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  MONDAY




  It was the first day of the holidays. Some kids love doing crazy new things in the summer. My best friend, Josh, was going to learn to windsurf, and my next-door neighbour,

  Rhys, was going to stay in a yurt halfway up a mountain. But I wasn’t interested in that stuff; I had no plans to do anything new this holiday and I was really pleased about that. Instead, I

  would spend my time doing all the things that I already knew I liked, starting with eating peanut butter sandwiches while watching every episode of my top TV programme, Silver and Gold,

  featuring ace detective Sam Silver and his sniffer dog Goldie. Absolutely no dangerous sports or visiting any strange new places with weird food for me. Just relaxing with all my favourite familiar

  things.




  At least that’s what I’d thought.




  ‘You’d better get packing, Daniel,’ my mum said, as she barged into my room. ‘We’ve got to leave early tomorrow morning.’




  ‘Where are we going?’ I asked.




  Mum started pulling clothes out of my wardrobe and piling them on my bed.




  ‘Don’t pull that surprised face at me. I told you about this weeks ago. Tomorrow, your dad and I are going to France to your cousin Louise’s wedding and you and Simone are

  going to stay with Great Granny on her farm for the week. Now pack your bag.’




  Mum stomped out of the room. Unbelievable! Why was she so grumpy? I was the one being sent away. Right at the beginning of the holidays, too. I would miss Josh’s birthday and his

  swimming party. Also, David Chaplin, the most annoying boy in the school, had challenged me to a battle on my favourite computer game, Vampire Vengeance, in ten days’ time and I

  really needed to practise. This was the worst possible time for me to go away. Why hadn’t Mum warned me properly? I sort of remembered her saying something about a wedding, but I’d

  thought it was weeks away. Why would anyone spoil the start of the holidays by visiting people?




  I flopped back on my bed. I’d never been to the farm and




  I hadn’t seen Great Granny since I was a baby. My mum is always saying that I should try new things because I might be pleasantly surprised, but I don’t like going to new places, and

  I especially don’t like eating at other people’s houses; they eat weird vegetables instead of nice things, like peanut butter sandwiches. It didn’t matter what Mum said, I already

  knew what this holiday would be like: the food would be disgusting, the farm would be stinky and boring and so would Great Granny.




  I packed my stupid bag, (just to be on the safe side I put in a jar of peanut butter), and then I spent the rest of the afternoon eating and trying to work out how to get out of going. After

  three packets of crisps and seven biscuits, I decided the best idea would be to go on a hunger strike. No munching for me. Not a thing. I used all my willpower and




  I stuck to my strike.




  Then my sister Simone yelled up the stairs, ‘DI NNER




  TIME, MONKEY FACE!’




  The smell of the shepherd’s pie was too tempting. I thought maybe I’d go on hunger strike after I’d had pudding.




  At the table Mum said, ‘Daniel, you won’t need all those computer games you’ve packed, so I’ve taken them out of your bag.’




  I dropped my fork. This was terrible. ‘I do need them!’ I said. ‘I’ve got to play Vampire Vengeance every day.’




  It was bad enough when I thought that my practising might get interrupted by Great Granny, but if I couldn’t play at all, there was no way I’d be able to beat David. ‘I have to

  take them with me,’ I said.




  Mum ignored me. She’s a bit rude like that.




  ‘Why can’t I take them?’ I asked.




  Mum sighed. ‘It’s only for a week. You’ve got the rest of the holidays to stare at a computer screen. Besides, you need the room in your bag for really essential

  things.’




  ‘What essential things? There’s nothing more essential than computer games. What could I possibly need more?’




  ‘Clean pants,’ Mum said.




  Simone laughed. ‘He’d rather keep his games and have a smelly behind!’




  I threw a pea at her. ‘I could take pants and computer games. How much room can pants take up?’




  ‘Yours could fill a suitcase,’ Simone said. ‘They have to be big to cover your ginormous bum.’




  ‘That’s enough, Simone,’ Dad said. ‘Daniel, there’s no point in taking those games, Great Granny doesn’t have a computer.’




  I nearly spat out my shepherd’s pie. ‘How can anyone not have a computer?’




  ‘Great Granny hasn’t,’ Dad said.




  ‘But how does she live? How does she do her shopping?’




  ‘Some people still like to do their shopping in shops,’ Mum said.




