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prologue



ADULTS JUST LOVE ASKING US WHAT WE WANT TO BE when we grow up. I guess they think it’s cute when we answer, “an astronaut,” or “a rock star,” or “your boss, so I can make you stop asking me questions.”


But it’s hard to predict the future. I never even thought about saying I wanted to be a detective, any more than a grass inspector or a night watchman at a mattress store. I don’t mean those are bad jobs, or that they aren’t interesting in their own ways—they’re just jobs I never even thought about.


But that was before the murders in my building. That’s right—murderS, with a capital S. Not one, not two, but… well, keep reading. You’ll find out who died, who almost died, and whose lives I helped save.


(Hint: One of them was my own.)


I’m not even the only kid at school who’s a detective now. But we don’t let just anybody join our club. Our members have to be curious, creative, and good at spotting clues. Does that sound like anyone you know?


Does that sound like… you?
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AT THE MARBLE-TOPPED CHESS TABLE IN THE WOOD-PANELED lounge of our apartment building, I sat across from my elderly neighbor, Kermit Hermanson. Both of us were playing fast and furiously. I wanted to win so badly it was killing me.


It was my turn, so I moved my knight into the center of the board and stopped my chess clock with a CLICK—starting Kermit’s time. We each had only ten minutes to play the whole game.


Kermit raised an eyebrow and stroked his long gray beard. “Are you sure you vant to do zat?” he asked. His accent made him sound like a mad doctor from a monster movie. He’s told me he’s from Sweden, and I’ve never met anyone else from Sweden or whose English sounds like his.


“I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life,” I told him. “Why, are you getting nervous?”


Kermit was hard to beat, so I figured a little trash talking couldn’t hurt.


Even though Kermit taught me how to play chess when I was six years old, these days, we rarely played face to face. I usually made my moves on my way to and from school, and he usually made his moves as he came and went from his daily walks around our Chicago neighborhood. But today was Sunday, so when we’d met each other in the elevator, we decided to grab some snacks and sit down for a game.


“Vell, eet ees your funeral,” said Kermit, raising one eyebrow.


He smiled and moved his bishop to block me. CLICK.


I had opened with a series of aggressive moves called the Fried Liver Attack. (I know it sounds crazy, but look it up: It’s real.) Usually I play defense, because Kermit is a much better player. But this time I wanted to throw him off his game by going on the offense—and his latest move showed me it was actually working.


I attacked again. CLICK.


“I wouldn’t call the undertaker yet,” I told him.


“You are off to impressive start,” admitted Kermit. He had been moving quickly and confidently, but now he was hesitating. “I only hope you know how to checkmate.”


“Oh, I know how to checkmate, all right. The only question is how many moves it will take me.”


He picked up his queen and then put it back down in the same place. He tugged at his shirt collar like it suddenly felt too tight.


I smelled victory—a victory that would be all the sweeter because I would be there to see the look on his face.


Beads of sweat broke out on Kermit’s wrinkly peach-colored forehead. He moved again and stopped his clock again—CLICK—trying to block me with a pawn. But he was only delaying the inevitable. Suddenly, it was like I could see three moves ahead. I knew exactly what I needed to do to steer him toward the endgame.


“Are you sure you want to do that?” I asked, teasing him.


“Maybe not,” he admitted. “I am not feelink like myself today.”


“Or maybe you’ve just forgotten what it feels like to lose.”


CLICK.


Kermit sipped his tea, which smelled like liquid campfire smoke. He’d already eaten all of his lemon cake except the crumbs.


“Zat ees possible,” he said. “Or maybe…”


He frowned.


“Maybe what?” I asked.


It seemed like he was thinking about resigning. In chess, when one player knows they have no way to come back and win, they quit the game by tipping over their queen. It’s a super dramatic way to say, Fine, I give up—you win!


Well, Kermit gave up, all right. But he didn’t tip over his queen.


Instead, he rolled his eyes, knocked the pieces onto the floor—and collapsed onto the chessboard.
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“OKAY, VERY FUNNY,” I SAID. “YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE so dramatic about losing!”


Kermit didn’t move. I glared at him—well, at the wispy gray hair on the top of his head.


“Don’t take this the wrong way, but have you considered dandruff shampoo?” I asked.


Still nothing. I was starting to think dandruff might be the least of his problems.


“Kermit?” I asked nervously. “Can you hear me?”


But the chess pieces seemed more likely to answer than he did.


I reached across the board and grabbed Kermit’s shoulder. It felt bony and fragile, even through his thick cardigan sweater. I gave him a shake, but not too hard—I didn’t want to break anything.


