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Chapter One

In the cosy, well-lit study of Jo’s house, the four Kirrin cousins studied the old map of Kirrin Island. The map had been hand-drawn into a brown leather journal, and was covered with promising scribbles like “Old Well”, “Castle Ruins” and “Smuggler’s Rocks”.

“Wow, Jo, your mum and our parents had some wild adventures on Kirrin Island,” said Max. As he peered more closely at the map through his shaggy blond fringe, he exclaimed, “I never noticed that big peat bog before!”

He pointed to a big dark splotch on the map.

“That’s not a bog,” said Jo. “It’s a blob. A food blob.” She stared accusingly at her cousins. “Who’s been sneaking toast and jam to Timmy?”

Hearing his name, the handsome dog at Jo’s feet looked up with a “Who, me?” expression on his face. His muzzle was covered in crumbs.

Allie tucked a long blond curl behind her ear and sheepishly raised her hand. “I did it,” she said.

Dylan adjusted his glasses guiltily. He and Max added their hands to Allie’s.

“I think we need to cut down on treats,” Jo said. “They’re ruining Mum’s journal, and turning Timmy into a tubbo.”

Timmy lay down and hid his nose under his paws.

“Jo, your mom kept the most awesome journals ever,” said Allie, flipping through the dark brown journal. “Listen: ‘I was alone in the dark house; the only sound, the beating of my heart.’ ”

Dylan dimmed the lights for effect as Allie continued reading.

“ ‘The hairs on the back of my neck told me that someone was watching, waiting for the right moment to—’ ”

CRASSSHHH!

An earsplitting noise made the cousins jump. Allie screamed as a weird shadow lunged towards the study window, and Timmy barked protectively. The Five surged outside to see what had happened. They stared in shock at the huge tree which had toppled into the house, damaging the wall and breaking one of the top-floor windows.

The dishevelled figure of Jo’s mum George ran out to join the kids.

“Ah, is everyone OK?” she panted, looking around. “What happened? It sounded like a tree fell on the house.”

“A tree did fall on the house,” Max said, staring at the damage.

“Good call, Aunt George,” said Dylan.

“Then Allie screamed like a girl,” Jo added.

“I am a girl,” said Allie in an indignant voice. “And I was all into your journal, about someone watching the house, waiting for just the right moment to…”

The others goggled at Allie in excitement.

“Well,” said Allie after a pause, “I never found out what he was waiting to do, but I bet it was something creepy.”
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Deep in the shadows cast by the fallen tree, a mysterious figure pulled a phone from his pocket and flipped it open. He dialled a number and listened.

“The tree’s down,” he whispered into the phone. “We can start the operation tomorrow.”


Chapter Two

The Five examined the tree by torchlight. Allie prowled around the edges, taking photos with her phone. There was a mass of branches from the fallen tree by the porch, and a pair of feet were sticking out from underneath

“Ravi, dear,” said George, leaning close to the feet and sounding concerned. “Is there any damage?”

“It’s OK!” said a strong Indian accent from somewhere in the foliage. “The herb garden is undamaged! There will be mint sauce for the lamb chops tonight! Mmm!”

George left her husband and approached Jo and her cousins. “This was a healthy tree,” she said, puzzled. “Trees don’t fall because they trip over something.”

“Look at the stump,” Jo said. She pointed. “It’s all mushy and yellow. Does that look normal to you?”

George studied the stump. “This wasn’t routine root rot,” she said at last.

“Routine root rot,” Max said experimentally. “Routine root rot, routine root rot, routine root rot. That’s quite a tongue-twister.”

Dylan gasped in a dramatic kind of way. “Maybe the tree was…poisoned! Who stood to gain from its death? Did it know too much? Did it owe someone money?”

“We need to get to the root of this!” Allie announced, failing to notice what a terrible joke she had just made.

Max glanced up from the sandwich he was eating. Timmy was looking at him, making big eyes and whimpering appealingly. Unable to resist, Max tossed Timmy a piece of sandwich.

“Hey, hey!” Jo said, snatching the sandwich out of the air before Timmy could reach it. “We agreed Two Ton Timmy doesn’t need more treats.”

Timmy worked his big-eyes routine. He waggled his eyebrows for extra effect.

Allie looked quite tearful. “It’s just…he looks so hungry.”

“Let’s get him a steak!” Max cooed.

“Don’t look into his eyes!” Jo ordered, shielding her face with her arms. “They have power! Look away! Sorry, boy,” she continued from the safe confines of her hoodie sleeves. “From now on, it’s diet and exercise for you.”

Timmy made a disgusted noise in protest.

A branch overhead creaked and scattered fistfuls of leaves on to George’s face. Amused, Allie snapped a photo.

“What a mess,” George said, pulling leaves off her and peering into the tree. “We’re going to need a professional to deal with all this damage.”

A cheerful voice spoke up from the darkness.

“Well then, I’m your man!”

A smiling, chubby man with bad skin stepped up to the Kirrins, munching on crisps from a small bag. He was with a pretty girl who looked about fifteen years old. Both were wearing overalls.

“Ed Gumptybum,” said the man between mouthfuls of crisps. “Handyman extraordinaire. And my daughter extraordinaire, Gwen.”

The pretty girl gave a shy wave.

“Oh,” said Jo in recognition. “You were here a few weeks ago looking for plumbing jobs.”

Ed Gumptybum waved his hand. “And before that, gardening. I’m a man of many trades. If you ever need a magician, call me.” Reaching out, he pulled a coin from behind Dylan’s ear. “Bet you didn’t know you had 50 pence behind your ear,” he told Dylan.

“Yes, I did,” said Dylan. “Give it back.” And he snatched the coin back.

“You look like a hard worker, Mr Gumptybum,” said Ravi, still beneath the tree. “You’ve got the job.”

Gwen smiled. “Bravo, Daddy!” she said. “I’ll get your tools from the van.”

“What a relief,” said George as Gwen headed for Ed’s van, which was parked a little distance away. “A skilled handyman-cum-tree remover. Perfect timing!”

Jo was staring at Ed Gumptybum with a thoughtful expression on her face. “Yeah,” she said. “I suppose so…”


Chapter Three

The following day, the cousins gathered in the study again. Dylan was at his laptop. Timmy was eyeing Dylan’s sandwich, which sat on the desk beside him.

“Ah-ha!” said Dylan. “Metadexahydratin!”

Timmy inched a footstool towards the desk, then pushed a phonebook next to the footstool. He began to climb up the makeshift staircase towards the sandwich.

“Whosie-whatsa-whatsa-who?” Allie said in confusion, leaning over Dylan’s shoulder to see the screen properly.

Timmy made a grab for the sandwich – but Jo snatched it away just in time.

“Break time’s over, Timmy,” Jo said. She led Timmy to an electric treadmill in the corner of the study, and switched it on. “Give me another hundred laps, then you can have a rice cake. Half a rice cake,” she amended.

With a sigh, Timmy climbed on to the treadmill and started trotting.

“Metadexahydratin is an acid for cleaning bricks and stone,” Dylan read out from the screen, as the treadmill whirred in the background. “But if you put it on healthy wood, it turns it into a squishy mush that smells like rotten eggs.”

“My mum does that to roast beef,” Max said.

“This says metadexahydratin turns purple if you add vegetable glycerin,” Dylan continued.

“My make-up remover is mostly vegetable glycerin,” said Allie, digging through her purse and removing a small jar which she put on the desk. “Solves crimes and it moistens my skin.”

Jo pulled out a plastic bag with a chunk of yellow, pulpy wood in
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