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EIGHTY YEARS EARLIER …

Maria Tutweiler stood on the stage and gazed out at the students seated before her. As Mrs. Reynolds read her opening statement, Principal Tutweiler’s eyes moved from student to student. Who would be the one? Principal Tutweiler suppressed a smile. The school had been a wonderful idea. Her plans had come together better than she’d ever dreamed.

Mrs. Reynolds finished her remarks, and Principal Tutweiler took the podium. She cleared her throat. “Welcome, Tuckernuckers! You are the first, the proud students who will lead future generations and carry this school to greatness. But first, a challenge. Who among you can unravel the puzzle? To reveal what is hidden, you will need a great many things—courage, persistence, intelligence, and creativity. But to begin your journey, all you need is Hope. The prize? A treasure beyond bounds!”

Principal Tutweiler paused in satisfaction as ripples of excitement washed over the student body. The Tuckernuck challenge had been issued. Now all she had to do was sit back and watch.
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THE CHALLENGE
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EIGHTY YEARS LATER …

New Student Orientation Letter, page two



And finally, students, remember to stop in the lobby and read school founder Maria Tutweiler’s challenge for yourself. Remember, just because the puzzle hasn’t been solved yet doesn’t mean it won’t be solved. Maybe by YOU!

Your Princi“PAL”

Martin Winkle

Tuckernuck’s Number One Clucker!



Tuckernuck Hall was seriously messed up. Maybe there was something in the water. Laurie didn’t know how else to explain everybody getting so caught up in a lame nonexistent challenge.

Her parents had gone to Tuckernuck, so that meant that Laurie had to go too. Never mind that her best friend in the world, Kimmy Baranski, was going to Hamilton Junior High, where they didn’t have dumb things like school challenges. Nope, Laurie had to be a stupid Clucker and get all excited about some dumb lost treasure she’d heard about a thousand times, but which probably didn’t even exist.

Laurie didn’t know why she was even bothering to read the challenge. She was going to need all her brain power to convince her mom to let her transfer to Hamilton. Preferably before the next bell.

She’d ditched lunch when Tessa Tysinger started figuring out the calorie count in her ice cubes and telling Laurie to dye what Tessa called her dishwater blond hair. And instead of trying to find a new place to sit, she’d wandered around until she ended up staring at the plaque engraved with Maria Tutweiler’s famous challenge.

She chewed on her lower lip and read the last line of the challenge again.

“… to begin your journey, all you need is Hope,” Laurie muttered to herself. There was something about that last line, but she couldn’t quite get it. It had been bothering her since that morning, when she’d read the challenge on her way to homeroom. Not that she was taking the whole treasure thing seriously, of course.

“So you’re trying to find the treasure too?” A voice behind her interrupted her train of thought. Crud. Busted.

Calliope Judkin was standing two steps behind her, looking up at the plaque. “Got any ideas?”

Laurie shrugged. Like she was going to tell Calliope Judkin if she did. “Some.”

Calliope nodded. “Me too. I did some investigative work over the summer, and I’ve got a few theories. Along with a highly placed source in the school system, if you know what I mean. Insider tips.” She patted a notebook she was carrying and then carefully tucked it back in with her books.

Last year Calliope had decided she was going to be a reporter, and she had proceeded to make everyone’s life miserable with her investigations ever since. “I just may be the one to crack this thing.”

“Huh,” Laurie said. She didn’t know what to say. If she had to put money on anyone finding the treasure, Calliope Judkin would be the smart bet. She was also the last person Laurie would ever bet on.

Calliope glanced at her watch. “Oh, gotta run. See you!” She trotted off down the hall.

Laurie frowned. Highly placed source? Forget the treasure, if she could beat Calliope, that would make it all worthwhile. Not that Calliope wasn’t nice—she was. But how many things did that girl need to win? She was already the fifth-grade spelling bee and geography bee champion, winner of the local VFW’s “What America Means to Me” elementary school essay contest, grand prize winner in the science fair three years running, and cast in the lead role of the Statue of Liberty in the fifth-grade play, Our Glorious Nation. It was that last one that really rankled. Laurie was cast in the minor role of Rhode Island. And everybody knows Rhode Island doesn’t get any good lines.

