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December

I have a lot of favorite things. I have a favorite color (pink), and a favorite pet (my rat, Emily Junior), and a favorite teacher (Ms. Colman). I have a favorite month of the year, too. It is not the month of my birthday. It is not September when school starts. It is not June when summer vacation starts. It is … December.

December is a gigundoly wonderful month. Winter begins in December, and I love, love, love winter. Especially snow. I like snowmen and snowballs and snow forts. I like snowflakes and snowstorms. Oh, and I like ice, too. Ice-skating and icicles.

Here are some other good things about December: winter vacation and, best of all, holidays. I celebrate Christmas. My friend Nancy celebrates Hanukkah. These are happy holidays. Also, we get presents.

Every year, I wait for December. It is too bad it’s the last month of the year. I feel like I’m always waiting for December. December of second grade was especially hard to wait for. My mother and Seth (he’s my stepfather) were going to go on a ski vacation for two whole weeks. So my brother, Andrew, and I would get to stay with our father. We would be at his house for Christmas! YEA!

I was packing up to go to Daddy’s. I had to remember to bring a lot of important things. I had to remember the presents for my family at Daddy’s. I had to remember my Hanukkah present for Nancy. And I had to remember my detective stuff.

Here is another one of my favorite things: solving mysteries. I just love mysteries and detectives. Maybe I will be a detective myself someday. Detectives get to poke around and look for clues. They find secret passages. They write notes in codes. They send messages to each other. They say things like, “The green bicycle crows at noon.” And they understand what that means. Best of all, they get to spy.

I have been reading lots of detective books. I like the Bobbsey Twins. Bert and Nan and Freddie and Flossie solve gigundoly cool mysteries. Nan is my heroine. I like Encyclopedia Brown, too. Sometimes I can solve the cases before Encyclopedia does. And I like the Three Investigators.

My suitcase was getting full, but I still had to pack: my magnifying glass, my Decod-R ring, The Bobbsey Twins at the Seashore, and my maze book. Mommy had bought the maze book for me. She said she hoped it would take my mind off Christmas. (Sometimes I get just an eensy bit too excited about holidays.) The maze book was great. It was full of maps and secret passages and lost treasures. (I am very good at finding things.)

I tried to close my suitcase. I could do it if I sat on it. I had just snapped the lid shut when I remembered something. I remembered that I was not finished packing. I had to pack for someone else. I had to pack for Emily Junior. She would be going to Daddy’s with me. I had to bring her cage and her food pellets and her water bottle and her toys. And I had to remember to bring Emily herself. (Well, she would be in the cage.)

I take extra-good care of Emily Junior. I feed her and give her fresh water. I play with her. I even plan to give her a birthday party next year. (Sometimes I forget and leave the top off her cage, but I am working on that.)

“Are you ready to go to Daddy’s?” I asked my rat. “Are you ready for Christmas? Are you ready for presents and vacation?”

It was too bad we had to wait until the next day for the fun to start.
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2+2=Karen

Guess what. I have told you about Emily Junior and about my friend Nancy. But I have not told you who I am!

I am Karen Brewer. But if I ever get to be an actress, I will use a stage name. My stage name will be Katerina Natalia. (Yesterday I decided it would be Francine von Fortunoff. Then I changed my mind.) I have a little brother named Andrew. Andrew is four, going on five. I am seven. There are a lot of things I have to teach Andrew.

Andrew and I have an awfully big family. This is because our mommy and daddy are divorced. They used to be married. Then my family was easy to describe: Mommy, Daddy, Andrew, me. But Mommy and Daddy decided that they did not want to live together anymore. They were through loving each other. So they got divorced. Mommy moved out of the big house we lived in. (It is the house where Daddy grew up.) Andrew and I moved with her. We moved to a little house. The little house and the big house are both in Stoneybrook, Connecticut.

After awhile, Mommy and Daddy got married again. But not to each other. Mommy married Seth. He lives with us at the little house. He brought along his dog, Midgie, and his cat, Rocky.

Daddy married Elizabeth. She is my stepmother. She lives at the big house with Daddy — and about a million other people. My big-house family is gigundo! Here is why. Elizabeth has four kids. They are my stepbrothers and stepsister. Charlie and Sam are old. They go to high school. David Michael is seven, like me. Actually, he is a few months older than I am. He never lets me forget it. My stepsister is Kristy. She is thirteen and she baby-sits. She is my favorite baby-sitter in the whole wide world. She is also one of my favorite people. I am glad she’s my sister.

Emily Michelle lives at the big house, too. Emily is my adopted sister. She is two and a half years old. Daddy and Elizabeth adopted her from a country called Vietnam, which is very far away. (I named my rat after Emily.)

Also at the big house lives Nannie. Nannie is Elizabeth’s mother, so that means she is my stepgrandmother. Nannie watches Emily while Daddy and Elizabeth are at work and everyone else is at school.

These are the big-house pets: Boo-Boo (Daddy’s fat old cat); Shannon (David Michael’s puppy); Crystal Light the Second (my goldfish); and Goldfishie (Andrew’s guess what).

Since Andrew and I live at the big house every other weekend and on special vacations, it is a very busy place. I just love the big house.

Here is an interesting fact. Andrew and I have two of lots of things. We have two mommies, two daddies, two families, two houses, two cats, and two dogs. We have clothes and toys and books at each of our houses. I even have two best friends. Nancy Dawes is my little-house best friend. She lives next door to Mommy. My big-house best friend is Hannie Papadakis. She lives across the street from Daddy and one house down. Nancy and Hannie and I are all in Ms. Colman’s second-grade class at Stoneybrook Academy. We call ourselves the Three Musketeers.

Since Andrew and I have two of so many things, I gave us special nicknames. I call us Andrew Two-Two and Karen Two-Two. (I got the name from a book Ms. Colman read to our class. It was called Jacob Two-Two Meets the Hooded Fang.) Sometimes being a two-two is confusing. But mostly it is fun. Like right now. I could not wait to go to the big house for two weeks. I was so, so excited!
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The Big House

“We’re here! Here we are! Hello, everybody!”

It was Saturday. It was time for our big-house adventure to begin.

That morning, Mommy had woken Andrew and me early. “Let’s go, merry sunshine,” she had said to me. “Get ready for Daddy’s.”

Andrew and I ate breakfast while Seth packed the car. He put the skis in a rack on the roof. (I was afraid they would fall off.)

When the car was packed, we drove to the big house. Andrew and I said good-bye to Mommy and Seth. (Andrew only cried a little.) Now we were standing in the door-way. Mommy and Seth were driving away. Daddy and Kristy and Nannie and everyone greeted us.

“Hi, Professor!” David Michael called to me. (He gave me that nickname because I wear glasses.) “Guess what. We are going to decorate the house today. The outside tree, too.”

“Yea!” I cried. Decorating the house meant getting out our Christmas decorations — the manger, and the wooden angels for the mantelpiece and the bell to hang in the doorway and the music box that looks like Santa Claus. (We were not going to decorate the inside tree yet, though.)

“Before you get too excited,” said Elizabeth, “please put your suitcases upstairs. And Karen, why don’t you put Emily Junior and her cage in the playroom? Then we will begin decorating.”

“Okay!” I ran upstairs. Andrew ran after me. I stuck my rat in the playroom. I closed the door so Boo-Boo could not get in.

When Andrew and I had put our things away, we ran downstairs again.

Daddy and Charlie and Kristy were outside. They were going to string lights on the fir tree in the front yard.

Everyone else was inside. They were opening boxes and looking at all the things we had not seen since the year before.

“There’s the gold bell!” said David Michael.

“There’s Santa!” exclaimed Andrew.

“And there’s Rudolph, Rudolph, Rudolph!” I sang.

“Simmer down, Karen,” said Elizabeth. (That meant I should calm down.)

“Sorry,” I replied. I decided to help Nannie for awhile. Nannie was busy putting evergreen branches around the house. She put some on the mantel. Then Andrew stood on a chair and arranged an orchestra of tiny wooden angels in the branches. They looked like they were playing music in a forest. Nannie put a branch over each picture frame in the living room. Sam hung ornaments from the branches. Finally Nannie tied several branches together with a red bow. She hung them on the front door.

