it. ‘It’s for you, Bernice.’ She covered the phone with her palm. ‘It’s Sergeant Bailey,’ she whispered.

      ‘Hi, Sergeant Bailey.’

      ‘You were right, Bernie,’ the policeman said.

      ‘I was?’

      ‘I just received a full confession from our friend Gary. He’s got a rap sheet as long as my arm.’

      ‘Really?’ Bernice felt her belly roll over. She’d solved the crime! A real one!

      ‘Now, we can’t say too much until he’s been tried and convicted, but it looks like we’ve got our man. I just wanted to say thank you, Bernie. That was a fine piece of police work. I couldn’t have done it without you.’

      Bernice hung up the phone. Her grin stretched her cheeks until they were sore. ‘He confessed!’
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      Bernice showed Ike to the guest room next to the kitchen. ‘Nobody ever uses it, but it’s the best room in the house because you can eat ice cream in the middle of the night.’

      ‘Great, I love ice cream.’

      ‘Want some now?’

      ‘Why not? We have a lot to celebrate.’

      Bernice filled two giant bowls with chocolate ice cream. She plopped gobs of whipped cream on top and settled at the kitchen table across from Ike. The first massive spoonful was halfway to her open mouth when Jake hollered.

      ‘Mum! The toilet’s stopped up again!’

      Bernice slid down in her seat. Ike raised his eyebrows.

      ‘Bernice,’ Mum called from upstairs, ‘where’s the plunger?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Bernice Peppercorn emerged from watching my daughter, Becky, navigate through her world with courage, curiosity, kindness, and a deep devotion to story. Thank you, Becky, for being exactly who you are.

      Thank you also to my husband, Chris, for guiding me through the sticky parts and creating my first plunger prototype.

      And apologies must accompany my gratitude to my son Jarrod for testing out the plunger (I hope the pain was worth the giggles).

      Thank you also to my editor, Michelle Lovi, for her belief in Bernice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Ann Harth writes fiction and non-fiction for children and adults. Strong, interesting female characters creep into most of her books, and many arrive with a sense of humour.

      Before becoming a writer, mentor, and developmental editor in Far North Queensland, Ann studied psychology, waited tables, bar-tended, picked strawberries, worked as a clown, and punched keys on various tills. She also spent ten years working with children with special needs. Ann taught writing for the Australian College of Journalism for eight years before taking the leap into freelance work.

      Ann is the Far North Queensland representative for the Society of Children’s Book Writers and illustrators. She’s had a number of fiction and non-fiction children’s books published in Australia and the UK and over 120 short stories sold internationally.

      When not tapping the keys, Ann stuffs a notebook into her pack and searches for remote places to camp, hike, or explore.

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Did you like Bernice Takes A Plunge?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Bernice Takes A Plunge cover]
          
        

      

      
        
        Click here to share your review on Goodreads

      

      

      
        
        or join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, special offers, giveaways, bonus content and other great books from Odyssey Books. Sign up here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Follow Odyssey Books for more great books and book news!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Odyssey logo]
          
        

      

      
        
        www.facebook.com/odysseybooks

      

        

      
        www.twitter.com/odysseybooks

      

        

      
        www.instagram.com/odysseybooks

      

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/bernice.jpg
REGNICE TAKES
A 'PLK}N CE ;

=

) Ann Harth





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/combined_logo_prepublication72dpi.jpg
MO A catalogue record for this

reesie. ook s available from the
LIBRARY National Library of Australia





OEBPS/images/odyssey_logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/odyssey_logo-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/image-9781925652918-perfect.jpg
BERYICE TAKES

A PIUNGE

| Ann Harth





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