Just once, Laurie wanted to be the winner, the top dog. Top dogs didn’t worry about where to eat lunch or get unsolicited makeover advice or get cast as the tiniest state. Plus, finding the treasure would be a good way to pass the time until she managed to get that transfer.

Laurie dug in her backpack and pulled out the handout Principal Winkle had given them at the assembly that morning.



Welcome to the flock, new Tuckernuckers! Your fellow students and I are very excited to welcome you to the school. You may have heard that, sadly, the school is in danger of shutting down, but until it does, you are Tuckernuck Cluckers, brave and true. So please memorize the attached pages—you’ll need to know the words to the Tuckernuck Clucker Anthem and pledge by heart! Our next assembly is coming up, so get clucking!



Laurie crumpled up Principal Winkle’s memo and tossed it into the trash can in the lobby. There was no way she was studying some dumb Clucker anthem.

Laurie glared at the portrait of Maria Tutweiler hanging above the plaque. “Your stupid challenge doesn’t say anything! How is this even a challenge? A challenge to what?”

Laurie took a deep breath and focused on the plaque. All you need is Hope.

And it was like a lightbulb going off.

With a quick glance around to make sure that there were no nosy administrators lurking in the shadows, Laurie took out her cell phone and dialed quickly. Sure, it was just for emergencies, but if solving the Tuckernuck challenge wasn’t an emergency, she didn’t know what was. Laurie smirked. And Calliope thought she was so hot.

“What’s up?” Laurie’s brother Jack’s voice came through the phone. He sounded muffled, like he was trying to be quiet. Laurie hoped he was at lunch too, and not in some class. Not that it really mattered, with news like hers.

Laurie tried not to sound smug. “Yeah, the challenge? Totally solved it.” Well, not too smug anyway.

“Really? Awesome. So where’s the treasure?” Somehow Jack didn’t sound as excited as she thought he’d be. Maybe they had a bad connection.

“Well, I’m not sure yet, but I solved the challenge. It’s so obvious. That last line? All you need is Hope? Well, hope is capitalized, like a name. Get it?”

Jack didn’t say anything. Laurie figured he must be speechless and reeling in shock.

“The challenge is talking about a person named Hope, see? All I have to do is figure out who Hope was, and voilà! Challenge solved.” Laurie scanned the paintings in the lobby. “She’s probably a chick in one of these paintings.”

Jack still wasn’t saying anything. Laurie was getting irritated. Talk about a bad sport.

“Hello?” Laurie said impatiently.

Jack cleared his throat. “You’ve never really looked at the paintings in the school, have you?”

What was to look at? She’d been in the school a thousand times. They were regular paintings.

“Well, not exactly …” Laurie trailed off as the painting opposite Maria Tutweiler’s portrait caught her eye. It was the biggest painting in the room, with the best location. And it was of a chicken.

“What the … is that a—”

“Chicken?” Jack cut in. “Yeah, there’s a big ol’ painting of a chicken named Hilda. Tutweiler painted it herself. That the one you’re looking at?”

“Uh.” Laurie stared at the painting. It wasn’t even a cute chicken. It looked like it had the chicken mange. And insomnia, for a couple of weeks at least, if the bags under its eyes were any indication. And a serious case of stomach cramps. And what kind of name was Hilda for a chicken?

Laurie did a quick art survey. She didn’t know how she’d been coming here all those years without noticing. This school was even weirder than she’d realized. Laurie’d heard people complain about the jumble of different styles before, but she’d never taken time to notice what a mess the decor was. And the other paintings were just as useless, unless there was a famous fruit basket or dancing frog or oak tree named Hope that Laurie wasn’t familiar with.

“Funny thing there. Not a Hope in any of the paintings. In fact, not a Hope in the whole history of the school, as far as I can tell. No teachers, no Tutweiler siblings, nothing.” Jack laughed. “Nice try, Laur, but that’s way too obvious. If the challenge was that easy, don’t you think it would’ve been solved by now?”

