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  WACKY SCIENTIST WIPED OUT BY TOILET BLAST!




  I collapse on to the sofa and stare at the newspaper headline.




  Wiped out?




  WIPED OUT?




  Dad hasn’t been “wiped out”. He’s gone missing, that’s all. The reporter changed the facts to make a toilet-paper joke. That’s just rude.




  No wonder everyone thinks something horrible has happened to Dad. The newspapers have been yelling about his disappearance in SHOUTY CAPITAL LETTERS ever since the portaloo exploded forty-eight

  hours ago.




  I screw up the article and throw it across the room. But it’s too late; it’s already been copied and pasted in my brain. (I’m like Dad’s all-in-one printer that way. If I

  scan something once, it’s stored in my memory forever. Dad says it’s because I have a photographic memory. Smokin’ Joe Slater and the School Toilet Trolls say it’s because

  I’m a mutant freak girl. I prefer Dad’s theory.)




  Controversial scientist and renowned TV personality, Professor Brian “Big Brain” Hawkins, vanished when an unexplained portaloo explosion shook Lindon’s

  annual Christmas market yesterday afternoon. The top neurologist’s smoking shoes were all that remained after the blast rocked the temporary toilet facilities in Lindon town centre . .

  .




  Mum stamps on the novelty Christmas rug, pounding Santa’s face underfoot, screaming, “I want to see those shoes NOOOOOW!!!”




  Policeman Number PC2746 tries to calm her down. “I’ll look into that for you, madam,” he says.




  But Mum’s not listening.




  I decide not to listen to him either. Mainly because he’s still asking the same dumb questions about what Dad was doing in the toilet in the first place. Um, hello?




  I cover my ears against Mum’s screams and join my stroppy big sister by the Christmas tree. I’m careful not to stand too close, because Holly’s response to Dad’s

  disappearance is to kick everything within reach. That’s fine when it’s not me she’s kicking. But it usually is.




  For the moment, she’s taking out her fury on the wall beneath the fake-snow-covered bay window. With each kick, she scowls more ferociously at the pack of photographers outside churning up

  mud in the front garden.




  Dad will be mad when he sees the mess they’ve made of the lines in the lawn. He only mowed it last week. No one else on the street keeps on mowing through Christmas. Dad says it’s

  all about “standards”. Holly says it’s all about being obsessed with stripy grass.




  “We have to do something, Know-All.” Holly gives the wall an extra-violent kick. Her voice sounds muffled. My hands are still over my ears.




  “The name’s Noelle.” I protest out of habit but I don’t hate my nickname. It’s definitely better than Mutant Freak Girl. Although Dad says it’s good

  to be a freak when normal people are idiots.




  The provocative Professor is best known for his public declaration, “Stupidity is a sickness that should be treated”. Only last week, the wacky scientist

  claimed to have discovered a cure.




  The newspapers shouldn’t call Dad “wacky”. He’s not wacky, he’s a genius. This is the man who invented “Knife and Fork Fans (For Cooling Hot

  Food)” and “Gutter-Powered Water Cannons (For Use against Burglars (Who are Scared of Water))”.
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  He’s been helping me with my inventions too. And he was once voted “Smartest Man on TV” by TV WOW! But people will forget all the good stuff because

  they can’t tell the difference between the truth and the news. I can. My memory holds a lot of information all at the same time, so I know what’s true and what’s not

  true. Even if it’s in the newspaper.




  Holly puts up a swear finger at the photographers and yanks the curtains shut.




  “What?” she says, tugging my hands away from my ears. “Am I supposed to just stand here and let those paparazzi papa-rat-finks take pictures of Mum screaming at the top of her

  lungs?”




  “Why do people say that?” I ask. “Why at the top of her lungs? Does the air we need for screaming rise? Like hot air? Maybe we could do an experiment to—?

  Ow!”




  Holly punches my arm, making her knuckles sharp and pointy so it hurts more. Her face is red and damp but she can’t be crying. Holly never cries.