  ‘How does she send emails? Or play games? Or look up stuff about animals? Or find out what’s on telly? Or . . . or have any fun at all?’




  ‘Calm down,’ Dad said. ‘Life without a computer can be quite jolly. You’ll find out how much fun you can have on a farm.’




  My parents are always trying to persuade me to do things that they say will be ‘fun’ or ‘jolly’ or ‘a good experience’ but it usually involves eating

  something disgusting or going somewhere new where I don’t know anyone. I like things to be the same. I like knowing exactly what I’m going to do and what it will be like.




  ‘I don’t want to do anything “jolly” and you can’t make me,’ I said.




  Dad didn’t say anything, but he raised his eyebrows. This is Dad sign language for ‘we’ll see about that’. I was losing the battle. ‘I’m not going,’ I

  tried again.




  ‘You are,’ Mum said. She’s a bit childish as well as rude.




  I thought that if I was going to lose then I ought to get something out of it. ‘I’ll go if you give me a dog,’ I said.




  Mum tutted.




  ‘You’re the one who says I should try new things.’




  ‘I meant drama club, and clean finger nails and broccoli.’




  ‘I thought you said that good behaviour was always rewarded.’




  Mum looked at Dad.




  Dad said, ‘It is, but it doesn’t work like that. You can’t make deals. You’ll be rewarded when you’re not expecting it.’




  ‘All right, I’ll act really surprised when you bring the dog in.’




  ‘You are not getting a dog.’




  ‘Just think about it for a minute. If you gave me an animal whenever you wanted me to do something, imagine how well behaved I’d be! It doesn’t have to be a dog every time.

  Small jobs could be a guinea pig or a rabbit, maybe a mouse for cleaning my teeth.’




  Mum shook her head. ‘I’m not talking about this any more. You’re going to the farm and that’s final. You know, there might even be a dog there.’




  I did like the idea of a dog. But it didn’t make up for the fact that they were leaving me with an old lady I couldn’t remember, who would probably make me do things I didn’t

  like.




  Mum thought she’d found a way to get me interested.




  ‘There’ll be lots of other animals for you to play with too.’




  ‘But I don’t want weird animals with horns and feathers and stuff. I just want a pet. I don’t like the kind of animals that smell bad and make funny noises.’




  ‘Neither do I,’ Simone said. ‘But Mum still makes me spend time with you.’




  ‘If you bought me a dog then I would promise not to wallop Simone when she says horrible things,’ I said.




  ‘I’m not buying you a pet because you’re not ready for the responsibility,’ Mum said. ‘I can’t trust you to remember your PE kit, let alone to feed an animal.

  And who is going to walk a dog? I can never get you out of the house even on a sunny day.’




  ‘That’s because all the good stuff is indoors. If you’d buy me an iPad I could watch episodes of Silver and Gold and walk the dog at the same time.’




  ‘You’ve watched that dumb series a million times,’ Simone said.




  ‘But I’d be watching it and getting some exercise.’




  ‘That’s not the point,’ Mum said.




  ‘Don’t start trying to explain the point to him,’ Dad said to Mum. ‘Daniel never gets the point unless you take the point and poke him in the eye with it.’




  I thought that was a bit unfair. Just because I don’t always understand what people are going on about. This was exactly the reason they shouldn’t be sending me off to stay with a

  stranger.




  ‘We haven’t got time for any more explaining,’ Dad said to Mum. ‘You need to pack. Last time you packed it took longer than the holiday itself.’




  So Mum went upstairs and Dad said, ‘Right, Daniel, it’s your turn to clear the table.’




  ‘What will you give me for it?’ I asked.




  ‘Nothing,’ Dad said. ‘Just get on with it.’




  ‘Oh, come on, it’s got to be worth at least a goldfish.’




  ‘You can have this,’ he said.




  And he threw a pea at me.




  After I’d washed up, I went to my room and stared at the case for Vampire Vengeance on my desk. If David Chaplin beat me, I would never hear the end of it. I wished Mum and Dad

  could understand that all I wanted was to be left alone to play it, instead of being stranded in the middle of the countryside, where I just knew everyone would be super boring and talk about the

  weather and growing vegetables. I sat on my bed and screwed up my face in concentration. What I needed was an idea; I would stay here until I had come up with a brilliant plan like the kind that

  detective Sam Silver would think of. Something so clever that it would get me out of going to the farm.




