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CHAPTER ONE
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When your last name is “Crook” and your best friend is Nick Lawless and your daddy’s the sheriff, then folks never forget you. That’s A-OK by me. I’m proud to be Magnolia Jean Crook from Totter, Texas. Especially the Totter part. Especially now. Because we are fixing to host our First Annual Come On Down Day.

In just one week our small town aims to welcome any and all space aliens who wish to visit. No RSVP required.

And today is our official kickoff party.

Most Totterarians know about the flying saucer that swooped over Bonham, Texas, around ninety years ago, and details of the sightings near Levelland when I was four.

Now we want a turn.

Only, we’re hoping for face-to-face encounters instead.

Mr. Harrington, our resident ufologist and current president of TUFOO (Totter Unidentified Flying Object Organization), stands on the steps of our town square gazebo. He dabs his bald head and taps the mic. We quiet.

“Perfect landing conditions forecast for next Saturday, people,” he says, and points to the cloudless sunshiny November sky. “They’ll be here.”

Nick retrieves his drumsticks from his back pocket and hits them together above his head as cheers rocket through the crowd; we’ll be ready.

“Come On Down Day will be the best day of our lives,” proclaims Mr. Harrington as he adjusts his bow tie.

Normally I don’t cotton to that kind of hyperbole, but anything is possible.

TUFOO wants to celebrate their organization’s tenth anniversary in a spectacular way, so the members dreamed big.

“Remember, good people,” Mr. Harrington continues. “Purchase a raffle ticket for a chance to tour a spacecraft, should the invite from our new friends be extended.”

What Mr. Harrington doesn’t know is that everyone in town agrees he’ll be the one to board the outer space vessel. Though Mr. Harrington’s people skills aren’t stellar, his funeral home is a major sponsor of this event. Plus, he’s organized it all. We figure it’s the least we can do in return. Besides, Totter folks are big on kindness.

“And finally,” Mr. Harrington says, “I invite you to partake of the punch and cookies under the tent, pose for photos with the display on the lawn, and join the story time beside the live oak. Those of you lucky enough to have come early today will be happy to know that the library doors for the first gander at the meteorite will open in minutes.”

“Outta sight,” hollers a man waving a blue paper. His entry pass reads 11:30, which is when his viewing group will get an extra-special look-see.

Chances are that the space rock is why lots of us showed up this morning. Even UFO skeptics, like the one who refused my offer of a WE BELIEVE button, hold a blue pass. How often do regular citizens have a chance to get this close to a rock from outer space? Around here, never. Thank you, anonymous collector.

And thank you, Mimi, my grandmother, who coordinated the meteorite’s display.

Every half hour for the next two hours, a dozen people will set their eyes on, and touch, the cool space rock. Then it will return to its owner. Our town is small enough that I know over half the people in the first viewing.

We spot Mimi across the lawn with my little brother, Travis, and head their way. Like others, Travis is dressed as an extraterrestrial, though no one else wears rain boots with silver foil. Like always, Mimi is dressed in shades of blue, which today means her blue eyeglasses and fashionable bell-bottom pants.

“We must have a cookie,” Mimi says as Nick and I approach.

“Two, please,” says Travis, who inherited his sweet tooth from her.

“Deal,” I say, and tap the cowlick on top of my brother’s head. “We’ve just handed out our last button.”

From the line at the bake sale table, we survey the spectacle on the northwest side of the lawn. Under the live oak tree, a flying saucer the size of a plastic baby pool sits atop a tripod taller than Daddy. Wrapped in shiny tinfoil, it gleams in the sunlight, and at night lights up sparkly-bright, thanks to strings of twinkly lights circling and dangling from its oval-shaped body. In the grass below, dozens of identical baby dolls with their eyes wide open and their arms extended are frozen in walking positions.

“It’s a mighty fine work of art,” says Mimi.

“Right on,” says Nick, pushing his bangs out of his eyes.

Mr. and Mrs. Harrington’s prizewinning Halloween decorations from this fall live on. They’ve created a different version of this scene at their house every year for the past decade. This is the first time one’s appeared on the square.