  “Stop being so . . . so . . . you.” Holly shoves her hands in her hair and growls when they get stuck in her curls. “Mum’s in bits and you’re planning your next

  experiment? You’re as bad as Dad . . .” Her chin quivers and she pulls her right hand free to dead-arm me again. “What’s he playing at, Know-All? You’re his favourite.

  He’d have told you if he was going anywhere. Everyone’s saying he’s d—”




  “Disappeared,” I interrupt, worried Holly might go for a different “d” word.




  Asked about the likelihood of finding Professor Hawkins alive, a spokesman for Lindon Police said: “We haven’t ruled out the chance and will continue to work

  towards that end.” However, a source close to the case says, “The police are assuming the Professor was killed in the explosion. They just want to find out how it

  happened.”




  “Dad’s fine,” I say. “Just missing. You know what he’s like. He’s probably working on some big invention and has forgotten the

  time.”




  “Forgotten the time? For two whole days?” Holly splutters. “Don’t be daft. What about the leather lace-ups they found in the burnt-out portaloo?”




  “What about them? They only prove that Dad’s shoes were in the toilet when it blew up, not that Dad was. The shoes are a red herring.”




  I know all about red herrings from reading detective stories. Red herrings are fake clues put in place by writers and bad guys to stop you guessing what’s really going on. One of the most

  common is the mysterious death with no identifiable body – or, as I call it, the “Dead Herring”.




  Dad isn’t dead. This is all part of a cunning plan. He’s a Dead Herring. Dead Herring Dad.




  There must be a hundred reasons why a man might leave his shoes in an exploding toilet and then vanish without a trace. I only need to find one.
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  Three Weeks Later . . .




  

    

      •   Number of theories the police have come up with to explain Dad’s disappearance = 27




      •   Number of intelligent theories the police have come up with to explain Dad’s disappearance = 0


    


  




  Our local police are not displaying the dedication to crime-fighting I’ve come to expect from watching CSI: Crime Scene Investigation on TV. They certainly

  don’t solve as many crimes.




  The person who’d be best at figuring out what happened during that toilet explosion is the person who disappeared in the middle of it.




  Dad.




  Dad is famous for finding solutions – often to problems the world doesn’t even know it has. Not everyone agrees with his ideas, but no one can deny he has them.




  What everyone does agree with is TV WOW!’s declaration that Dad is ‘good TV’. Unfortunately, being ‘good TV’ seems to mainly involve winding up

  everyone else on the programme until they start yelling at you.




  He winds Holly up too.




  He doesn’t wind me up though – he’s too busy helping me. That’s why I miss him. With Dad gone, I have to google stuff instead of just asking him for the answer, Mum has

  to kidnap the milkman whenever a light bulb needs changing, and Holly has no one left to argue with – except me. And I don’t like it. It’s a painful business arguing with Holly.

  I’ve got the bruises to prove it.




  So I’ve decided to help the police by taking over the investigation.




  I begin in ICT, on our first day back at school after Christmas, by googling “spontaneous human combustion”. That’s the police’s latest theory:




  Spontaneous human combustion describes the burning of a human body without an apparent external source of ignition. There have been about two hundred reported cases

  worldwide over a period of around three hundred years.




  “Two hundred divided by three hundred. Two over three. Two-thirds,” I race down the corridor to maths. I always travel around school at speed because a moving

  target is harder to hit. “How can two-thirds of a person explode per year?” I wonder aloud as I step into the classroom.




  “Easier to think of two people exploding every three years,” my maths teacher, Ms Grimm, suggests.




  Either Ms Grimm has hearing like a super-bat or she’s paying far too much attention to what I have to say.




  “Sit down. Books out,” she barks. “Tell me, Hawkins, have the police made any progress with their investigation into your father’s explosion?”




  I shake my head, partly to say “no”, partly to say “I can’t believe you’re asking me about this”. There are some things you don’t want to discuss with

  your scary maths teacher. But there’s no special treatment for kids with missing dads at Butt’s Hill Middle School.




