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CHAPTER ONE

ALL UNITS
RESPOND

S

tanley saw Gertie’s round face pop through the
trap door. “I hate her,” Gertie said.
“Hate who?” Felix asked, kneeling at the tree

house window and peering out through a tiny pair of
yellow binoculars.
Gertie stretched her neck. “Miss Perfect Polly
Partridge, that’s who.”
“I know.” Felix adjusted his binoculars slightly. “I
just think it’s funny to hear you say it. What’d she do
to you this time?”
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“You didn’t see it? Well, she didn’t just do it to
me—she did it to all of us.” Gertie climbed up,
unzipped her backpack in the middle of the floor
and, grumbling all the while, pulled something out.
Stanley knew she hadn’t noticed him lying on the
couch. “What is that?”
Gertie jumped six inches and wheeled around.
“Stanley Robinson Carusoe! Don’t sneak up on me
like that!” She blew dark bangs out of her eyes.
“Here, read for yourself.”
Stanley sat up a little and closed the book he was
reading. He took the newspaper Gertie held out and
glanced at the headline. Stanley frowned. “Um, Felix,
you might want to take a look at this.”
Felix shook his head. “Later guys. I’m involved in
a very important stakeout right now. Kinda life and
death.”
Felix’s tall, lanky frame was folded at odd angles,
his elbows perched on the window sill. Stanley
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watched as Gertie’s eyes darted from the binoculars,
to the pile of spent candy wrappers on the floor, and
back to Felix’s usually freckled face. “Is that
camouflage paint?” she asked Stanley. “What exactly
is he doing?”
Stanley shrugged and handed the paper back.
“I’ll tell you what I’m doing,” Felix replied, still
spying. “I left the last piece of my birthday cake on
the

kitchen

counter

so

it

can

reach

room

temperature. Everybody knows it’s mine, and
everybody knows I’m waiting to have it tonight.
Problem is, lately someone’s been swiping my food,
and nobody’s fessed up to it. Well, not this time. I’ve
got a perfect view of the kitchen from here, and this
time…” he shook his fist in the air, “I’m going to
catch the thief red-handed.”
Gertie put both hands on her hips and cocked her
head a little to the left. “Life and death? That’s not
life and death, Felix. This is life and death.” Her
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short stride kept pace with her temper as she crossed
the tree house and poked the newspaper at his red
head. He ignored it. She looked down into the
kitchen. “How long is your stupid stakeout going to
take?”
“For your information, this isn’t stupid, it’s a cake
stakeout.” He looked up and snapped his fingers.
“Wait a second. That makes it a cakeout! Whoa. And
anyways, I’ve been here for three hours, and I’m
willing to wait thirty more to catch the culprit. In the
past week, I’ve lost half a Twinkie, a piece of
cinnamon toast, and leftover lasagna.” After a pause
he turned to her for the first time. “Do you have any
idea how good my mom’s lasagna is on the second
day?”
Stanley chuckled. If Felix was looking for
sympathy, he wasn’t going to find it on Gertie’s face.
Felix returned to his binoculars.
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“Have

you

even

read

yesterday’s

5

school

newspaper?” Gertie practically screamed. “Polly
wrote an editorial on ‘why English is the finest
educational pursuit, followed by the arts, dance,
science and then,’ get this, ‘cleaning the bathroom
and then math.’ She cites studies that say people who
like math are quote ‘more likely to dress their pets up
in sweaters, wet their beds, and take stuffed animals
out on dates’ end quote.”
Felix jerked forward. “Why, that low down–I
can’t believe it!”
“I know,” Gertie said, “she’s really gone too far
this time.”
“No, look, something’s happening in the house.”
Stanley darted to the window. Even Gertie
pushed onto her tiptoes to get a better view.
There was a blur of movement in the kitchen.
Then something small and white jumped onto the
counter. It was Buckets, the Dervish family’s fluffy
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white cat. The fancy feline sniffed the edges of the
birthday cake, licked the blue number 12 off the top,
finished the entire piece in four bites, jumped down
to the floor, and sauntered away.
The binoculars tipped from Felix’s face. “That
mangy, good-for-nothing cat burglar. See if I ever fill
his milk bowl full again. And after everything I’ve
done for him, everything we’ve meant to each
other…”
Stanley patted him on the shoulder. “Sorry
buddy, I know how much that cake meant to you.”
Gertie threw both hands in the air. “Cake? Who
cares about cake? Look at this last sentence: ‘The
only thing more pathetic than people who like math
are the people in this school who act like Math is
their best friend.’ That is a direct shot at us.”
“I suppose it is.” Felix sighed and started
unwrapping another candy bar. “So, what do we do
about it?” He and Gertie both turned to Stanley.
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Before he could say anything the trap door flew
open, and Charlotte stood halfway up the ladder
smiling at them. Her curly blonde hair was drawn
back in a ponytail and her blue eyes sparkled with
excitement.
Stanley looked down at her. “Did you get it?”
Charlotte heaved a cardboard box onto her
shoulder. “Got it.”
“Yeah, well we’ve got something, too,” Gertie
said, flailing her arm so violently that pieces of
newspaper floated to the tree house floor. “A big fat
Polly Partridge problem. Why am I the only one
upset by this whole thing?”
“Trust me Gertie,” Stanley said, “you’re not.” He
reached down to lift the box up the ladder. “Polly will
get what’s coming to her.” He took something out of
the box, a medium-sized electronic device with lots
of knobs, and set it on the small table near the
middle of the clubhouse. “But not today. Today, we
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have better things to do.” He held up a black power
cord coming off the end of the device. “Today, we
discover our destiny.”
Gertie eyed the outlet at the other end of the tree
house. “It looks like our destiny needs an extension
cord. What is that thing anyway?”
Stanley nodded towards the trunk. “Get the
extension cord and I’ll show you.”
Gertie bowed. “Whatever you say, dear leader.
But don’t think I’ve forgotten about Polly.”
Charlotte pulled herself into the tree house,
leaned over the gadget, and tapped on it with her
finger. “I haven’t tried this thing yet. Not even sure if
it still works.” She noticed Felix coming toward her.
“Nice camo.”
“Not much good it did me,” Felix mumbled, his
mouth full of Snickers.
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“Take it you don't need these, after all?”
Charlotte unslung a pair of high-powered hunting
binoculars from her neck.
“Nah, Operation Cake Bait couldn't wait. Thanks
for bringing them, but my cereal box Spynoculars
worked just as well.”
“Culprit?” asked Charlotte.
“Buckets,” answered Felix.
“Bummer,” Charlotte replied, then looked to
Gertie. “Cats eat cake?”
Gertie smirked. “Cats? No. Buckets? Anything.”
“It’s always been a source of bonding,” Felix
sighed. “Until now.”
Stanley plugged the device into the extension
cord. “Felix, see if you can get this thing to work.”
“If it’s electronic, I’ll get it to work,” Felix said
while running his fingers over the strange device.
“This had better be some sort of getting-even
machine, Stanley,” Gertie said.

10
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Felix switched the power to the on position and
adjusted a lever. He shook his head, then pulled a
screwdriver out of his pocket and stuck it into the
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