“I’ve never, ever seen anything quite like that,” Mimi adds.

My body tenses, and I glance at Nick. Maybe he didn’t hear her because he’s turned to wave his drumsticks at some of our sixth-grade classmates.

“But it used to be in the Harringtons’ yard,” says Travis.

He would remember. We visited their creation every day last month, not to mention Halloween night, sometimes with Mimi in tow.

“Oh, of course,” she says. “How thoughtful of them to share it with us again.”

Good save, Mimi, I think, and I kind of, sort of, relax. She’s as quick as ever on the cover-up in spite of the constellation of responsibilities on her mind.

“Cookie time,” I say as we reach the refreshments just as Daddy swoops in.

“Smile,” he says, snaps a picture, and leaves.

Mimi asked him to help document Come On Down Day events with his fancy camera. Since it’s his day off, he’s not in uniform.

I didn’t bring my Brownie camera because I’m saving the rest of my film for the big event.

Sugar-butter-almond deliciousness scents the air. Dozens of decorated confections with blue and black swirls punctuated by white dot-like stars span the tables. After one bite we all agree. The cookie committee outdid themselves.

“Do space aliens like cookies, MJ?” my little brother asks.

“Good question,” I reply. “What do you think?”

“Yes, and spaghetti and tacos and chocolate ice cream.”

“Who wouldn’t?” says Nick, revealing his signature dimpled smile.

“We’ll find out their preferences soon enough,” Mimi assures us. “Totter’s best cooks will bring samples for our guests next Saturday.”

Like Travis, Nick, and Mimi, I believe extraterrestrials exist, but I’m not positive we share the same tastes.

Travis tugs my sweater. “If you aren’t gonna eat your second cookie, MJ, I can help.”

A high-pitched screech emanates from the gazebo, and we spin toward the sound.

Deputy Rodriguez stands beside an ashen Mr. Harrington, his bow tie askew. “Earthbound people,” Mr. Harrington shouts into the microphone. “We have a galactic problem.”

The crowd hushes, eyes fixed on the gazebo stage.

“The meteorite is missing!”






CHAPTER TWO
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The meteorite is…,” starts Nick.

“Gone,” states Travis.

Just like Mimi. In a flash of blue she darts through the crowd and heads toward the library across the street. Not only is Mimi vice president of TUFOO, but she’s also on the library board. This disaster is on her watch, and as she would say, it’s a doozy.

I hand Travis my uneaten cookie as Deputy Rodriguez takes the mic. “I regret to inform you all that our kickoff celebration is officially over. If you have any knowledge about the disappearance or whereabouts of the meteorite, please contact the sheriff’s office immediately. We will do everything in our power to apprehend the thief and return the meteorite to its rightful owner. Mr. Harrington would like to say another word, and then I ask that all of y’all disperse.”

“People of Totter,” Mr. Harrington says with a quiver in his voice, “we will not let this unfortunate incident dissuade us from our First Annual Come On Down Day plans. We will move forward.” Then he hands the mic back to Deputy Rodriguez.

“The library is a crime scene and off-limits to the public. Please leave immediately,” he says as Daddy saddles up alongside him.

“Who on earth…,” asks someone nearby.

“Or above it?” comes the reply.

I exchange looks with Nick. Anything is possible.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I whisper as we head toward the sidewalk on Main Street with Travis. Like, what we can do about the missing meteorite and how to prevent its disappearance from ruining Come On Down Day.

Nick reads the Hardy Boys mysteries and watches Perry Mason every week. He’s even solved a few of the cases before the second commercial break. I know because most Thursdays we watch them together at his house.

On my last report card, Mrs. Vega wrote, and I quote, Magnolia Jean has good instincts, an abundance of curiosity, and excellent observation skills. Qualities any good detective would relish. Plus, the last time my family played Clue, I won.

“This heist could be our first case?” asks Nick.

“Why not?” I say as we weave through the crowd with my little brother, still munching his galactic cookie. “Aside from not going to sheriff school, we’re as qualified as we can be.”

“It’s official, then,” Nick says, and we shake on it.