  TUESDAY




  When I got up the next morning, I still hadn’t thought of anything even a tiny bit brilliant, so I decided I’d lock myself in the bathroom.




  The thing about our bathroom is that it’s downstairs, past the kitchen. Everybody else was upstairs so no one noticed I was in there for a long time. I heard Dad stomping about shouting,

  ‘Where are my socks? Who’s had my socks?’ Which is a joke because the last thing anyone would want to steal is Dad’s cheesy socks. Mum and Simone were having an argument.

  Mum said, ‘Simone, every single item of clothing in your bag is black.’




  Simone made this huffy noise and said, ‘So?’




  And that was the end of the argument.




  I started casually whistling, hoping that Mum would hear. She didn’t. I tried drumming a solo on the back of the door with a tube of toothpaste and the loo brush. Still nobody came. I

  ended up singing The Grand Old Duke of York using a toilet roll like a megaphone and finally Mum knocked on the door.




  ‘Are you all right, Daniel?’




  ‘No,’ I said.




  ‘Are you having trouble trying to do a poo again?’




  ‘No, I am not!’




  ‘Because all that noise sounded like you’ve got constipation.’




  Which is pretty much what Mrs Murphy said when my mum made me audition for the school choir.




  ‘I am not having toilet trouble!’




  ‘Well, if you haven’t got a problem, you need to get a move on.’




  ‘No!’ I said.




  Mum made a noise like a camel snorting.




  ‘What’s the matter now?’ I heard Dad say.




  ‘Your son is locked in the bathroom.’




  Mum always says ‘your son’ to Dad when she thinks I’m being difficult.




  ‘I’m not coming out,’ I said.




  ‘What, ever?’ Dad asked.




  ‘Never.’




  ‘You’ll miss your birthday. And Christmas. We’d only be able to get you really flat presents that we could post under the door. Like writing paper and a road map. You

  wouldn’t like that, would you?’




  I pretended to not be listening.




  ‘What will you eat and drink?’




  ‘There’s lots of water,’ I said. ‘And I can eat . . .’ I looked around the bathroom. ‘There are some mints in the cabinet.’




  ‘I wouldn’t eat those if I were you. They’ve been there since before you were born.’




  I rummaged around in between the bottles of shampoo and the tubes of cream.




  ‘There’s a packet of pills that look like chocolates.’




  ‘Don’t eat them!’ Mum squealed. ‘You know you mustn’t take pills you find.’




  ‘If you eat those, Daniel, you’ll be pooping like a carthorse and then you really won’t be able to come out of the bathroom.’ Dad chuckled like everything was fine.

  ‘Come on, son, out you come. Time we all got in the car.’




  I clenched my fists. ‘I am not coming out. I am not leaving all my best things behind. I am not missing Josh’s party. I am not going to spend a week with a great granny I don’t

  even know. AND I AM NOT GETTING IN THE CAR.’




  I ended up in the car.




  We’d been driving all morning when I remembered Sam Silver saying that there’s always an alternative, and suddenly I thought of an alternative for me.




  ‘Can I come to the wedding instead of going to the farm?’




  I asked.




  ‘They don’t want children there,’ Mum said.




  ‘Why not? What’s wrong with children?’




  ‘Everything,’ Dad said.




  ‘Your cousin Louise doesn’t want any interruptions during the service.’




  ‘But I’m not a baby. I’m not going to just start crying.’




  ‘You cried when Dad made you go canoeing,’ Simone said.




  ‘That was last year! And canoeing is stupid anyway.’




  ‘You cried when you had that dream about the giant spider,’ she went on.




  ‘That was ages ago.’




  ‘You cried when I ate the last of the Chocolate Crispies.’




  ‘That was—’




  ‘This morning! Ha!’




  I whacked Simone over the head. She punched me on the shoulder.




  ‘Stop it!’ snapped Mum. ‘That’s exactly the kind of behaviour Louise doesn’t want in the church.’




  ‘I know how to behave in a church,’ I said.




  Simone snorted. ‘What about that time we went to the Christmas carol service and we got to the quiet bit where everyone was kneeling down and you farted really loudly.’




  ‘That wasn’t my fault! Mum forced me to eat those Brussels sprouts for lunch.’




  ‘Anyway,’ Mum interrupted. ‘The point is that Louise wants a nice, sophisticated grown-up wedding. I’ll bring you back a piece of wedding cake.’




