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            CHAPTER 1

            Vanishing trick

         

         I am Robbie. I don’t have any brothers or sisters. It’s just me. I live in Northern Ireland, in a town called Arlen. My parents are always annoying me with their arguing. They even row about what we have for breakfast. Mum hates cooking, so that’s when it starts – at breakfast.

         I don’t want to hear it, so I go to my secret place in the woods, on the far side of the field at the back, and look for spies.

         I want to catch a spy and put handcuffs on him. Then I’ll have him at my mercy. I’ll bring sandwiches and eat them in front of him one by one, until he’s so hungry he tells me everything.

         My school is near my house and I can get there on my bike. I’ll chain the spy to the railings of the school and everyone will say, ‘Robbie caught that villain!’ and then I’ll feel like a real detective, which is what I want to be.

         Arlen is a ferry port, and my dad’s the ferry master and he’s an Orangeman. He’s called Mark. He wears a bowler hat and marches with his friends. He’s very strict and he quotes the Bible – a lot. My mum is called Rosanna but everyone calls her Rose. She sometimes works at the health centre but she’s mostly at home. She looks out for me when Dad is in a bad mood.

         My parents row about everything. For instance, who should have the car, what time meals are, and whether I should have braces on my teeth. Mum won that one in the end, but Dad thought it was all vanity. I don’t mind the braces very much. Not if it means I’m going to look more like Robbie Williams, who I think I was named after.

         Upstairs in my room I play his music quite loud through my headphones so I don’t have to listen to the slamming doors and shouting coming from the kitchen. Sometimes I can hear my mother throwing pans on the floor. Dad doesn’t want her to sing, and that makes her dead angry. Sometimes she breaks things. I have to pretend not to be there, to be invisible. It’s very useful for a detective to be able to hide.

         I chose a good hiding place under a tree in the woods behind the house. I feel invisible when I’m there, but I can see the house. I can see what’s going on.

         I want a pair of binoculars for Christmas. I said I want them for birdwatching but it’s really for watching people and finding things out.

         I’m going for a bike ride in a moment. My mum seems quite pleased. I’ll go up there and cover my bike in the leaves and then I will hide.

         I’m wearing my fleece, which is warm, and I’ve put some biscuits in my pocket in case I have to stay there a long time. After all, detectives often have to watch for hours and hours.

         I’m lying in the leaves under my tree. I’m watching the windows of my house. If anyone finds me I’ll say I’m birdwatching. It’s not exactly a fib because I have actually seen a robin and some seagulls, although they don’t count because there are hundreds of them.

         It’s going dark and the lights are on in the house. I can see my mum in the kitchen. She’s walking up and down. I think she’s waiting for someone. I can hear a car or a van or something on the road on the other side of the house. Now I can’t see Mum. Oh yes, she’s back and she’s got a parcel. She’s tearing it open. What is it? She seems very excited. It’s red, bright and fluffy – like big bunches of red flowers. It looks like it might be something to wear, but no one wears red in Arlen.

         I can’t really see properly. It’ll be better when I’ve got my binoculars.

         Now I can hear a car. I think it’s Dad coming home. Mum has disappeared out of the kitchen. She’s in the living room now. I can’t see the red thing anywhere. There’s Dad. They look as if they’re being nice to one other.

         I’ve eaten the biscuits and I’m a bit cold. Most of the time detectives don’t notice things like being cold. Maybe there’ll be hot cheese-and-ham toasties for tea.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            Nobody was where they were supposed to be

         

         Christmas Day came, and with it a bright blue sky.

         ‘It’ll freeze tonight,’ said Robbie’s dad.

         Robbie stayed in the background as the house filled with loud, middle-aged relatives, all making stupid jokes. They wouldn’t let him try the coffee with whiskey in it.

         His mum gave everyone paper crowns and plates of Christmas cake and they played some silly games. Robbie found he was in luck; his main present was a good pair of birdwatcher’s binoculars and a bird book.

