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FOR MY MOM, WHO SPARKED MY LOVE OF READING,


FOR MOOSIE, WHO GIFTED ME A CARDBOARD BOX FULL OF NANCY DREWS,


AND FOR CHRISTY OTTAVIANO, A NANCY DREW KINDRED SPIRIT
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Certainly Nancy Drew never missed an opportunity for a thrilling adventure.


—CAROLYN KEENE, THE BUNGALOW MYSTERY
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An Unexpected Delivery
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HANGING OUT WITH IZZY LATELY HAS BEEN LIKE PUTTING ON A FAVORITE sweatshirt that doesn’t feel quite right. Like maybe it shrank in the dryer, or a seam has begun to unravel. So when Izzy calls to see if Mom and I need extra help at the shop this morning, I’m too surprised to wonder why.


“You want to help?” I repeat.


Izzy hates spending time at Alter Ego. It’s a vintage store, and she’s convinced some things are haunted just because they came from deceased owners. Like the floral-painted handheld mirror that’s been in the shop for over a year. She refuses to go near it because she says our spirits will get trapped inside if we look at our reflection.


Izzy is dramatic that way. It’s one of the things I love about her, and one of the things that kind of bugs me too.


“I know it’s the busy season,” Izzy says.


Which is true. In addition to vintage odds and ends, Alter Ego rents costumes. But not the cheap kind you can buy in a bag from a party store. These are true period pieces, castoffs from old stage productions, and really nice homemade outfits. September and October are always busy months for Mom, with people renting costumes for Halloween and homecoming events.


“We can go to Scoops when we’re done,” Izzy suggests.


This makes me pause. Ice cream on a Saturday morning in the middle of September isn’t the sort of thing she would normally want to do. But Scoops is where my brother works—at least for a few more days, until he goes to college—and Izzy and I did go there sometimes over the summer. If there wasn’t anyone else in the shop, Max gave us free ice cream and we had the arcade games in the back all to ourselves. I really want to believe this is Izzy, the old Izzy, eager to hang out and be our normal selves together.


“Sure,” I say. “And we can make plans for Shellfish Holmes. We need to figure out the rest of the plot.”


“What’s to figure out?” Before I can answer, Izzy reverses course, her voice turning a corner from annoyed to fake calm. “Sure, Maizy. We can talk about your movie.”


“Our movie,” I say, in case part of the awkwardness between us is that she doesn’t feel like I include her enough.


Izzy and I make plans to meet at Alter Ego in an hour. I whistle while I lace my shoes, trying not to think about how she snubbed me at school yesterday. Izzy said she didn’t. Maybe she didn’t. She probably didn’t.


I keep whistling.


“You’re in a good mood,” Dad says as he helps load stuff into the back of Mom’s car.


“It’s going to be a great day,” I say.


And I almost believe it.
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The parking lot behind Alter Ego is mostly empty this early on a Saturday. It’s just me, Mom, and the cars of people in the yoga studio that’s on the third floor of the old building that houses her shop. Alter Ego is on the ground level, and the second floor has private offices for people who usually aren’t here on the weekend.


“Can you carry that?” Mom raises an elbow to point at a shopping bag in the wayback of our SUV. Her hands are full with a large shadow-box-like frame my dad built to display marbles in the store window. I grab the bag—it’s filled with quilts Mom must be adding to the store’s collection, and on top of those rests a plastic tub of the marbles that will fill the frame.


As we cross the parking lot, I’m mulling over the problem with my movie plot.


“Do you think it matters how somebody dies? Or just that they died?” I ask Mom.


She pauses mid-step to boost the frame up with her knee. “Of course it matters. It matters to the people who love the person.”


“But would it matter to you in a story? Or a movie? Do you need to know how the character died, or just that they’re dead?”


Mom considers this as she rests the frame against the building and unlocks the back door. “I guess it depends on the story. If it’s about their death, then yes. It would matter a lot.”


“That’s what I think!”


Mom holds the door open for me as I continue.


“Izzy says it doesn’t matter if—”


I step forward like I’ve done a million times before entering the storeroom at the back of the shop, but this time the lip of wood grabs the toe of my sneaker. I stumble inside, surprised, and launch the bag into the air. It lands with a plomp, and the tub falls out. Marbles spill everywhere.


“Maizy, what in the world?” Mom flips on the light switch and looks around as if there’s a tripping culprit lurking. Other than the marbles rolling around, the space is tidy as usual. The walls are lined with shelves that hold inventory and supplies organized in orderly bins and baskets, and an empty worktable sits in the middle of the room. Marvin the store cat patters in to investigate.