Unlike most of the businesses on the square, the one we’ve stopped in front of does not display a WE BELIEVE sign in their window, decorate their store’s name with stars, or place a cool-looking UFO on their roof.

“It didn’t look that special to me,” says Travis.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I saw the meteorite,” Travis says. “In the library.”

Nick whistles long and low.

I crouch, inches from Travis’s face, and take hold of his hands. “Tell us more. Please.”

“It was on top of a clear box inside the glass table.”

I look up and nod to Nick. Travis means the locked glass display case just inside the front door. “Go on.”

“I like lots of Grandpa’s rocks better. The meteorite was smaller than I thought,” he says, then shakes loose of my grip and holds up his index finger. “But it was still neat; it kind of looked like Grandpa’s piece of lava.”

Nick joins us at eye level. “When and why were you there, buddy?”

Travis hops from one foot to another in front of the window display at Mr. Perkins Antiques. We haven’t moved one inch since deciding to investigate the case. Hoss, the store’s big orange tabby, sleeps in the middle of the old four-poster bed, uninterested in the dramatic goings-on, and oblivious to the customers crowded inside. “Yesterday,” answers Travis. “After the library closed, I helped Mimi set up for the kickoff party.”

“Neato,” I say. That’s news to me. I was at a birthday slumber party and knew Travis spent the night with Mimi, but nothing more.

“Who else was with you?” I ask. “This is important.”

Travis stills. “Mr. Harrington, Mrs. Harrington, Mr. Perkins, and”—he shrugs—“I don’t remember.”

“That’s a great start,” I say. I bet the librarian, who is also the TUFOO treasurer, was there too. “How about Miss Maria?”

“She helped me check out Whistle for Willie and Flat Stanley before she had to go.”

“What else happened?” Nick asks.

“Mimi brought a cloth to put over the table so no one could peek.” Travis brightens. “We were the last to leave, so I got to turn out all the lights inside except the one at the checkout desk.”

“That was an important job, Travis,” I say as Nick and I stand. “Did you lock the side door, too?” It’s the one staff and board members use.

“That was Mimi’s job.”

I raise my hand to my forehead and push back my bangs. Did she forget?

On the antique bed inside the store, the cat rises from his nap and stretches. Travis kneels. “Come here, Hoss,” he says, and motions him over. The cat jumps from the bed, waddles to the window, and rubs his face on the glass as Travis pets him from the other side.

Two kids from school pass by arguing about a possible reward for recovering the meteorite or for reporting information that leads to the arrest and conviction of the thief. “One hundred,” says one.

“A thousand, minimum,” predicts the other.

Nick catches my eyes. “Is it possible?” he asks.

“I suppose my daddy could suggest it, seeing as it’s such a big deal,” I say. “Everyone’s so looking forward to Come On Down Day. We don’t want anything to ruin its success.” I pause. “But you know what this means.”

“The last time he offered money, the town went berserk,” Nick says.

“For sure.” It’s one of the reasons Daddy’s office goes light-years between rewards, not to mention, they don’t have a case nearly this big every month.

Summer before last, Daddy fined two people on disorderly conduct charges because both men claimed they deserved the twenty-dollar payout. At least Pastor Bob’s dog, Hallelujah, was found safe and sound. Mimi had only borrowed the beagle for a few hours. The truth is, they had a lovely walk and picnic at the cemetery where Grandpa’s buried, and Mimi lost track of the time.

“I pin the crime on Vondell Floyd,” says a passerby.

“The obvious choice,” answers another.

Mrs. Floyd, also known as the cat lady, is a widowed recluse who only ventures out at night. She’s a prolific writer of letters to the Totter Times who calls belief in UFOs “fiction, fantasy, and foolishness.”

“She’s your neighbor,” I say to Nick. “What do you think?” I don’t know anyone who really knows her.

“Her cats are named after baseball teams: Dodger, Giant, Tiger, Pirate, and Sox. They like the songs she sings to them.”

“Nick, be serious.”

Travis laughs, and I glance down. He’s swinging his green yo-yo in front of Hoss. I’ve never seen that cat move so quickly.