         His dad gave him a book called Treasure Island, about buccaneers and buried gold. He’d really wanted a book about detectives, but he hadn’t wanted to give the game away, so he’d reluctantly left it off his list.

         Robbie knew his mum was hiding something. She’d hidden the red thing, for a start. Robbie had looked all over the house, but hadn’t been able to find it.

         It was late afternoon but still sunny, so Robbie picked up his binoculars and called out, ‘I’m just going out to try my present.’

         His mum, in her blue dress, practically had her head in the oven as she tried to baste the turkey and he could see her face was flushed red. She looked cross.

         ‘Blasted turkey, I hate the beastly thing,’ she said.

         He waited impatiently.

         At last she looked up from her crouching position on the floor. ‘Go on then, if you’re going, but don’t be long. Dinner will be ready in half an hour. Mari, come and help with this blimmin’ bird, will you?’

         Robbie almost bumped into his aunt as she came running into the kitchen. Then he slipped quietly away.

         Reaching his favourite place, he lay on his stomach in the leaves under the oak. It was bright and the air was crisp and it smelled of seaweed, woodsmoke and sump-oil.

         As he became familiar with the binoculars, he started to look around, and not just at his mum’s kitchen. He looked upwards. A dozen seagulls were floating above him. They looked sinister; he’d never noticed the cold yellow eyes they had.

         Next he looked at the houses. Robbie’s house was at the bottom of the valley and on the slope beyond were more houses, mainly painted white with grey roofs. Some had large windows and he could see a terrace or two, and some balconies.

         He fiddled with the binoculars again. Now every house seemed to rush closer towards him. As he moved his gaze from left to right he could see everything in detail. Smoke rose from some of the chimneys straight up into the air. That’s where the smell was coming from. He spotted a couple of large fishing nets hanging over one balcony and black wetsuits on another. Everything was outlined with soft rainbow edges. It was almost magical.

         The image started to fade. Lights were coming on in the houses and fairy lights sparkled in the frosty twilight. Now, as the dusk deepened, Robbie could see into the brightly lit houses. He could see the people – they seemed close, very close, to him. He could even see the faces of the people sitting down in his own kitchen for Christmas dinner.

         Christmas dinner! Half an hour, his mother had said. He’d better get back pretty fast.

         He was nearly back on the road with his bike when he heard a light scrunching and a shuffle of leaves. He turned quickly. Half invisible in the gloom of the wood’s edge was a dark figure creeping up on him. It suddenly jumped right at him shouting, ‘Gotcha!’

         It was his older cousin Jeff, Aunt Lizzie’s son.

         Robbie’s chest shrank with fright, but he pretended it was all fine.

         ‘Well, Robbie,’ said Jeff, rather slyly, ‘what might you be looking at here?’

         Robbie had his answer ready. ‘I’m only birdwatching, Jeff. I just saw some gulls.’

         ‘Birdwatching, is it?’ said Jeff.

         But the way he said it made Robbie think, he knows I wasn’t.

         ‘Well, I’ve been sent to find you,’ said Jeff, shaking his head disapprovingly, ‘and here you are, up to no good. Should I call the police now, do you think?’

         Robbie looked at him sharply. He was good at telling when people were angry, but Jeff was different – he looked at you straight-faced and his eyes gave nothing away.

         ‘Hey, Jeff, you won’t tell on me, will you?’ he pleaded.

         ‘Not if you let me come birdwatching with you next time,’ said Jeff.

         Robbie thought, no, I don’t want you there, I want to find out about Mum’s secret. Why d’you have to come and spoil everything?

         But he simply said, ‘OK.’

         In those winter days that followed, short yet fine, Robbie took Jeff with him birdwatching. He took him to the beach, he took him to the wrong part of the woods, he took him along the road and they sat on the railway bridge for ages. Evidently Jeff, who had just left school, had nothing better to do. They were almost turning into quite good friends but then, after a few days, he simply didn’t show up.

