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1

Reeks Like Foot Juice

It was the dead middle of summer. At the beginning of summer, there are a million things to do. Building forts, fooling around, solving crimes. At the end, you have to moosh in all the stuff you forgot. But in the middle?

You know what I mean.

Plus, it was hot outside. Really hot. The kind of melty hot where your leg skin sticks together. The kind of hot where your nose breath is the only air that’s moving. The kind of hot where you don’t like where you are . . . but don’t want to go where you’re not.

One of the reasons my detective partners call me Wild Willie is that I have great ideas. But today? Well, maybe my ideas had boiled in my brain. Because I couldn’t think of a single good thing to do.

My best friend, Lucy, and I were drinking soda in my room. We had shoved some of my stuff under the bed so we could sit on the floor. Which is where we were now. Which is where we had been for an hour.

“Willie,” said Lucy. “Your room really stinks.”

“I know,” I said. “There isn’t that much to do in here. And this is a really old house. So we don’t have air conditioning.”

“No,” Lucy said. “I don’t mean it’s a crummy room. I mean it reeks, like foot juice.”

“Really?” I said.

“Yuk,” said Lucy, holding her nose. “Don’t you smell it?”

“I guess not,” I said. “Probably I’m used to it.”
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“Where’s the smell coming from?” Lucy sniffed the air and followed the stink trail. Her nose got to the garbage. “Here,” she said.

I stuck my nose in there. “Eeew.”

“What’s in there, anyway?” Lucy asked.

“Well, some tissues with slimy stuff on them. Some sandwiches that are maybe a little moldy. And a banana I found under my bed. I had to scrape it up with my sock. My sock’s there, too.”

“Aha! Under your bed!” said Lucy.

She lifted the bedspread and looked underneath. Stink blasted out. “WILLIE! THIS IS DISGUSTING! It’s even grosser than your garbage. What’s under there?”

“I don’t exactly know,” I said. “But old soccer socks, for sure. And some food. Sometimes when Mom makes liver or fish or vegetarian, I hide it under my bed.”

“Oooh,” groaned Lucy. “Willie, how often do you clean under there?”

“Clean?” I asked.


“STOP!” said Lucy, holding up her hands. Her face looked green, like mold.

“You don’t look so good, Lucy.” I opened the window. But it was hot outside, so even the outside smelled rotten. “Maybe we should go someplace that doesn’t smell so bad. How about headquarters?”

“Headquarters is in Kyle’s attic,” Lucy said. “It’s a trillion degrees up there.”

“Your house?” I asked.

“Forget it. Mom’s having a meeting. The women are wearing perfume.”

So it seemed like we’d be stuck in my room forever. Boiling, stinky hot. With nothing to do. But sometimes, when you least expect it, opportunity knocks.


  Knock knock knock.


“WILLIE!” My other best friend, Kyle, rushed into my room. He was waving an envelope. “Look at this! Somebody sent us something.”

The envelope said Scarface Detectives.

“Open it!” I said.


Kyle ripped open the envelope. Inside was a note. It said:


 

HELP!

 

And that was all.

“Who’s it from?” Lucy asked.

“There’s no signature,” said Kyle. He looked again at the envelope. “And no return address.”

“Hey!” Lucy said. “There’s something on the other side of the note.”

Kyle flipped the paper over. There was a map on the other side.

It was the dead middle of summer. But an adventure was just beginning.

Did I mention it was dead middle?



2

X Marks the . . .

We crammed our heads together and looked at the map. There was an X where we were and an X somewhere else, and a bunch of streets in between.

“Are we supposed to go to the other X spot?” I asked.

“I guess,” Kyle said. “Maybe it’s like a treasure hunt or something.”

Lucy said, “I don’t think it’s a treasure hunt. The note says ‘Help!’ Somebody’s in trouble.”

“Maybe it’s a client who needs our detective help,” I said.


“Or it could be a trick,” Kyle said. “The map doesn’t lead to Chuckie’s house, does it?”

Chuckie’s a kid in the neighborhood. He’s bad to the bone. If this was a trick, he’d be behind it. “Noooo,” I said, scratching my head. “It’s not Chuckie’s house. Look.” I pointed. “The map leads out of the neighborhood, past the sledding hill, right to the X. So X marks the—”

“CEMETERY!” Lucy said. She let go of the map, and it fluttered to the ground. “The X is smack in the middle of Oak Hill Cemetery.”