“Oh, it’s Christmastime, it’s Christmastime!” I shouted.

“Indoor voice, Karen,” said Nannie.

“Boo. Nannie, I am going outdoors,” I replied. “Then I can use my loud voice.”

I put on my jacket and my hat and my scarf and my mittens. I wanted to put on my boots, but I did not need them. There was no snow yet. I hoped snow would fall before Christmas.
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When I joined Daddy and Charlie and Kristy, they were almost finished putting the lights on the tree. The tree was going to look gigundoly pretty. The lights were red and green. And the bulbs were big. (Last year, some of the bulbs disappeared. We do not know what happened to them. I think someone stole them. I hoped the thief would leave our tree alone this year. I did not want any holes in our decorating job.)

Daddy turned on the lights then.

“Beautiful!” I exclaimed. Then I added, “Yea! Hurray! Hurray!”
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Detective Karen

By lunchtime, the decorating was finished.

“Karen? Andrew?” said Elizabeth. “Have you unpacked your suitcases?”

My big-house family was in the kitchen. We were eating chicken ’n’ stars soup. (The stars are really noodles.) Daddy was fixing a fruit salad.

“No,” I answered. “We’ll unpack after lunch. I might need some help with Emily Junior.”

“What kind of help?” asked Daddy.

“I need to put her cage where she will be safe from Boo-Boo.”

Sam snorted. “From Boo-Boo? Boo-Boo is too old to catch things. He probably wouldn’t know what to do with a rat.”

“I am not taking any chances,” I replied. “Daddy, I think we should put the cage high up. But not so high up that I cannot reach it. Plus,” I went on, “we have to fix Emily’s water bottle. I took it out of the cage so it would not drip while we drove over here. I gave her a dish of water, but I bet she wants her bottle back now.”

“Emily Junior is such a baby,” whispered David Michael.

“I heard that!” I yelled. “And she is not a baby!”

“Before you two have a fight, let’s go take care of Emily,” Daddy said to me.

Daddy and I left the table. We went upstairs to the playroom.

Daddy looked around. “I think Emily Junior will be safe on this table,” he said. “It isn’t too high up.”

“But Boo-Boo might jump on it,” I told him. I felt worried.

“I don’t think so,” replied Daddy. “Emily will be safe.”

Daddy fiddled around with the water bottle. I took Emily out of the cage. I let her run around on the floor.

“Careful, honey,” said Daddy. “This is a big house. And it’s new to Emily. She does not know her way around. Oh, and be sure to keep the top on the cage. You know how Nannie feels about rats.

“Now let me see. How does the bottle work?” Daddy continued. “Where are my glasses? I’ll be right back, Karen.”

When Daddy came back, he was frowning. “I can’t find them,” he said.

I jumped up. “I’m a good detective,” I told him. “I will help you.” I remembered to stick Emily in her cage and to put on the lid. Then I got out my magnifying glass and Decod-R ring. I walked all through the house.

“What are you doing?” David Michael wanted to know. When I told him, he said. “I’m a good detective, too! We could be a team.”

“Okay,” I agreed. “Now let’s think carefully. We should look in the places where Daddy has been today.”

“Good idea,” said David Michael.

First we looked in Daddy’s bedroom, even though he had looked there himself. No glasses. We looked in the kitchen, where he had eaten breakfast and lunch. No glasses. We looked in the living room, where Daddy and Elizabeth had put the boxes of decorations. No glasses. We even looked in the attic, where the boxes of decorations had come from. No glasses.

“Maybe Emily Michelle wanted to play with them,” I suggested. So we looked in Emily’s room. No glasses.

“I know!” exclaimed David Michael. “Before you came over this morning, Daddy bought new lights for the tree. He needed his glasses to read the instructions on the box. Let’s look in the den.”

So we did. And I found Daddy’s glasses lying on the floor. They must have fallen off a table. David Michael and I gave them to Daddy.

“You are wonderful detectives!” he said. “Thank you!”
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The Mystery of the Missing Cookies

I was very proud of David Michael and myself. We had solved the Mystery of Daddy’s Glasses. And no grown-ups had helped us.

“Hey, David Michael. Let’s solve some more mysteries,” I said. “Want to?” (I had finished unpacking my suitcase.)

“Sure,” he answered. “Do you know of any more mysteries?”

“No … but I’m sure one will come along.”

I hoped this new game would be fun. I hoped it would do something else, too. I hoped it would take my mind off Christmas. I was definitely too excited. Elizabeth had told me to simmer down. Nannie had said to use my indoor voice. Daddy had said, “I cannot hear yellers, Karen.” Andrew had said, “Too much noise!” And Kristy had said, “Could you talk a little louder, Karen? I don’t think they can hear you in Denmark.”

“Where is Denmark?” I had asked.

“Across the Atlantic Ocean.”

I laughed. But I knew I needed to stop thinking about Christmas.

David Michael and I prowled all through the big house. We peered at things through the magnifying glass.

“Found any good mysteries yet?” asked Charlie.

“No,” replied David Michael.

“But we will,” I added.

All was quiet in the bedrooms and the bathrooms and the living room. We crept into the kitchen. Nannie was there. She was baking cookies.

She looked cross.

“What’s the matter?” I asked her.

Nannie frowned. “These cookies are for the bake sale,” she said.

“I know. You told us at lunch,” I answered. “You said not to eat any.”

“But somebody did eat some. A whole handful is gone.”

“Uh-oh,” said David Michael.

I whispered to him, “Hey! It’s the Mystery of the Missing Cookies!”

“Right,” he agreed. “Let’s get to work.”

David Michael and I cased the joint. (That is what TV detectives say.) We searched for clues everywhere. We used my magnifying glass, but we did not need the Decod-R ring.

“Who are the suspects?” I asked.

“Everybody,” replied David Michael. “Oh, except for us. And Nannie.”

“And except for Kristy. She went to her friend’s house. And except for Charlie. He went to the store.” (Charlie can drive. He even has a car of his own.) “Let’s see,” I went on. “That leaves Daddy and Elizabeth and Sam and Andrew and Emily Michelle. Let’s look for footprints!”
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My brother and I did not find any foot-prints in the kitchen.

“Okay. We better interview the suspects,” I said.

We talked to Daddy and Elizabeth first. We asked them questions like, “When was the last time you were in the kitchen?” We decided they were not the thieves.

We looked for Sam, but we could not find him. So we interviewed Andrew next. As soon as we told him about the cookies, he screeched, “I did not take them! I understood what Nannie said!”

“Well, excuse me,” I replied. “Come along, David Michael.”

We found Emily in the playroom. She was trying on dress-up clothes.

And guess what. Her mouth was covered with cookie crumbs! David Michael and I brought her into the kitchen. “I don’t think she understood your warning,” I told Nannie. (Nannie forgave Emily.)

Another case had been solved.
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The Case of the Mysterious Bird

“Jump, jump … Come on, JUMP!”

I am training Emily Junior to be a circus rat. Here is what she can do so far: run really fast.

I guess that does not sound like much. But just wait. I am sure that someday Emily will be able to turn a somersault, walk a tightrope, and fly through the air on a little rat trapeze. Right then, I was teaching her to jump through a hoop. Only I was teaching her in a box. The box was her playpen. Do you know what Sam had told me? He said that rats can get lost in walls and other places in big, old houses. So I was being careful. I did not want Emily to get lost.

“JUMP!” I commanded again.

Emily sniffed around her playpen.

“AUGHHHHH!”

I heard a scream. It came from down-stairs. It sounded like Elizabeth.

“Yipes,” I said. “Trouble.”

I scooped up Emily Junior. I put her back in her cage. Then I ran downstairs. Halfway there, I remembered that I had not put the top on Emily’s cage. Oh, well. Daddy had said the cage was in a safe place. I would remember to fix it later. Besides, a scream means a big problem.

“Elizabeth?” I called. I dashed into the kitchen.

