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Dedicated to Karen Sedar:


    For all the time you spent watching over the child I was and the writer I became, this one’s for you
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FIRST OFF, I AM NOT a thief. I am a retrieval specialist. Big difference. Thieves take what doesn’t belong to them. They steal. Me, I take back the things thieves steal and return them to their rightful owners. The job runs everywhere from crazy to boring to dangerous, but someone has to do it. Kids need protection from the jungle out there.


If you’ve ever been in middle school, you know what I mean. Bigger kids rip sixth graders off for lunch money, new shoes, whatever. Even teachers contribute to the problem by confiscating cell phones and iPods. I have the highest respect for teachers—my mom is one—but they don’t always understand that the cell phone belongs to your dad, not you, and that if you don’t give it back right after school, you’re grounded.


So I step in. One meeting with me over a cafeteria lunch or before class and I guarantee to return your stolen property before the late bus leaves. No payment needed—I just ask that you pass my name on to someone else who needs me. And don’t tell the teachers that I retrieved your stuff. Or Becca Mills. Especially Becca Mills.


Still convinced I’m a thief? Read on. After you become more familiar with my method, you’ll change your mind. Where to begin? How about somewhere exciting . . . ?


•  •  •


The tiles froze my bare knees as I knelt in front of the backpack. I’d like to tell you my heart raced and sweat dripped down my forehead, but I never get nervous on a job that routine. If anything, I felt annoyed at the school for pumping the boys’ locker room full of icy air. Why can I almost see my breath in the one room in school where people strip down?


Anyway, the bag didn’t belong to me. But the Hello Kitty wallet shoved at the bottom sure didn’t belong to the owner of the tough-looking blue-and-black backpack with the X Games key chain.


The client: Carrie Bethesda. First-chair trumpet in the concert band. Sixth grader with a habit of carrying multiple twenties in her wallet. Her parents trusted her with a month of lunch money at a time—a bad idea, as it turned out.


The mark: Adam Lowd. Nothing out of the ordinary: eighth grader with a taste for after-school pizza that left him constantly short on cash. He’d lifted Carrie’s wallet during a scuffle in the lunch line, or so Carrie suspected.


She was right. I found the wallet crammed between Lowd’s history textbook and a wad of old vocabulary tests. A quick check verified that all $43.75 was still there. This girl was loaded. All that cash might have tempted a real thief to pocket it and leave the client destitute, but I tucked the wallet, bills and all, into the pocket of my hoodie for temporary safekeeping.


My watch beeped. Ten minutes until the end of eighth-grade gym; the students would come back at any minute to change out of their uniforms. Gotta love gym—the only class where you have to leave all your belongings in a room with minimal security. No one’s around while class is in session, and half the time, people forget to lock their lockers. On top of that, the gym lockers are so small that backpacks have to be left in the open, like Adam’s was. It’s like the school tries to make my job easier. I zipped Adam’s backpack and then left, one hand in my hoodie pocket, resting on the retrieved wallet.


And because it’s written in the fabric of the universe that no job can go off without a hitch, with the whir and click of a camera Becca Mills stepped in front of me in the hall outside the gym. “Jeremy Wilderson,” she said, twirling her little silver camera by its strap. How did such a tiny girl manage to block the whole hallway?


“Hi, Becca. Shouldn’t you be in class?”


“Shouldn’t you?”


“Ms. Campbell let us go early after we promised we wouldn’t get into mischief.” A true statement. That camera wouldn’t give her anything on me.


Becca smiled like I imagine a cobra would, if it had lips. “Breaking promises now?”


I raised my hands. “Hey, I’m clean. No trouble here. Why don’t you go investigate Scottsville’s illegal gum trade? I swear there was some under-the-desk dealing during homeroom.”


The twelve-year-old detective stepped closer. Her dark hair gleamed in the June sun coming through the dirty windows. “If there’s any illegal gum trading, I bet you’re jaw-deep in it.”


“After your last three investigations, I’d think you’d know gum trading is not my game.”


“Right. Thieving is.” Becca’s lip curled. “You disgust me.”


