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            Chapter One

         

         Have you got a brilliant brain? Sounds like a great thing, right? And it is, for the most part. But having a brilliant brain is no walk in the park. I should know. I’ve got a brilliant brain, and sometimes it’s exhausting.

         In case we haven’t met before, my name is Cass. I’m smart and funny and ten years old. I’m also a genius detective. That’s where the brilliant brain comes in.
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         When solving mysteries with my two best friends – Lex and Nicholas – my brilliant brain is invaluable. We had a whopper of a mystery recently. Someone was breaking into our secret clubhouse (that’s right, we’ve got a secret clubhouse. It’s got walls and a door and everything, and it’s in a very secret location, in the hedge at the end of Mr McCall’s field. But keep that to yourself – it’s a secret).
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         After lots of detecting and spying, and dangerous adventures involving bulls and dogs and screeching cats, we finally figured out that it was Lex’s granny and her card-playing friends who were breaking in. We built them their own clubhouse (to keep them happy and out of ours), but that’s not important right now. What’s important is that as soon as the mystery was solved my brain got bored. It started to itch. It was itching for another exciting mystery to solve. And that’s the exhausting thing about having a brilliant brain. The itch.

         So I was on the lookout for the Bubble Street Gang’s next great adventure (that’s the name of our secret club, by the way … shhh). And I found it. Want to hear what it is? Are you sure? ’Cos it’ll blow your mind. Here goes …

         There’s an invisible boy in my class.

         A real one. I don’t mean a boy that everyone ignores and it’s like he’s invisible. I mean an actual, real-life, totally see-through boy who’s actually, completely invisible.

         I know what you’re thinking. How do I know there’s an invisible boy in my class if he’s invisible? Well, sit back and let me tell you how a genius detective works. You see, I saw his name in the register on the teacher’s desk (my teacher, Mr Freebs, was giving me a lecture on how important it is to get along with everyone, even people you don’t like, even people like snobby Nathan Wall, even evil snobby snobs like Nathan Wall. I’m getting off the point here – basically, I was standing at the teacher’s desk and I was too embarrassed to look him in the eye, so I was staring down at the desk. On the desk was the class register. In the register was the name of a new boy).

         Martyn Nowak is the invisible boy’s name. He’s new to our class and I think the school is trying to hide the fact that he exists because, on the first day of term, Mr Freebs didn’t make him stand up so we could all say ‘hello’ to him. That’s what usually happens when there’s a new kid in class; they have to stand up and tell everybody their name and where they’re from, and then we all say, ‘Hello, Martyn’ (or whatever their name is) together. Then the new kid gets all embarrassed and sits down.

         Mr Freebs loves that sort of stuff, and there’s no way he’d leave out the embarrassing introductions unless he was under strict orders from the school.

         I know what you’re thinking now; it’s what I thought at first. Maybe the new boy just wasn’t in that day. Maybe he was sick.

         Maybe he was. But he didn’t show up the next day either. Or the day after that, or the day after that, or the day after that. Weeks have gone by and Martyn Nowak has never appeared. The new boy has never shown up for school.

         At least that’s what an ordinary person might think. But I know better. I know he is there; in the front row on the very left, in the seat that looks empty, but isn’t.

         ‘It’s just an empty seat, Cass.’

         That’s my best friend, Nicholas. He doesn’t believe me about the invisible boy. We argued about it one time, during little break.

         ‘People can’t go invisible,’ he said, ‘it’s impossible. Except for maybe … maybe there’s a special suit somewhere designed by scientists, covered in mirrors and things, that can make someone look like they’re invisible. But even if there is such a suit, there’s no way a boy in our class has one.’

         Nicholas got this far-off look in his eye and I knew he was wishing he could make that suit. He is quite good at making costumes and things, it’s kind of his gift. And it’s lucky he is good at making things because when it comes to investigating the paranormal – ghosts and monsters and invisible boys – Nicholas has no talent whatsoever.

         ‘If there’s no invisible boy,’ I said, ‘then who is the new kid in the class register?’

         ‘Why don’t you just ask Mr Freebs?’

         ‘Because I think Mr Freebs is under orders to keep it a secret,’ I replied.

         Nicholas rolled his eyes. ‘Come on, that’s just silly.’

         ‘Oh yeah?’ I said. ‘Then how come when I tested him, he failed. The other day I said, “Mr Freebs, I think Martyn left his book on my table”, and Mr Freebs said, “Who?” and got all flustered. Then he started messing with some papers on his desk and told me to go outside and play ’cos it was lunchtime. If he’s not hiding something, why didn’t he just tell me about Martyn? Why did he act all suspicious?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Nicholas, ‘maybe … maybe he was just flustered that day and–’

         ‘And maybe there’s an invisible boy in our class.’

         Nicholas shook his head and rolled his eyes again.

