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A FRUSTRATING START

Winston took out the wooden strips from his coat pocket. After a little more arguing with Katie this morning, he’d won the right to carry them around today to show to Mr. Penrose. Now he held them out to his friends for inspection. “These were in a secret compartment.”

“A secret compartment!” Mal said. “Awesome.”

“But that box was like . . . this big,” said Jake, placing his hands lightly apart.

“It had a false bottom. These were underneath.”

They looked at the words. BALL. LINE. WAY. PLACE. “All right,” said Jake. “So what does it mean?”

“I have no idea.”

“You think it’s a message or something?”

Winston shrugged. “I wish I knew. My whole family stared at this for hours yesterday. We didn’t get anywhere.”

Mal finished the last of his banana as the bus pulled over to the curb. More kids got on board. “What’s with those extra letters?” said Mal.

“You tell me. I give up.”

Jake was floored. “I cannot believe what I just heard. Winston Breen is giving up on a puzzle?”
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ABOUT THE PUZZLES IN THIS BOOK

This book contains quite a few puzzles. You can solve them if you want, although you don’t have to solve them to enjoy the story. Most of the answers can be found in the back of the book. Some of the puzzles are so important to the story, however, that the answer will be revealed as you keep reading. You’ll know those puzzles when you get to them. Note that you can’t really skip these and come back to them later, because you’ll learn the answer almost immediately. Take a few minutes to try them, and then continue the story.

And if you don’t want to write in this book, just head over to  www.winstonbreen.com. You can download and print out all the puzzles that require you to write or cut things up. Happy solving!




CHAPTER ONE

WINSTON BREEN WAS solving a puzzle, but then Winston Breen was always solving a puzzle.

The living room was filled with friends and relatives, all celebrating the tenth birthday of his little sister, Katie. Helium balloons bobbed about, pretending to be party guests. It was bright and sunny, and Katie and her numerous girlfriends had spent the day shrieking like crazy and running around the backyard. Winston talked to his relatives, ate hot dogs, and busied himself with the large message board his parents had placed in the front hall, rearranging the letters HAPPY BIRTHDAY KATIE into HIPPIE HAD BRATTY YAK.

Now, Katie sat cross-legged on the floor, smiling in anticipation: It was time to open the presents. Sitting that way in her new party dress, she looked like the child princess of some faraway country, surrounded by admirers and, most especially, the gifts they had brought. Winston tried to remember if he had taken birthdays so seriously just two years ago. He guessed that he had. Certainly when it came time for the presents, anyway.

Winston’s present was at the bottom of the pile, so it would be a  while before she got to it. He thought she would like it, even though he had bought it just yesterday. Panicked that he had forgotten about the party, he had bicycled through the chilly late-afternoon air to Penrose’s Curio Shop. After spending his usual long time exploring the crammed, rickety shelves and chatting with Mr. Penrose, he had come across a small wooden box, just big enough to hold with two hands. It was carved with a pattern of diamonds, and Winston envisioned his sister keeping . . . well, girl stuff in it. He didn’t know what. She could figure that out. Anyway, the box seemed like just the thing, and now it was sitting here with the other gifts, wrapped in the same red wrapping paper his parents had used.

While Katie opened her new toys and clothes, Winston picked up a stray scrap of wrapping paper, printed with a pattern of different shapes. His first thought, as usual, was to wonder if there was a puzzle buried among the circles and squares and triangles. Even if there wasn’t, looking for a puzzle was a lot more fun than watching his sister ooh and ahh over a new pair of pants. He sat back and furrowed his eyebrows while the party continued on around him.

It took some time, but he saw it: A puzzle! Good! As he smiled with satisfaction, however, he became aware that someone was staring at him. He glanced to his left and saw Mrs. Rooney, a fairly new neighbor from down the block. Her eyeglasses were on the tip of her nose, and she was staring openly at Winston like he was a newly discovered and perplexing kind of insect.

Winston knew what she was going to say before she said it. He’d had this conversation, in one form or another, a thousand times before. And sure enough, she said, “That’s a piece of wrapping paper.”