“Gotta go,” Laurie muttered, flipping her phone shut. Just in time too—Miss Abernathy was coming around the corner, and word on the street was that she had a whole desk drawer filled with confiscated cell phones. Or at least that’s what Hannah Stoller said, and with the amount of text messaging Hannah did, she should know. Laurie glared at her and then glared spitefully at Hilda the mutant chicken before heading back to Mrs. Hutchins’s room.

They were getting their classroom assignments after lunch—apparently Mrs. Hutchins thought they were all still in kindergarten—but if she was lucky, she’d get something cool. Birthday Planner or Social Networking Coordinator. Something to make life bearable until her transfer came through.

It’s not like it could get any worse.



Classroom Assignment Sheet
Mrs. Hutchins’s sixth-grade class

Remember, these assignments are very important, so take them seriously!

Office Liaison: Calliope Judkin

Attendance Monitor: Troy Hopkins

Class Media Expert: Sheila Weston

Social Networking Coordinators: Tessa Tysinger, Hannah Stoller

Gerbil Monitors: Bud Wallace, Laurie Madison

Supply Monitor: Mariah Jeffries

Birthday Planner: Trinity Harbaugh

Homework Coordinator: Sam Silver



Laurie had tried to be a good sport. She’d flapped her arms in the morning assembly. She’d clucked. She’d tried to put on a happy face. But this was just too much. This was beyond the call of duty.

No one should have to endure gerbil duty.

“So once you get to know Ponch and Jon, you’ll see that they’re feisty, but they shouldn’t give you much trouble.” Mrs. Hutchins smiled at Laurie and held out Ponch (or Jon) encouragingly. “They just have some quirks you should be aware of. I know you’ll do fine.”

Laurie gave a weak smile, doing her best to ignore the evil malicious glare Jon (or Ponch) was shooting in her direction. Regular gerbils were one thing, but Ponch and Jon had gotten a reputation. Word around school was the kid who drew gerbil duty last year had lost a finger.

Laurie went back to work on a mental list of reasons her mom should let her transfer. Yeah, she should probably listen to what Mrs. Hutchins was saying. As Gerbil Monitor Number Two, she probably needed to know all of the vital gerbil-related information that Mrs. Hutchins was giving her. But with any luck, somebody else would be stuck with the title Gerbil Monitor Number Two, and she’d be enjoying life as a ten-fingered Hamilton Junior High student.

“… so do you think you’re ready to take over the official gerbil duties tomorrow?” Mrs. Hutchins said, grinning and patting Ponch (or Jon) on the head while Jon (or Ponch) glared at Laurie from the glass wall of his aquarium. It was hard to tell them apart. They were both cleverly disguised as your basic brown standard-issue classroom gerbils. With attitude. Whoever Mrs. Hutchins was holding bared his dripping fangs at her. Laurie shuddered. Yeah, no way was she touching that thing.

Bud Wallace cleared his throat and gave a serious nod, looking every bit the sixth grade butt-kisser he was. “I’m willing and able,” Bud said, his voice cracking on the last word. It kind of spoiled the whole brownnosing effect.

Laurie bit her lip so she wouldn’t laugh. “Sure thing. No prob,” she agreed. What difference did it make what she said? This time tomorrow she’d be a Hamilton Hornet. Once her mom heard her reasons for transferring, Tuckernuck wouldn’t stand a chance.



Reasons I Should Be Able to Transfer Schools
by Laurie Madison, grade six


1. I go to Tuckernuck Hall Intermediate. Our mascot is a chicken. We’re called the Tuckernuck Cluckers. Need I say more?

2. Kimmy Baranski, my best friend since birth (okay, not really, but practically), is going to Hamilton Junior High. Not Tuckernuck.

3. The school is probably going to be shut down anyway, so why not reduce the trauma of changing schools and do it early in the year?

4. Tuckernuck was founded by a confirmed crazy woman, who supposedly hid a treasure in the school, which nobody has found in a gazillion years and probably doesn’t even exist. Crazy woman school = bad influence.