  ‘Couldn’t you bring me back a puppy instead?’ I asked.




  ‘Not unless they’re serving them for pudding,’ Dad said.




  We stopped at a service station for lunch and then it was back into the hot, sticky car. Hours later, Mum said, ‘We’re nearly there now.’




  I looked out of the window. All I could see was green. Nothing good is green. Cabbage and slime and bogeys are green. We were right in the middle of a big green nowhere.




  We turned off the proper road and went down a bumpy track. We pulled through a metal gate and Mum stopped the car. Behind us was a huge barn-type thing. In front of us was a crumbly old house,

  beyond that were great big hills. Just hills and trees and fields.




  Terrible.




  I stumbled out of the car. My left foot had gone to sleep. I looked up at the white house with its thatched roof. There was a creak as the front door swung open.




  ‘Granny!’ Mum said, stretching out her arms to a tiny old lady who was making her way towards us, leaning on a stick with a carved top in the shape of a snake. She smacked

  Mum’s arms out of the way.




  ‘Don’t call me Granny,’ she snapped. ‘It makes me sound old.’




  Personally, I thought there were plenty of other things making her seem old. Like her white hair, the millions of wrinkles and the fact that she must be about a hundred and three. But Mum just

  said, ‘Oh. What would you like me to call you?’




  ‘Scarlett, you can call me Scarlett.’




  Mum stared at her. ‘But your name is Ethel.’




  ‘Exactly. Darn good reason for you all to call me Scarlett.’ She roared with laughter.




  She was crazy. I knew she would be. Perhaps she would be too busy doing mad old lady things to make me go outside with all that mud and the scary, stampy animals. Maybe she wouldn’t notice

  if I stayed in bed all day, reading the single Silver and Gold book I’d smuggled in my bag.




  ‘Who are these two donkeys?’ Scarlett asked. She pointed at me and Simone.




  ‘They’re your great-grandchildren, Daniel and Simone.’




  Scarlett sniffed. ‘When I decided I’d had enough of travelling the world, I chose this farm because it’s so remote, but the relatives keep finding me. I knew I should have

  bought that hut in the mountains.’ She looked at me accusingly. ‘Relatives coming out of my ears.’




  I looked at her ears. The only things coming out of them were bristly hairs.




  Mum put on the face she uses when she’s explaining my maths homework. She was trying to be nice, but really she was annoyed with Great Granny. ‘I know you like your peace and quiet,

  but you have remembered, haven’t you? You agreed that Daniel and Simone could stay for a week.’




  ‘Oh, yes, yes. They can stay if they must. Plenty of room in the pig pen.’




  It turned out that Great Granny, I mean, Scarlett, was only joking about me and Simone sleeping in the pig pen because after Mum and Dad had scarpered without even apologising

  for making me miss Josh’s party and ruining my chances of beating David Chaplin, Scarlett took me to my real room at the top of the house.




  ‘Your brother has got the room downstairs. You didn’t want to share with Simon, did you?’




  ‘No, thank you. I’m sure Simon,’ I sniggered, ‘would prefer his own room.’




  I felt a bit better. If mad old Scarlett was going to wind up Simone by calling her Simon maybe this trip wouldn’t be a complete waste of time.




  We went downstairs and sat at the big wooden table in the kitchen. At least, I nearly sat down, but there was a terrible yowling sound coming from my chair and I don’t like to put my

  bottom on anything that makes a noise.




  ‘It’s only the cat, she’s having kittens soon and it’s making her cross. Children have that effect,’ Scarlett said. ‘Say hello, Flea-bitten.’




  Flea-bitten seemed like an unkind name for a cat until you got a good look at her. Then it seemed like a very suitable name. Flea-bitten and I had a staring contest to see who got the chair. She

  didn’t exactly win; I just decided I’d rather stand up anyway.




  Simone stroked Flea-bitten. ‘Who looks after all the animals?’ she asked Scarlett.




  ‘I have a farmer who runs this place,’ Scarlett said. ‘And his wife does the cooking, but they’ve gone to visit their daughter today. She’s just had another baby. I

  don’t know why – the last one looked like a potato.’ She sighed. ‘You’ll meet them tomorrow. I mean my farmer and his wife. Not the potato babies.’