“Yes . . . it is.” He glanced at his mother, who smiled sympathetically. She’d had this conversation herself, many times, on behalf of her son.

Mrs. Rooney said, “You were staring at that piece of wrapping paper. For a long time.”

“I was looking for a puzzle,” Winston said simply.

Mrs. Rooney glanced at the bit of paper. All she saw, of course, was a scrap of garbage. “A puzzle?”

“I like puzzles,” said Winston. Sometimes he thought he should just make up a sign, so that when people asked him why he was staring so intently at that billboard, or that road sign, or the plaque on that statue, he could just wave the sign at them: Don’t mind me. Everything is fine. I’m looking for a puzzle.

Mrs. Rooney seemed to decide that Winston was probably not insane. Now she just looked curious. “Did you find a puzzle?” she asked.

“Oh, yes. See?” He handed her the paper.
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“You can draw a line that touches every shape exactly once and ends up back where it started. The line can’t cross itself and has to touch the shapes in this order: circle-square-triangle, circle-square-triangle. Can you see it?”

And soon, while the party continued on around her, Mrs. Rooney was frowning intently at that same scrap of wrapping paper. Winston  sat back, smiling. The only thing better than discovering a puzzle was stumping somebody else with it.

(Answer, page 211.)

 

Katie had finally gotten to Winston’s gift—the last present in the pile. Winston leaned forward. She tore off the red wrapping paper, revealing the box. Eyes gleaming, she opened the lid. There was nothing in it. Katie looked blankly up at Winston.

“You bought me an empty box?” she said.

“A nice empty box,” said Winston, a little offended. When Katie continued staring at him, he added, “You can keep things in it.” Although that, he thought, should have been obvious.

“It’s lovely,” said their mother, Claire, who was sitting next to Katie on the floor. “It’s a lovely keepsake box. Say thank you, Katie.”

She didn’t. She stared at her brother for a moment more and then closed one eye and peered at the box like a detective looking for clues. She opened it and felt around its smooth interior. Meanwhile, the party began to shift to the next phase. Winston’s two aunts began clearing away paper plates and plastic cups. Several other relatives thought another slice of birthday cake might be a good idea. Katie’s friends, fueled by cake and punch and then forced to sit still while Katie opened her gifts, now blasted outside to play on the lawn. The birthday girl, however, was oblivious to all of this. She held the box up to the light and felt its underside, frowning a studious detective’s frown.

Winston watched this with a frown of his own. “Katie,” he said, “the box is the gift. There’s nothing in the box.”

“You’re up to something,” said Katie.

“I’m not!” Winston protested. He wasn’t sure how to defend himself—so many times in the past, he had been up to something. Last year, Winston had hidden Katie’s birthday gift in the toolshed and had  given her clue after clue until finally, sweaty and exhausted, she found the thing two hours later. Katie tried getting revenge on his birthday, but he had marched through her clues in less than ten minutes, and she was so angry she wouldn’t talk to him for the rest of the day.

So it was certainly possible that Winston was playing some kind of puzzly trick with this empty box. Nonetheless, their father said, “Katie, just say thank you. It’s a very nice gift.”

“I just want to know what the trick is with this box!” she said, lifting the lid again and poking around inside.

“There’s no trick! I promise!” said Winston.

There was a faint snap—the sound of a tiny piece of wood breaking. “Aha!” said Katie, with triumph. And she lifted out a part of the box.

“What did you do?” said Winston, in disbelief. He had paid over ten dollars for Katie’s gift, and she had broken it in less than thirty seconds. Incredible!

“You hid something in here,” said Katie. “I knew it!”

Winston’s father, Nathan, leaned over to look. “It has a false bottom,” he said, amazed. “The box has a secret compartment.”

Winston drew closer. Sure enough, Katie had found a way to remove the floor of the box, revealing a handful of . . . well, what? They appeared to be thin wooden strips with letters on them. What on earth were they?