         There was still New Year’s Eve to come. His mum, nails polished and arms jangling with bracelets, had told Robbie and his dad at breakfast that she was going to spend the evening with Aunt Mari and would be staying overnight.

         ‘I did my bit at Christmas,’ she said, with a look at his dad that Robbie could tell meant she might start throwing things if anyone objected.

         Twelve people had sat down to roast turkey, and even getting to the cooker or the plate cupboard had meant drawing in your stomach and going sideways. It was his mum who, with Aunt Mari, had done all the getting up and down, serving them all.

         ‘Sorry, love,’ the others said from time to time, ‘I’d give you a hand but I can’t get out.’

         Robbie had seen that his mum’s forehead was shiny with sweat. She’d gritted her teeth and slammed down the plates. By the time she sat down to eat, all the life had gone out of the turkey, and his mum looked the same.

         And then his dad had started on at Jeff.

         ‘When are you getting a job, boyo? You need to think about it now you’ve left school.’

         Robbie heard his dad muttering ‘waster’ under his breath. Jeff was trying to avoid him by helping Robbie fill the dishwasher, when he came looming up again.

         ‘I’ll see what I can get you down at the port,’ he said.

         ‘I’m all right, thanks, Uncle Mark,’ said Jeff, and he winked at Robbie. His dad walked off in a huff.

         And then his mum had polished off the cranberry liqueur and started them all singing. She shut her eyes, high colour in her cheeks, and swayed to the roar of them all belting out ‘Stand by Your Man’. Robbie thought she looked happy.

         ‘Robbie can sing,’ she’d said. ‘He’s a lovely singer.’ She put her arm round his shoulders and got him to join in with her, her perfect velvety sound blending with his light, golden voice. Soon the other voices dropped away and the two of them, singing together, had held everyone spellbound in the Christmassy fug.

         
            It’s New Year’s Eve. The house is horribly quiet. Mum’s not here, but I can watch Dad. It will be good practice. I’m going out on my own, but I’ll tell Dad I’m going birdwatching with Jeff and then he won’t worry about me.

            I’ll take some biscuits and a can of red lemonade. I’ll move Dad’s special bowler hat out of the way and I can get down my old grey hoody and I’ll be invisible.

         

         Once hidden beneath the oak, Robbie wondered why his dad had said ‘Is that so?’ when he’d told him he was going to meet Jeff. But he didn’t worry too much. He saw that the afternoon sun was slanting almost horizontally through the windows of his house, reaching the deeper parts of the sitting room where he could see his dad reading the paper. He saw someone coming in. They started talking, but his dad didn’t get up. No one important, then. Seconds later, the visitor turned and Robbie recognised him with a start. Jeff! Who was supposed to be birdwatching with him! Now he was going to get a proper roasting. Jeff was pacing the room and then came to the window. He seemed to look straight at Robbie. And smiled.

         
            I’m trying to tell what they’re saying. They do look serious. Is Dad asking stuff about me? As long as he doesn’t take away my binoculars, I’ll be all right. I can tell Dad I changed my mind. I’m glad Jeff doesn’t know about my secret place – I wonder if he does? He was looking right at me. Maybe he saw a glint from my binoculars. I think I should go undercover, move my secret place.

            Now Jeff is leaving. Jeff is strange sometimes. I think I’d better keep an eye on him. No way am I going to get caught here by him, no way!

            The lights are coming on. I’d better pack up. It’s getting dark. My feet are cold. I wish I’d worn thick socks.

         

         It was almost dark. The lights had gone on, and as he glanced towards the lit houses he could see figures here and there. Christmas lights still twinkled in the frosty air. As he got up, a figure in green caught his eye as it flashed about in a room behind one of the large glass windows. Like a fish in an aquarium. He fumbled for his binoculars.