5. Two words: gerbil duty.





“Absolutely not, Laurie. You’re staying at Tuckernuck, and that’s final.” Mrs. Madison stabbed a piece of meat loaf decisively.

“But Mom!” Laurie shrieked. “I can’t!” She couldn’t believe this was happening. Didn’t her mom understand? Hadn’t she seen the list? That number three, with the possible trauma? That was genius! Who could argue with possible trauma?

“Inside voice, Laurie,” Mr. Madison said into his mashed potatoes.

Laurie nodded and gaped at her parents. She had never thought they could be so cold and heartless.

“You’re not going to be traumatized, Laurie.” Mrs. Madison frowned and chewed her meat loaf. “You’ll be just fine.”

It was like she was made of ice, she was so cold. Like the Ice Queen. Or maybe the White Witch. Whichever it was, it wasn’t good.

“Give it up, Laurie.” Jack munched on a piece of bread and stared at her. “The Clucker whining is getting pretty old.”

Laurie glared at him. He was so not helping. “But …,” Laurie stammered. This would be the perfect time to come up with a convincing new argument, but she had nothing. That list was her last shot.

Mrs. Madison sighed and wiped her mouth on her napkin. “Laurie, I’ll say it one more time. I was a Clucker. Your dad was a Clucker. Your granddad was a Clucker. It’s in your blood.”

Over my dead body, Laurie thought, scowling at the saltshaker.

“What happened? You were always excited to go to Tuckernuck. Remember? You wanted to find the treasure....”

“When I was five, maybe,” Laurie muttered under her breath. “When I was dumb enough to think it was real.”

“What was that?” Mrs. Madison’s voice was sharp. Laurie knew she was pushing it. If there was one thing Laurie’s mom had, it was school spirit.

“Good school, Tuckernuck,” Mr. Madison said through a mouthful of lima beans. “No shame in being a Tuckernuck Clucker, Laurie.”

Laurie put on her sad clown face. Mom could never resist a sad clown. One look at the rec room decor would tell you that much. “The school is probably closing anyway! It’s been all over the news. It’s not like I’d ever get to be a full-fledged Clucker like you guys, so why not just let me go to Hamilton now? Think of the months of readjustment time you’d save me.” Laurie played her trump card. “My grades could suffer, you know.”

Mrs. Madison rolled her eyes. Apparently the powers of the sad clown face were limited. “Nice try, Laurie, but no, I’m sorry. We think positively in this house, and what kind of Cluckers would we be if we just gave up on Tuckernuck? You’re not changing schools. It’s final.” She got up and went into the kitchen.

Laurie scowled harder and stared into her plate. The gravy was pooling on one side, and it almost looked like a silhouette of a gerbil. Staring at her. Mocking her.

“You guys are lame,” she muttered gloomily. “I have gerbil duty, you know. Hamilton doesn’t force kids to do gerbil duty.”

A flash of understanding suddenly shot across Jack’s face. Ponch and Jon had quite the reputation. “Gerbil duty by yourself? Man, sorry, Laurie.” Jack was one of the few people who understood Laurie’s pet philosophy—mainly, that gerbils didn’t qualify.

“Not by myself. With a partner.” Laurie lifted her eyes and glared at Jack. “Bud Wallace.”

Jack unsuccessfully attempted to stifle a laugh. “Bud Wallace? Oh, man.” He wiped his nose. Something had obviously taken the wrong path during the stifling.

“Who’s this?” Mrs. Madison asked as she came back in.

“Short kid, light brown hair, middle school public enemy number one,” Jack snickered.

Mr. Madison perked up, partly because Mrs. Madison had returned with bowls of ice cream, but mostly because of the name. “Is that Horace Wallace’s son?”

“Oh, yeah,” Laurie said.

“How’s he doing?” Mr. Madison reached for the chocolate sauce. “Haven’t seen much of him since his wife died.”

“How am I supposed to know?” Laurie said. “I go to school with Bud, not his dad.”

“Even I know about Bud Wallace,” Jack said, grinning. “He’s the one who got them to ban sweets in school, right?”