Sam and Andrew and David Michael ran in also.

“What happened, Mom?” asked Sam.

Elizabeth tried to smile. “I’m sorry I screamed,” she said. “But look.” She pointed across the room to Boo-Boo’s food dishes. In one was … a dead bird.

“Gross,” said Sam.

“Does anyone know where that came from?” asked Elizabeth. “It is not a very funny trick. It is disgusting.”

David Michael and I looked at each other. Another mystery!

“Don’t worry,” I told Elizabeth. “David Michael and I will crack the Case of the Mysterious Bird.” Then I whispered to David Michael, “I bet this is one of Sam’s tricks.” My brother nodded.

“Never fear!” I called to Elizabeth.

David Michael and I ran back to the playroom. I remembered to put the lid on Emily’s cage. Then my brother and I interviewed the people in my big-house family. We said, “How do you feel about birds?” and, “Have you played any practical jokes today?”

Sam had played several jokes. I was pretty sure he was the culprit. So David Michael and I looked for Elizabeth. We wanted to tell her the case was closed. She could rest easy. On our way to the TV room, we passed the back door to the house. Boo-Boo was waiting to be let in.

“Hey!” cried David Michael as he opened the door. “Boo-Boo caught a bird!”

“Oh, he couldn’t have,” I said. “Sam said Boo-Boo is too fat and lazy to catch anything. Remember? He said Boo-Boo never hunts.”

“Well, he hunted for this bird. And he caught it,” replied David Michael. “He must have caught the other bird, too. Boo-Boo was smart to put the bird in his food dish.”

“I guess. Anyway, we have solved another mystery,” I said. “We really are good detectives. Now we have solved three mysteries.”

“We are crime-stoppers,” added David Michael.

I nodded. Crime-stoppers. I liked the sound of that.





[image: image]


Hiding Places

I was feeling very cozy. My big-house family and I were curled up in the living room. Outside, the air was freezing. But Daddy and Kristy had built a fire in the fireplace. Now it was roaring.

Daddy was reading stories. He was reading them aloud. They were kids’ stories, but my whole family was listening to them. Even Sam. First Daddy read The Tailor of Gloucester. It is by Beatrix Potter. I just love her books. They are gigundoly wonderful. Beatrix Potter has written lots of little books. Daddy was reading about the tailor because that’s a Christmas story. I was hoping he would read The Roly-Poly Pudding, too, even though it is not about Christmas. Maybe he would also read Squirrel Nutkin. That story is so, so funny.

Elizabeth was sitting in an armchair. Emily Michelle was in her lap. I was in Kristy’s lap. (I am almost too big for it.) David Michael was in Daddy’s lap. While Daddy read, David Michael moved his lips. Andrew, Sam, and Charlie were lying on the floor, near the fireplace. And Nannie was next to Kristy and me. She was knitting a sweater for Andrew.

See why I felt cozy? The living room was warm. And it was quiet, except for the sound of Daddy reading and Nannie’s needles clicking.

The Tailor of Gloucester is about a poor, old tailor who lived in a town in the country of England long ago. The tailor had a cat named Simpkin. And Simpkin liked mice. (So do I.) The mice in Gloucester ran all through the town — without ever going out-of-doors. They ran from house to house in little passages behind walls. They knew lots of hiding places.

When Daddy finished reading the story, I said, “Now could you please, please, puh-lease read The Roly-Poly Pudding?”

So Daddy did. That is a story about these two rats who scurry around behind the walls of a country house and catch a naughty kitten who is exploring the inside of the chimney.

“Well, that’s interesting,” said Sam, as Daddy put the book down.

“What is?” I asked.

“All those rats getting lost behind walls in old houses. Maybe you better remember that the next time you take Emily Junior out of her cage. This is a big, old house.”

“Oh, Sam,” I said. “Those were mice in The Tailor of Gloucester. And they did not really get lost. Simpkin trapped them under teacups. And the rats in The Roly-Poly Pudding did not get lost, either. They were the ones who caught the kitten.”

“I am just saying,” went on Sam, “that a lot of rodents were running around behind the walls in houses.”

“Yeah, be careful with Emily Junior,” said Andrew.

“She does not know this house very well,” added David Michael. “She could fall into a heating vent or get stuck in the attic.”

“Or go down the drain,” said Sam. (Charlie punched him.)

“Or run out into the hall and sail right between the railings of the banister and fall all the way to the first floor,” said David Michael. “Splat.”

“Okay, okay. Enough,” said Daddy.

“Anyway, Emily Junior is not going to get lost because she is not going to get loose,” I said firmly.

“I hope not,” said Elizabeth and Nannie.

Me, too, I thought. I felt a teensy bit worried.
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The Three Investigators

Emily Junior had not gotten loose, of course. I checked on her as soon as Daddy finished reading. There she was, safe in her cage. She was waking up from a nap. She was getting ready to play.

I made sure the lid was on the cage. Then I said to my rat, “Good night, sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite.”

The next day was Sunday. Hannie and Nancy came over to play.

“Yea!” I cried. “The Three Musketeers, together again!” (We had been together on Friday, but that seemed like ages ago.)

My friends and I raced to my bedroom.

“Last one there is a rotten egg!” shouted Hannie. Hannie ended up as the rotten egg. She did not care.

“What should we do today?” asked Nancy. She and Hannie and I had flopped onto my bed. (I was holding my nose since Hannie was a rotten egg.)

“I doe! Let’s solve bysteries,” I said.

“Stop holding your nose, Karen,” ordered Hannie. “I cannot understand you.”

“I said we should solve mysteries. David Michael and I were detectives yesterday and we solved three mysteries.” I told my friends about tracking down Daddy’s glasses and fingering Emily Michelle and Boo-Boo. (That means we found the criminals.)

“Wow!” cried Nancy. “Maybe we could start a detective agency.” (Nancy and Hannie had been reading mysteries, too. They like them almost as much as I do.)

“Yeah,” I agreed. “And since we are the Three Musketeers, we will call ourselves the Three Investigators. Just like the kids in those books.”

“Yeah!” cried Nancy.

“Yeah!” cried Hannie.

“If we are going to have an agency,” said Nancy, thinking hard, “and a name, then we should hang a sign on the door.”

“Okay,” I replied. I found a large piece of paper. Hannie got out my Magic Markers. We got right to work. When we were finished, this is how our sign looked:
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Then Nancy and I stuck the sign on my door. We used Scotch tape, but not too much. Daddy says it can take paint off, and I did not want to do anything bad to my door. Especially not right before Christmas.
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“What should we do first?” asked Hannie.

The sign was up, and we were sitting in my room. I guess we were waiting for a mystery to begin.

“Hmm, I know,” I said. “I will be the head detective, and I will teach you guys how to solve crimes. I will show you how to use my magnifying glass and Decod-R ring. Then I will show you how to dust for fingerprints. Good detectives learn lots of things from fingerprints. That is because they are like snowflakes. No two are the same. You can make fingerprints show up by sprinkling powder over them. Then you just have to find out who they belong to. Also, you should look at footprints. If you can tell whose shoes they came from, then you might be able to catch a thief. Oh, and maybe we should learn how to make disappearing ink. And — ”

“Karen?” Nancy interrupted me. “How are people going to know about our agency?”

Uh-oh. Good question.
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No Case Too Tough

“We need to let everyone know about the Three Investigators, Super-Detectives,” said Nancy. “But only the people in your family will see our sign, Karen.”

“Right. We better advertise,” I replied. “Okay, let’s make fliers. We can give them to our friends.”

“And to our neighbors and families,” added Hannie.

I found some construction paper. Then Hannie and Nancy and I sat at the table in my room. We copied the words from our sign onto the papers.

We worked very hard.

When a voice said, “Hey! What are you doing?” I jumped a mile.

“David Michael!” I exclaimed. “Don’t sneak up on us.”

“I didn’t,” he said. “I was very noisy. You just did not hear me.” David Michael pointed to the sign. “What does that mean?” he asked.

“We have started a detective agency,” said Hannie proudly.