         He tried to focus. It was a woman in an emerald green dress. A shadowy shape appeared behind her. She was talking to someone. It was a man. He came up and put his arms round her and Robbie could clearly see his face. She turned towards the window. Who was it? There was something about her…

         It was Aunt Mari! What was she doing there when his mother was supposed to be spending the night at her house, half a mile away?

         Who was the man? Did Aunt Mari have a boyfriend? Why had she never mentioned him?

         And where was his mum?

         When Robbie got home, he knew he was in trouble. He tried to creep in, but his father was there waiting for him.

         ‘Hello, son,’ he said. ‘Where have you been?’

         ‘Birdwatching, Dad.’

         His father laughed, but it wasn’t a friendly laugh.

         ‘Oh, so now you can see birds in the dark, can you? And I suppose you were there with Jeff?’

         ‘No, Dad, Jeff couldn’t come.’ He improvised, thinking fast. His heart was pounding. His mum wasn’t where she’d said she’d be and neither was Aunt Mari. Should he tell his dad?

         He decided he would keep his mum’s secret, which meant not telling about Aunt Mari either. He was brimming with the urge to tell someone, but who?

         He could hear his dad was angry.

         ‘Listen to me. I’m telling you – look at me – your very soul, your immortal soul, is in danger here, son. You and your tricks – it’s the work of the devil himself! You know well enough about the sin of lying.’

         Robbie switched off. He refused to listen and soon began to feel better. His dad was not going to take his binoculars off him, after all. He pretended to be very contrite, eyes down, fixed on the carpet. He waited for him to say, ‘Now go to your room.’ Those words came at last.

         It was the worst New Year’s Eve of his life. His mum wasn’t with his aunt. There was silence in the house. No comfort anywhere. He could hear neighbours celebrating – letting the old, tarnished year go out, ready for a fresh new one, full of hope. He could hear rockets and the hiss of their flight, followed by the explosions. He got his binoculars. From his window he could see sparkling reds, greens and golds; a rush of fireworks, far away. Down below he could hear the clamour of the children next door running around with sparklers, while parents chatted.

         He hadn’t the heart to listen to his music. He felt deeply alone. He lay down on his bed, pulled the duvet over his head and fell asleep.

         Next day, Robbie had a hasty piece of toast with chocolate spread on it and then stayed in his room with his headphones on to drown out the silence. He still felt weighed down, so big was the burden of what he knew. And it didn’t seem to add up at all.

         When he finally went downstairs he knew what to do. He took out his bicycle and started to cycle over to Aunt Mari’s house. He was going to find out what was happening.

         On his way there he went down to the docks, as he often did, and watched the morning ferry coming in. The cold air was thick and heavy with steam and oily fumes. With his binoculars he could see the faces, mainly white and strained, of the passengers.

         It had probably been a late night and a rough crossing. Many would have come by coach from London on a marathon journey home for New Year’s Day. And there, mingling with the passengers as they walked off the gangway and set off towards the exit, was his cousin Jeff, looking nervous. Coming off the boat was a short man in a leather jacket, who looked as if he was in a hurry. He approached Jeff. They had a quick word and the man passed something to Jeff.

         Robbie quickly ran down the steps to the dock, leaving his bike on the footpath. He decided he’d better hide; a detective wouldn’t want to be seen on an operation like this. He slid behind a gantry. Jeff put the object inside a rucksack and zipped it shut. Why would he do that? Surely the only explanation was that he didn’t want anyone to see the package. There was something very fishy about Jeff and this man who, Robbie noticed, quickly disappeared.

         Most of the passengers – dragging their luggage, shuffling their feet – went up the ramp. He lost sight of Jeff, so he went back, picked up his bike, and cycled on to his aunt’s house.

         Aunt Mari opened the door to Robbie and looked pleased to see him. Smiling, she welcomed him in, inviting him into the kitchen where she was in the middle of making a late breakfast. She made a plate for Robbie too – bacon and scrambled eggs. In the warm kitchen he felt safe and relaxed a bit. Aunt Mari being kind to him made him feel like crying, and a few tears leaked from his eyes, unwanted.