“Disgusting? Me? I’m a picture of cleanliness, both physically and morally.”


“If you’re so ‘clean,’ where is your backpack? Why were you in the gym locker room right now when your last class of the day is science?”


I sighed. I should have remembered: She’d memorized my schedule back when a history teacher’s test answers disappeared between fourth and fifth period, and Becca was certain I’d stolen them. It wasn’t me; the teacher remembered he’d left the answers in his car. The way Becca acted, though, you would have thought my innocence personally offended her.


“Like I said, I got out of class early,” I said. “It’s a nice day. I thought I would put my stuff in my gym locker before I go outside so I wouldn’t have to carry it around until after track practice.”


Becca’s gray eyes narrowed. Her hands lifted, reaching toward the slight bulge in my hoodie pocket. An actual frisking? Really?


“Whoa,” I said, backing away. “I know I have an athlete’s body, but hands off the abs. People will talk.”


Becca drew away. “You disgust me.”


“You already said that.” I shoved my hands into my hoodie’s large front pocket. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, the sunshine calls.”


As I walked away, Becca said, “Your thieving will catch up with you, Wilderson. I’ll make sure of it, even if no one else does.”


I turned and saluted her, which, judging by her scowl, she did not appreciate.


The bell rang, and I hurried away down halls beginning to crowd with kids. I had to steer through the mess like a getaway driver at rush hour to get back to my locker and retrieve my own backpack. Yeah, I lied to Becca. I wouldn’t have to if she would loosen up and see that I provide a necessary service, instead of trying to put me in detention for the rest of my middle school life.


Carrie was waiting outside the instrument room, fussing with her ponytail, biting her lip, and actually pacing. I shook my head. I had told her to go about her classes like normal, and she had to act like she stole the principal’s car keys (much easier than it sounds, by the way). What if Becca or Adam saw her like this? I beckoned her to follow me into the instrument room.


The loud, busy instrument room makes a great place for handoffs. I use it a lot—band kids need my services more than most people. Instruments have so many loose parts, like reeds and slides and buttons, which have a knack for disappearing just before the winter or spring concert. In return for my help finding mouthpieces that cost way more than a month’s allowance, the band kids grant me a certain amount of discretion when I show up in their room. No one bothered me as I leaned into a corner and brought Carrie’s wallet out of my pocket.


“You got it!” Carrie said. Or at least I think that’s what she said; some trombone player took that moment to run a scale.


“It was Adam. He had it in his backpack. You should stop carrying all that money,” I said. “Leave some at home in your sock drawer.”


Carrie smiled. “I’ll do that. I owe you one.”


“If you hear of someone who needs something retrieved, send them my way,” I said. “But if you feel the need to pay me with something a little more . . . physical, I like chocolate cake. You know where to find me at lunch.”


Before I could move, Carrie hugged me. When she let go, I spun on my heel and walked away. It happens a lot. A guy like me—athlete, hero—girls can’t resist.
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OKAY, FINE. SOME GIRLS ARE immune to my charms, and one of them spent the whole track-and-field practice glaring at me.


This is as good a place as any to tell you more about Becca Mills. I already mentioned she’s a detective. To you that probably means she plays with magnifying glasses and watches Sherlock Holmes movies on Saturdays. No. The girl is no amateur.


Becca Mills is the second-smallest girl in the sixth grade and yet throws the shot put for the track-and-field team. The shot put. That alone should clue you in to how intimidating she can be. And determined. She’ll take cases from private citizens, but she spends most of her time working to eliminate corruption in school. So far she has used her first year of middle school to uncover a cheating-through-text-message organization in the seventh grade, stop a counterfeit-hall-pass scam, and reveal the actual recipe for mystery meat (please, if you have any respect for my sanity, don’t make me remember the ingredients). I list only her most impressive cases.


It doesn’t help that she’s the teachers’ darling. She’s one of the school’s peer mediators; they’re students who talk to other students who are having a hard time, but they also look for and rehabilitate the troublemakers. Becca, however, is really good at finding and stopping trouble, so the teachers listen to her when she rats to them. They even give her some leeway with rules, letting her leave class early and such, so she can stop trouble.