“And it was my idea,” added Nancy.

David Michael’s mouth dropped open. “What about me?” he cried. “It was my idea to solve mysteries. I had the idea yesterday.”

“We-ell …” I said. “But Nancy thought up the agency.”

“So let me join,” said my brother. “Let me be a detective in your agency.”

“But you can’t be. You are not a Three Musketeer,” I told him. “This detective agency is for the Three Musketeers. Besides, if you joined, we would have to change our sign and the fliers. They would have to say, ‘The Four Investigators.’ I do not want to change everything.”

“That is not fair!” cried David Michael.

“Is too,” I shouted.

“Is not.”

“Is too.”

“Not.”

“Too.”

“All ri-ight,” said David Michael. “See if I care. But I am warning you, Karen. I will never solve another mystery with you again.”

“Fine. I do not need your help.”

“Do too,” said David Michael.

“Not.”

“Too. And anyway, your — ”

“I know, I know. My epidermis is showing,” I said. My brothers are always trying to get me with that stupid skin joke.
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David Michael stomped down the hall. “I hope you get a stocking full of coal on Christmas morning!” he yelled.

“I hope you get two,” I yelled back. “One for each foot.” I do not like to joke about Christmas, but David Michael had made me mad. He had taken some of the fun out of the Three Investigators.

When we had made a stack of fliers, Hannie and Nancy and I took them outdoors. We gave them to our friends and neighbors.

“No case too tough,” we told everyone.

“How much do you charge?” asked Linny Papadakis. (He is Hannie’s older brother.)

I glanced at my friends. They shrugged. I said, “I don’t know. I guess we are free. We work really hard, though.”

“No case too tough,” added Nancy.

But no one needed a mystery solved.
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The Mysterious Disappearing Present

The Three Investigators handed out the fliers. Then we went back to my room. “We will make more,” I said. “Let’s keep working.”

We sat at the table. But after a few minutes, Nancy said, “I have to go home soon. Mommy is coming for me.”

“Now?” I replied. “It is still early.”

“I know. But tonight is the beginning of Hanukkah. I have to be home before sundown. Then Mommy and Daddy and I will light the first candle on the menorah. And we will each get a present,” added Nancy.

I jumped up. “Hey! I just thought of something,” I exclaimed. “I have a Hanukkah present for you. You should take it home with you.”

“Thanks,” said Nancy. She was smiling.

I ran to the drawer where I had hidden my presents. I opened the drawer.

It was empty!

I gasped.

“What’s wrong?” asked Hannie.

“I hid all my presents right here,” I said. “And now they are gone.”

“A mystery!” cried Nancy.

“Yeah, the first case for the Three Investigators,” I added.

“Karen, did anyone see you hide the presents in the drawer?” asked Hannie.

I thought hard. Then I cried. “Yes! Andrew did. I bet he took them.”

“What a sneak,” said Nancy.

“But wait. Why would he want the present I got for Elizabeth?”

“What did you get her?” asked Hannie.

“A carrot peeler.”

Hannie raised her eyebrows. “Why?”

I shrugged. “She said she did not have one.”

My friends and I thought some more. Soon Nancy said, “I have an idea. Karen, try to remember everything you did with the presents today.”

“Okay.” I frowned. “Let me see. When I got up this morning, I checked on them right away. I opened the drawer and I counted them. All there. Then, after breakfast, I decided to — Oh! That’s it! I decided to wrap them. Now I remember. So I carried the presents downstairs to the den. And I said, ‘Everybody, keep out! No peeking! Privacy, please.’ ”

“Then you wrapped the presents?” asked Nancy.

I nodded.

“And then I — I left them in the living room so I can put them under the tree after we decorate it.”

“That’s where Nancy’s present must be then,” said Hannie. “In the living room.”

“No. I do not think so. See, I only put family presents there.”

“Where did you put the other presents?”

“There were no others,” I replied. “Except for Nancy’s.” (I had not bought Hannie’s present yet.)

“Come on, you guys,” said Hannie. “Karen, I bet your forgot and put Nancy’s present in the living room with the others. Let’s look.”

So we did. And there was the present for Nancy!

“Open it before your mom comes,” I said.

Nancy tore the paper off the package. “Oh, thank you!” she exclaimed. “This is cool, Karen. An activity book about mysteries and detectives. Mazes, riddles, puzzles … ooh, crossword puzzles! This is great.”

“Happy Hanukkah, Nancy,” I said. Then I heard Nancy’s mom honking the car horn. “See you tomorrow,” I added. “Maybe the Three Investigators will find another mystery.”
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“She’s Gone!”

“Well, good night, Moosie. Good night, Tickly,” I said. I was ready to climb into bed. I planned to read for awhile. Supper was over. The weekend was over. And I was tired. Starting a detective agency is very hard work. So is being the head detective.

I jumped up. “Uh-oh. Guess what, Moosie. I almost forgot to say good night to Emily Junior,” I said. I ran into the playroom. Right away, I saw that I had left the top off Emily’s cage. (Again.) “It’s a good thing I came in here, Emily. I would not want you to — Yikes!”

I could not see Emily in the cage.

I leaned over. I stared all around.

Then, “Aughhh!” I screamed. “She’s gone!”

I could hear footsteps. Kristy ran into the playroom. Daddy was right behind her. And Nannie and Charlie were behind them.

“What’s the matter?” cried Kristy. “Are you all right?”

I shook my head. “No. Emily Junior is gone! I came in to tell her good night and her cage was empty.”

“Oh, Karen,” whispered Nannie.

Daddy was giving me a Look.

But Kristy said, “Maybe if you study her cage, you can find a clue to what happened to her, Karen. Don’t disturb anything. Just use your eyes.”

I examined the cage. The top was lying on the floor where I had left it. But everything in the cage looked fine. Nothing was missing. Nothing was messed up.
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“No sign of a struggle,” I announced.

“Then Emily Junior must have escaped,” said Charlie.

“We have to find her!” I cried. “Oh, no. This is an awful mystery.”

“I think I will go downstairs,” said Nannie. She tippety-toed out of the playroom. She looked as if she were afraid she would step on something icky.

I began to cry. “I’m sorry, Daddy,” I said. “I did not mean to let Emily escape. I do not even remember leaving the top off her cage. Hey! Maybe I didn’t leave off the top. Maybe Emily was kidnapped.”

“Oh, Karen,” said Charlie. “You were the one who said there was no sign of a struggle. Besides, you always forget to put the top on the cage.”

Kristy put her arm around me. Daddy gave me a kiss. “You better start looking,” said Daddy. “Maybe we can find Emily Junior before you go to bed.”

Emily Michelle was already asleep, but everyone else said they would help me search. Even David Michael said so. Even Nannie.

“Thank you,” I replied. “Let’s begin the search here in the playroom.” Then I thought of something horrible. “Oh, no!” I shrieked. “What if Boo-Boo got Emily Junior? We did not think he could catch birds, but he caught two. Maybe he caught Emily, also.”

“I doubt it,” said Sam. “I am sure Emily is just running around the house. I hope she finds the kitchen, though. It would be awful if she starved.”

“Or got stepped on,” said Andrew. “What if someone was just walking along and then the person stepped on Emily and tripped and fell down the stairs and crash-landed at the bottom and — ”

“Enough, Andrew,” said Daddy.

David Michael leaned over to me. You know what he whispered in my ear? He whispered, “Hey, Karen, I do not want to scare you, but I read that rats can squeeze down to an inch or two and fit into teeny-tiny spaces. Even fat rats can do that. So we better search carefully. Emily Junior could be anywhere.”
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Upstairs and Downstairs

We started the hunt for Emily in the playroom. My big-house family spread out. We looked under chairs and couches. We looked behind bookcases. Andrew looked in the toy chest. “If I were a rat, this is where I would hide,” he said. “Then I would stay up all night and play.”

“Is Emily Junior a good climber?” Charlie asked me.

“Oh, she is very good,” I answered. “I am training her for the rat circus.”