         ‘What’s up, love?’ she said, coming round to his chair and putting her hands on his shoulders.

         ‘I decided to be a detective,’ he said. ‘You know, solve crimes and discover secrets. That was what I wanted the binoculars for.’

         ‘Not for birdwatching, then?’

         ‘Well … that too.’

         Aunt Mari took the fib in her stride.

         ‘So what’s happened?’ she said.

         ‘I need to know where Mum is.’

         ‘Oh, she’s still asleep upstairs,’ said Aunt Mari.

         Robbie felt bewildered. How could this be true?

         But when Aunt Mari took him upstairs, Robbie’s mum was fast asleep, breathing gently. Like a heap of red carnations, a dress with lots of frilly layers sat bundled up on the chair. He turned to his aunt, who put her finger to her lips and they tiptoed away.

         ‘Your mum’s fine,’ she said. ‘It can be one of your secrets, that dress. She likes to go dancing. She went last night, without your dad knowing. Your dad’s a proud man but he’s … strict. He wants to hold her close to him and he really doesn’t understand how much she loves to dance.’

         ‘So she keeps it quiet,’ said Robbie.

         Robbie felt such love for his mum. The flying pots, all the shouting, was because she felt trapped, like a bird in a cage. Perhaps this secret was a good secret, one that he could look at sometimes, like a treasure, and feel closer to her. She hadn’t wanted Robbie to know, but he’d found out, and he felt glad. They had something in common. His dad kept them both under his thumb. He decided something. If his mum could have a secret life, so could he. And he wouldn’t ever tell his dad her secret.

         ‘Who does she go dancing with?’ asked Robbie.

         ‘Oh, just somebody … a nice young man,’ said Aunt Mari. ‘He’s a great dancer, Rafferty. He used to be one of my pupils.’

         Robbie and his mum walked back home together from Aunt Mari’s house. Down on the port, the cranes were lifting huge containers, black against the bright sky. The cry of gulls and the smells of oil and seaweed were familiar. But there was another sensation awaiting him that wasn’t familiar, and it wasn’t pleasant either. There was a car with its engine idling, just in front of them.

         Robbie felt his mum take his arm and they crossed the road.

         ‘Pretend you haven’t seen them, Robbie,’ she said. The car drove ahead and then stopped again. Robbie made a mental note: a blue car, a Toyota, maybe a cab. He tried to memorise the number plate. They turned into Rappaport Road and walked towards their house.

         ‘Let’s walk on past our house,’ said his mum. ‘I don’t want them to know where we live.’

         Robbie remembered something. He said, ‘Mum, I left my bike at Aunt Mari’s.’

         ‘We’ll walk back there,’ she said, speeding up her pace. She seemed really nervous, and this was when Robbie had the unfamiliar feeling. Apprehension.

         They walked back down to the ferry port. Robbie saw, from the corner of his eye, a familiar figure. There he was: Jeff, on the docks, now wearing a work jacket and knitted hat. Was Jeff, workshy and shifty according to his dad, pretending to be one of the ferrymen? He seemed to be heading for the Cairnryan ferry. Robbie watched as he stepped on to the covered gangplank, slanting steeply up towards the deck. One more glimpse as he stepped on to the ship, and then Robbie lost sight of him.

         Almost running now, Robbie’s mum rushed up the steps of Aunt Mari’s house and rang the bell. The car pulled up and a man in blue jeans got out. He was quite young, and pleased with himself it seemed to Robbie.

         ‘Hey, Rose,’ he said, ‘are you trying to avoid me now?’

         Robbie’s mum smiled wanly.

         ‘Hello, Rafferty,’ she said.

         ‘And who’s this you’ve got with you?’