Not that she’d ever break the rules. That girl hates rule-breakers with an unnatural passion. She knows that I break the rules to help people, but all she cares about is the means, not the end. Becca has made it her personal mission to bring me down because, according to her, if I’m sneaking around, lying, and taking objects from places that are supposed to be secure, I’m a criminal. Apparently, breaking the rules is a bad thing even when the rules let people get hurt. Go figure.


It may not have helped that in October I asked her if she liked the idea of joining me in a two-person retrieval team. When I proposed the idea, she looked at me like I was egg salad someone left in a locker over summer break, said she’d rather eat said rotten egg salad than spend another minute with a criminal like me, and pushed me against a wall. Next thing I knew, she signed up for peer-mentor detention duty on days she doesn’t have track practice just so she’d be there to sneer at me the day she caught me. Which will be never, by the way.


She can’t prove anything, and without proof, even her beloved teachers can’t do much. The wallet job was nothing new; after every job Becca seems to be right around the corner, waiting for me. Waiting for proof that is never going to come.


Anyway, after doing about fifty sprints at track practice, I went to my backpack where I’d left it by the bleachers near the track only to find that someone had searched it. Oh, Becca had been careful about it, like she always is, but I myself have some expertise in bag searching and know what to look for. My pile of homework papers resembled a sandwich more than a barn that lost a battle with a tornado (like it usually did), and the tongues on my school shoes had been pulled toward the toes. Good thing I’d already handed the wallet off to Carrie; if I’d still had it, someone might have gotten the wrong idea about me.


Mom drove me home. She’s a language arts teacher for seventh grade and tends to stay late to grade papers, which is why she was around after my practice ended. “Hey, honey, how was track?” she said when I climbed into the car.


“Pretty good. I’m getting faster.”


“I’m glad to hear it.”


We spent the rest of the ride with her talking about her job and me staying silent about mine.


My brother, Rick, hogging the TV and being a general pain in my butt, had his legs sprawled all over the couch when I got home. I stood over his head, blocking his view. “Move.”


He smiled at me. Nacho cheese spattered the collar of his varsity football T-shirt. “Dr. Evil. I should have known it was you.”


“Come on, Rick. I’ve had a long practice—”


“So have I.” Rick’s one of the high school football team’s quarterbacks. Second string. But he still thinks that gives him special privileges at home.


“—and I really want to chill,” I finished.


Rick bent a knee, making six inches of bare couch space. When I didn’t move, he smirked. “What is it? Did someone foil one of your dastardly plots?”


Rick knows nothing about my retrieving business. Thought I’d throw that in there. He’s just a jerk who found Dad’s old spy movies (next to the classic mysteries) and watched them way too many times.


“Maybe,” I answered. “I’d love to explain it to you, but you’d have to have a functional brain to understand the details. Sorry.”


Mom chose that moment to poke her head in the room. “Jeremy!”


“It’s cool, Mom. He doesn’t bother me,” Rick said. He stood, all six feet two inches of him rising in a mountain of seventeen-year-old meathead. “Maybe someday, though, after you’ve grown a couple feet,” he added after Mom left.


If Becca’s the second-smallest girl, I’m the first-smallest boy. My lack of height gives me an edge sprinting and retrieving, but talking to Rick makes me wish I would hit a growth spurt already. And then I’ll hit him.


Rick was just about to leave the room when someone knocked at the door. The back door.


“I got it!” I raced through the kitchen.


“Suit yourself,” Rick said. The couch squeaked as he lay back down.


Only my friends/clients come to the back door. One of the necessary precautions when the girl who lives across the street is a private investigator.


I know, right? Becca and her camera even have the prime stakeout spot on my house.


Standing on my back porch was a tall African-American kid wearing a Pittsburgh Steelers jersey and Philadelphia Eagles fingerless gloves. He wears the gloves September through June because he’s afraid of his hands freezing and losing their dexterity. How do I know? I eat lunch with the guy.


“Case,” I said, smiling.


He smiled back. “Hey, J.”