Kyle picked up the map. “Lucy’s right,” he said. “That is the cemetery” He looked at Lucy and me. “Hey, you guys look pale. You aren’t scared of a dumb cemetery, are you?”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “Aren’t you?”

“Naw,” Kyle said. “Cemeteries are just full of a bunch of moldy old dead guys. Dead guys can’t hurt you. They’re dead. But it is funny that somebody wants to meet us there.”

“Yeah,” said Lucy. “Very funny. Ha-ha.” She wasn’t laughing.


“There’s only one way to find out what this is all about. We have to walk to the X. Let’s go,” said Kyle.

I wanted to go, but my feet seemed stuck to the floor. “You first,” I said. “You’ve got the map.”

So Kyle led us outside. We walked past his house, which used to belong to Loony Loraine. When she died, her greedy nephew, Neil, sold it to Kyle’s parents. That was Kyle’s lucky day. Loraine had been an amateur detective, like us. So her house was full of detective stuff—a secret passage, files full of scoop on everyone in town, detective magazines, and Scarface, a crime-talking parrot.

The neighborhood ended after Kyle’s house. You know how it is in a neighborhood. Lots of people recognize you. Lots of people watch you from their windows. If you yelled “HELP!” in your neighborhood, a million moms and dads would come running. But outside of it . . . ? I shivered.
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We kept walking. We walked onto Bridge Street . . . over the creek . . . to the sledding hill. Then we saw it:


 

OAK HILL CEMETERY

 

There it was, big as life.

Or death.

We followed the map, tiptoeing past tombstones, fake flowers, trees, and a creepy cement angel. It was getting darker and darker outside. Like somebody was fooling around with the dimmer switch. Finally, we got to the X spot.

It was on an actual grave. “Yowzer!” I said, jumping off. “We’re standing on top of a dead guy.”

Lucy jumped off, too, but Kyle stayed put. Lucy and I mashed together.

“Whoever’s underneath here is D-E-A-D. It’s not like he cares. It’s not like he can feel us standing here.” Kyle danced on top of the grave to prove his point. “La-dee-da-dee-da,” he sang. “See? Nothing happened. Nobody jumped up and said ‘Boo!’. . .N-n-no bones rattled . . . and n-n-nobody whoooo’d. A dead, putrid, glowing arm did not come out of the ground and g-g-grab me.”

Suddenly, Kyle backed off the grave and mashed in with Lucy and me. “I guess it is pretty freaky here,” he said. “M-m-maybe we should go home.”
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“Well, we ARE detectives,” I said. “We can’t give up and walk away just because we’re scaredies. We have to snoop around. It’s our job. Besides, maybe it is Chuckie, playing a trick.” I cupped my hand around my mouth. “Hey, Chuckie! We know it’s you. Come on out.”


But nobody answered. It was still just us and a bunch of dead guys.

“It’s not funny, Chuckie!” yelled Lucy. “Come out.”

Silence.

“I guess it’s not Chuckie,” Kyle said. “If it was, he’d be laughing his head off now, calling us suckers.”

“Let’s keep investigating.” I circled the grave. On the other side was a weird-looking tree. It was huge. And bumpy, like it had warts. And the roots stuck out of the grass like bony toes. There was a giant hole in it that looked like a screaming mouth.

“Hey!” I said. Next to the mouth hole was our next clue. “Another note!” We crammed together to read it. It said:



 

This is the place.

 

Lucy snatched it off the tree. Like before, there was writing on the other side. It said:


 


Somebody’s trying to

sell the cemetery.

We don’t want to move.

We need your help!

Come back for further

communication.



 

“Oh, man!” Kyle whispered.

[image:  ]
I thought the dark and the map and the note and the cemetery and the skeleton tree were as creepy as things could get. I thought, If this were a scary movie, this would be the worst part. Now things will get better. Only they didn’t. Things got creepier, because that’s when we read the writing on the tombstone. It said:

 


Loraine Lamonde,

beloved aunt of Neil.

May she rest in peace.
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