“Are you okay? What happened?” Mom asks.


“Wood sprites,” I reply, scooping up a few of the marbles that Marvin is now batting in every direction. “Pretty sure that was wood sprites.”


“Wood sprites?” She shakes her head and laughs. “Too bad those years of ballet lessons didn’t help with your clumsiness.” She winks and picks up the fallen bag, leaving the marble tub on the floor for me to refill. “I’m going to set up the rest of this stuff.”


I call after her as she walks away. “For the record, it was only months of ballet! In first grade. And the lessons did help—I trip with style!”


I hear Mom laugh again from the next room as I crawl around, corralling marbles—except for the rainbow-swirl one Marvin is galloping after—and get back to thinking about death. Specifically, the one that happens in Shellfish Holmes.


Shellfish Holmes is our latest screenplay—my screenplay, really. I wrote it. But Izzy acted out the dialogue very dramatically, which was helpful too. It’s going to star Lois, the stuffed lobster I got as a souvenir when Izzy and I went to the aquarium a couple of summers ago. We always use stuffed animals and toys to cast our movies.


We’ve been making movies together since third grade. But Shellfish Holmes needs to be our best one yet. It’s for a group project in language arts. We’re supposed to pick a genre—like comedy, mystery, science fiction—and a storytelling method to create an original work. Everybody in class will vote for their favorite (not their own, of course), and the winning project will be shown as part of a school fundraiser at the Curio.


The Curio is an old movie house that was going to be torn down until a bunch of Larksville residents banded together to save it. Now it’s been renovated, and the lobby doubles as an art gallery, and the theater has both live concerts and plays and also retro movie nights. Once a month, the feature is a movie made by local teenagers. It’s a big deal to have your movie selected, and as soon as I’m old enough, I’m entering my films.


But if Shellfish Holmes gets the class vote, then I won’t have to wait. I might be the youngest director to have a movie shown at the Curio.


Our script has everything a good mystery needs: Detective? Shellfish Holmes. Mystery setup? The leading lady of a play mysteriously dies. Suspects? The director, a castmate, and a boyfriend (because Izzy says there has to be a boyfriend).


We even know who did it and why: It was the castmate, who wanted the lead role for herself. She tries to frame the director for the murder, because he didn’t cast her, and she’s hoping her boyfriend will become the new director. To help herself look innocent, she’s the one to hire Shellfish Holmes in the first place.


It’s brilliant! It has everything! Everything except how the starlet dies.


Izzy says that doesn’t matter; most people won’t notice. She says we need to move on from the script and start filming, because we only have two weeks left to work on it. But I say every detail counts. Even if our audience doesn’t care, I want to know.


I reach for the last marble, but Marvin zooms over, his fluffy butt skidding past me as he paws the marble into the next room.


“Marvin, you’re not helping.” I crawl into the costume room, but Marvin gets to the marble first. He scampers after it into yet another room, so I stand up, and I’m about to head back to get the marble tub when a loud thud comes from the front of the shop.


“Mom?” I call, at the same time she yells from the quilt room, “Maizy, what happened now?”


“That wasn’t me! It’s probably Marvin.”


It actually sounded more like someone trying to shove open the locked front door. Maybe it’s Izzy, even though she knows to come in through the back when the store is closed.


Marvin’s at the front, tail swishing, so I expect to see a face in the window, but nobody’s there.


Before I do anything else, I scan Main Street. I don’t know why, exactly. Maybe with my murder mystery on the brain, I’m on extra-high alert for suspicious things. But it’s just the same old shop-lined street, beginning to wake up. Mr. Lim sweeps the sidewalk in front of Scoops, someone from Abuelita’s Tacos sets out a fresh bowl of water for dogs, and a couple exits the coffee shop, to-go cups in hand.


Marvin paws at the door and meows. There’s a large package of some sort out there. That must have been the thud. I unlock the door and open it, shoving the package far enough away that I can step out. It’s a heavy box, and I have to lean into the door to move it.


Marvin brushes past my leg, going outside to rub against a corner of the cardboard.


“Who left this?” I ask him.


Mrow? he replies.


I try to pick up the box, but it’s too heavy. I scoot it with the side of my foot, alternating legs as I move it inch by inch until it’s just inside and I can close the door. Marvin jumps on top, but the flaps sink and he springs right out. The box wasn’t sealed or even addressed.