“What’s up? Where’s Hack?”


“At home.”


“Grounded?”


“Grounded.”


I shook my head. “What was it this time?”


“It’s hard to catch everything when you’re hiding in a closet, but I think Hack broke into his mom’s e-mail account and sent a message to the school claiming he had sloth flu.” Case choked on a laugh. “Again.”


“When’s he going to learn that it’s not a real thing? How’d you get out?”


“Waited until his mom left and snuck out the back door.” Case pulled a pencil out of his back pocket and wove it between his fingers. “Cut short our game of Madden, though. I ended up having to help my sisters with their math homework.”


I leaned against the doorframe. “Both of them? Ouch. Any thoughts on getting Hack out of trouble early? I’m favoring plan B on this one.”


“No go. Hack’s mom caught on, and now she’s suspicious whenever she sees Silly String. No, the best bet is plan A.”


Plan A stands for “Acting Angelic.” Plan B stands for “Busy” and means harassing Hack’s mom with anonymous mischief until she’s too flustered to enforce Hack’s punishment. Nothing major, just a few pranks here and there to keep her busy while Hack spends time with us.


But Case was right: We’d overdone plan B, and Hack acting angelic until his mom lifted his sentence was our best bet. “We’d better hope it works quickly,” I said. “What’s Hack’s record for good behavior?”


“A week. And we had to slip him comic books at school to keep him docile.”


“I think I have some back issues of X-Men. So, are you here because you want the rest of your video game fix? Or is melting your brain in front of the TV more your style tonight? Although we’d have to budge the Rock first.”


Case shifted his weight. “Actually, I need your light fingers.”


I eyed him. “Why? You’re not that bad at lifting.”


“Small things that aren’t nailed down, maybe. Besides, I’d rather keep my fingers safe for my area of expertise. One callus can be the difference between a flawless stroke of ink and a smudge.”


If you were wondering, Case is a forger. Reports, art, doctors’ notes . . . It’s a good thing he doesn’t use his powers for evil.


“I don’t think anyone but you would notice. But okay, I’ll help. Will this take long?”


Case stuck the pencil above his ear. “It shouldn’t take longer than an hour.”


“Give me a sec,” I said, and then ducked into the house to tell my mom I was hanging out with Case. She told me to have fun; she likes Case. Hack, on the other hand, she doesn’t approve of. It may have something to do with his addiction to accessing password-protected computer programs that don’t belong to him. And, of course, getting caught.


“So, what did you lose?” I asked as Case and I cut through my neighbors’ backyards.


“Well . . . the job’s not for me.”


I stopped. “It’s for a girl, isn’t it?”


“No . . .”


“What’s her name?”


“You don’t know her. She goes to Burdick Charter.”


“So it is a girl. How’d you meet her?”


“She hired me a few months ago to re-create a couple of doctor’s notes for her, just to get her out of gym during the baseball unit. She doesn’t like things flying at her at high speeds. Now she has a new project for me.”


“Huh.” I grinned, but started walking again. “Think you’ve got a chance if I find whatever she lost?”


“It’s not like that.”


“Sure. What’s the job?”


“Stolen homework. She had to write a five-page report on Where the Red Fern Grows, and gave it to a classmate to read over. Today when she asked for it back, the classmate claimed she lost it. Ab—the client doesn’t believe that. She thinks her friend took the essay to turn in as her own.”


“Ouch. Not much of a friend.”


Case nodded. “I know. If it doesn’t find its way back, the client will have to do it over. And it can’t sound too much like the stolen one.”


“Double ouch. That book was a real joy to read.” We stopped at a well-lit house several streets away from my home. “This it?”


“Yep,” Case said, rocking on his heels. “I’ve already cased it. I know everything about this place now.”


“Are you going to tell me where the report is, or am I going to have to dazzle you with my amazing skills?” I asked. “With no preparation, I might add?”


Case grinned. “Come on, retrieval specialist. Earn your reputation.”


I looked over the house. Neat, orderly. The lawn trimmed to a uniform three inches. Garbage cans lining the street. “The people here are very organized. They’d notice something out of the ordinary. Kid comes home with a stolen report, she doesn’t want her mom to see it. Not yet. She’ll want to appear to slave over it for a while—when is the assignment due?”