  Holly and I got the end of last term off, straight after the explosion, but I suspect that was because the head didn’t like reporters hanging around the school gates, taking photos of

  Butt’s Hill students smoking, smooching and sneaking out to buy chips.




  “No progress at all? What are these policemen doing?” Ms Grimm curls her lip. “You’ll need your brain in gear if you want to find out what happened, Hawkins. No more

  silly questions. Start thinking. You’ll never win a Nobel Prize if you can’t apply all that information in your head to real-life situations.”




  Ms Grimm talks about winning prizes a lot. She’s anti-stupid, just like Dad.




  I search my memory for information on Nobel Prizes:




  Every year since 1901 the Nobel Prize has been awarded for achievements in physics, chemistry, physiology or medicine, literature and for peace.




  “You don’t need to worry,” I say as the rest of my class stampede into the cold, grey classroom and dive for the seats near the radiator. “There’s

  no Nobel Prize for maths.”




  But I think about Ms Grimm’s words. What if I have all the information I need to solve Dad’s disappearance inside my head and I just need to apply it?




  “Seating plan,” Ms Grimm bellows at the radiator-huggers.




  Everyone scuttles to their proper seat. You don’t mess with a woman who looks like she was made from the unwanted parts of several bodies – not all female and possibly not all

  human.




  Everyone at Butt’s Hill is scared of Ms Grimm, including the head, who has given her the biggest office in the building even though she only works Monday mornings and Friday afternoons. No

  one knows what Ms Grimm does for the rest of the week. Before the explosion I made a pie chart to show the percentage of students supporting each of the most popular theories:
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  The figures are a bit out of date now as I’m too busy getting my head round Dad’s possible spontaneous combustion to think about Ms Grimm’s second career.

  Plus, I’m starting to think we’ve all got it wrong and she’s a private investigator. We’ve only been back at school for one day and she’s already asked me about the

  police enquiry three times.




  I round up my two-thirds of a spontaneously combusting person to make a whole one. But that still means, of approximately fifty-six million people in the world who died last year, only one

  spontaneously combusted.




  My first clue:




  

    

      CLUE 1




      It is statistically unlikely Dad spontaneously combusted.


    


  




  Pleased with the progress of my investigation, I glance up at the whiteboard. It’s Science Week, so Ms Grimm has asked how we’d calculate the lowest percentage of a

  mixture of gases in the air needed to create an explosion if ignited.




  I’ve seen this kind of problem somewhere before. I rack my brain for the memory.




  Got it! It was on Ms Grimm’s whiteboard one morning, after she’d been teaching Gifted and Talented Club the night before.




  I put up my hand.




  “Hawkins?”




  “You could use Chair Mixing,” I say. A few people snigger as Ms Grimm pulls her this-student-is-an-idiot face.




  I close my eyes so I can fix the memory of the whiteboard in my mind and read the words written on it:




  “Chair Mixing – Divide the fraction of the total volume of each gas by its lower explosive limit to get the partial lower explosive limit of the mixture.” I ignore the yawns

  and vomiting noises from the back of the class. “Then sum all the partial lower explosive limits and take the inverse of that sum to get the net lower explosive limit of the

  mixture.”




  “Perfect,” Ms Grimm nods. “Le Chatelier’s mixing rule.”




  “Er . . . yes. That.” Someone must have rubbed out a few letters on the whiteboard.




  “Everyone else get that?” Ms Grimm asks the class.




  The vomiting noises stop and someone at the back protests, “We’re only Year Eight, Miss.”




  “So is Hawkins.”




  “Yeah, but she’s a mutant, Miss.” Smokin’ Joe leans forward, releasing a mouldy stench of stale cigarettes, cat wee and sweaty armpits. “Seriously, Freak Girl,

  where do you get this stuff? It’s creepy.”