Laurie nodded. Everyone knew about Bud Wallace. The year before, Bud had done a science fair project on healthy eating and the bad effects of sugar. He got so into it that he and his dad had petitioned the school board to ban candy, soda, and other junk foods from schools in the entire district. Unfortunately for Bud, it worked. Half the class still wasn’t talking to him.

“Well, if he’s your partner, problem solved. He won’t let you touch those little guys in case you do something to ruin his grades. You’re golden.”

Laurie felt a glimmer of hope. “You think so?”

Jack nodded, taking a bowl of ice cream. “Definitely. Plus you can use him as a human shield when Ponch and Jon come after you.”

Laurie felt her mouth quirk up in the beginnings of a smile. Maybe it wouldn’t be so awful to be a Clucker, just for a little while. She wouldn’t have to wear the official Tuckernuck Cluckers shirt every day, right?

After all, the newspapers all said the school was probably closing, so she’d be leaving Ponch and Jon and that stupid Bud Wallace in the dust in no time.

Bud Wallace cleared his throat as he scraped the burned parts off the pan from dinner. “So, we got our classroom assignments today.” His dad seemed pretty into the papers he’d taken out of his briefcase, so Bud was hoping this was the perfect time to talk to him. If he was lucky, his dad would hardly hear what he was saying.

Mr. Wallace looked up from his papers. “Assignments?”

So luck had never really been on Bud’s side.

He smiled. “You know, office liaison, birthday officer, that kind of thing. It’s just a thing they do.”

Mr. Wallace got up and clapped Bud on the shoulder. “That’s great! So what are you … office liaison?”

Bud concentrated on the bowl. He didn’t want to look at his dad’s face. “Not quite.”

“Are you in charge of audiovisuals? Did I tell you I was president of the AV club in high school?” Bud knew all about the AV club and how cool it used to be. Somehow he didn’t think his dad was going to think Ponch and Jon were that cool.

“Gerbil Monitor. I’m Gerbil Monitor.”

“Gerbil?” Mr. Wallace took off his glasses and wiped them with his pocket square.

“It’s a little animal. Like a hamster, but with a tail.”

“Oh.” Mr. Wallace put his glasses back on. “Well, gerbils are good too.” He smiled at Bud.

“Yeah.” Bud tried to smile back. His dad didn’t have to say anything. Bud could tell how disappointed he was from the way he picked his papers back up. Gerbil duty was the lowest of the low.

Bud attacked the pan with the scrub brush. First day of school, and he was already screwing up. Well, that settled it. He wasn’t going to let Ponch and Jon and that Laurie Madison drag him down.

Letter from Mrs. Olivia Hutchins to Bud Wallace



Dear Mr. Wallace:

I am very sorry to hear that you are unhappy with your current classroom duty assignment. Unfortunately, changes cannot be made at this time. If at the end of the semester you still wish to be reassigned, please see me.

Happy monitoring!

Mrs. Olivia Hutchins





Ponch and Jon Care Schedule from Mrs. Olivia Hutchins

Bud, Laurie, feel free to arrange the schedule as you see fit. The important thing is that all of these things are done each week.

Every day: Feeding and fresh water.

Twice a week: Chew toy and playtime.

Once a week: Clean cage.



“Chew toy and playtime, Kimmy. Playtime. What am I supposed to do? I can’t do playtime with those gerbils,” Laurie hissed into the phone desperately. After the bell rang, she’d made what she hoped was a discreet dash behind Mrs. Hutchins’s freestanding blackboard, but it wasn’t like she could go unnoticed for long. “What kind of lame school has classroom gerbils in sixth grade anyway? What, do they think we’re babies?”

“I don’t get it. You totally loved Suzy-Q,” Kimmy said.

Suzy-Q may have started life as a gerbil, but once Kimmy switched her to an all-sunflower-seed diet, she basically turned into a tennis ball with feet. Not the same thing.

“You know how Suzy-Q went after sunflower seeds? Well, that’s how Ponch and Jon are with human flesh.”

“Wow, that really stinks. Oh! Did I tell you what happened with my sneakers?” Kimmy didn’t seem to be grasping how dire the situation was. Who cared about sneakers?