“What is this, Winston? I don’t want to go on another puzzle hunt this year.” But when Katie looked up into Winston’s face, she saw immediately that he hadn’t done this. His expression was one of bewilderment—his eyebrows were arched practically to the top of his head, and that was a look he wore only when faced with a really hard puzzle. She looked back into the box at the little wooden strips and then turned the box over and dumped them out.

Four small, thin rectangles fell to the floor. They were made of wood, and each had some kind of inscription in block letters. The partygoers in the living room were utterly quiet as they watched this performance. Even some of the restless kids had crept back in to see why everyone was so fascinated. Winston picked up one of the wooden pieces. It said:[image: 005]



“Line,” he said. Why was the I in a different color? Heck—why were these words here at all, hidden away in the bottom of this box? He looked at the others.
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“Winston?” said his mother. “You didn’t do this?”

“I swear, Mom.”

“Then who did?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I have no idea.” Winston gazed at the mysterious little strips. BALL. LINE. WAY. PLACE. Simple, everyday words, but what were they doing here? Why those extra letters, the R  and the S? And why the discolored letters in WAY and LINE? Was that done on purpose?

“Ballerina,” said Uncle Roger, suddenly. He had been sitting in the  overstuffed armchair, looking like a bored emperor. Now he clearly thought he had cracked the whole case wide open and was sitting up excitedly. When he saw that everyone was looking at him with great puzzlement, he said it again, louder: “Ballerina!”

“What about a ballerina?” said Winston’s father.

Roger rolled his eyes. “Nathan! Look! You got BALL and then some empty space and then an R. What word could that be? Ballerina! That’s it!”

Nathan Breen seemed unconvinced. “Well . . . okay. But if that’s right, then what does it mean?”

Roger blinked. “Well. Um. I don’t know.”

Another relative, Aunt Regina, suddenly said, “High!”

Winston thought she had said “hi,” even though she had been there for hours and had greeted the whole family with big lipstick kisses upon her arrival. But he didn’t want to seem rude, so he cautiously said, “Hello.”

Regina shook her head. “No, no. High! You can put the word high  in front of all these words!”

They looked. Highway—that made sense.

Winston said, “Highball?”

Regina colored a little. “It’s a . . . drink for grown-ups.”

“Wait a second, wait a second,” said Winston’s neighbor, Mr. Bernstein. He was a nice man, but also very loud. And also very fat. “Golf!” he said. “It has something to do with golf!”

Uncle Roger couldn’t believe his ears. “Golf? How do you figure that?”

Aunt Regina looked irritated. “Hey! What about me? Look! Highway, highball, highline, and . . .” She trailed off. “High place. I thought that was a word. Wait a second . . .” She stared at the floor and tried to recover the answer she had grasped so firmly just a moment ago.

Winston’s mother asked, “What’s a highline?”

Winston said, “I’ve never heard of it.”

Regina looked up. “Isn’t that a word?” She looked sorry she had ever opened her mouth.

Mr. Bernstein, however, was suffering no lack of confidence. He felt he had waited long enough. In a loud voice he said, “I’m telling you, it’s golf! Look! You PLACE the BALL on a tee, right? Right?” He looked around for support.

One of Katie’s friends, a thin blond girl named Monica, spoke up. “It’s a knot.”

Winston said, “What is?”

“A highline knot. It’s what you use to tie a horse to a post. My parents like to go horseback riding, and they take me, and I’m going to have my own horse someday.” She smiled broadly.

Aunt Regina was pleased. “A highline knot! I knew it.”

Mr. Bernstein was going to get through his theory if it killed him. “And then you hit the ball in a straight LINE down the fair WAY.”

“Fairway is one word!” said Uncle Roger.

“So?”

“So that doesn’t work! I’m telling you, it’s got something to do with a ballerina!”

Aunt Regina sighed deeply. “Well, I give up. Winston, what’s the answer?”

Winston looked surprised. “How should I know?”

“Wait, you mean you really didn’t put that puzzle in there?”

“No! Really!” Winston was exasperated. Didn’t they see that he was just as perplexed as everybody else?