He was limp as a piece of uncooked fish. His back was rising and falling, so at least I knew he was still breathing. Whatever was wrong, there was still time to save him. Unless there wasn’t. What if Kermit was dying?


“Help!” I yelled, hoping someone outside the lounge would hear me. “I need help in here!”


No one came.


Stay calm, take deep breaths, and THINK, I told myself. I picked up my phone and called 911.


“What is your emergency?” asked the dispatcher.


“My name is Minerva Keen, and I’m calling from the lobby of the Arcanum on North Dearborn Parkway. My neighbor just collapsed on a chessboard.”


“Do you know what happened?”


“Well, he played defense when he should have played offense, but that’s probably not what you’re asking. My guess is he had a heart attack. He’s pretty old.”


“An ambulance is on its way,” said the dispatcher.


I felt like I should do something to help Kermit, but since his lungs were working, he didn’t need CPR. I ran to the front door to tell Oskar, the doorman, to expect an ambulance—and he called Delores DeWitt, the building manager.


Moments later, all three of us were standing around poor old Kermit. Oskar looked worried, but Delores stared down at Kermit like he was something gross that needed to be cleaned off the plush Persian rug.


“I’ve never liked you playing chess down here,” she snapped in her gravelly voice.


I wasn’t too surprised, because she has never liked me, either. But I snapped right back.


“Are you seriously blaming a board game? That’s like saying sitting down is hazardous to your health,” I said.


“Maybe it depends on who you sit down with,” said Delores.


Losing to me couldn’t actually have caused Kermit to keel over… could it?


The ambulance came quickly from DuSable Hospital, which is only a few blocks away. My little brother, Heck—I’m twelve, he’s eleven—goes there so often that we’re on a first-name basis with most of the doctors.


We even knew the EMTs: Joan, who’s tiny and has a tattoo of a grinning skull on her arm, and John, who’s huge and has a tattoo of a teddy bear. Naturally, we call them Big Joan and Little John. You’d never guess they’re fraternal twins.


Big Joan and Little John checked Kermit’s vital signs and carefully lifted him onto a gurney. They strapped an oxygen mask over his face and rolled him out to the ambulance while Oskar held the door. Then Big Joan hit the lights and siren and floored it, making the tires smoke and squeal like she was just driving ambulances until she got her big break in NASCAR.


“At least pick up your mess,” said Delores, scowling at me as she headed for her office in the back hallway. “And I hope you learned your lesson.”


And exactly what lesson was that? I wondered as I replaced the chess pieces on the board. Everything had happened so fast; one minute, I was playing chess with Kermit, and ten minutes later, I was alone.


Please be okay, I thought, and sank back into my chair with a sick, sad feeling in my stomach.
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I PRESSED THE BUTTON AND WATCHED THE ELEVATOR glide down from a higher floor. My building, the Arcanum, is twelve stories tall, 120 years old, and a historical landmark. An atrium in the middle soars all the way up to a huge skylight. Wrought-iron balconies ring the atrium, so I can see my neighbors going in and out of their apartments. It’s extremely luxurious but not very private—people are always complaining about the noise when Heck and I play tag.


It’s not our fault the balconies are perfect for playing tag.


Stepping into the elevator, I pulled the door shut and rode up to our second-floor apartment. The elevator is like an iron birdcage, so you have to keep your fingers inside while it’s moving if you don’t want them sliced off.


I needed to talk to Heck about what happened to Kermit, but he was at the farmer’s market. And I couldn’t talk to our cousin Bizzy, because she was working on her dissertation down at the University of Chicago. And I would have had to wake my parents up if I wanted to talk to them—they were in Australia, where it was still four thirty in the morning.


The Arcanum is like a magnet for people who are different and weird. Lots of famous Chicagoans have lived here over the years, from artists and architects to aldermen and gangsters, and the lawyers who represented the aldermen and gangsters in court.


I guess you could say my family fits right in. My dad, August Keen, is a mathematician specializing in imaginary numbers, and my mom, Aurora Keen, is a philosopher who studies the brain’s awareness of itself. Even their casual conversations sound like they’re speaking in code. And then there’s Heck, who’s not only a daredevil but cooks like a professional chef.


If you ask me, I’m pretty normal: I go to school, play AYSO soccer, and once in a while meet up with my neighbor for a game of chess. But if you’re the most normal person in a family of circus freaks, you’re still kind of a freak, right?


My only problem is that I don’t have very many friends, especially since my best friend, Charis, moved to Rancho Cucamonga in California. My mom says other kids are intimidated by my superior brainpower. If that’s true, then other kids are looking at it the wrong way, because if I had more friends, my big brain could benefit them, too.


And I also would have had someone to talk to about what just happened in the lobby of the Arcanum.
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I DIDN’T HAVE TO WAIT LONG TO TELL THE STORY—BUT it wasn’t to anyone I expected.


Forty-five minutes later, I was reading my favorite book (You’re Wrong and I’m Right: How to Win Any Argument, No Matter How Petty) in my favorite place (lying on the living room couch with pillows under my head and feet) when our buzzer went off. It sounds like a sheep farting through a kazoo.


I closed the book, set it on the living room couch, and walked into our reception hall. Instead of an intercom, we have brass speaking tubes that go all the way down to the lobby. Like I said, the building is 120 years old.


(The tubes are great for pranking people; last year, Heck and I had our neighbors believing that ghosts were whispering to them in the lobby.)


“Who’s there, Oskar?” I called down.


“There’s a Detective Taylor who says he wants to talk to you, Miss Keen,” he told me. His muffled voice sounded like it was coming through the world’s longest cardboard tube.


“Send him up,” I said.


My mind raced: Detective? Was he here about Kermit?


When I opened the door, my mystery guest stared back at me. He had dark brown skin and short salt-and-pepper hair, and he wore a wrinkled blue suit with a tie that looked like ketchup and mustard having a food fight.


“Are you here because of Kermit? Is he okay?”


“Are you Minnie Keen?” he asked.


“It’s Mi-ner-va,” I said. I refuse to be called Minnie; I’m not miniature and I’m not a mouse.


“I’m Detective Wesley Taylor,” he told me. “I’d like to ask you some questions.”


I stepped aside to let him in. “That’s a coincidence, because I’d like to ask YOU some questions. Like, why are you here?”


He looked at the marble floor, the carved wood panels, and the glittering chandelier in our reception hall like he was recording video with his eyes. Then he took out a notebook and flipped it open.


“I’ll go first,” said Detective Taylor. “Are your parents home?”


“No. They’re in Australia for the next ten weeks as guest lecturers at the University of Melbourne,” I told him.


“Do you have a guardian?”


“Bizzy.”


“This won’t take long, Minerva,” said Detective Taylor, sounding annoyed.


“No, that’s her name,” I told him. “My cousin Elizabetha Burnham goes by Bizzy. She’s getting her PhD at the University of Chicago and she’s super smart.”


“So you’re alone?”


“Until Bizzy and my brother, Heck, get back.”


“Tell me what happened with Mr. Hermanson this afternoon.”


So that was why he had come. I told him how Kermit taught me to play when I was little, and how he acted a little bit grumpy but was actually super nice, and even though we usually played chess long-distance, today we’d decided to play in person. I explained how I ran out to the Elegant Grind, the coffee shop on the corner, for my usual order, a half-caf café mocha, and that I got a Russian Caravan tea and a piece of lemon cake for Kermit.


Then I described the game’s dramatic ending.


“How did he seem before he collapsed?” asked Detective Taylor.


“He was definitely sweating,” I said. “He’d just realized that he’d fallen into my trap.”


Detective Taylor raised an eyebrow. “What kind of trap?”


“Not a literal trap—a strategic trap,” I said. “And honestly, there are easier ways to get out of losing than going to the hospital. Do you know anything about chess?”


He shook his head. “My game is poker. Did the cake taste in any way unusual?”


“I didn’t have any,” I told him.


“And why not?”


“It had poppy seeds on it, and they look like bug poop.”


“Don’t you think it looks suspicious that he collapsed after eating cake you didn’t?”


I couldn’t believe it. First Delores blamed chess, and now Detective Taylor was blaming a piece of cake like he thought it was poisoned?


Suddenly, I felt so nervous that I burped. I couldn’t help it. Some people get dry mouths or wobbly knees or upset stomachs—I burp. Detective Taylor obviously noticed, but fortunately he ignored it.


“You of all people should know that’s only circumstantial evidence,” I told him, trying to convince him I hadn’t done anything wrong. “Just because one event followed another, it doesn’t mean they’re connected. But are you saying Kermit didn’t have a heart attack? What’s going on?”


Detective Taylor looked at me without any expression. He was probably a great poker player. Then he walked past me and began peering at the oil paintings of my ancestors lining the walls of the reception hall.


“You’re very headstrong, Minerva,” he said over his shoulder. “Does that ever get you in trouble?”


“Not really,” I said, which wasn’t a hundred percent true. But it wasn’t a lie he could arrest me for, either.


He kept on going into the living room, so I had to follow him. After pulling a few of my parents’ books off a shelf and frowning at their bewildering titles (my dad has one called When N Is Insufficient: The ABCs of X and Y), he moved on to the corner of our living room, where he stopped. He seemed particularly interested in our glass display case with a collection of vials, flasks, and beakers.


“What can you tell me about these?” he asked.


“They belonged to my great-grandfather, Vitus Keen,” I told him. “He was a chemist who made a fortune after he helped invent the timed-release capsule.”


Detective Taylor nodded as if the collection of antiques confirmed something he already suspected. I began to wonder what he knew about Kermit—and if talking to Detective Taylor had been a bad idea.


“We’ll be seeing each other again very soon, Miss Keen,” he said.
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I HAD JUST CLOSED THE DOOR BEHIND DETECTIVE TAYLOR when I heard a thud, a yelp, and the sound of falling vegetables.


I yanked the door open again. The detective was sprawled on top of Heck, whose Onewheel was spinning on its side. They were surrounded by tomatoes, broccolini, garlic bulbs, and red onions.


In addition to being an excellent cook who shops at our local farmer’s market, Heck is a disaster on anything with wheels—which is why I know what falling vegetables sound like.


I rushed to help Detective Taylor, but he was already climbing to his feet and checking to make sure Heck was okay. Heck bounced right up, as usual.


“Sorry!” said Heck. “I didn’t expect anyone to be getting on the elevator.”


Detective Taylor helped us pick up the produce and put it back into Heck’s shopping bags. “So who’s the cook? Your cousin Bizzy?”


My brother and I laughed. Bizzy is smart enough to solve global warming, but she couldn’t boil water to save her life.


“I want to be a gourmet chef with my own restaurant,” Heck told him.


“He’ll do it, too, because everything he makes is to die for,” I added—which probably wasn’t the best thing to say in front of a suspicious detective.


“Is Heck short for something?” asked Detective Taylor.


Heck nodded.


“His real name is Hector, but he hates that as much as I hate Minnie,” I explained, wishing I’d had time to talk to my brother before the detective started snooping around.


“And where have you been, Heck?” asked Detective Taylor, taking out his notebook again.


“I’ve been at the farmer’s market since the sun came up,” said Heck, lifting one of the bags. “I help out at some of the stalls and they give me free veggies.”


Detective Taylor wrote something down, nodded at both of us, and got into the elevator.


I held our apartment door for Heck, who climbed back on his Onewheel and rolled through, using his bags for balance.


“So, what was that all about?” he asked.


I told him everything that happened while he was at the farmer’s market. It must have sounded pretty bad, because Heck actually tried to give me a hug.


“What are you doing?” I asked, taking a step back.


“Trying to make you feel better, dummy,” he said. “But I still don’t understand why that cop was here.”


“He’s not a cop, he’s a police detective,” I told him, swallowing another nervous burp. “He wants my help on the case.”


“Yeah, and Gordon Ramsay just called and asked me to cohost MasterChef Junior,” scoffed Heck.


“He might not know he wants my help yet,” I admitted. “But he’ll figure it out.”


Heck rolled his eyes and then rolled into the kitchen to start dinner. I headed for the living room to put on my headphones; when he cooks, it sounds like metal robots fighting with trash-can lids.


What happened to Kermit? I wondered as I flopped back down on the couch. I hoped he was okay. He may have been old enough to be my grandpa, or maybe even my great-grandpa, but he was still my friend.


And if someone had hurt him, I needed to know who it was. Not only to clear my name—but to make sure they couldn’t finish the job.















[image: image]



[image: image]


FIRST, I HAD TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT DETECTIVE Taylor. It’s not every day an actual detective comes knocking on your door—assuming he was an actual detective. I burped again. Should I have let him in? It’s hard to believe, but there are people who pretend to be police officers. Some of them just think it’s fun to bust people for speeding. But there are others who do things a lot worse than that.


And when you think about it, playing a cop is the perfect disguise for a criminal, right?


With my noise-canceling headphones clamped on my head so I couldn’t hear Heck, I put on the music I usually use for studying. Then I settled into the couch and opened my laptop. I entered Detective Wesley Taylor Chicago into Google search.


Right away I knew he was who he said. The images that popped up looked exactly like the man who had been in my apartment minutes ago. They showed me that he owned a lot more ugly ties, too.


The very first search result was a Chicago Reader headline: “Street Cleaner: A Cop Catches a Killer—by Returning to His Past.”


I clicked and started reading.




Chicago police detective Wesley Taylor knew something was wrong as he examined the crime scene not far from Montrose Beach. A dog walker had discovered the body of a man not far from a large homeless encampment under Lake Shore Drive.
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