“Kimmy, what do I do?” Laurie peeked out from behind the blackboard. Bud had wandered over to the gerbil cage and was shooting her periodic glances. He was totally on to her.

“Beats me. I’m really sorry about the hamster thing. Maybe they’ll die.” Kimmy didn’t sound nearly sympathetic enough. “So anyway, this girl, Alyssa?”

“Gerbils.”

“What?”

“Gerbils. They’re gerbils, not hamsters.”

“Right, gerbils, same difference. So at lunch? This girl Alyssa stepped on my sneaker, and it was totally on purpose.”

No, Laurie thought, huge difference. Ponch and Jon were gross. They were evil. They weren’t cute and fluffy, and they didn’t sing and dance on the internet. The two were in no way the same.

“I mean, deliberately, can you believe that? It scuffed!”

Bud had given up all pretense of watching the gerbils and was openly staring at the blackboard. Laurie was totally busted.

“Kimmy, gotta go,” she said, cutting Kimmy off in the middle of the smudged sneaker saga, which, honestly, Laurie didn’t consider an appropriate topic for a time of crisis (or ever). Kimmy obviously didn’t know a thing about gerbils.



Know Your Rodents: A Study Guide for Kimmy Baranski
by Laurie Madison, grade six

Size: Small, fluffy, and fat.

Tail: Nonexistent.

Activity level: High at night, low in day.

Color: Gold.

Cute?: Yes (especially when wearing a bow, hat, or other accessory).

Verdict: Hamster.

Suggested response: Detached affection.

Size: Small and wiry.

Tail: Long and plumey.

Activity level: Abnormally high.

Color: Brown or black.

Cute?: Definitely not (even with bow or hat).

Verdict: Gerbil, aka Demon Spawn of Satan.

Suggested Response: Nuclear.



Bud pointed to the blackboard as Laurie sauntered over nonchalantly. “What was that all about?”

“What?” Laurie shot Bud a cool and unconcerned look. “What do you mean?”

“That whole hiding deal. What was with that?” Bud rubbed his nose in irritation. It made a little wrinkle on top that made him look like he had a snout.

An eighth grader who worked in the school office appeared in the doorway with a note in his hand. He gave Laurie and Bud the once-over before handing the note to Mrs. Hutchins. From the face he made, it didn’t look like they passed muster. Laurie blamed the snout.

The eighth grader left, but snouty Bud was still staring at Laurie for an explanation. She shrugged. People probably ducked behind blackboards for secret phone conversations all the time. It was no big deal. If Bud didn’t understand that she needed a couple of minutes of private time, that was his tough luck.

Mrs. Hutchins bustled over just in time to save Laurie from coming up with a snappy reply. She looked worried.

“I’m so sorry, kids, but I’ve got to go up to the office for a little bit. I hate to leave you guys on your first day....”

“We’ll be fine, Mrs. Hutchins,” Bud said. “No problem at all.” Laurie wondered if Bud had somehow missed hearing about Ponch and Jon’s last victim. It would explain a lot.

Mrs. Hutchins gave them a relieved smile. “You know where I am if you run into trouble. But I can’t imagine you’ll have problems.” She patted them each on the arm and then hurried out of the room.

Note from Betty Abernathy to Olivia Hutchins



Dear Olivia:

I’ve compiled the Tutweiler papers you requested—we have documents from her time in Paris a few years before the renovation of the school up through her resignation as principal. They’re in the back room of the office.

I know you’re looking for a way to save the school, but I don’t think you’re going to find it here. I did see the names of some of the artists and architects you asked about, but I don’t know that there’s any connection to the school there.

Unfortunately, due to the historic nature of the documents, we can’t allow them to leave the office.

Best,

Betty

P.S. One interesting thing to note. You will see from the papers that there is no love lost between Maria Tutweiler and school board member Wayne LeFranco. That very same Wayne LeFranco is related to our current school board president, Walker LeFranco. So if you’re hoping for a sympathetic ear there, I’m afraid you won’t get one.