“Then we better look up high, too. Not just down low.” Charlie began to poke through the books on the shelves.

“We better look everywhere,” I added. David Michael had said that rats can squeeze down to eensy sizes. So Emily Junior could be —

Under the rug! Yipes! What if she had crawled under the rug and we were step-ping all over her? There were no lumps in the rug, but I lifted a corner and peered underneath. No Emily. Even so, I called out, “Everybody, watch where you step!”

Then I looked for Emily under a cowboy hat. I looked between the cushions on the couch. I peered inside the dollhouse. I looked in a box of crayons.

“Stop fooling around, Karen,” said Sam.

“I am not fooling around. I am being — I am being — ”

“Thorough,” supplied Elizabeth. “Karen is being thorough.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Daddy looked at his watch. “It is getting late,” he announced. “We have a whole house to search. I think we should spread out.”

Nannie and Elizabeth and David Michael and Charlie went downstairs. Daddy and Andrew and Sam and Kristy and I stayed upstairs. We decided we should each search different rooms.

“I will check all the bathrooms,” I announced.

First I went into the bathroom I share with Andrew and David Michael and Emily Michelle. “Goodness,” I said. “I will have to check a lot of places in here. If Emily Junior can shrink, she could be inside that plastic boat. She could have gone down the drain in the sink. Or in the bathtub.” I leaned into the bathtub. I yelled down the drain, “Hey, Emily, are you in there? You come out right now!”

No Emily.

I looked under the bathroom rug. I looked in a pile of towels. I looked in the toilet.

No Emily.

I decided that the search for Emily was like a treasure hunt. Except there were no clues to follow. And the treasure was Emily.

“Hey, everybody! We’re on a treasure hunt!” I yelled.

“Indoor voice, please, Karen,” said Daddy. “Emily Michelle is asleep.”

“Sorry,” I replied. “Daddy, can you please come here?”

Daddy joined me in the bathroom.

“What if Emily Junior slid down the laundry chute?” I asked.

“The door to the chute is closed, honey,” said Daddy. “You do not need to worry about that.”

I checked the basement anyway.

No Emily.

My big-house family and I searched for more than an hour. We searched every-where. No Emily.

“This treasure hunt is not fun,” I said.
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The Vanishing Lights

I had been sure we would find Emily Junior before I went to bed that night.

But we did not. No Emily.

When I woke up on Monday morning — no Emily.

I went to the playroom. I stared sadly into Emily’s cage.

“Empty,” I said. A tear rolled down my cheek.

At school that day, I was very sad. I hardly talked at all. I did not raise my hand. For show and Share, Natalie Springer brought in the mouse her brother had bought at the pet store.

“His name is Delroy,” said Natalie. “He is a very nice pet.”

I burst into tears. “Emily Junior was a nice pet, too,” I wailed. “And now she is gone. She is missing.” I blew my nose. “She is at large,” I added.

*  *  *

When I came home after school, I yelled, “Hey, Nannie? Any sign of Emily?”

Nannie shook her head. “Sorry,” she said. “Not a trace.” (I noticed that Nannie was wearing big, tall boots. And blue jeans.) “I certainly hope we find her soon,” Nannie added.

“Me, too,” I said, trying not to cry.

Later that afternoon I heard Kristy shout, “Oh, no!”

I ran downstairs. “Did you find Emily?” I asked.

“Nope. But the Bulb Thief has struck again. Look.” Kristy was standing at the front door. She pointed outside. She had just turned on the Christmas tree lights. A bunch of bulbs were missing.

“Maybe they are loose,” I said. “Or maybe they burned out.” I put on my jacket. I went outdoors. The bulbs really were missing! Wow. Another mystery to solve. I ran back to Kristy. “The bulbs have been stolen,” I told her. “And I think the Bulb Thief is also a Rat Thief. I bet the same person who stole the light bulbs stole Emily Junior.”

“Maybe,” said Kristy.

I dashed to the telephone. I called Hannie. I told her about the thief. Then I said, “I have a plan. The thief strikes after dark. So tomorrow evening, let’s stake out the tree. We will find a good hiding place. Then we will spy. We will watch the tree until the thief comes to rob the bulbs again.”

Hannie said she would come over at five o’clock. Then I called Nancy. She was interested in the thief, but she would not be able to come to the stakeout. The next night would be the third night of Hanukkah. I hoped Hannie and I could catch the thief ourselves.
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Caught!

On Tuesday morning, Emily’s cage was still empty.

On Tuesday afternoon, it was still empty.

“Oh, well,” I said to Nannie. “Who cares? In a couple of hours we will catch the thief. Then I will have Emily back, and you will not have to wear those boots all day. I hope the thief will give back our light bulbs, too.”

At a quarter to five, I began to get ready for the stakeout. I found a flashlight. I found Daddy’s Polaroid camera. I found a blanket to help keep Hannie and me warm. I tried to think what TV detectives bring on stakeouts. I remembered two important things. “Nannie?” I said. “Could I please have a box of doughnuts and a Thermos of coffee?”

Nannie looked quite surprised, but all she said was, “Not before dinner, honey.”

Guess what? Kristy came on the stakeout with Hannie and me. “You might need some help,” she said. “Besides, I want to catch the thief, too.”

Kristy and Hannie and I hid in the garage. We turned off the light. Then we stood near the window. (We had opened the window so we could see better.) The fir tree was just outside the window.

“When the thief comes,” I whispered, “we will snap his picture. Then we can prove who he is. And then we can get back Emily and the bulbs.”

Hannie and my sister and I waited and waited. We huddled under the blanket. We were very quiet. We were patient, too. I bet we stood in the cold garage for a week or so. That is how I felt. My toes grew numb.
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Finally Hannie whispered, “Karen?”

“SHHH!” I hissed. “I heard something.”

We peered through the window. From out of the darkness tiptoed a figure. Someone else was behind him (or her). I held my breath. The figures began to unscrew our Christmas bulbs!

Kristy nudged me in the side.

Silently I lifted the camera.

Click! Flash!

“Caught you!” I cried as the flash went off.

The thieves started to run away, but Kristy said, “It’s a Polaroid camera, so you might as well stay here. In a few seconds we will know who you are.”

Hannie turned on the light in the garage. Kristy ran into the yard. I watched the picture develop. “Hey, the thieves are — ”

“PJ and Randall,” Kristy said. She was leading them into our spy headquarters. I knew PJ and Randall. They are big kids. They live over on Bertrand Drive. They go to my school. They are always in trouble. They are sister and brother. (PJ is the sister. Her real name is Polly Jean.)

At that moment, Daddy came home from work. He drove to the garage. He pulled up just in time to see PJ and Randall empty the pockets of their jackets. Their pockets were full of bulbs from Christmas trees!

“We caught the Bulb Thieves!” I announced. “Here is proof.” I showed Daddy the Polaroid picture.

“We caught them red-handed,” added Hannie.

“You certainly did,” replied Daddy. He turned to PJ and Randall.

But before Daddy could say anything, I asked them the most important question of all: “Where is my rat?”

“Huh?” said PJ and Randall.

The Bulb Thieves had not stolen Emily Junior.
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On the Loose

Daddy asked Randall and PJ to come inside with us.

“Do we have to?” they whined. But they came in anyway.

Then Daddy asked Randall and PJ to apologize for stealing, and for making everyone’s decorations look so stinky.

“Sorry,” mumbled Randall and PJ.

After that, Daddy called their parents.

“Hello, Mr. Rivers?” he said. “This is Watson Brewer. Your children, PJ and Randall, were caught removing bulbs from our outdoor Christmas tree. I would appreciate your coming over here and taking them home.”

Mr. and Mrs. Rivers drove right over. Boy, were they mad! Especially after they looked at the picture I had snapped.

“You are grounded forever!” they said to Randall and PJ. (I do not think they meant that.)

The Riverses went home. Hannie went home.

Daddy said, “Karen, you are a wonderful detective.”

“You solved the Mystery of the Vanishing Lights very quickly,” added Kristy.

“Thank you,” I replied. But I did not feel happy. Emily was still missing. I had not solved my most important mystery.