“Tomorrow.” Case folded his arms.


“Okay, then, the mark would have told her parents that she’d finished it already. No need to flash it around much, and if she did, she’d want to make sure the essay is ready to take to school.” I smirked. “No good stealing homework if you forget to bring it the day it’s due. That puts the essay in the backpack. And the backpack is . . .”


I examined the house, which, though it was hard to discern the layout from the sidewalk, looked similar in structure to Hack’s house. A window peeked in on the kitchen, where six figures sat at a table. At six o’clock. It looked like this family liked their dinners a bit earlier than the Wilderson and Kingston households did. Made it easy for me, though. All the family members where I could see them.


Behind the family a short hall led into the garage through a mudroom. “Do they drive their kids to school?”


“Don’t know. They drive them home,” Case offered.


“Then it’s there.” I pointed at the garage. “In the mudroom. If I was a thief determined to remember to bring the essay, I’d put the backpack near my shoes, on the way out. Her parents probably tell her to put her things there so she won’t forget them.”


Case clapped a few times. “You are a genius. Now, genius, go and get it.”


“I think sarcastically using ‘genius’ twice in the same breath qualifies as overkill,” I said. “You do realize you’re asking me to go inside a house I’ve never been in, where a family is eating dinner, and retrieve the essay without anyone noticing?”


“That’s exactly what I’m asking.”


I grinned. “Perfect.” A job where something could easily go wrong. I’d been hoping for a little excitement.


“What’s your first move?”


“I need to get my pathways open. Get out of sight.”


Case shrugged and wandered away, around the corner and out of sight, as I hurried to the house.


By the garage door I knelt and took a homemade lockpick set from my pocket. I highly recommend making one of your own, though I have to warn you: If an adult finds out you have one, you could get into trouble. I keep mine in an old wallet, and it has served me well; as fun as crawling through a dusty unlatched window into who knows what selection of pointy lawn tools is, the simple approach often works the best and is a lot safer.


Speaking of the simple approach, sometimes you can go even simpler. I wedged my fingers under the garage door and pulled up. A deep breath and a hoist and the door was up, no lock-picking required. It amazes me how often people leave their houses vulnerable. Do they think I won’t just try the door?


I tucked my lockpick set away and waited a moment, but no sound from the house. No one had noticed, or if they had, they didn’t comprehend what the squeak and rattle meant. I was good to go.


Smiling, I walked back to the curb, where the family’s full garbage cans sat, waiting for the next morning’s pickup. I braced myself, kicked one over, then ran for cover beside the house, laughing like a madman.


Like I told Case, on a street like this, anything abnormal gets noticed. I watched as six people emerged from the front door, riled by my act of petty vandalism. It gave them something to look at while I snuck in, unnoticed.


As the parents tried to spot the trash-tipping maniac and right their toppled can, and while other houses opened their doors and yelled questions, I slipped into the garage.


On to the dangerous part. If I had miscounted and someone had stayed behind in the kitchen, I’d be easily caught. Also, the mark could have moved her backpack to her room, or she could have sisters with similar backpacks, or the essay could have been moved out of the backpack to show to parents. Going in so blind is risky; I could see myself having to creep through a full kitchen, sneak upstairs, find the essay, and make a hasty escape through a second-story window.


What an awesome story that would make later! Man, I love my job.


But as soon as I opened the door from the garage to the mudroom, I felt a little disappointed. The door to the kitchen was shut. In the dim light I saw a backpack on the washing machine, beside the coatrack. Pink and green: a girl’s bag. I didn’t even have to unzip it; it was already open. No loose papers inside, but two folders and a notebook.


“I’m going to see what’s taking them so long.” A girl’s voice from the kitchen.


Grabbing the folders and the notebook, I slid behind the longest coat on the rack.


The door opened. A girl walked in, opened the door to the garage, and walked out. She didn’t even look in my direction.