Bud thrust a grubby-looking gerbil play ball into Laurie’s hands. “Go for it.”

Laurie shook her head. “No way.” She braced herself for an argument, but weirdly enough, it didn’t come.

Bud just looked down at Ponch and Jon, who were standing up against the aquarium walls watching them, their jaws dripping with venom. He looked doubtful.

“Okay, well, maybe we ease into it? Let them get used to us before we try playtime? I’ll change their water and you change their food.”

Laurie nodded. She could handle food. How hard could food be? And by the time she filled the dish, Bud probably would’ve bonded with the suckers, and she wouldn’t have to get involved with playtime at all. Or he would’ve been attacked and killed, at which point she’d need to go the office for help anyway.

Bud carefully took the lid off of the top of the aquarium and put it on the table. Ponch and Jon didn’t move—they just watched the whole procedure with interest. Then he lifted out the water bottle and headed to the sink.

Laurie scowled to herself. Ponch and Jon stood watching her expectantly, flexing their knees and rubbing their tiny hands together. She knew they were up to something. She just needed to distract them long enough to grab the dish.

Laurie scanned the room for ideas. A glint by one of the desks caught her eye. There was a button on the floor. Sure, it was big and silver and probably toxic to small rodents. But chances were good they hadn’t ever seen anything like it before, so it would be just the thing to boggle their tiny minds. Plus it was shiny, and everybody knows animals go crazy for shiny things. Laurie scooped up the button and dusted it off. She held it up just long enough for Ponch and Jon to fixate on it, and then flipped it into the aquarium. It bounced against the far wall and landed in a pile of cedar chips in the corner.

Ponch and Jon immediately raced over to it, trying to figure out what the amazing shiny thing was. Laurie gave a little internal cheer, took a deep breath, stuck her arm into the cage, and successfully grabbed the food dish. She didn’t know what she’d been so worried about. Gerbils were no big deal anyway. Puny little dimwits, that’s what they were.

Unfortunately, they were also puny little dimwits with powerful jumping muscles. Laurie had barely taken hold of the bowl when Ponch (or Jon) saw his chance. Turning away from the button, he crouched and gave an enormous leap, landing squarely on Laurie’s arm. In one smooth motion, Ponch (or Jon) grabbed hold of her sleeve and shimmied up toward her shoulder. It was like he was a stunt gerbil in an action movie, that’s how slick his moves were.

“AAERRERRREGHHHH!!” Laurie shrieked, jerking her arm back and flinging gerbil food all over the room. “GUUUUHRREAAEEEEAAAA!!”

“What the heck?” Bud looked up from the sink just in time to see Ponch (or Jon) go flying across the room and land on one of the pillows in the reading nook. A fine scattering of birdseed and sunflower seeds pattered softly as it hit the ground.

“Laurie, what are you doing?” he yelled, dropping the bottle with a loud thunk.

Laurie shuddered convulsively and rubbed at her arm, trying to get rid of the feeling of tiny claws. “He went after me!” she wailed.

Jon (or Ponch) abandoned the shiny button he was clutching and watched the two of them with interest. He was no dummy. With Bud and Laurie distracted, he knew it was time to make his move. He leaped up and grabbed the edge of the aquarium, pulling himself up onto the rim.

“Aaaah!” Laurie jumped back like she had springs on her feet. “They’re after me!”

She grabbed the aquarium lid, pushed Jon (or Ponch) back inside before he was able to make the jump from the aquarium to her shirt front, and slammed the lid down hard. Jon (or Ponch) went back to his button, cursing loudly.

“Get a grip, Laurie, they’re gerbils!” Bud said, rolling his eyes. “Come on, we’ve got to catch that one.”

He made a move toward the tiny escapee on the pillow. But Ponch (or Jon) wasn’t giving up that easily. He hissed at Bud in a very non-gerbil-like way, turned tail, and raced out of the room and down the hall.

Bud and Laurie stared at each other in horror.

“He’ll kill half the school!” Laurie gasped.

“Mrs. Hutchins will kill us!” Bud groaned. “We’ll fail sixth grade!”