“The first suspect is never the guilty party in any of the mysteries I’ve read, MJ,” Nick continues.

“But this is real life,” I counter. “I’m not saying Mrs. Floyd’s guilty. I’m saying we shouldn’t eliminate her so fast.” What I don’t say is that because of Mimi, there’s a chance the side door was unlocked, and Mrs. Floyd or someone else walked right in. And ran right out. Which leads to my next conjecture.

“The photo of Mrs. Floyd in the trophy case at the high school shows she was a track star. It’s possible she made a quick getaway.”

“Points taken,” Nick replies.

“I don’t want to rush to judgment either,” I say, “but I peg Mr. Perkins as our prime suspect.”

“Keep talking,” says Nick.

“I know it’s important to figure out the perpetrator’s motives. Fact: Mr. Perkins likes old things.” I wave my hand in front of Mr. Perkins Antiques, one of the two stores he owns with his wife. “Fact: He could have stolen the meteorite to sell to a rock collector or UFO aficionado. Fact: Everyone knows he thinks the kickoff party and Come On Down Day are bunk, so maybe he wants to ruin it. Fact: Like Mrs. Harrington and Mimi, he has a key because he’s a library board member. Fact: He could have snuck in last night because we all know he works late. A lot.”

“Those are compelling arguments,” says Nick, sounding just like Perry Mason on TV. He looks straight into my eyes, which isn’t hard since we’re the same height—short.

“Thanks,” I say. “Of course, there are other suspects.”

Travis stands up beside me. “Now I’ll show you how to walk the dog,” he says to the cat.

Nick smiles down at Travis and pockets his drumsticks. “I agree, MJ, and we’ll conduct a thorough investigation.”

“Precisely.”

“Sorry we can’t discuss more,” Nick says, “but I have two extra lawns to mow today besides your Mimi’s and my other regulars. Yesterday’s rain forced me to quit early. My mama also asked me to run an errand, and my band has practice.”

I try not to show my disappointment. Nick’s saving up for a better used drum kit. And next Saturday afternoon the Wonders will perform onstage at Come On Down Day. “Okay, let’s meet at Mimi’s later this afternoon to strategize.”

“Right on,” says Nick.

“Travis,” I say, bending to his eye level, “thanks for your patience. Now I’m gonna ask you for a little bit more. I need to make a quick stop at the Five and Dime.”

He brightens, no doubt in hopes for a treat. But that’s not the reason we’re going. Every detective needs a notebook, and I want one for this case.

While we could spend the rest of the morning in the store on the corner, I’m low on funds, and my parents frown on browsing.

I take my brother’s hand. “Afterward, how about a bike ride before lunch?”

“Yeah!” he says, and pulls me away.

Good. On Saturday mornings Mama is busy writing lesson plans, and Daddy and Mimi are going to be occupied for who knows how long.

As we walk away together, Nick signals he’ll be ducking next door into Garcia Insurance. It’s the family business his mama runs with her daddy. TOTTER TIGERS ARE #1! remains painted across the windows, even though the football team lost last night. Nick’s dad is the coach, and the town wants a repeat championship this year.

If you ask me, that’s as much pressure as the TUFOO committee is putting on the extraterrestrials to show up.

“How’s your dad?” I ask Nick as we stop in front of the insurance company door. We all know he doesn’t like to lose.

“He’s focused on the future,” Nick says.

Right. For Coach, defeat is only temporary. Which is why this very minute, he’s probably planning how the Tigers will win the next game, and why he’ll never give up on talking Nick into playing for him.

As Nick enters the office, I glance back across the street to the almost-empty town square. Surely the plastic UFO space babies with their outstretched arms saw something last night. If only they could talk.






CHAPTER THREE
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Hello, honey,” says Mimi as I bounce through her back door later that afternoon. She’s seated at her half-circle breakfast table, her WE BELIEVE button still pinned over her heart.

A pot of tea is steeping, and a plate of yummy conchas sits beside her. Mrs. Alverez, Mimi’s neighbor who is also widowed, must have baked and shared today.