  Creepy? Me? This, from the boy who spends his free time hanging out in the boys’ toilets, smoking cigarettes with the Toilet Trolls.




  “Ms Grimm wrote it on the . . .” I tail off as I realise what I’m saying.




  

    

      CLUE 2




      Ms Grimm was calculating how to make things explode a week before Dad’s portaloo blew up.


    


  




  Can it be a coincidence? Is she the one responsible for the exploding loo? Is that why she keeps asking about the police? To find out how close they are to rumbling her?




  Maybe the pie chart for Ms Grimm’s second career should look more like this:
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  Smoking Shoes




  I will be redirecting my investigation towards Ms Grimm shortly. But at the moment I’m too busy worrying about Mum. Aunty Vera says Mum’s coping badly with

  Dad’s disappearance. Aunty Vera’s got it wrong. Mum’s not coping badly – she’s not coping at all. Now she’s stopped screaming and yelling, all she does is lie on

  the sofa hugging stuffed Santas and staring into space.




  The Santa-hugging is particularly disturbing. It’s been three weeks since Christmas and Dad would have made us pack the Christmas things away by now, declaring, “A tidy house is a

  happy house.”




  He said that a lot. “Maintaining a tidy home is the best way for someone of average intelligence to keep on top of things,” he’d tell Mum, patting her on the head. “I

  know you try your best, dear, but if you kept the laundry room in better order you might remember to iron my boxer shorts.”




  Post-explosion Mum has given up tidying. And ironing. And . . . well . . . everything really, except eating curry and lying on the couch.




  This is having a worrying side effect. I don’t spend a lot of time looking at Mum’s bum, but I can’t help noticing it’s fast approaching the width of the sofa. It has

  also taken on the sofa’s square edges.
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  On the upside, this helps Mum slide into place more easily. On the downside, Uncle Max says he’s starting to wonder if she ate Dad.




  I’m ninety-seven per cent sure he’s joking.




  Either way, Mum reminds me of the huge inflatable Tyrannosaurus Rex that sat outside the discount shop until it blew away in the storm last month. Like the T-Rex, Mum is big and scary from a

  distance. Then, when you get closer, she’s worse than scary. She’s empty, like there’s nothing but air and breath where her thoughts should be.




  The only time Mum moves these days is to shovel her mouth full of Curry in a Hurry takeaways. These have been turning up every night since the toilet explosion, even though no one orders them.

  Holly called Curry in a Hurry to let them know and to ask what we owed, but they said the food was a sign of their admiration for Dad’s work. Weird, but I guess that means it’s okay to

  eat them. Mum certainly seems to think so.




  At first, Holly and I tried to snap Mum out of her curry coma by pulling her to her feet and making her walk around the house, but the more days that pass without Dad and the more curries that

  pass between Mum’s lips, the harder it is to heave her off the couch.




  Holly still makes a token effort to get Mum on her feet. I don’t. I just sink down on the sofa beside her so we can chat. Admittedly, I do most of the talking, but at least Mum

  doesn’t get up and wander off the minute I mention electromagnetism or scalar waves the way everyone else does.




  Besides Dad only lets us watch thirty minutes of TV a day when he’s home, so I want to catch as much as I can before he comes back. And he is coming back. I know he is.




  Shrek’s on today when we get home. I like Shrek. So does Holly, but she’s been pretending not to since a boy at school told her thirteen-year-olds are too old for

  animated movies. Ugh, teenagers.




  To be fair to Shrek, Holly doesn’t like anything any more. When Dad was around, she was always yelling how much she hated him for acting like she wasn’t good enough. Now

  he’s gone, she’s trying to replace him by finding new things to hate.




  Before Shrek joined her hate list, Holly’s favourite scene was the bit when Princess Fiona sings the songbird to death and it explodes, leaving nothing but its tiny yellow feet

  clinging to the branch. We fast-forward that scene now.