  I put my head in my hands. The last thing my mum had said to me was that this holiday would be an adventure. I’m not a very adventure-y type of person, but if I was going to have an

  adventure I’d rather that it was a mystery-solving sort, and what kind of mystery could there possibly be on a stinky farm with a batty old lady and a farmer with potatoey grandchildren?




  Scarlett made beetroot sandwiches for her and Simone, but I had cheese instead, and then I was so tired and fed up that I thought I’d go to bed. I’d put one foot on the stairs before

  I heard Scarlett talking on the telephone in one of the rooms off the hall.




  ‘You’d better make the delivery late on Friday when the nosy parkers are in bed.’




  There was a pause while Scarlett listened to the other person. ‘Don’t worry about that,’ Scarlett cackled. ‘I’ll make sure I finish them off.’




  What was she talking about? I could hear the theme tune to Silver and Gold in my head. Sam Silver says you learn the most by listening to what people don’t want you to hear, and

  Scarlett was definitely whispering secret plans on the phone. Maybe I’d been wrong to think that all old ladies are boring. This old lady was definitely a little bit mysterious.




  I couldn’t wait to do some sleuthing.




  WEDNESDAY




  I woke early and couldn’t get back to sleep. I sat up in bed and looked out of the window at the drooping roof of the barn, and wondered about Scarlett. What was that

  phone call about? Maybe she was the head of a criminal gang. Maybe they used her room as their headquarters and inside she was storing lots of stolen goods like bottles of whiskey and cases of

  cigars. She would make a good gang leader. She was very bossy. I decided to search the house before anyone else was up.




  I tiptoed down the two lots of stairs so I could begin at the bottom of the house. The kitchen was very neat and tidy with a cooker and cupboards and a table with a red and white checked cloth

  on it; nothing suspicious there. A door off the kitchen led to a utility room with a row of muddy boots by the back door. Propped in one corner was a shovel. I inspected it. It was the sort of

  thing that would be excellent for whacking someone around the head with. But there were no blood stains on it so I put it back.




  The dining room had a huge polished table with twelve chairs around it, and a dresser full of china, but no evidence of criminal activity. The sitting room was crammed with two saggy sofas and

  three ancient armchairs, all crowded around the fireplace. And above the fireplace hung . . . a gun! One of those long pointy ones. I looked closely at it, but I couldn’t see any signs of

  recent use.




  The last room on the ground floor was a study. The desk was swamped in official-looking letters. I picked up one that was stamped with the logo of a bank I’d seen adverts for on TV. There

  were some very large numbers with pound signs in front of them printed on the paper. Was Scarlett super rich? How did an old lady get so much money? She wasn’t really a gangster, was she?




  Someone was moving about above me. I decided I’d have to leave exploring upstairs till everyone was safely out of the way. Anyway, I needed to use the loo before breakfast.




  Simone was standing outside the bathroom wearing black pyjamas and black and green stripy socks.




  ‘What are you doing?’ I whispered.




  ‘I’m waiting.’




  ‘Who’s in there?’ I said, pointing to the bathroom door.




  ‘Must be Scarlett.’




  The floorboards squeaked behind me. I turned round and there was Scarlett. She was wearing a red silk dressing gown with a dragon embroidered on it. It was far too long for her.




  ‘What must be Scarlett?’ Scarlett asked.




  ‘In the bathroom,’ I said.




  Scarlett shook her head and turned to Simone. ‘Is the little one a bit slow?’ she asked.




  ‘Hey!’ I said. ‘I’m not little!’




  Scarlett opened her mouth to carry on, but then I thought of something else.




  ‘Wait a minute, I’m not slow either!’




  ‘Well, you’re not quick,’ Scarlett said. ‘I’m not in the bathroom. I’m here.’




  ‘If you’re here, who’s in the bathroom?’ Simone asked.




  The bathroom door clicked open and a very large hairy man wrapped in a very small towel came out.




  ‘Morning, all,’ he said and walked off down the passage.




  ‘Who was that?’ I asked.




  ‘Farmer Gareth,’ said Scarlett.




  Farmer Gareth and his wife had got back from visiting the potato baby after I’d gone to bed. While I was still gawping after him, Simone nipped into the bathroom. I had to hop up and down

  the landing because I really needed to go now. When Simone finally came out Scarlett pushed past me.




  ‘I was first!’ I said.




  ‘You left the queue,’ Scarlett said smugly. ‘You didn’t even ask me to save your place.’