*  *  *

After school the next day, the Three Investigators were back in business. Hannie and Nancy came over. First, we ate a snack with Kristy and Sam. We sat at the table in the kitchen. We ate slices of apple and pieces of cheese.

When Sam finished, he stood up. “Well, I have homework,” he said.

“Me, too,” said Kristy.

“Just a minute,” said Nannie. “Please clean up the kitchen.”

Sam and Kristy and Nancy and Hannie and I wiped off the table. We threw away our napkins. We put the leftover cheese in the refrigerator.

“Thank you,” said Nannie.

My friends and I moved to the den. A few minutes later we heard Nannie cry, “Now who is making messes?”

“Come on, you guys,” I said to Hannie and Nancy. “Something is up.” We raced into the kitchen. “What’s wrong?” I asked Nannie.

Nannie pointed to the table. It was covered with crumbs!

“It wasn’t us,” said Nancy. “We are innocent. Besides, we were not eating crumby food.”

“This is a mystery,” I said solemnly. “Everybody think.”

“Maybe Emily Michelle did it,” said Hannie. “She turned out to be the Cookie Thief.”

“Emily is taking a nap,” replied Nannie.

“Maybe,” I began slowly, “Somebody was stealing food for Emily Junior. The thief has to feed her.”

Nancy shook her head. “A thief would not leave such a mess. I bet Emily Junior took the food herself.”

“Oh, dear,” whispered Nannie. She looked at her feet. Luckily, she was still wearing her clompy boots and her blue jeans.

“Uh-oh,” I said. “If Emily is on the loose, what about Boo-Boo? Emily might be Boo-Boo’s next meal.”

“Oh, dear,” said Nannie again.
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“Nannie? Do you think Boo-Boo looks fatter than usual?” I asked.

Nannie shook her head. “Of course not,” she answered.

But I was not so sure. Boo-Boo is enormous no matter what.





[image: image]


The Booby Trap

On Wednesday night, we had a winter surprise. A blizzard! The wind blew and the snow fell. On Thursday we had a snow day No school. When I woke up, snow covered everything! We would have snow for Christmas. By the afternoon, the snowplows had been grinding around Stoneybrook. Hannie came to my house to play. Mrs. Dawes was able to drive Nancy over.

As soon as the Three Investigators had gathered in my room, I said, “I have a plan. I know how we can catch the Rat Thief.”

“You do?” said Hannie.

“Yup. This is what I think. If PJ and Randall could steal our bulbs, then someone could steal Emily Junior. We set up a trap and we caught PJ and Randall. So we will set up another trap to catch the Rat Thief. We will set up a booby trap.”

“Way cool!” exclaimed Hannie.

“What kind of booby trap?” asked Nancy.

“A food booby trap,” I replied. “See, I was thinking about the crumbs Nannie found on the kitchen table. Maybe they were left by the Rat Thief. Maybe he was stealing food for Emily and he heard Nannie coming, so he left in a hurry. He did not have time to clean up his mess.”

“How do you know the thief is a ‘he’?” asked Hannie.

I paused. “Well, I don’t,” I said. “The thief could be a ‘she.’ But it is easier to say ‘he’ than to say ‘he or she’ all the time. Anyway, this is my idea. The thief cannot keep raiding the kitchen. That is too risky. He might get caught. So I bet the thief will try to steal Emily’s rat pellets for her. They are in the playroom. All we have to do is booby-trap that bag of pellets and then spy on the playroom.”

“Good idea,” said Nancy.

We tied a string to the food bag. We fixed it so that if someone tried to open the bag it would fall over. Pellets would scatter everywhere! They would make a big mess and maybe some noise, too.

“Now what?” asked Hannie.

“Now we spy,” I answered.

My friends and I tiptoed behind the couch. We were very quiet. We took turns peeping over the top of the couch. When we did that, we had a good view of Emily Junior’s bag of food pellets. We waited and spied and waited and spied.

“This is boring,” said Hannie finally.

“I will have to go home soon,” said Nancy.

“My bottom is sore,” I added.

Hannie and Nancy and I began to giggle. I stood up and rubbed my bottom. Then I said. “I better check our booby trap. I want to make sure it still works.”

It worked, all right. I know because I tripped over the string and knocked the bag to the floor. Crash! Then whoosh — pellets everywhere.
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My friends helped me to clean up the mess. While we worked, I said. “You know, I sort of forgot that Emily could be running around behind the walls. I think we should look for a place where she went into the wall. We should look for her rat hole.”

“Good idea,” said Nancy.

At last the food pellets were back in the bag.

“Let the search begin,” I said.
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The Rat Hole

The Three Investigators investigated the playroom first.

“What are we looking for?” asked Nancy.

“Yeah,” said Hannie. “A rat hole like in the cartoons? A tunnel into the wall? With a sign hanging out front that says, ‘Attention, all cats. Rat in here’? And maybe a piece of cheese by the hole?”

“Maybe we should follow Boo-Boo,” teased Nancy. “I bet he knows where Emily is. He could show us to the rat hole.”

“Gimme a break,” I said. But I laughed. I liked my friends’ jokes. “No. We are just looking for any little crack or hole or opening that Emily could have slipped through to get inside the wall.”

We stooped to our hands and knees. We crawled around on the floor.

Hannie found an old chewed-up piece of gum. It was stuck to the wall behind a chair.

“I bet David Michael did that,” I said.

Nancy found the missing red piece from our checkers game.

“Thank you!” I exclaimed.

I found a dime.

“Finders, keepers!” I cried. I stuffed the dime into my pocket.

After awhile, Nancy said, “We have looked everywhere in here.” This was true. We had crawled around the entire room.

“I did not see even a little crack,” added Hannie.

“Move into the hallway, troops,” I ordered.

We crawled into the hall. We ran our hands along the baseboard. We had almost reached Andrew’s room when Nancy cried, “Hey!”

“What is it?” asked Hannie and I.

“Look over here,” replied Nancy.

We crawled next to Nancy. We could see little grayish-white things lying on the floor.

“They look like tiny pieces of chewed-up paper towels,” I said. “Emily Junior likes to chew up paper towels. And those things look like crumbs!”

“The crumbs lead over here,” said Hannie. “They make a trail.”

We followed the trail along the hallway. The trail came to an end … by a crack in the baseboard! “Get a flashlight!” I shrieked.

Nancy found my flashlight. We peered inside the crack.

“I see more crumbs,” said Hannie.

“This is it!” I cried. “The rat hole! Emily Junior must be in there!”
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Found!

“We have to get Emily out!” I exclaimed. I leaned over to the crack. I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Hey, Emily Junior!” I yelled. “Come on out of there!”

“Karen,” said Nancy, “if I were a rat, all that yelling would scare me.”

“Yeah,” agreed Hannie. “We should do nice things to try to get Emily out.”

“We’ll lure her out,” I said.

“What kinds of things does Emily especially like?” asked Nancy.

I thought. “Food,” I answered. “But I do not think Emily is hungry. I think she has been eating. She left an awful lot of crumbs…. She likes music,” I added.

“Put her favorite song on the tape deck,” said Hannie.

I went back to the playroom. I found the cassette player. I began to play the music from Charlotte’s Web. (Emily likes the song sung by Templeton the rat.) I blasted the music into the crack.

No Emily.

“Let’s try being really calm,” suggested Nancy. She tapped her fingers on the wall. Then she called softly, “Emily, Emily, come on ou-out. Please come out, Emily Junior. Emily, your friends are waiting for you.”

No Emily.

“I know!” I said suddenly. I ran into the playroom and found one of Emily’s toys. A ball with a bell inside. I brought the toy to the rat hole. I shook it, making the bell jingle. “Emileeeee,” I called. “I have a toy for you.”

No Emily.

I was waiting for her to poke her nose and whiskers through the crack. But nothing happened.

Finally I lay on the floor. I put my fingers as far inside the wall as I could. I wiggled them around. “Come on, Emileeeee,” I called.

From behind me I could hear laughter. I yanked my hand out of the wall and whirled around. There stood David Michael.