“Someone left a box of stuff at the front door,” I call to Mom. Sometimes people bring in random things to see if Mom wants to buy them.


“Hello?” Izzy’s voice wafts from the back room, hesitant and unsure. “Mrs. Turner? Maizy?”


“Izzy-bell!” I leave the box and run to the back. She’s still holding the door open, eyeing the shelves around her warily.


“Come on in, the ghosts won’t bite,” I say.


“Hilarious,” Izzy mutters with a roll of her eyes, like that was definitely not what she was worried about, but she only takes a baby step inside.


I throw my arms around her and squeeze. “You know I’m teasing, Izzy.”


She relaxes, gently removing herself from the hug. “I know. And you know I go by Isabelle now.”


“Right, right. It’s just hard to think of you any other way—you’ve always been Izzy to me. Isabelle feels like a completely different person, you know?”


She shrugs and says, “Well, around other people, at least, try to remember.”


Mom sets us up with freshly laundered costumes that need to be put on hangers and an assortment of collectible tins that need to be stickered. She also wheels the box back on a dolly, dropping it next to my feet with a thud.


“It looks like mostly books in there, but maybe sort through to make sure,” she says.


Mom doesn’t normally sell books, so whoever left the box either didn’t know or didn’t care.


“Maybe someone meant to leave this at Turn the Page,” she adds. “We’ll check with Maureen after you go through the box.”


Turn the Page is the bookstore two blocks down. It’s a narrow, one-story orange building with a front patio filled with green furniture for story times, squeezed between a ramen place and a bank—very different from Alter Ego, in our tall corner building with white-paned windows and blue-and-white striped awnings. So I doubt it was a mix-up. But I shrug and say, “Sure, I’ll look through it.”


Izzy opts for the costumes—they probably strike her as less likely to be possessed.


“Let’s talk Shellfish Holmes,” I launch in. As I talk, I lift a flap of the box and remove one old book after another, setting them on the table. “Lois will obviously be the detective, but what should we use for the other characters? Should we stick with a sea-animal theme, or is it funnier if we mix it up?”


Izzy sighs and clips a poodle skirt onto a hanger. “Maizy, this is a school project, and we’re sixth graders now. We can’t use stuffed animals and dolls. This isn’t a silly game.”


A silly game? I thunk a book down a little too hard.


When Steven Spielberg made his first feature-length sci-fi movie, Firelight, as a teenager, was that a silly game? When Tim Burton filmed his first animated short at thirteen, was that a silly game?!


Izzy removes a velvet coat from the dry-cleaning bag and holds it up to the window that faces the parking lot.


“We have to use Lois,” I insist. “I wrote the script for her.”


Izzy slides her arm into one sleeve. “You can rewrite it.”


Rewrite it? Rewrite it?!


Like all the work I’d already put into writing the script didn’t matter? Like it had been no big deal and I’d just whip up another one with a human detective?


I keep piling book after book onto the table, not even looking at them. Just thunk, thunk, THUNK.
















[image: image]
















“The other day, you said we were taking too long with the story. That we should move on to filming. And besides, the detective has to be a lobster. It’s Shellfish Holmes, remember? That’s the whole joke.”


I half expect Izzy to point out that clams and crayfish and shrimp are shellfish too, so the detective doesn’t have to be a lobster. But Izzy doesn’t say any of that. Instead, she walks to the costume room to get a view of herself in the full-length mirror. “What if we paired up with Link and Ben?”


“Link?” That’s the only word that pops out of my mouth, but my head is full of them. Questions like: How did we go from arguing about Shellfish Holmes to talking about Link and Ben, and why in the world would we partner with them, anyway, and—


“Lincoln Diaz. Everybody calls him Link.”


“I know who Link is. And Ben too. We’re all in the same class. We don’t need to partner with them or anyone else. Mr. Orson said just the two of us is fine.”


“Maybe it would be more fun. Think about it. We could go see if they’re playing arcade games at Scoops later and ask them.”


Scoops. That’s why she wanted to get ice cream. That’s why she offered to help this morning. I’m too mad to talk about this anymore. I plunge both hands into the box of books and lift an armload, letting them topple onto the others I’ve already removed. These books are nearly identical: faded denim-blue covers with dark blue letters and the silhouette of a lady peering through a magnifying glass.


Izzy gasps, and despite myself, I look over. The velvet coat has been hung up, and the next costume she’s removed is a giant lobster. For real. It’s like red onesie pajamas, with an orange belly and a lobster-shaped hood with eyes the size of tennis balls. I clap both hands over my mouth in shock. Somehow this makes me feel triumphant, like the universe is siding with me in the Shellfish Holmes debate, and I shed my anger.