  By this time I had to wrap one leg around the other and twist from side to side to not wet myself. Farmer Gareth came out of one of the bedrooms wearing the biggest pair of dungarees I had ever

  seen in my life. He looked at me twirling about and said, ‘That’s a nice dance, lad. You take ballet lessons?’




  Before I could tell him that actually I completely refuse to do any kind of dancing and my name wasn’t Lad, he had gone downstairs whistling Jingle Bells and the bathroom door was

  finally opening. I got to the loo just in time.




  When I was washing my hands, something in the mirror caught my eye.




  Hundreds of black somethings all over the bottom of the bath.




  Spiders!




  I shot out of the room. Simone was carrying a cup of tea up the stairs.




  ‘Simone! Didn’t you see in the bath? It’s full of spiders!’




  ‘Cool. Let’s see.’ And she actually put down her cup of tea on a bookshelf and went into the bathroom.




  That’s how weird my sister is. That’s what I have to put up with every day. If I had said, ‘Simone, there are snakes in your sock drawer and a lizard is trying on your

  pants!’ She probably still would have come running.




  I stood outside the bathroom at a safe distance. Inside, Simone giggled, which was too weird even for my bug-loving sister. I peered round the door.




  ‘Daniel!’ She hiccupped with laughter. ‘They’re not spiders.’




  I had a closer look. All the black spikey bits that I had thought were legs turned out to be . . . hairs. ‘Where did they come from?’ I asked.




  ‘I’m guessing Farmer Gareth’s back.’




  I gave a shudder.




  ‘Don’t tell me you’re afraid of hairs as well as spiders?’




  ‘I’m not afraid of spiders,’ I said. ‘I was just a bit surprised to see a whole . . . herd of them.’




  ‘You’re not afraid of spiders?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘You won’t mind that one crawling up your neck then.’




  I think it’s fair enough that while I was swatting away the made-up spider, I ‘accidentally’ whacked Simone on the nose.




  I was looking forward to breakfast. I knew exactly what Farmer Gareth’s wife would be like because there was a farmer’s wife in one of my Silver and Gold books. I was sure

  she’d be plump and jolly and a really good cook, the kind that makes cakes and pies. There were bound to be bacon and eggs for breakfast.




  Down in the kitchen Simone and Scarlett were already at the table. Farmer Gareth’s wife was standing by the cooker. But she wasn’t plump, she was short and slim. She smiled at me.

  ‘You must be Daniel. I’m Jill.’




  I nodded but didn’t manage to smile back. She wasn’t at all cosy-looking. And she was wearing a mini dress instead of an apron.




  ‘Just making the breakfast now,’ she said.




  I looked about for the bacon and eggs, but there weren’t any. Instead she spooned out natural yogurt with fruit and muesli.




  ‘I don’t really like those things,’ I said.




  ‘Daniel only eats the same stuff over and over again,’ Simone said.




  ‘I just like my favourites,’ I explained. ‘Don’t worry, I brought some with me.’ And I ran upstairs to fetch the jar of peanut butter I’d packed in my

  bag.




  Simone and the others ate the yucky muesli while I had toast. I was happy with that; even bacon and eggs can’t beat peanut butter on toast.




  ‘What are you going to do today?’ Jill asked me.




  I shrugged. ‘I was supposed to be going to a swimming party tomorrow. Is there a pool around here?’




  ‘No. We’ve got a pond. You could swim in that.’




  I didn’t much fancy swimming in a pond. It sounded cold and mucky.




  Simone shuddered. She doesn’t like doing anything that involves removing her fifty-seven layers of black jumpers.




  ‘You could take a look around the farm,’ Jill said, stacking dishes in the sink.




  ‘No, thanks. I think I’ll just watch TV,’ I said.




  ‘There isn’t a TV.’




  Simone fell off her chair.




  I dropped the milk jug.




  ‘Not to worry,’ said Jill. ‘There are the animals to feed, the river to see, the woods to explore. And if it rains you’ve got a barn to make a racket in.’




  I looked at Simone.




  Simone looked at me.




  I put my head on the table and moaned, ‘What are we going to do all week?’




  After I’d got my strength back by having a final piece of toast, I went outside and found Farmer Gareth.




  ‘Have you got a dog?’ I asked.




  ‘Yep,’ said Farmer Gareth. He whistled. ‘Come here, Lollipop!’ he called.