“What is so funny?” I asked.

“Yeah, what is so funny?” said Nancy and Hannie.

“You are,” replied David Michael. “You guys are crawling all over the floor, trying to get a fat rat out of a teeny, tiny hole. Emily Junior is not in there — ”

I narrowed my eyes. Slowly I got to my feet. “How do you know?” I asked.

“Because she is in my room,” said David Michael smugly.

“You took her?” I yelped. “You took Emily Junior?”

A fight was brewing.

“Gotta go,” said my friends. They went downstairs.

David Michael and I faced each other in the hall. My fists were clenched.

“What is she doing in your room?” I asked, “Did you take her?”

My brother nodded.

“But why?”

“I was mad at you.”

“Because I would not let you be in the detective agency?” I said.

David Michael nodded his head again. “Yup.”

“Then I am telling!” I shouted. “As soon as I check on my rat.” I dashed into David Michael’s bedroom.
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Tattletale

“Where is Emily Junior?” I demanded.

“She’s in the closet,” said David Michael.

“In the closet?” I shrieked. “You locked my rat in a dark closet?”

“I did not lock her in,” David Michael replied crossly. “She is in there in a special box. I fixed it up myself. Just for Emily Junior. And I left the light on. She is not in the dark.”

I peeped in the closet. Sure enough, the light was on. And there was Emily curled up in a box. She was sound asleep. She looked just fine.

“Okay, now I am telling!” I exclaimed.

I shut the door to the closet. I marched downstairs. (Hannie and Nancy were not there. They had gone home.) But Kristy was there. And Nannie. And Daddy and Elizabeth. They were talking in the living room.

“Well, I found Emily Junior,” I announced. I stood in the middle of the living room with my hands on my hips.

“You did?” cried Kristy.

“Yes,” I answered. “And guess where.” Before anyone could guess, I said, “I found her in David Michael’s closet.”

“Is she okay?” asked Elizabeth.

David Michael had joined us in the living room.

I glanced at him. He looked embarrassed. Even so, I said, “I don’t know. How would you feel if someone had locked you in a closet for four days?”
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“I already told you — I did not lock her in!” shouted David Michael.

“What is going on, you two?” asked Daddy.

“David Michael stole my rat!” I cried.

Daddy, Elizabeth, Nannie, and Kristy turned to David Michael.

“Is that true?” asked Elizabeth.

David Michael hung his head. “I guess.”

“But why? You knew Karen was worried about Emily Junior. We all were.” Elizabeth was frowning.

“Well, I was angry at Karen.” David Michael told them about the Three Investigators, and how I would not let him be the fourth investigator.

“That was not very nice, Karen,” said Daddy.

“Plus, Karen is a tattletale,” said David Michael.

Daddy sighed. “Let’s go take a look at Emily,” he said.

Everyone followed David Michael up-stairs and into his room. David Michael showed off the box he had kept my rat in. “See? I put her food here and her water here. And every day I gave her some exercise. I took good care of her. I even bought her a Christmas present.”

“Did you leave the crumbs in the kitchen?” asked Nannie.

David Michael nodded. “I was getting a treat for Emily Junior. I had been feeding her the pellets, but I thought she might like some cake.”

“What about the rat hole?” I asked.

My brother laughed. “That is just a crack in the wall. But I put the crumbs and stuff there to make you think it was a rat hole. And you did!”

“Meanie-mo!” I cried. I raised my fist in the air. Daddy caught my arm. “I know, I know,” I said. “No fighting. Use words.”

“But use them when you have calmed down,” added Daddy. “Karen, David Michael, I am not pleased with what either of you did. So no allowance for a week. That goes for both of you.”

“Boo,” I said. I picked up Emily Junior and cuddled her. “At least you are safe,” I said. “I promise I will never let you get kidnapped again.”
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Case Closed

My big mystery was over. The case was closed. Emily Junior was in her cage where she belonged. (And the lid was on.)

That evening I sat by myself in the living room. I looked at the mistletoe Daddy had hung over the doorway. I looked at the wooden angles and the golden bell and the musical Santa Claus. Then I stood by the window. I looked outside at the lighted trees on our street. And at our own tree with its red and green bulbs. Each bulb was glowing. Since I had caught PJ and Randall, no more bulbs had disappeared.

I thought about the things that had happened since Andrew and I had arrived at the big house. I thought of the mysteries David Michael and I had solved. The Mystery of Daddy’s Glasses, the Mystery of the Missing Cookies, the Case of the Mysterious Bird. I remembered finding the Mysterious Disappearing Present with Hannie and Nancy. And, of course, catching the Bulb Thieves. Solving mysteries with David Michael had been fun. So had solving mysteries with Nancy and Hannie.

Then I remembered something else. I remembered the time Hannie was planning to get married to her friend, Scott Hsu. (Just pretend married.) First, Hannie asked me to be her bridesmaid. Then she told me I could not be her bridesmaid. I had felt awful. I had cried. Finally she had told me I could be her bridesmaid after all. Then I felt okay again.

I turned away from the window. I left the living room and went upstairs to find David Michael. He was lying on his bed, doing nothing. When I came in, he looked over at me.

“Thanks to you,” he said, “I cannot get the pin I was going to buy Nannie for Christmas. I needed all of my allowance for that.”

“Sorry,” I said. Then I added, “Well, thanks to you, I cannot buy the musical socks I wanted to get Hannie for Christmas.”

David Michael rolled over. He turned his back to me. “Big deal,” he muttered.

“David Michael?”

“What?”

“I’m sorry we would not let you in the detective agency,” I said.

“You are?”

“Yeah. I just did not want to change the name of our agency. That was pretty silly. You are a very good detective.”

“Thanks. I’m sorry I took Emily Junior and made you worry,” said David Michael.

“Really?”

“Yeah. That was mean. I would not like it if someone took Shannon.” David Michael rolled over again. Now he was facing me. I sat next to him.

“Did you really buy a Christmas present for Emily?” I asked.

“Yup. I’ll show you what I got.” David Michael pulled out a drawer in his desk. He took out a little box. “Look inside,” he said.
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I opened the box. I saw an eensy Christmas tree, decorated and everything.

“It is supposed to go in a dollhouse,” said my brother. “But I thought you could put it in Emily’s cage. She should have a Christmas tree.”

“Oh, thank you!” I exclaimed. “Emily will love it.”

“Can I give it to her?” asked David Michael.

“Sure,” I replied. “And you know what else? You can be in the detective agency if you want. ‘The Four Investigators’ sounds even better than ‘The Three Investigators.’ Will you help Hannie and Nancy and me make a new sign? And new fliers?”

“Yup.” David Michael was smiling. “Thanks, Karen.”

“You’re welcome. Come on. Let’s go give Emily her Christmas tree.”





Join the Four Investigators Fun Force!

Super spy activities to try!

Okay, Detectives. You’re now officially on the job. Your mission, should you decide to accept it, is to try these daring detective activities!
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Sweet and Sour Secrets!

All good detectives know how to keep a secret. Whether the message you need to send is sweet or sour, use this amazing disappearing ink trick!

You will need:

a lollipop stick

a saucer of lemon juice

ordinary notepaper

Here’s what you do:

Dip the stick in the lemon juice. Using the stick as a pen, write your note on a piece of paper. Allow the note to dry. The message will completely disappear! Now pass the paper along to your fellow detective. Whisper to him or her that in order to read the secret message on the paper, the note must be held close to a light bulb. (Make sure never to touch the paper to the light bulb — you don’t want to start a fire!)

The heat will make the message magically appear! But be sure your fellow detective can keep a secret, too. Once the note reappears, it is permanent.

The Amazing Alphabet Code!

This is an easy code to crack. It’s based on the alphabet. In your code, each letter is represented by a different letter from the other end of the alphabet. Just use the code below to send your message.
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Now unscramble this one:

Kivggb hrnkov, sfs?

The Secret Decoder Code!

This simple decoder scheme will make sure your messages are only read by the right pair of eyes!