         ‘He’s my nephew, Robbie,’ she said. Robbie glanced at his mum in shock. He felt his mother’s hand descend quietly on his shoulder and give a sharp squeeze. Uncertain what to say, he opened his mouth and then shut it again. Who was this person?

         ‘I wanted to see you again, Rose, but I didn’t know where you lived,’ said Rafferty.

         Robbie looked at the stranger. He could feel the tension. Something was making his mother red in the face.

         Rafferty … this was the young man she went dancing with! He pretended to go and fetch his bike, which he’d left in the little alley running along the side of the house.

         He was curious and, always ready to play the detective, he peered through the slats of the alley door. His mother was wrapping her coat tight around herself, in the same way Robbie did when he felt like he wanted to hide.

         His aunt appeared at the door. ‘Look what the cat brought in. Come in, Rafferty.’

         ‘Hello, teacher,’ said Rafferty, laughing.

         The front door closed, but just as Robbie was about to get on his bike, he saw his dad’s car driving up. His dad was here, and his mum’s secret dancing friend was inside the house! He rushed up to the car, desperate to head him off.

         ‘Dad!’ he cried. ‘Dad, I’ve just seen Jeff down by the ferry. He was dressed as a ferryman.’ Robbie could see his dad was not in a good mood.

         ‘What’s it to you?’ he said angrily. But, after a moment, he turned and got back in the car, muttering, ‘That’s it. Do someone a good turn. Why did I bother?’

         ‘What is it, Dad?’ said Robbie.

         ‘I found Jeff a good job at the port,’ growled his dad. ‘Not on the boats. He’s not fit for that – or anything else, it seems.’

         And he drove off, tyres screeching, as Robbie breathed a sigh of relief.

         Aunt Lizzie had come over to get news of Jeff. Robbie was wondering if he ought to mention the fact that his cousin had actually boarded the ferry, but he didn’t want Jeff to get into trouble. He decided to keep quiet.

         He pretended to do his maths homework on the kitchen table, but really he was listening. A detective needed to find out what was going on. It might be important.

         ‘Are you working the boy too hard on his first day?’ Aunt Lizzie said to his dad. ‘Jeff hasn’t come home yet and he’s not answering his phone.’

         ‘No, the little blighter skived off this morning – on his first day, mind. He was spotted near the Cairnryan ferry. Since then no one has seen him at all.’

         ‘Are you serious?’ Aunt Lizzie sounded upset.

         ‘I am,’ said Mark, ‘but why don’t you ring Mari? Robbie often goes there after school and I expect Jeff drops in there too. He must be somewhere, but that’s the end of a job on the docks for him. I reckon you went and got yourself nothing but trouble when you adopted that one.’

         Robbie’s mum came into the room with some glasses and a bottle of orange liqueur left over from Christmas. She poured her sister a drink. His dad looked disapprovingly at her and left the room.

         ‘Oh, Rose, I’m dead worried about Jeff,’ said Lizzie. ‘I have a feeling something’s wrong. I wish I’d never let him leave school, but the boy was doing no good there and you know what – he hated it.’

         Robbie glanced up from his homework and could see Aunt Lizzie was almost weeping. His mum patted her hand.

         ‘The only thing he enjoyed was the rowing club. He was in the school crew, he did so well – he loves the sea. He was never happier than when he was in a boat. But since he left school he just mooches around. There’s not much for lads to do round here, I suppose.’

         Now Robbie could hear she was crying.

         ‘Well, it seems Robbie saw Jeff down by the ferry this morning,’ said Rose, ‘and that was the last anyone saw of him. Will you go to the police about Jeff?’

         ‘God, no!’ said Aunt Lizzie. ‘I’m afraid Jeff may be up to his neck in something.’

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

            The wasps’ nest

         

         Rose and Robbie had a close bond, as if they were joined by a web of fine underground threads, mysteriously in touch at a deeper level.