         ‘Fine,’ I said, ‘I’ll prove it.’

         ‘How?’

         ‘I don’t know yet, but I will.’

         Nicholas snorted. ‘Yeah, right.’

         ‘What’s got into you?!’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘You’ve been huffy all day,’ I said.

         ‘No I haven’t. I’m fine.’

         ‘You’re in a bad mood. Why?’

         ‘I’m not in a bad mood, Cass, just leave me alone!’

         ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’

         That’s my other best friend, Lex. She’s good at being in the middle when me and Nicholas have little arguments like this. I shut up for a bit and Nicholas finally said,

         ‘My mum won’t let me go to the costume masterclass that’s on in the arts centre next month.’

         ‘How come?’ said Lex.

         ‘She says it’s too expensive. Even dad says it’s too dear.’

         ‘Don’t you already do an art class every week?’ I said.

         ‘That’s different,’ said Nicholas, ‘that’s general art stuff. This is a costume masterclass. That means it’s not just for anyone – it’s for people who are already good at making costumes and want to get even better. I’m a good costume designer, but I want to be a master costume designer. So I need to do a masterclass.’

         ‘Yeah, but if you quit your regular art classes then there’d be money for the masterclass, right?’

         Nicholas frowned. ‘I can’t quit my art classes, they’re essential for my artistic development.’

         That sounded a bit silly, but I didn’t say so. ‘Then what about your acting classes?’

         ‘Quit my acting classes?’ Nicholas looked like I’d just shoved a load of ice cubes down his shirt. ‘I can’t quit my acting classes, they’re essential!’

         ‘What about the other one?’ Lex asked. ‘The voice classes? Do you really need them?’

         Now it looked like the ice cubes had slid down the back of Nicholas’s pants making him jump off his seat.

         ‘My voice classes?’ he said. ‘No, no, no, no, you don’t understand. How can I become a great actor if I don’t know how to use my voice properly? Those classes are essential.’

         I was starting to think that Nicholas didn’t understand the meaning of the word essential.

         (New) definition of essential: not important at all. Not at all. Not even a tiny teeny little bit. 

         ‘Well,’ I said, running out of patience, ‘then I guess you can’t do the extra special masterclass thing. Too bad.’

         Nicholas went all huffy again and didn’t speak to me for the rest of the break. But that was okay, because I had a mystery to solve. How do you prove there’s an invisible boy in your classroom if you can’t point him out?

         It felt a bit weird to be doing this investigation all by myself. I usually work with a team – that’s why we started the Bubble Street Gang in the first place – but for this one, I was going it alone.

         So I took out a very special notebook that I’d been saving for a very special case. I got it for my birthday – it has ‘TOP SECRET’ stamped on the front cover and at the top of each page. I opened the notebook, picked up a pen and started planning my very first solo investigation:

         Operation Invisible Boy

         My ideas for exposing Invisible Boy were pure genius. First, I left my eraser on his desk, right in front of his chair. If the eraser moved during class then that would prove there was somebody sitting there. The eraser did not move. Hmm, turns out Invisible Boy is clever. But that’s no problem. I’m cleverer.

         Next, during music time when we’re allowed get musical instruments from the box under the window, I snuck up behind Invisible Boy with a pair of cymbals and banged them together really loudly to make him jump and scream. There was no scream. Invisible Boy is made of stern stuff. But that’s okay. So am I.

         Then, during art class, I hit on the perfect plan. I took a little pot of blue paint and a paintbrush from the art drawer, and I snuck up behind Invisible Boy’s chair. It wouldn’t take much, just a few tiny, barely-even-there drops. You see, even if Invisible Boy is invisible, he’s still there. There’s still a boy sitting in that chair. And if someone accidentally spilled a few drops of paint on the back of his jumper (don’t worry, it’s water-soluble paint so it’ll wash off), you’d see that the paint has landed on something, even if you couldn’t see the something.

         I crept up behind the chair, dipping just the very tip of the paintbrush in the pot of blue paint and then, ever so carefully, flicked the paintbrush towards the chair. BIG mistake.

         It was more than a few teeny, tiny drops. One blob of paint landed on Invisible Boy’s desk (he must have leapt out of the way at the last second – he’s so sneaky), and another blob of paint landed on Archie Quinn’s cheek.

         Archie Quinn sits in the chair next to Invisible Boy’s and he’s really funny. He told a joke in class once that made me laugh so hard my sides hurt for ages. There was a time when I thought me and Archie could be good friends, but then he glared at me with that splash of blue paint on his face and now I think that time has passed.

         ‘Cass Okara,’ Mr Freebs cried from across the room, ‘what on earth do you think you’re doing?’
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         I don’t usually get so embarrassed that I wish the ground would swallow me up, but I did then.

         ‘Sorry, Mr Freebs. Sorry, Archie.’
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