Without another word the two took off running down the hallway. There was no way they could let that gerbil escape. But Ponch (or Jon, but for some reason Laurie had decided it was definitely Ponch) was a gerbil on a mission. He could really move. They didn’t catch up to him until the main entryway, when he was momentarily distracted by a stepped-on piece of banana.

“Shh.” Bud put a finger to his mouth and jerked his head to the left. Then he headed off to Ponch’s right.

Laurie nodded in understanding and started slinking to the left. Once they surrounded that psychotic rodent, he wouldn’t have a chance. They’d catch that sucker if they had to squish him to do it.

[image: Image]

Theoretically, their plan was terrific. Theoretically, they should’ve surrounded Ponch and grabbed him easily. Unfortunately, in practice the plan left a lot to be desired.

Bud nodded solemnly at Laurie to let her know he was going in for the grab. But Laurie took the nod to mean that she should make her move. The result was that Laurie and Bud charged at the same time, colliding seconds after Ponch looked up, squealed in horror, and took off toward the auditorium. Laurie didn’t even notice—she was too busy careening off of Bud’s shoulder and hitting her shin against a potted plant. Bud rebounded in the opposite direction and skittered halfway across the hallway, struggling the whole time to stay on his feet.

He came to a stop right next to Ponch, whose dash for freedom had gotten interrupted when he noticed a terrific-smelling piece of paper smeared with something repulsive. It was amazing how much the entryway had dulled his killer instinct.

Bud smirked smugly at Laurie, swooped down, and scooped Ponch up with one hand. Then he promptly slipped, slamming into the portrait of Hilda the chicken.

Which immediately fell off the wall and smashed onto the floor. Breaking the frame.



Split-Second Art Appraisal
by Laurie Madison, grade six

Subject: Ancient chicken portrait known as Hilda.

Value: Unknown. Ugly as sin, so how much could it be worth? Possible sentimental value. Punishment for destruction: Expulsion? Suspension?

Verdict: Don’t get caught.



Bud and Laurie froze and gaped at Hilda’s portrait lying smashed on the floor. Even Ponch took a moment to look horrified before attempting to gnaw a path to freedom through the center of Bud’s palm.

When the door to the school office didn’t immediately fly open, Laurie figured they had a shot at escaping.

“Pick it up!” she hissed, rushing over to the painting and grabbing one side. “Fix it, quick.” It was a lot heavier than it looked. Bud grabbed the other side of the painting and tried to pick it up, but he was severely hampered by the struggling gerbil in his other hand. As far as Laurie was concerned, Ponch should be counting his lucky stars he hadn’t ended up as a grease spot on the floor, instead of cussing Bud out and shaking his little fists.

Laurie crouched down and inspected the corner that had hit the ground while Bud adjusted his grip. “Oh, man, it’s busted,” she said. “A piece here just snapped or something, and the backing paper’s got a rip.” She smoothed the ripped paper tentatively, trying to figure out how much the damage would show, but just made it worse. The rip flapped back up ominously. “We’re never going to get this to stick back down,” Laurie said, poking at the hole with her finger.

A piece of the frame came off in her hand. “Oh, man,” she said, looking up at Bud. “You totally ruined it!” she said accusingly.

Laurie was expecting an argument or guilty sobbing or something. But Bud didn’t look worried or guilty. He looked confused. “Laurie, what the heck?” He pointed at the piece of wood in her hand.

Laurie held up the piece of frame to inspect it. It wasn’t a broken shard of wood. It was smooth and polished, and shaped like a perfect letter D. “Huh?” Laurie looked at the frame again. “It’s like it’s supposed to come out. That’s really weird, right?” Laurie ran her finger along the D-shaped hole in the frame. Something caught against her finger. Laurie pulled at it and it came away in her hand easily. It was a piece of paper, rolled into a tiny tight scroll.

“It’s a note,” Bud said, his eyes getting wider. “Laurie, you don’t think …”

Laurie carefully unrolled the piece of thin, yellowing paper and looked up at Bud. “Holy cow, Bud,” she breathed. “It’s a clue. We’ve found the treasure.”
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