  Film and videogame characters are always blowing up and leaving only their shoes/ feet/ hooves behind:
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  But life is not a film or a videogame, which is a shame because make-believe characters act logically and let you know who the bad guys are.




  

    

      CLUE 3




      Smoking shoes are a movie/video game device, not evidence.


    


  




  I decide to share my first three clues with the police. Unfortunately, I’m cut off before I get the chance. This has been happening a lot recently.




  Holly says it’s because I’m a stalker and the police are fed up with me ringing them five times a day. I prefer to think it’s a switchboard problem. So I call again, and again,

  until the phone is picked up by my favourite policeman, PC Eric. PC Eric sounds older than the other officers and sometimes forgets what he’s saying, but he’s obviously important

  because whenever I do get through, I’m usually passed on to him.




  PC Eric listens to my theories. “I was suspicious of the shoes at first too. But my colleagues found a report about a group of soldiers killed by anti-tank fire in the 1989 Romanian

  Revolution, leaving nothing but a pile of ash and several pairs of leather boots.”




  “Tell your colleagues they shouldn’t believe everything they read,” I say, “and they should investigate Ms Grimm.”




  “I’ll pass that on. I’m sure they’ll be grateful.”




  I suspect PC Eric is not being completely honest. His voice squeaks in the middle, like Uncle Max’s when he says Aunty Vera’s bum doesn’t look big in her flowery dress. I

  decide to spend some of the £84.73 I’ve saved for a graphing calculator (with touchscreen) on a pair of leather shoes so I can set them on fire and prove they couldn’t withstand

  an explosion. That should convince the police The Case of the Exploding Loo still requires the attention of their best officers.




  We have to find Dad. No one else can help me develop the brain ray we were working on when he vanished. And no one else can out-google Google.
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  Turquoise iPods




  When Uncle Max and Aunty Vera pop round to check on Mum, I ask Uncle Max to buy me a pair of men’s leather shoes. He looks down his nose at the twenty-pound note

  I’m offering.




  “You won’t get a decent brand of shoe for less than a hundred pounds.”




  “I don’t need a decent brand. Dad says people who buy designer labels never have any money.”




  “Does he?” Uncle “designer brand” Max huffs. “Well, your Uncle Max says people who blurt out every stupid thing that pops into their head never have any

  friends.”




  I decide to ask someone else to buy the shoes. Someone who isn’t Uncle Max, or Mum, who ’s still buried beneath Santas, listening to her new turquoise iPod.




  

    

      CLUE 4




      Mum won a free turquoise iPod with tracks already loaded onto it through the Curry in a Hurry loyalty scheme.


    


  




  This is a clue for three reasons:




  

    

      

        

          1. Mum never joined the Curry in a Hurry loyalty scheme.




          2. Although Mum gobbles up everything Curry in a Hurry delivers, we’ve still never ordered, or paid for, any of it.




          3. Turquoise is a weird colour.


        


      


    


  




  The turquoise thing gets even stranger when I spot the turquoise Kazinsky Electronics van parked on the opposite side of the road, facing our house.




  Clue or coincidence?




  “Hideous,” Aunty Vera says.




  “Mmm,” I agree. “Horrible colour.”




  Aunty Vera stares at me. “What are you talking about?”




  “What are you talking about?”




  “That painting.” Aunty Vera points at the enormous canvas above the fireplace. It arrived the day Dad vanished with a note saying it was a picture of Dad and should be hung on the

  living-room wall.




  “Why on earth did you keep it?” Aunty Vera asks.




  “Dad always keeps the gifts people send him after his TV appearances. He says it’s important to respect your fans.”




  “He had fans?”




  I don’t like my aunt’s sarcastic tone, or her use of the word “had”.




  “He has loads. He calls them the Big Brain Buffs.” I don’t tell her Holly calls them the Doo-lally Daddicts. “Anyway, this is a portrait of Dad. We can’t

  throw Dad in the bin.”




  Aunty Vera doesn’t look so sure. “Well, I’ve never seen anything so ugly.”
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