“What?!” I mumble-exclaim at the same time Izzy says, “How?”


Our laughter spurts out like shaken soda cans spraying around the room, and it’s the old Izzy and Maizy again. The release feels so good, and our argument over a school project seems ridiculous. Even more ridiculous than this lobster costume.


“It’s fate!” Izzy wheezes, wiping tears from her eyes.


I can’t stand straight, I’m laughing so hard, but I nod in agreement.


“We don’t have to use Lois,” Izzy says. “You can be Shellfish Holmes! You have to wear this. You have to!”


“I do,” I agree. “I totally do!”


Still giggling, I reach down to the book box, but it’s empty now except for a card. I pick it up and realize it’s not a card—it’s actually a photo. An old photo with a digital date stamped on the bottom: 4-16-1993.


There are three women smiling at the camera, and my gaze locks on one. I know that smile. I’ve known that smile my whole life. The wisp of a shiver tiptoes down my spine as I look from the photo to the empty box, trying to make sense of how it got there.


“What is it?” Izzy asks.


I turn the photo toward her and tap the woman on the right. “That’s Jacuzzi.”
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Ice Cream Escape
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“THAT’S JACUZZI?!” IZZY LEANS FORWARD, SQUINTING.


“I think so.”


A stranger eavesdropping would probably think Izzy’s disbelief came from me stating that a person was a hot tub. But Izzy knows my grandma Susie, and she knows that when I was three, “Jacuzzi” was how I said her name, and it stuck. She’s been our Jacuzzi ever since.


I study the picture some more. There’s Jacuzzi, and another woman who looks about the same age, and in between them stands an older white-haired lady. All three have big smiles on their faces, and they’re dressed up like they’re at a special event, maybe a wedding or something like that.


“Jacuzzi kind of looks like your mom there,” Izzy says.


I take in the pile of books on the table in front of me. “I wonder if she left these outside.”


That would be a weird thing for Jacuzzi to do. Why wouldn’t she just leave them on our front porch or give them to us in person?


“Hey, Mom!” I leave the storage room and find her in the front. The “Closed” sign has been flipped to “Open,” and she’s rearranging things in the window to make space for the frame. Once it’s filled with marbles, the floor will be spotted with rainbows when the sun hits it in the afternoon.


I hold the photo out to her. “Look what I found in that box.”


Mom leans close for a good look. “That’s Jacuzzi,” she says.


“I know!”


Mom’s brow is folded up, like she’s waiting for the punch line of a joke.


“It was in that box,” I say again. “Along with all the books.”


“That makes no sense,” Mom says.


I shrug. I don’t know what else to say.


Mom heads back to the storage room, and I follow her. When she sees all the books, she breathes in sharply. She lifts up one, then another. The Secret at Shadow Ranch. The Haunted Bridge.


“These are Nancy Drews!”


The name Nancy Drew rings a bell, but I didn’t realize that’s what those books were, or that the series was so old.


“Why did she do this?” Mom seems to be asking the books this question, more than me and Izzy.


She pulls out the basket where she stores her purse and retrieves her phone. A few taps on the screen, and she waits with it pressed to her ear. There’s a faraway tinny voice of Jacuzzi, and my mom says, “Mom, what were you thinking?”


Izzy and I exchange a look, our eyes wide. Mom sounds… really annoyed… and I don’t understand how a box of old books and a photo could rile her up.


“I don’t mean for dinner tonight,” Mom continues. “I mean the box you left outside the store. Nancy Drews—seriously? Is that supposed to be a joke? And you didn’t drive those over here, did you?”


Now I think I might understand—at least a little bit. Jacuzzi injured her foot a few weeks ago, and her doctor still hasn’t given her the okay to use her car.


Izzy mouths, Ice cream?


I may have been annoyed about her wanting to go to Scoops earlier, but now I’m relieved at the excuse to get away.


I tell Mom we’ll be back, and she nods, but she’s saying, “The books. The books, Mom. You left them outside the store!”


Once we’re outdoors waiting to cross at the corner, Izzy says, “That was so awkward!”


“I don’t understand what just happened.”


“Why was your mom so mad about books?”


I shrug. The whole thing has me confused—why my grandmother would leave them outside the store like that, why it bothered Mom so much.