Here’s what you do:

Copy the decoder, drawing A, onto two pieces of paper. Cut out the boxes. Put one decoder over a blank sheet of paper. Write your message in the spaces, as in drawing B. Now remove the decoder and write silly words in between the words in your message (see drawing C).

Give the note and the second decoder to a fellow detective. That detective will use the decoder to reveal your true message! It works every time — a perfect hole in one!
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Neat-o Number Code!

Send messages in code to your number-one friend!

Here’s what you do:

Assign a number to each letter in the alphabet, starting with the number one. So A would equal 1, B would equal 2, C would equal 3, and so on, until Z equals 26. See the code below.
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Then, write all your notes in numbers. Here’s one for you to crack!

25-15-21  1-18-5  11-1-18-5-14’19  14-21-13-2-5-18 
15-14-5  6-1-14!





Double Talking!

Nothing keeps a secret better than speaking in a language no one else understands. This is a simple secret language that can be spoken just between detectives! (Hint: It’s still a good idea to whisper secrets. Be sure to use your indoor voice when you use this secret language.)

Here’s what you do:

Divide any word into syllables. Drop the first consonant of the first syllable. Now say the first syllable. Then attach the consonant to the end of the word and add ooba. Do the same thing with the second syllable of the word.

Let’s try one. The word is “secret.” Eecsooba-etrooba.

If the word is only one syllable and it starts with a vowel, just add ooba to it. That makes the word “I’m” I’m-ooba. For one-letter words, just add ooba. That’s how “I” becomes I-ooba.

Now you’re ready to try a sentence: Ouyooba areooba aooba reatgooba pysooba!
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Make It Bigger

Every detective needs a magnifying glass to search for clues. Here’s how Karen taught Hannie and Nancy to make their own magnifying glasses.
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You will need:

a piece of cardboard

a medicine dropper

scissors

tape

water

clear plastic food wrap

Here’s what you do:

1. Cut a hole about the size of a quarter in the center of the cardboard.

2. Cover the hole with plastic wrap. Stretch the wrap as smoothly as you can.

3. Tape the plastic wrap to the cardboard.

4. Lay a picture under the cardboard.

5. Put a drop of water on the plastic wrap.

6. Look at the picture through the plastic wrap and water. It’s bigger than ever!





Laugh It Up!

Good detectives always catch the bad guys. These detective and criminal jokes are some of Karen’s favorites, so you know they are gigundo funny! They’ll make you laugh so hard, you’ll have to catch something, too — your breath!


Q: Why are bakers like bank tellers?

A: They have their hands in the dough!

Q: What do you call a detective with a raincoat and webbed feet?

A: Duck Tracy!

Q: Why were the suspenders arrested?

A: For holding up pants!

Q: What happens when a detective takes a criminal’s fingerprints?

A: They leave a bad impression!

Q: What happened when the detectives caught the hamburger?

A: They grilled it!
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Those Amazing Animals!

Hide-and-Seek!

Karen sure had a tough time finding her poor rat, Emily Junior. Of course, she was kidnapped! But many animals make it tough to be found. That’s their way of hiding themselves from their enemies. For protection, many animals have fur or feathers that blend into the background. The fur of some small animals turns white in the winter to blend in with the snow. White-tailed deer give birth to fawns that have white spots. That way, the baby deer will be able to hide in the snowy woods long before its legs are sturdy enough to run from danger! Many birds, like the pheasant, have feathers that are colored to help them blend in with their nesting areas.

*  *  *

Five pheasants are hiding in the following picture. Can you find them all?
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Gigundo-Fun Games!

Investigators, are you searching for something fun to do? Why not try one of these gigundo-fun games? They come highly recommended by Karen and her pals.

*  *  *

20 Questions (A game for two or more players)

You don’t need a lot of kids to play this quickie quiz game. But as in any game, it’s more fun with lots of people.

Here’s how to play:

Say you are It. First think of a person, place, or thing. Then write your choice on a piece of paper and put it into your pocket. This will prove to everyone that you didn’t change your mind halfway through the game.

Now the other players start asking questions. The object of the game is for them to ask just enough questions to be able to guess what person, place, or thing you have thought of. The other players can ask anything they want. The catch is, they can only ask questions that can be answered with a yes or no. The guessers are allowed to ask as many as 20 questions (that’s where the name of the game comes from) before guessing. But the trick is to guess in as few questions as possible, because the person who gets the other players to ask the most questions before guessing is the winner!

*  *  *

I Spy (A game for two or more players)

This super spy game works a lot like 20 Questions. The difference is that the object you are thinking of has to be in the room you are in. Once you’ve picked an object, start the game with this short rhyme: “I spy with my little eye something ___.” Come up with a word that describes the object you are thinking of. Then, just as in 20 Questions, the other players guess what you are thinking of by asking yes or no questions or by calling out objects in the room.

Here’s an example:

Let’s say you’ve picked an apple as your object. You’d say: “I spy with my little eye something red.”

Now your friends would ask questions like these:

“Is it round?”

“Is it bigger than a bread box?”

“Can you eat it?”

and so on, until they’ve guessed the object you are thinking of. There is no limit to the number of questions they can ask you. But as in 20 Questions, the person who gets the players to ask the most questions before guessing correctly is the winner!

[image: image]

Guess Who! (A game for four or more players)

This missing-persons game will test how good an investigator you are. You must use clues to find a mystery person.

Here’s how to play:

Everyone gets paper and a pencil. Now each person must choose someone else in the room and write a short description of that person. When everyone is finished, one player collects the pieces of paper. That player gets to read each description out loud. It’s up to everyone (except the person who wrote the description) to guess the identity of the person being described. And whoever gets the most correct guesses, wins!

Terrific Treasure Hunt (A game for eight or more players)

When you’ve got a gigundo-large group coming to your house, a treasure hunt is more fun than a million dollars! Any treasure hunt takes some time to set up. But your friends will think you have a heart of gold for doing it!

Here’s what you do:

Before the group comes over, get out some paper and pencils. Now come up with a list of the “treasures” you want your friends to find. Items on your list can include easy things like a pencil or a piece of chewing gum, or they can include some really wacky things like flowered underwear and shower caps. Think of about ten items and copy the same list onto four pieces of paper.

When your pals come over, split them into four teams. Give each team a copy of your list and a paper bag to hold the treasures they find. (You might want to set boundaries for the hunt, too. For example, no one can leave your yard.) Now send the teams out. The first team to come back with everything on the list is the winning team!
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A Quickie Case to Solve!

Can you solve this Baby-sitters Little Sister quickie case?

Karen, Nancy, and Hannie are sitting on Karen’s bed in her room at the big house. They are doing something secret. Karen is sure David Michael is peeking in her room through the keyhole, so she asks Nancy to turn off the lights in the room, to make it tougher for David Michael to see what the Three Musketeers are up to. Nancy walks clear across Karen’s room to the light switch. She turns off the light and makes it all the way back to the bed before the room gets dark. How can Nancy do that?
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Emily Junior, Where Are You?

Oh, no! Karen’s rat is missing again! All these rats may look the same, but Karen knows which one is her beloved Emily Junior. The real Emily Junior is different from all the other rats. Which one is she?
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The Great Mystery Reading List!

Karen loves to read mysteries — almost as much as she loves solving them! Here are some of Karen’s favorite mystery stories.


	TACK: Secret Service by Nancy K. Robinson and Marvin Miller

	The Mystery in the Night Woods by John Peterson

	The Boxcar Children: The Mystery of the Yellow House by Gertrude Warner

	Encyclopedia Brown Sets the Pace by Donald Sobol

	The Haunting of Grade Three by Grace Maccarone

	Bunnicula by James Howe
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Puzzle Answers

The Amazing Alphabet Code!

Answer: Pretty simple, huh?

Neat-o Number Code!

Answer: You are Karen’s number one fan!

Double Talking!

Answer: You are a great spy!

Those Amazing Animals!
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A Quickie Case to Solve!

Answer: It is still daylight outside, and some light is coming in through the window.

Emily Junior, Where Are You?
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