Winston’s cousin, Henry, was eighteen years old and was one of Winston’s favorite people. He hadn’t said anything up to this point, but now he jumped in, in a calm voice that somehow seized everyone’s  attention. “Look, let’s say for a moment that all four words have something to do with golf. What would that mean?”

“It would mean that golf is the answer to the puzzle,” said Mr. Bernstein, as if he thought Henry was playing dumb on purpose.

Henry shook his head. “But what would that mean? The answer to the puzzle is golf. Fine. So what? That’s not very satisfying.”

Mr. Bernstein said, “Maybe Winston bought Katie golf lessons.”

Katie said with surprised distaste, “Golf lessons?”

“All I did was buy the box!” said Winston.

Henry waved off this possibility. “No. I’ve solved a lot of Winston’s puzzles. If he gave Katie golf lessons—which I really, really doubt—the answer to the puzzle would be something like, ‘Happy Birthday! You have ten free golf lessons.’ There wouldn’t be any other possibility. All these ideas we’re hearing, they’re all too . . .” He tried to think of the word.

“Vague,” Winston’s mother offered.

“Right,” said Henry. “Besides, I think it’s pretty clear that Katie doesn’t golf.” Katie nodded vigorously in agreement. “No. Winston says he has nothing to do with this, and I believe him.” Winston, grateful, smiled at his cousin. Several others in the room still looked skeptical.

“So what do you suggest?” said Uncle Roger.

“Well,” said Henry. “I guess I’m suggesting that we all have some more cake. Winston will solve this. Give him time.”

 

But Winston couldn’t solve it.

He sat staring at the wooden pieces as the party went on around him. Occasionally others would sit with him for a few minutes, helping to think up possible solutions. Should the letters all be scrambled together to form some new phrase? (PALS WILL CANE BARLEY  was the best they could do, and that seemed unhelpful.) Maybe the wooden pieces should be stacked on top of each other or arranged in some way. (Nope.) Uncle Roger came by, determined to make his ballerina theory fit somehow. He suggested drawing a line on a map, from the local ballet studio to . . . well, he didn’t know. They got out a map of the town but couldn’t figure out where such a line should be drawn or how that might get them closer to an answer. Mr. Bernstein came over several times, and each time Winston had to gently inform him that golf probably didn’t have anything to do with it.

After a while, Winston wasn’t sure if the puzzle had an answer at all.

Everybody agreed, as the party wrapped up, that Winston had not  planted the puzzle himself. He was clearly trying too hard to solve it.

“Well, if you didn’t create it, who did?” asked Henry. The party was now over. It was evening, twilight, and the house had been restored to its proper order. Henry was staying at Winston’s house that night, before driving back to college the next day. The two of them were out on the patio with the wooden pieces on a little table between them.

“I wish I knew,” said Winston. His brain hurt—he could actually feel it throbbing, like something out of a science-fiction movie. And he was tired. Sitting in this lounge chair with his feet up, he thought he could easily fall asleep out here.

“Someone put those pieces in there,” said Henry. “Maybe someone who knows how much you like puzzles. They thought it was your box. They didn’t know you were giving it to Katie.”

Winston considered this. “But . . . how did they know it had a false bottom? I didn’t even know that.”

Henry stared ahead, trying to work around that one. Finally he said, “All right. That’s a good point. Put that aside for a minute. Who had access to the box?”

“Well, my whole family, I guess. I brought it home and put it in my room and didn’t wrap it until last night.”

“Is that all?”

“No—Malcolm and Jake came over and were in my room for a while.” Mal and Jake were his two best friends.

“Could it be one of them? Or both of them together?”

“I guess.” Winston was doubtful. “I did leave them there when Mom asked me to help her with something.”

“Well, then!”

“But if they created a puzzle they wanted me to solve, why not just hand it to me? Why put it someplace where I might not ever find it? And, like I said, how did they know about the secret compartment?”

“Maybe they were going to put it in the box, but then they found the false bottom, so they decided to put it there instead. Maybe they thought you knew about it.”