         Robbie knew his mum had never been one for domestic life; she wasn’t remotely interested in making things cosy. Robbie remembered her holding up a soggy dishcloth and saying, ‘This thing makes me want to scream!’ as she threw it hard at the fridge.

         Meals were minimal. A cheese-and-ham toastie was about the most complex thing on the table many days. Robbie usually ate fast and disappeared upstairs.

         He was back at school after the holidays and today everything had been so awful. After supper he went to his room. As he sat by the window, looking out, he saw a drowsy winter wasp on the windowsill and remembered watching the wasps come and go from the eaves of the house last summer. The papery nest was over his bedroom window and at night, when the wind was still and heat hung in the air, Robbie could hear the soft sounds of the wasps, as if the entire nest was gently humming, louder and softer, louder and softer, as the whole swarm fanned their wings to a breathing rhythm, keeping the nest cool.

         Wasps are neither malignant or kind – they’re only being themselves – but a swarm can do a lot of damage with its venomous stings when it’s roused.

         The wasps reminded Robbie of the boys in his class. Today, at lunch break, everyone seemed to be looking at him, sharing a joke and exchanging glances as he sat alone with his lunch. He heard his name from all directions, and he heard noisy gossip about Jeff disappearing. Robbie’s cousin was a loser, he was on the run… Robbie felt the sting of their comments. An awful boy called Dodds was leading the swarm, nudging his fellows and making sure that Robbie heard it all.

         Robbie had come home after the last class with a miserable expression and slumped shoulders.

         ‘What’s happened?’ asked his mum.

         ‘Nothing,’ said Robbie. He needed a bit of time before he could talk about it. The gossip had got him down. And then there were the noises…

         After lunch, when Robbie had begun to answer a question in history, everyone started coughing, scraping their chairs back, shuffling their feet, and tapping pencils on the desktops. Robbie’s voice was drowned out. He stopped. He felt suffocated.

         Mr Burton told them off, and that made matters worse.

         ‘That’s enough! Quiet there. You would do better to listen to what Robbie has to say – he’s brighter than the rest of you put together and you can all learn something.’

         They stopped their noises, but at the end of the lesson two of the boys, Dodds and Victor, had hustled up to him, poking him and nudging him.

         ‘You’re the clever one, aren’t you?’

         ‘But your Jeff’s a runaway.’

         ‘What’s your cousin up to?’

         ‘He’s done a runner. Your family – in trouble, is it?’

         Robbie got away but his heart was pounding.

         After a while, Robbie decided to go and sit with his mum. She put her arm round his shoulders and he told her everything. She looked upset. She gave him a hug and put on the television. They sat together companionably for half an hour.

         After tea, although it was cold and dark, he decided to go out on his bike. He pedalled down to the port.

         
            I don’t want to go back to school. If I say anything they’ll drown me out with their noises. They think I’m showing off. I’m only trying to stay out of trouble. Still, it’s good that I’ve got something interesting in my casebook.

            I’m going to see if I can find Jeff. I’m a witness now, as well as a detective. I spotted him down at the docks. Dad and Aunt Mari asked me lots of questions but I didn’t mention the man he met there. I wanted to remember it exactly right and thought that if I’d written it down, it would be easy. But it’s hard to write when you’re using binoculars. I don’t know how anyone does it. And wouldn’t it make people look at me? Which is not a good thing for a detective.

            Anyway, if I’d been writing I’d have missed seeing Jeff. He looked kind of jumpy. He looked nervous. If I keep looking for him, he’s bound to turn up eventually. And I’m going to look for that short man he got the package from. I know what he looks like. If I see him, I’ll follow him and find out who he is.

         

         A week later, Robbie was still watching the port regularly to see who was around. He’d been to visit Aunt Mari with his mum and he pretended not to be interested in what they were saying. He heard that Aunt Lizzie was very afraid for Jeff and maybe knew something about his whereabouts, but she didn’t want to say anything. Nobody, in any case, had any time for the police in Arlen.
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