  Lollipop sounded like a nice friendly dog. Maybe he’d enjoy helping me solve crimes.




  Lollipop came around the corner.




  ‘Ah-rah-rah-rah-rah!’ he barked and snapped his teeth at my thighs.




  I took a step backwards. Lollipop took a step forward.




  ‘He’s keen on you,’ Farmer Gareth said.




  I thought the only thing Lollipop seemed keen on was getting a bite of my bottom, but I said, ‘Do you think he’d be interested in some detective work?’




  ‘He’s already got a job, I’m afraid. How about Blackberry?’ He pointed to the pony in the stables. ‘She’d make a fine sidekick.’




  I shook my head. Who ever heard of a detecting pony?




  The sky had clouded over and it was spitting with rain so I decided that now everyone else was busy, I could take a look around the upstairs rooms. Even if I didn’t find anything

  suspicious maybe there was a laptop somewhere.




  The only interesting thing in the bathroom was that the medicine cabinet was stuffed with pill bottles. In some of the Silver and Gold stories, criminals use pills to drug their

  victims. Simone’s room only had a bed and a wardrobe and a nasty smell of Simone’s perfume, and I didn’t like to poke about too much in Gareth and Jill’s room, but

  everything seemed ordinary enough.




  Scarlett’s room was right at the end of the passage. The door was closed. I looked over my shoulder and reached for the door handle . . . it was locked! Why would she keep her door locked?

  Sam Silver says locked doors hide guilty secrets.




  ‘What are you up to?’




  I jumped. It was Jill with a feather duster.




  ‘I’m just exploring,’ I said.




  ‘Don’t go exploring in there. That’s Scarlett’s room. She doesn’t like people touching her things.’




  ‘Doesn’t she ever open the door?’




  ‘I reckon she must do to get in and out, mustn’t she? But I’ve never seen inside. Not even to clean. Don’t think it’s been dusted in there for many a

  year.’




  I trudged back to the sitting room where Simone was making a tower out of playing cards. It was pretty good. She’d leaned pairs of cards together and then cards flat across the top. There

  were four layers of the tower.




  ‘I didn’t know you could do that,’ I said.




  She raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m very talented.’ She picked up a roll of sticky tape from the coffee table and bit a piece off, then stuck on another card.




  ‘That’s cheating!’ I said




  ‘Yep, that’s what I’m talented at.’ She picked up the whole tower and put it on my head. ‘I’m bored,’ she said. ‘I’m so bored that I’m

  even talking to you.’




  By lunchtime I’d already read half of the only Silver and Gold book I had with me. This was what I had been afraid of. None of my favourite books to read, or shows to watch. And

  no computer to brush up my skills before I had to battle with David Chaplin next week. I couldn’t believe my parents had done this to me.




  It was mushed up vegetables and something called couscous for lunch. I didn’t like the look of it so I had a peanut butter sandwich instead. You can’t beat peanut butter. When

  we’d finished, Scarlett said, ‘You can take me for my afternoon walk.’ She was looking in my direction. I hoped she was talking to someone behind me, but when I turned around

  there was only Flea-bitten, and even though Scarlett is tiny I didn’t think Flea-bitten could manage giving her a ride.




  ‘Get my chair out,’ Scarlett said, and she pointed at the wheelchair under the stairs. Scarlett isn’t the sort of person you say no to, so I pulled it out and backed it into

  the kitchen. I hoped she wasn’t going to make me walk a long way. Scarlett picked up her handbag and lowered herself into the wheelchair. I pushed her down the hall and was just about to

  heave the wheelchair over the front step when she flung her legs out on either side of the door so that I couldn’t push any further.




  ‘Stop!’ she shrieked.




  I thought I must have trapped her finger in the wheel or something. ‘What?’ I asked. ‘What is it?’




  ‘I haven’t got my lipstick on!’ she said.




  I tried to tell her that the sheep weren’t going to notice, but she still made me run all the way upstairs to the bathroom. When I handed the lipstick to her, she screwed her lips up to

  dab on the greasy, orange stuff. Her mouth looked like a cat’s bottom with lipstick on it.




  ‘That’s better,’ she said.




  I wasn’t sure that it made any difference but I nodded anyway. Scarlett has a way of looking at you that makes your head do whatever she wants it to do.




  Once we were outside, Scarlett said I should push her down the lane that leads to the village because it was a smooth surface for the wheels on her chair. When we were halfway down she shouted,

  ‘Stop!’ again and made me swing her chair round so that we could look at the view. We could see right across the valley. The cows on the other side of the river were so far away that

  they looked like toys.




  ‘I could stare at that all day,’ Scarlett said. ‘Doesn’t it make you feel cheerful?’




  It was quite nice. Standing at the top looking down on the tiny buildings below us made me feel a bit like a giant. The sun was warm and the breeze was ruffling my hair. ‘I’d be

  happier if I could see a McDonald’s,’ I said.




  ‘There’s more excitement here than you could find in a McDingle’s,’ she said. ‘All sorts happens here. Especially behind closed doors.’




  I wondered if she was talking about her own closed bedroom door. ‘What sorts of things?’ I asked.




  ‘There have been feuds and fights aplenty. And even worse. When I was a girl living in the village there was a shoot-out at this farm. A bank robber had hidden in the barn. There are still

  bullet holes in the beams.’




  My mouth dropped open. ‘No way! That’s amazing.’




  Farmer Gareth came up behind us whistling Santa Claus is Coming to Town.




  ‘Come along,’ he said to me. ‘Flea-bitten’s just had her kittens.’




  ‘Now that really is something amazing,’ Scarlett said. ‘Seeing the start of a life.’




  I thought I’d rather see a shoot-out, but since Scarlett said that she wanted to sit a while and smoke her pipe, I decided I might as well go with Farmer Gareth.




  I’ve always thought that cats aren’t as good as dogs, but I have to say that Flea-bitten’s tiny kittens, all snuggled up in a nest of hay in the barn, were pretty cute. At

  least they helped pass the time till I could go to bed.




  On the way up to my room that night, I tried opening Scarlett’s door again, but it was still locked. There was something different though. There was a mark on the door frame. It was a

  handprint. A red handprint. It couldn’t be blood, could it? I remembered Scarlett grinning at the view across the valley. Surely she couldn’t be involved in anything nasty? It was about

  the right size to be Scarlett’s handprint and she had looked pretty vicious when Simone tried to take the last piece of apple pie at teatime. I remembered the shovel and the gun; Scarlett

  certainly had enough weapons if she wanted to hurt someone. She even had pills to drug someone and keep them quiet. But how had it got there? Maybe it was paint. Of course, it must be paint.




  One thing was for sure: the farm wasn’t nearly as boring as I’d thought it would be.




  THURSDAY




  As I went downstairs next morning, Jill was cleaning the landing window. I crept up behind her. The handprint on the frame of Scarlett’s door was gone. I looked at Jill,

  who was polishing the window with a rag, then back at the doorframe. It was suspiciously shiny. Did this mean the whole household was in on whatever Scarlett was up to? I needed to watch out for

  more clues.




  After breakfast, (Jill tried to make me try a kiwi fruit, but I reminded her I only like my favourites and had peanut butter on toast again), I walked along the lane. The sun was already beating

  down and I was glad I’d put on my shorts. I wondered if David Chaplin was busy practising Vampire Vengeance.




  Behind the hedge, someone was playing a harmonica and when I went round the bend I saw a boy about the same age as me sitting on the fence. I don’t normally like meeting new people because

  sometimes they’re not very nice, but as soon as I saw him, thoughts popped up in my head like bubbles. This boy must have a house, and houses have computers. I could use that computer to play

  Vampire Vengeance, which I had smuggled in my bag under my pants. It was a shame that my head was totally full of those thoughts because when I got close to the boy, he said,

  ‘What’s your name?’




  And I said, ‘Computer!’




  ‘Your name’s Computer?’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Do your parents not like you?’




  ‘No. I mean, yes.’ Then I remembered that it was Mum and Dad who had dumped me in this stupid place. ‘Actually, it’s hard to tell sometimes,’ I said. ‘Anyway,

  what’s your name?’




  ‘Brandon.’




  Which I thought was even worse than Computer.




  ‘You’re new,’ Brandon said.




  ‘I’m staying at the farm.’ I thought this might be a good time to do some of what Sam Silver calls ‘sniffing about’. ‘Have you ever seen anything suspicious

  round here?’ I asked.




  He thought hard. ‘I heard your farmer once had a pig that could play Snap.’




  ‘I meant like mysteries, you know, strange goings on.’




  He thought again. His cheeks were starting to get quite pink with the effort.
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