We walk past workers taking down the floral hanging baskets from the lampposts and replacing them with scarecrows. I push open the door to the ice cream shop, and Max calls, “Welcome to Scoops,” before looking up. He flicks the hair out of his eyes as he offers a cone to an elderly man holding a little boy’s hand. Then he spots us.


“Hey, Maize.”


As we wait for Max to finish ringing up his customer, Izzy whispers, “You’re so lucky.”


“Why?”


“You can come here whenever you want.”


I frown at Izzy, because she’s never been that into ice cream, but then I see she’s watching the back corner where the arcade games are. Just like she thought, Link and Ben are there, laughing and pounding their hands against the controls. I don’t have to be a brilliant detective to figure out it’s not the ice cream she wants to spend more time with.


When we step up to the counter, my brother says, “Isabelle! What are you up to these days?”


I’d forgotten, again, that Isabelle is what she wants to be called now. The funny thing is, Max has always called her Isabelle. He started doing that in the third grade, to tease her. That was when she hated her full name. He has no idea how pleased it must make her now.


She straightens, and flips her hair over one shoulder. “I was working at Alter Ego, with Maizy.” Her eyes flit back and forth from my brother to Ben and Link in the corner. They’ve shown zero sign of being aware of anything other than the game they’re playing.


“Working, huh? Aren’t you too young to have a job?” Max says.


She bats his question away with a swat of her hand. “Well, you know, volunteering.”


Behind her, I can’t help rolling my eyes, which my brother catches. But all he says is, “That’s very charitable of you.”


Max offers us samples, but Izzy says she’s not in the mood for ice cream and wanders to the back.


I watch her go, and Max says to me, “You should have ice cream.”


He doesn’t wait for my reply and fills a cup with one scoop of rocky road and another of bubblegum.


“Have you seen Jacuzzi today?” I ask.


“This morning? No, I haven’t. Aren’t we having dinner at her house?”


That’s our Saturday family routine. Sometimes it’s dinner at her house, sometimes at ours, or sometimes we meet at a restaurant.


“Yeah, but she left something at the store, and Mom was weird about it. I thought maybe she stopped in to say hi to you.”


Max shakes his head. “Haven’t seen her. I wouldn’t worry about it, though.”


I didn’t say anything about being worried, but I guess my face did.


I take my ice cream to the back. Link’s twin sister, Cam, is there too, sitting in a booth with a book.


“Hi, Cam,” I say. It must be a good book, because she doesn’t look up.


“And it’s hilarious,” Izzy is saying. She waves me over. “Maizy, come here. I was telling them about your script for Mr. Orson’s class. Tell them how funny it is.”


I feel a little taller, hearing Izzy rave over something I wrote. But at the same time, I don’t know if she really means it. Maybe she’s just trying to impress the boys.


Link and Ben turn, eyebrows raised and waiting for me to crack them up, I guess.


“Umm…”


Ben is one of the shorter boys in our class, and he’s very smiley. If he’s not smiling, then he looks like he’s trying not to. Link’s face is just neutral. He tugs on the strings of his Larksville Soccer hoodie so they’re sliding back and forth to the electronic beat of the home screen on the game they’d been playing.


Finally, I say, “It’s… funny.”


Ben goes, “Heh,” like I actually told a joke, but he’s nice like that. Link nods and says, “Okay.” He turns back to the game and puts in another quarter.


“Ooh, I want a turn,” Izzy says, and squeezes by Ben to claim the second controller. Ben leans against the machine to watch them play.


And I stand alone, behind them.


Cam turns a page, continuing to be absorbed in her book. My brother is on the far side of Scoops, bringing extra napkins to the elderly man, whose grandson’s cone dripped all over the table.
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This is feeling super awkward, staring at the backs of Izzy, Link, and Ben. And I know from being here during the summer that Izzy’s pretty good at this game, so I might be standing here for a while. I pull my phone from my pocket and look at the screen, pretending to see a message from my mom.


“Oh, hey, my mom needs me back at the store.”


I wait, giving Izzy a chance to tell me to hold on, she’s coming too. But she keeps playing.


“So, um, I should get going.”


I might as well be a lamp for how interested she is in me.


“Okay, so… Gotta run.”


I raise a hand, waggle my fingers, and say, “Toodles!”


Toodles? Where did that come from?


I spin away before Izzy or anyone else sees my face flame bright red. They’re still into the game, but I hear Cam snort. I move like a person with places to go, who totally meant to say toodles (ugh), but then I push the wrong side of the door and it doesn’t open.
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