I opened the first folder, and there it was: a five-page essay on Where the Red Fern Grows. In the time it takes for a rumor that the school has banned sodas to scare the whole sixth grade, I had the essay and escaped back into the garage. I crouched behind a car and watched the girl talk to her parents, and they all went back inside through the front door. No one questioned why the garage door was open; the parents, distracted as they were by the hooligan who had knocked over their trash can, were too angry to care.


A simple grab-and-go because people only see what they want to. All I had to do was leave and close the garage door on my way out. This wasn’t my first cakewalk, and an amateur mistake like leaving a door or window open could cost me more than I could pay.


I found Case around the corner and tossed him the pages. “Here.”


“Be careful with those!” Case caught them and looked them over. “This is exactly her writing style. I’ll get them to her tonight. Thanks, J.”


“Anything for a friend.”


“If you need something—an art project, a doctor’s note, a hall pass . . .”


“I know who to go to, like always. You know what? I can walk myself home from here. Go deliver the paper now. I bet she’s grateful for your help, now that she doesn’t have to rewrite an essay on two dead dogs.”


Case froze. “Aw, man,” he said, his face falling. “Is that what Where the Red Fern Grows is about?”


I patted his shoulder. “Sorry. We all lose our innocence sooner or later. See you tomorrow.”


I left, feeling about as glum as Case did. Why, you ask? After all, didn’t I do two successful jobs in one day?


Yes, and they were boring.


When I first started retrieving, I did it to make my mark on Scottsville Middle School. I was tired of people calling me “Rick’s little brother” three years after he moved on to high school, so I started taking jobs that used my unique skills, talents gained from years of sneaking things (like Halloween candy) from Rick without him finding out, watching movies, and practicing with Case and Hack. I wanted to be remembered as the greatest retrieval specialist Scottsville had ever known. After I left and moved on to high school, maybe even college, kids would still talk about how I’d infiltrated locked rooms as easily as the smell of popcorn. I wouldn’t be in anyone’s shadow; others would be in mine.


But after the first couple of jobs, I became addicted to the thrill of the chase, loved the fear that I’d get caught. I’d never felt so alert, so awake, so alive, as when I was on a job. I loved the heightened senses that came when I was listening with one ear to a combination lock clicking and with the other for the footsteps of a teacher. I lived for creating a last-minute plan when the teacher decided to eat her lunch in her classroom, blocking my way to her confiscated-technology drawer. I needed it as much as I needed to be known for what I did.


Today’s second job—going inside a house, leaving so much to chance—once would have been electrifying. But now it was nothing more than a little fun. The thrill had evaporated when I’d stopped making mistakes that could have gotten me caught, moving from amateur to professional. No more fumbling with my lockpicks, wasting valuable time. No more searching every pocket before finding my client’s belongings: I’d learned where papers, wallets, and phones tended to settle. Everything had become a sleepwalk, just going through the practiced motions. As much as I hoped one day I’d get a job that would test my limits and make me feel fear again, I had to admit to myself it probably wouldn’t come anytime soon.


I had become too good.
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WHEN I GOT HOME, I hoped to find an empty couch in front of the TV or maybe dinner set out on the table since it was almost seven. Instead I found someone standing outside my door, checking the time on his cell phone. Back door, that is. Yeah, sometimes I come in through the back door. Remember Becca, my nosy neighbor across the street?


My eyes widened in surprise. The guy in front of me was an eighth grader. “What can I do for you?” I asked.


True, I did the occasional job for the monarchs of the school, but some of the time they were the thieves and con artists. Most of them were fine, upstanding citizens, but a few . . . boy, the kind of power that comes with being the oldest really goes to some people’s heads. To have one show up in my backyard was uncommon. Whatever the job was, it would be good.


“Are you Jeremy?” the guy asked. He was tall and skinny, with a mouth full of braces. He also had on a short-sleeved shirt that revealed a fading bruise high on his arm. Sports injury, maybe?


“Depends. Why are you here?”


“My name is Mark Chandler,” the eighth grader said. “They say you’re the best at getting stuff back.”

OEBPS/images/ch03.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781481463447.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ALADDIN MAX
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI









