

[image: cover]




A Dinah Galloway Mystery 




The Mask on the 
Cruise Ship

Melanie Jackson 







ORCA BOOK PUBLISHERS 



Praise for the 
Dinah Galloway Mysteries:

“...fun and witty...delightful characters...for mystery lovers everywhere!” —Resource Links 



“With writing as delicious as the fresh tomatoes Dinah loves to munch, Jackson weaves a lively mystery. The book is often hilarious, but touches on serious themes.” —Quill & Quire 



“…engaging and highly readable...a fast-paced tale that keeps the reader guessing until the end.”
—Vancouver Sun 



“Jackson spares no artistic expense in either The Spy in the Alley or The Man in the Moonstone, both of which are set in Vancouver’s East Side. She knows how to write a full-bodied scene, gauges correctly that it’s worth her time to drolly title her chapters (“Sour notes with Piano Man”), crafts worthy subplots, and delivers strong characterizations of even second-banana players.” —The Horn Book 



Copyright © 2004 Melanie Jackson 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher.

National Library of Canada Cataloguing in Publication Data:

Jackson, Melanie, 1956-
The mask on the cruise ship / Melanie Jackson.

(A Dinah Galloway mystery) 
ISBN 1-55143-305-2 

I. Title. II. Series: Jackson, Melanie, 1956- . Dinah Galloway mystery.

PS8569.A265M38 2004     jC813’.6       C2004-905221-7 

Library of Congress Control Number: 2004112464 

Summary: As the ship-board entertainment on an Alaska-bound cruiseship, twelve-year-old Dinah Galloway is on the trail of a stolen Native artifact.

Orca Book Publishers gratefully acknowledges the support for its publishing programs provided by the following agencies: the Government of Canada through the Department of Canadian Heritage’s Book Publishing Industry Development Program (BPIDP), the Canada Council for the Arts, and the British Columbia Arts Council.

Cover design and typesetting by Lynn O’Rourke 
Cover illustration by Rose Cowles 

In Canada:
Orca Book Publishers 
Box 5626, Stn B.
Victoria, BC Canada 
V8R 6S4 

In the United States:
Orca Book Publishers 
PO Box 468 
Custer, WA USA 
98240-0468 

07 06 05 04 • 6 5 4 3 2 1 
Printed and bound in Canada 



To Bart and Sarah-Nelle Jackson 







With thanks to:
My editor, Andrew Wooldridge, for giving 
Dinah her chance in the limelight 



My former boss, Shelley Fralic of the 
Vancouver Sun, for permitting me to adapt 
information from her May 2001 series on her
 own Alaska cruise 



My friend Ruby Best, for helping me with 
Dinah’s website, 
http://www3.telus.net/dinah/spy.htm



Table of Contents 

1 Mr. Trotter ought to relax 

2 The Raven and the stepsister 

3 Attack of the brussels sprouts 

4 A simply smashing launch 

5 A whale of an encounter 

6 Not exactly in the swim of things 

7 Lavinia, she went a-courtin’ 

8 Talk about your bad-hair days 

9 A chilling experience 

10 A memory in the deep freeze 

11 Dinah’s doom-and-groom attitude 

12 Lavinia makes like a clam 

13 Musical chairs on the scenic tour 

14 The true snakewoman, revealed 

15 The Raven and the professor 

16 Now you see Dinah —now you don’t 

17 Gooseberry Eyes, the less-than-ideal host 

18 The unexpected rescuer 

19 The end of Lavinia’s courtin’ days 

20 The Raven and the songbird 



Chapter 1 
Mr. Trotter ought to relax 

To me, it resembled a fat white bar of soap.

“Oooo, yes. Our lovely Empress Marie,” gushed Mr. Trotter, program director for Happy Escapes Cruise Lines. He’d scurried over to stand beside me at the office tower window. Far below us, in the blue-green waters of Vancouver’s inner harbor, the fat white bar of soap — er, the Empress Marie — gleamed in the May sunshine.

Mr. Trotter clasped his hands beneath his chin. “You’re such a fortunate young woman, Dinah Galloway. Imagine — performing on one of our ships at your tender age and experience!”

Sighing, he raised his eyes to the ceiling, his round, apple-red cheeks glowing over his curled and waxed mustache.

“I’m twelve-and-a-third, and my experience is nothing to sneeze at,” I objected. I opened my mouth again to continue my comments at some length. Namely, that I sang in radio commercials for Sol’s Salami on West Fourth: Pastrami, Baloney, Not An Ounce That’s Phony!

It was a great song, which I loved belting out, and Sol gave my mother, my sister and me tons of free samples. Num.

Plus, I’d been in a play last November. A musical, The Moonstone. “This freckle-faced, red-haired kid sang her heart out — and stole mine,” a critic wrote. Not bad, huh?

But a frown from my agent, sitting by Mr. Trotter’s desk, stopped me from explaining all this. Dignified, iron-gray-haired Mr. Wellman had advised me to stay fairly mum at our meeting with the program director. To squash my personality. “I love your enthusiasm for life,” Mr. Wellman had assured me. “Mr. Trotter, though, is the nervous type. If the slightest thing about a performer upsets him, he won’t sign them for a Happy Escapes cruise.”

And I did want to go. A cruise to Alaska and back, the first one of the season! The chance had come up because one of the performers who’d already been booked, a china-cup juggler, had backed out. Mother and Madge would go with me, we’d see fjords and glaciers, and there’d be food, food, FOOD. I beamed at Mr. Trotter.

“Why, what a pleasant child,” the program director exclaimed. Unclasping his hands, he patted me on the head, then scurried back to his desk.

Where he promptly assumed a worried expression. Patting his mustache curls to ensure they were in place, he fretted to Mr. Wellman, “I need to know that none of my performers will cause any fuss. We don’t like fusses at Happy Escapes.”

Mr. Trotter paused as if the next words were almost too unbearable for him to utter. Then he continued, “I did read about Miss Galloway in the papers…about that play she was in…She stopped the show partway through, I understand. There was a lot of shouting and a couple of young men came to — ” Mr. Trotter’s apple-red cheeks paled — “blows.”

“That was hardly Dinah’s fault,” Mr. Wellman pointed out. “There were jewel thieves in the theater.”

“Ye-es.” Mr. Trotter shuddered. “I suppose the uproar couldn’t be blamed on a mere twelve-year-old.”

“At the time, I was only eleven,” I corrected him. “I have one of those late birthdays, after everyone else has had theirs. You know, in December.”

Happy that I’d been able to help, I plunked down in the chair beside Mr. Wellman.

My agent spoke soothingly to Mr. Trotter. “You may be interested to learn that the play took in huge receipts, what with the good notices Dinah got.”

I nodded wisely to show that I understood what receipts meant: profits. As the men talked, I swung my feet, ponk,  ponk, ponk, against the chair legs. As well as a late birthday, I seemed to have late growth. I was shorter than most of the kids in my class, which was why, as now, my feet often didn’t make it to the floor.

Ponk, ponk… 

I realized Mr. Trotter and Mr. Wellman had stopped talking and were looking at me. Mr. Trotter was massaging his right temple.

Then I got it. “Oh, the feet thing. It’s because I’m short,” I explained, glad to be of help a second time. “My sister Madge is tall and willowy,” I told the program director. “But y’know what? She was short in grade seven, too. So there’s hope. I may not always be shrimp-sized.”

Sharp intake of breath by Mr. Trotter. He stood and glared.

Uh-oh. Before, I’d been too busy concentrating on the view of the Empress Marie to notice something.

Mr. Trotter himself barely grazed five feet. Not much taller than I was.

Unable to think of anything to say, I bared my teeth at him in the trademark phony smile I used at school when in trouble with the principal.

“Um, Dinah,” said Mr. Wellman. “It occurs to me that contracts aren’t the most fascinating topic for a twelve-and-a-third-year-old. Lionel, is there another room our Dinah could wait in?”

I felt better. I liked the way Mr. Wellman said our Dinah. It showed me that he wasn’t going to give up on me, no matter what my bloopers. My bared-teeth smile relaxed into a real one.

“Another room … ” Mr. Trotter patted his mustache nervously. “But I’m not sure about Miss Galloway … ”

“You’re lucky, on such short notice, to get a talent like Dinah,” my agent reminded him. Then Mr. Wellman shrugged. “Still, if you’re not interested — ”

“Wait,” the program director protested. Perhaps he was reflecting that a loudmouth pre-teen who showed up for work was, after all, more reliable than a china-cup juggler who didn’t. “Another room,” he said again, only in a much friendlier tone. “One where the young lady wouldn’t be with us … ye-es … Come along, Dinah.”

Mr. Wellman winked at me. I got up and followed the ever-scurrying program director to a door behind his desk. He opened it to reveal a cozy room with sofas, a coffee table and a TV. And, through one wall of sheer glass, another drop-dead stunning view of Vancouver’s sparkling harbor and the blue-violet mountains looming beyond.

Mr. Trotter gave each of his mustache curls a nudge upward in case they were drooping. “Enjoy!” he said, with false jolliness. I had a feeling he wasn’t over my remarks about his shortness. “Oh, and I always keep treats in here for my guests. Help yourself! Enjoy!”

Slam.

Nope. He wasn’t over the shortness thing.

I stood on my toes and stretched my arms as high as they would go. I sure wished I would get taller. I saw my reflection in the glass and thought, Face it. You’re a Madge wannabe.

But how many girls could look like Madge? With her creamy skin, burnished red hair and vivid blue eyes, Madge had once earned lots of money modeling.

That was before she’d decided modeling was too shallow and she’d rather concentrate on drawing and painting.

I grimaced at my freckled, bespectacled self in the window. In my opinion, you had to be pretty, like Madge, in order to dismiss an emphasis on appearance as being shallow.

And why couldn’t my hair be a burnished red? It was more of a washed-out red, like a Canadian flag that had been laundered once too often.

Oh well. That was the advantage of keeping one’s hair messy, I decided. The color wasn’t so noticeable.

Shrugging, I shifted my gaze to the coffee table. Ah. Food. The treats Mr. Trotter had mentioned. Some mints in a bowl, a box of chocolates and — hmmm. A Styrofoam container.

Inside the container was, num!, a huge egg salad sandwich. Now, I should be clear about this. My favorite sandwich, bar none, is banana–peanut–butter–honey. But I wasn’t about to complain. This mega-sandwich, in thick sourdough bread, was crammed with pickles, tomatoes, onions, green peppers and lettuce. I was practically swooning as I chomped.

Farther along the coffee table, some files were stacked. Paper-clipped to the top file was a scribbled note on Happy Escapes Cruise Lines stationery — deep blue, with a drawing of a fat white ship in the upper left corner.

I always like to read when I eat alone, so I picked up the note.



Mr. Trotter — 

Borrowed the contents of this for a while. Hope you don’t mind.

— Peabody Roberts 



I checked the top file, which was labeled “Empress Marie Passenger List.” Empty. I tossed note and file back on the table. That certainly hadn’t been interesting reading.

I was just licking the last bit of egg salad off my fingers when the door opened. Mr. Trotter had his hand on the knob, but in response to something Mr. Wellman had said he was looking back over his shoulder. I sat up straight, prepared to thank him very nicely for the sandwich.

“No, thank you, I won’t join you and Dinah for lunch,” the program director called back cheerily to Mr. Wellman. “Today I’m treating myself to my favorite sandwich — egg salad with all the trimmings — from the deli downstairs. I appreciate the invitation, but I’ve been anticipating this scrumptious delight all morning. Really,” and here he giggled, “I’ve been counting the minutes till I take that first, heavenly bite.”

OH NO. In panic I eyed the now-empty Styrofoam container. Why hadn’t Mr. Trotter explained to me that the “treats” he kept in here for his guests didn’t include sandwiches?

“I’m so glad you’ve decided on Dinah,” Mr. Wellman was saying. “You won’t be sorry.”

Mr. Trotter wagged a playful finger. “So long as there are no disruptions, Wellman. No disturbances. I value calm above all else.”

This was awful. There wouldn’t be a shred of calm left to Mr. Trotter once he discovered his lunch was missing. In fact, the only shreds would be my contract — after he’d ripped it up. No Alaska cruise for Mother, Madge and me.

Gulp. My palms were now so clammy that the Empress Marie could’ve just about floated in them. Then — 

I noticed again the note that was paper-clipped to the top file.



Mr. Trotter — 

Borrowed the contents of this for a while. Hope you don’t mind.

— Peabody Roberts 



After a last giggle at some remark of Mr. Wellman’s, the program director started to turn.

I grabbed the note, slapped it on top of the Styrofoam container and weighed it down with the paper clip.

“Come back in and join us, my dear,” smiled Mr. Trotter. “We’re all done … Hope you helped yourself to some chocolates.”

“Um,” I said, but Mr. Trotter wasn’t listening. He was patting his mustache curls, I guess to make sure the smile hadn’t dislodged them in any way.

Mr. Wellman and I waited at the elevator.

“You’ll love the cruise,” he assured me. “I know someone else who’s going: Julie Hébert. Julie’s the stepsister of a client of mine, Professor Elaine Hébert, a renowned expert in First Nations culture. I book speeches and TV appearances for Professor Hébert.

“Anyhow, the prof’s sister will be transporting a valuable Tlingit Nation mask to an art gallery in Juneau.”

“Hey, we studied Tlingit masks this year,” I exclaimed. “Shamans, who were people with special powers, put masks on to drive evil away. Ravens, eagles and other animals were the spiritual helpers the shamans called on. When the shaman wore a mask of one of these animals, it meant the animal was right there, helping him.”

I flapped my arms and ran back and forth in front of the elevators. I thought it’d be exciting to be a shaman, able to battle the dark spirits.

“Er, Dinah.” Mr. Wellman caught me by an arm. “Maybe you should come in for a landing. Remember, Lionel Trotter is into soothing surroundings.”

“Oh, right,” I said and stopped flapping. “So what’s with the mask that’s going on the Empress Marie?”

“Professor Hébert had borrowed the mask for an exhibition at the University of British Columbia. She was planning to return it herself, but then she got invited on an archeological dig in northern B.C. So the prof gave the cruise ticket to her stepsister.”

“Lucky Julie,” I commented.

“Not so lucky,” Mr. Wellman said thoughtfully. “There’s been something rather sinister — ”

However, I wasn’t to find out about Julie and the sinister something just yet. Mr. Trotter burst out of his office into the hallway. His apple cheeks had reddened to a dark beet color. He was quivering so much with indignation that his thick mustache curls were dancing, like the “Waltz of the Flowers” scene in the Nutcracker ballet.

Talk about being possessed by evil spirits. Mr. Trotter, I thought, could have used a shaman himself about now. He bellowed at the receptionist: “WHERE IS PEABODY? I’M GOING TO TAKE HIM APART LIMB BY LIMB!”



Chapter 2 
The Raven and the stepsister 

Julie Hébert lifted the box’s lid. A scarlet flame jutted out at us.

I grinned.

Mother jumped.

Madge, who loved using bright, bold colors in her art, smiled delightedly. “It’s a beak, Mother,” she exclaimed. “It’s … ”

“It’s the Raven,” I said, as Julie drew the bubble wrap away from the fierce, vivid mask. “He’s in so many First Nations legends, but my favorite is the one where he captures the light.”

“Me, too,” nodded Julie, whom Mr. Wellman had brought by to meet us. “When the Raven wants something, nothing stops him.”

My friend Pantelli Audia and I had done a project on the Raven for school. According to legend, in the beginning the whole world was dark. A rich man and his daughter selfishly hoarded all stars, the moon and the sun in three bags hanging on their wall.

The curious, bright-eyed Raven decided enough was enough. Time to let the light free to shine on everyone. He changed himself into a pine needle that the girl swallowed when drinking a cup of water.

As well as selfish, the girl must’ve been awfully stupid, I figured. Imagine not noticing that you’d gulped back a pine needle!

The pine needle part was Pantelli’s favorite. Pantelli loves trees. He wants to be a tree doctor when he grows up, or maybe a forest ranger. So, for our project, he went into a five-page rant about different types of pine needles — how it must’ve been a needle from the dwarf pine that the girl swallowed, as opposed to one from a regular-sized pine.

We got points taken off, needless — or should that be needles? — to say. OFF TOPIC, the teacher wrote scornfully.

Back to the myth of the Raven. Having been digested by the girl, he changed himself into a baby, which she then gave birth to.

The baby/Raven started crying nonstop. I guess there weren’t any pacifiers in those far-off mythic days. The girl and her dad shoved the bags at the baby to keep him quiet. Dumb-dee-dumb-dumb. The baby/Raven opened the bags, probably with a big, gleeful caw!, and let loose the stars, moon and sun.



I studied the Raven’s long beak, with its red rim stretching like a smile. And the round black eyes, alert and — humorous, I thought.

“He’s funny,” I said.

Julie nodded, pleased. “You’re right, Dinah. The Raven has an excellent sense of humor. I’ve always thought that’s the source of his cunning, his mischief, in all the stories about him.”

“As long as he doesn’t use his mischief for ill,” murmured Mother — a typical no-fun, Motherly comment, I thought and shook my head at her. She was so embarrassing sometimes.

Julie stroked the bright red beak. “The Raven’s challenge is to turn his gift of mischief to good use. He doesn’t always succeed. I think that if you were that clever, that capable of fooling others, it would be very hard to stay on the straight and narrow all the time.”

Madge was still gazing, entranced, at the mask. Like me, she was too much in awe of the Raven to care about his off days. “Since he brought light to the world, I think we pretty much have to forgive him everything,” she pointed out.

“With fans like you, the guy definitely doesn’t need an agent,” remarked Mr. Wellman. “Hey, Julie, you’re really knowledgeable. Maybe you should start giving lectures on the Raven.”

“I’d be at every one,” promised Madge, who was starting at Emily Carr Institute of Art in the fall. Her blue eyes shone.

Julie’s round, cheery face began to rival the Raven’s for redness, only it was embarrassment, not ferocity. “I don’t think Elaine would approve,” she said, running a hand through her spiky-cut black hair. “She’d think I was shoving my way into the limelight.”

“What’s wrong with that?” I demanded. “I do that myself, as often as possible.”

Julie hesitated. “You see, Elaine believes that amateurs should keep quiet. She says it took her years to become a professor, so she’s earned the right to be a public figure. Whereas someone like me — well, I love art and mythology, and I’m actually an artist, too. Or trying to be! But I don’t have a fancy Ph.D. like Elaine.”

“P-h-phooey,” I said, deciding I didn’t like this sister of Julie’s very much. Sounded like Elaine put on quite the airs.

Julie ran her hand through her hair again. She was one of those people with untidy hair that looked chic and expensive, whereas mine just looked untidy.

She confided, “Besides, with what’s been happening, I’d rather keep a lowered profile on the cruise.”

Julie had quieted her voice even beyond its usual softness. I leaned forward to be able to hear her. Unfortunately, my cat-slippered toes crunched on some bubble wrap that had fallen. Pop, pop, pop!

“We don’t need sound effects, Dinah,” Madge reprimanded. Being dreamy, she was pretty quiet and soft-spoken herself.

“Sorry,” I apologized. Nope, I just wasn’t the type to maintain a soothing atmosphere.

Julie was more twinkly-eyed than offended, so I plunged on, full of curiosity. “Mr. Wellman mentioned a sinister something. Is it to do with the mask?”

Julie nodded. “Someone’s been trying to steal it.”

Madge and Mother also leaned forward to hear. Hunched in a circle around Julie, the three of us resembled cloves of garlic.



There’d been two attempts to steal the mask, Julie explained.

The first had been at her apartment on Cadwallader Avenue, where she’d stored the Raven initially. Someone had climbed the tree next to her second-story window, slid along the nearest branch, jimmied the window open — 

And crashed to the ground when the branch broke beneath him.

“The police deduce that it was a ‘he’ from the footprints limping away from the scene,” Julie explained. “A man of slight build, about five nine.”

Mother broke in with a Motherly tsk. “Cadwallader’s not the best area for a young woman to be living in. So much crime! It’s not safe for you, let alone the Raven, Julie.”

Julie shrugged. “It’s all I can afford, at least till my paintings sell. An art dealer told me I had real talent — that it wouldn’t be long till I could hold a show in his gallery!”

Finding out about the attempted theft, Elaine insisted Julie bring the mask to her beautiful house in the Shaughnessy area. Julie could stay there with the mask until the cruise; Elaine herself was already off on her archeological dig.

For the privilege of staying at Elaine’s, Julie had to scrub the house from top to bottom. “I don’t mind, though,” Julie assured us.

Mother, Madge and I exchanged looks. So Julie was stuck on grimy Cadwallader Avenue while Elaine lived in swishy Shaughnessy! The only small houses there were the bird feeders. You’d think Elaine could spare Julie a teeny room at her place, at least while Julie struggled to make it as an artist.

Soon after Julie moved into Elaine’s, the security alarm blared forth. Poking his head out, a neighbor saw a slight, medium-height man in black cap, sweat suit and black mask hobbling off. Obviously the same guy who’d tried breaking into her apartment. This time the burglar had taken fright at the alarm’s loud pealing.

Mother and Madge looked horrified, but I had to stifle a laugh. The burglar’s efforts reminded me of a Roadrunner cartoon. “It doesn’t sound like we’re dealing with an overly high IQ here,” I observed.

“There’s a big illegal market for art — a problem we should take very seriously,” Mr. Wellman said. “Most likely some unsavory art dealer has hired our low-IQ thief. That’s the police’s theory, anyhow.”

He told Julie, “One reason I wanted to introduce you to Dinah is that she’s very observant, a natural detective. She’ll watch out for you. In any case, once you set foot on the Empress, you’ll be out of our thief’s reach. Smooth sailing, I’d say.” Mr. Wellman beamed at his little joke.

Madge, Mother and Julie laughed politely, but I took the opportunity to frown at him. Grown-ups were so bad at humor, in my view. Best not to encourage them.



The adults started talking about the luggage limit you could take on board a cruise ship. Mind-numbing. I mean, as long as I remembered to bring my CD player and Judy Garland and Bessie Smith CDs, I’d be well-equipped.

Excusing myself, I started to head upstairs. Then, in the front hall, “The Yellow Rose of Texas” tinkled out.

Either there was an elf-sized orchestra nearby or — yup. Somebody’d left a cell phone, a silver metallic one, on the hall table. I grabbed it.

“Hello?” I said.

Now, since I’d never seen the cell phone before, I knew quite well the call couldn’t be for me. However, like the Raven, I was naturally curious. Curiosity was my strong or weak point, depending on how you looked at it.

A female voice on the other end snapped, “Are you cleaning?”

“Not if I can help it,” I replied in surprise.

A wail. “C’mon, you’re staying in my house, aren’t you? It needs cleaning. So get to work!”

This must be Julie’s cell phone, and the woman on the other end must be — 

“Elaine?” I guessed.

“Of course it’s Elaine,” Professor Hébert barked. “You listen to me, Julie. Take good care of the mask. Don’t botch this for me. And don’t talk to people about the Raven, or anything else for that matter! You’re not the know-it-all you think you are. In fact, you know nothing! You’re just a silly little — ”

I scraped what little fingernails I owned over the mouthpiece. Nothing wrong with creating a little static. What a creep this Elaine was! It was surprising Julie had any self-confidence left at all.

“Sorry, can’t hear you,” I said and powered off.



Chapter 3 
Attack of the brussels sprouts 

Mother insisted Mr. Wellman and Julie stay for dinner. She asked Mr. Wellman if he’d like to phone his wife and invite her, too, but it turned out she was visiting friends in San Diego. “So you’ve saved me from a frozen dinner,” my agent thanked Mother. “And, given my kitchen comprehension skills, frozen dinners tend to remain frozen, even after I’ve heated them up.”

“Oh dear,” fretted Mother, not recognizing yet another of Mr. Wellman’s lame jokes. Like Madge, she was pretty, though in a softened, middle-aged kind of way, and dreamy to the point of being somewhat dotty. “How hungry you must be, then! … And you, Julie, is there anyone, um, a partner or family member you’d like to call — ”

“Thanks, but I’m alone in the world except for my stepsister,” Julie smiled. “And I don’t see her much; she’s so busy with her teaching and public speaking.”

And with being nasty, I thought. I didn’t tell Julie about Elaine’s call. I was sure Julie got enough of her stepsister as it was.

Pantelli dropped by in time to join us for dinner, something he did often. Pantelli had already eaten, but, like mine, his appetite was endless. Unlike me, irritatingly, he stayed as skinny as the twigs he liked to examine through his magnifying glass.

He immediately applied the magnifying glass to the Raven. “Cool,” he breathed.

“Yes, the mask combines the Raven’s mischief and majesty all at once,” Julie said.

Pantelli looked up, his brown eyes puzzled beneath his untidy black curls. “Huh? I meant the wood,” he clarified. “It’s yellow cedar. Very resistant to decay. Interestingly, the inner side of a yellow cedar’s bark smells like potatoes.”

“Er … speaking of potatoes, why don’t we have some,” Mother suggested to Julie, who seemed rather baffled. Pantelli took some getting used to. Like, years.

Over roast beef, garlic mashed potatoes and, much less pleasantly, brussels sprouts, Julie told us how she’d once visited a lecture of Elaine’s.

“It was at the Vancouver Roundhouse Community Center. I tried to slip into the lecture room unseen — and knocked over a chair. Unluckily, Elaine had stacked books and papers on the chair. These went flying! What a commotion.

“Elaine was furious. Claimed I’d deliberately ruined the speech she was giving to these high school kids.”

“Wow,” said Pantelli. “You sound like Dinah. Impossible for Di to make a quiet entrance.”

“I’m sure the lecture wasn’t ruined,” Mother reassured her as I glared at Pantelli. “Here, have some brussels sprouts, Dinah,” and she ladled a mini-mountain of them onto my plate.

Mother then politely concentrated on Julie, who began talking about her art. These brussels sprouts have to go, I was thinking. I tipped my plate, emptying the mini-mountain into the napkin on my lap.

Madge eyed me with distaste. She was the type who took a good helping of vegetables and only dainty portions of mashed potatoes and beef. Sick, in my view. “Sometimes it’s not only stepsisters who are vastly, even frighteningly, different,” she remarked.

This got her odd looks from Mother, Julie, Mr. Wellman and Pantelli, but I didn’t think Madge was planning to give me away. Madge didn’t tattletale when she was in a good mood.

Which she was, this week, because a) she was going on a cruise ship packed with clothing boutiques, and b) even better, Mr. Wellman had wangled a job for her boyfriend, Jack French, on the Empress Marie as a swimming instructor.

Jack was very athletic, with all kinds of Red Cross and Royal This-And-That badges and certificates. A regrettable side to an otherwise nice guy.

I’d guessed right about my sister, for, glowing with girlfriendly pride, she began to tell Julie about Jack: “He took a year off after high school to volunteer with an anti-smoking group, but this fall he starts university. He plans to become a teacher.”

The rest of us smiled encouragingly. My smile was my phony, bared-teeth one, though. Not that I didn’t admire Jack. I did, wholeheartedly.

However, my mind was on getting rid of the brussels sprouts.



Rolling up the brussels sprouts-stuffed napkin, I tucked it under my arm and mumbled an excuse about needing to go to the washroom. No one batted an eye. Smooth, or what?

I was being honest. I did need a washroom — so I could flush the sprouts down the toilet. If the yechy green things were so nutritious, let the city sewers be healthy.

By the upstairs bathroom, I paused to unroll the napkin. Beside me was Madge’s room; the door to her balcony, which faced on to the street, was open. Madge had been leaving it open, even in the chilliest weather, since reading in one of her fashion magazines that too much indoor air stifled the complexion.

Right.

Now, through the balcony door, I heard a boy’s voice say: “Yup, LOUD is the word for Dinah Galloway.”

Huh? Still clutching the brussels sprouts-filled napkin, I went through Madge’s room to the balcony and stepped out. The balcony railing was covered with wisteria that we let grow wild, much to our neighbors’ disapproval. The advantage to us was that all those rampant leaves acted as a privacy screen.

Crouching below the railing, I peered through the leaves at the boy who’d just dissed me.

It was the new boy in my grade seven class. Talbot St. John.

There’s a twerpy name for you. Imagine naming a kid “Talbot” if he was already stuck with “St. John.”

The twerpish sound of it had not, however, prevented several girls in my class from going gaga over him. I suppose because he was tall — well, tall for a grade seven — with dark hair that drooped in a soulful lock over deep blue eyes.

Maybe it was the late-birthday thing again, but, soulful lock or not, I failed to understand why the girls stood around at recess in limp clumps, drained of any energy, and certainly of any personality, gazing with hopeless adoration at him.

It was one of the gaga girls he was talking to on the sidewalk: Liesl Dubuque, our neighbors’ niece. Liesl was staying with them for a year while her parents traveled.

Liesl had a white, sharp face framed by wedge-cut black hair. She was always tugging on the back of her hair, the wedge part. I’d overheard her say she wanted to grow her hair out to — get this — impress Talbot.

As well as sharp features, Liesl had a sharp, scornful laugh, which she erupted into now.

“ ‘LOUD’ doesn’t express it, Talbot. When Dinah opens her mouth, there’s no point in anyone else trying to speak. Ms. Boom-Boom deafens us all.”

“Talk about breaking the sound barrier,” Talbot began — and Liesl’s laugh sliced through the air again.

I’d had enough. Grabbing brussels sprouts, I started hurling them at the sidewalk duo. I had good aim, too, so — splat! splat! — the round green blobs smashed against their heads.

“AT LEAST I HAVE A PERSONALITY, YOU TWO TWERPS,” I bellowed. “THEY’D HAVE TO SEND OUT A SEARCH PARTY TO FIND YOURS!”

Down to one brussels sprout, I crouched behind the wisteria-thick railing again. After all, you never knew. Talbot and Liesl might be packing eggs or tomatoes.

It was then that I noticed something.

Wisteria wasn’t all that was gripping the balcony rails. At the side, two black-gloved hands were as well.

My mouth dropped into an elongated O. Amid the wisteria leaves, a black-balaclava-covered face stared back at me. I was able, at least, to see the eyes. They were a pale, and at this moment rather shocked, gooseberry color.

A burglar! He’d climbed the wisteria-laden trellis. He’d intended to break in by way of the balcony.

If I thought my jaw had plummeted, his had practically hit Australia. Frantic ideas about screaming or running for help fled my mind. I knew exactly what to do.

I took the last brussels sprout and shoved it through the railing into his wide-open mouth.



Wrenching away in reaction to the brussels sprout, the masked man yanked too hard on the trellis. Along with the sound of splitting wood, there was an “AAAGGH!” as the man fell back, back … into one of the firs separating our yard from the neighbors’.

I saw the man was dressed head-to-toe in black, including turtleneck, pants and hiking boots.

The evergreen he smashed backward against buckled under his weight. Then the tree trampolined him forward again. He slid straight down to thump in a painful heap on Mother’s snapdragons.

There were voices behind me, on the stairs.

“What the — ?” Mr. Wellman erupted.

“Property destruction?” came Pantelli’s admiring voice. “Cool, Dinah.”

From Mother, in an apologetic tone to Julie, “Somehow a household with Dinah in it is never quiet, if you know what I mean.”

“It’s not my fault,” I objected, as the others joined me on the balcony. I pointed to the masked man, who was picking himself up with difficulty from the flattened snapdragons. “Bet it’s your inept thief again, Julie.”

Julie could only moan.

Deciding to be a bit more practical, I started to charge downstairs after the thief — but Mother and Madge held me back. “No tangling with criminals,” Mother warned. “We leave on our cruise tomorrow.”

Mr. Wellman punched in 911 on his cell phone. He had to plug a finger into his free ear and retreat inside the house to make the call, though, because at that moment our beefy neighbor stomped outside.

“WHO’S BEEN ATTACKING MY TREE?” yelled Liesl’s uncle, Mr. Dubuque. He waved a hairy, white-knuckled fist at the fir tree.

He had a point. The tree was now bent slightly back, out of line with the orderly row of the rest of the trees. The Dubuques, I knew, did like to be orderly.

“You’ll need a gigantic splint for the tree,” Pantelli called down helpfully. “And don’t forget to talk to the tree while you prop it back into place. Trees hear, you know.”

Doubtless Pantelli meant well, but Mr. Dubuque only grew angrier. He spluttered out some words that Madge and I had always been strictly forbidden to use.

Meanwhile, the masked burglar was hobbling into the Dubuques’ backyard.

“Him!” Mother, Madge and I shouted, pointing along the side of our house at the burglar.

“Her!” shouted Liesl, pointing at me.

In fairness, from where she stood, Liesl probably hadn’t seen the burglar. But there was nothing fair in her expression. In Liesl’s sharp white face, her dark eyes glittered with malicious pleasure.

What was worse, Talbot then laughed.

“I might have known,” wailed Mr. Dubuque, glowering up at me.

“Don’t be silly, Albert,” said Mother, a rare impatient note in her voice. “Dinah isn’t Hercules. She’s not able to twist trees out of shape.”

Trust Mother, in a crisis, to respond with a literary reference. Mother loved books — in fact, she was finishing her last course before getting her library science degree.

However, the reference was lost in the approaching wail of police sirens. The masked burglar hobbled out the Dubuques’ back gate into the alley.

I glared at Talbot — and at Liesl, who, smirking at all the commotion, was pulling at her wedge.
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