Winston sighed. It was possible, but just barely. He couldn’t imagine either of his friends taking the time to engrave letters on thin strips of wood. What would be the point? If either of them had created a puzzle, they would do what Winston did all the time: Jot it down on a piece of loose-leaf paper. “Well, I’ll ask them,” he said.

They sat there as the twilight turned to full dark. It was starting to get chilly, but Winston was too tired to move. He picked up the pieces again—he couldn’t help it—and flipped through them. BALL. LINE. WAY. PLACE. Plus those extra letters. Totally bizarre.

Henry got up and said, “Well, I’m wiped out. I’ve got to do some reading for school, and then I’m hitting the sack.”

“Okay. Good night.”

“You know, you usually have a puzzle for me. Didn’t have time to create one this time?”

“Hmm?” Winston was back to staring at the wooden pieces.

“Nothing, nothing. Good night.” Henry started into the house. “Hey. Where did you get that box, anyway?”

“Penrose’s Curio Shop, in town.”

“Penrose!” He came back out.

“Yeah.” Winston looked up at him blearily. Henry suddenly looked like he was lit from within by a great big lightbulb.

“Isn’t that the old guy you told me about? The one who likes puzzles almost as much as you?” Henry was practically jumping into the air. “He’s the guy who runs that crazy shop where you can buy anything?”

“Yeah.” Winston still wasn’t getting it.

“Winston, you nut! You must be totally exhausted if you don’t see it. Penrose put that puzzle in there!”

Winston’s eyes widened. Of course! He couldn’t believe he had missed it. Penrose was the oldest man in the world (or seemed so to Winston), and his brain was stuffed with riddles, word games, and brainteasers. Penrose always had a stumper for Winston, whenever he dropped by the shop. How could he have missed it?

“You’re right! That must be it. I’ll go there tomorrow,” said Winston.

“Will he tell you the answer?”

“If I ask. But, no, I want a hint. I want to solve it myself.”

“All right. But when you finally get it, you better tell me. This is driving me nuts. Good night, kid.” Henry went inside.

Winston smiled. Penrose! It made perfect sense. Although, if this puzzle was Penrose’s creation, it was his nastiest one yet. All this time spent on it and not the slightest bit of progress had been made. But trying to solve something was always fun. That was Winston’s opinion, anyway. And he smiled as he thought of the puzzle he had snuck onto Henry’s pillow in the guest bedroom earlier that day.

Dear Henry,

Each of the words in this list can be found in the grid, reading across, down, or diagonally, and either forward or backward. Some of the words will cross the shaded middle row, whose letters are all missing—you’ll need to fill in these letters. When you’ve found all the words, the middle row will spell out the title of this puzzle.
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(Answer, page 211.)
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« Famous Civil War nurse

E[P[T Pl [u[m[L
* Famous signer of the
L[A[H]| [u]v[E] [A]E[O] pecarationof independence
s[N|c| [1[L[R| [D[S|R]| - ventoroftnecotongin
; h  Inventor ofthe telegraph
TTCTR] [TTTTW| [STA[B] *Manwhosai*lonlyregret
that I have but one e to lose
B[A[T| [N[L[H] [U[N[T] formyeouny
s[o[n| [E[Y[6] [Y[O]H]| -Manwhowamessostonthat
s the Briish were coming
JTole + Woman who agitated for
TAlH women's ights
K[N[T

The first and last name of a historical figure are hidden in each of the nine-
letter grids. For each puzzle, figure out which fetter to start with and then trace
out the answer letter by leter, moving one space at a time, up, down, lef right,
or diagonally. Leters can be used more than once, and some lefters won' be.
used at all. Clues for each answer can be seen in the list o the lef, but are not
presented in the same order as the grids.
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SUN
+ MOON

EARTH

Can you replace each of the letters above with a igit from 0 to 9 so that
the equation is correct? (The two Ns must be represented by the same digit
as must the two Os) There are eleven possible answers (o this puzzie—
You only need to ind one.
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Can you match each numbered partial print to the fingerprint it came from?
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