A timer tick-tick-ticks away next to the sink, no doubt counting the seconds until tea is served.

“Grandpa and I were just visiting about you. I told him how cute your hair looks in its new chin-length flip.”

“Thanks, Mimi,” I say, and give her a kiss on the cheek. Her dark brown hair with not a hint of gray, thanks to the Better Beauty Salon, tickles my face.

Ever since Grandpa passed on five years ago, Mimi has a sit-down with him every day at four o’clock sharp, just like they used to do after they retired. Except on Saturdays and Sundays, when anytime is teatime.

Before Grandpa died, I’d join them as often as I could on weekends and school vacations. Then and now, Mimi still does most of the talking. She’ll chat about the weather. About TUFOO meetings. About dinner plans. About the Totter Times news. And about the past.

I listen in.

I never interrupt.

It seems to me that she rarely forgets a thing that happened when Grandpa was alive. Lately, like their conversations were in person, she sometimes repeats herself in case Grandpa didn’t hear her the first time, though I’m guessing now his hearing is perfect.

Today I don’t plan to mention that this coming week is Grandpa’s birthday. I know Mimi will bring it up when she’s ready. We always find an upbeat way to celebrate his good life. Last year we ate our fill of Grandpa’s favorites—chicken enchiladas and caramel corn—and watched I’ve Got a Secret on TV, like Mimi and he did every week.

I grab a glass of milk and choose a pink concha, a soft and sweet Mexican bread that looks like a seashell.

I’d give anything to hear Grandpa’s voice again. But Mimi says that even though she can’t hear him either, having been married to him for over forty-five years means that she can guess what he might say. She also says that he’s still with us in spirit, which I believe to be true.

Now Mimi is talking to him about the theft. I figured this would be a topic of their discussion today. Glad I didn’t miss it. “A pity this is putting a damper on our event. Who would want to steal from the exhibit Mr. Harrington arranged?”

I lean in as if I might hear Grandpa’s answer.

“Me either,” says Mimi, which I take to mean he doesn’t have a clue.

“As you know, Erwin,” Mimi continues, “Mrs. Harrington and I had a nice visit here not too long ago. We recollected about your final service. Mrs. Harrington remembered the time you and I took the train all the way to Los Angeles and back just so I could visit Hollywood. We chuckled over the photo of you behind the bars of a jail cell on the movie studio lot. Mrs. Harrington and her husband honeymooned in Los Angeles, you know. But, of course, they flew there instead.”

Just last month Mr. Harrington flew his missus to Asheville, North Carolina, where she and her brother, Professor Weatherly, got paid a heap of money to tell his unbelievably true UFO story.

In addition, sometimes Mrs. Harrington travels solo to speak about UFOs and share her brother’s experience.

TUFOO started here because of the Harringtons.

When Mr. Harrington married, he moved back to Totter with his wife. Mrs. Harrington spoke about her brother’s childhood UFO encounter to a standing-room-only crowd at the library. Afterward Mr. Harrington proposed TUFOO, and the next month Mimi and a host of others gathered and formed an official organization. They’ve been meeting ever since.

“Be curious” is their motto.

Mimi says most adults in Totter have been to one meeting, including Daddy, who is 100 percent certain that space aliens aren’t real. Grandpa, on the other hand, was fifty-fifty on the subject. He went to all the meetings because he said they offered better laughs than TV, and the refreshments were celestial.

Nick taps on the back door windowpane, and I signal that I’ll be there in a minute.

I pick up my glass, take the last, long sip of milk, and tell Mimi, “Excuse me. I’m going to help Nick with the yard work. Okay?”

“I’ll be right here studying,” she says brightly.

She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a tiny spiral notebook (courtesy of the Harrington Funeral Home) filled with names of family, friends, and business contacts.

With Mimi’s permission, I organized it a while ago, when I began to notice that her memory for people’s names and more recent events wasn’t as sharp as it used to be. “Think of it as a handy helper,” I said. “It’s here if and when you need it.”

“It’s perfect,” she told me. “My portable spare brain.”

I gave her a kiss on her cheek. “You can always do a work-around like old Mrs. Gerber and call everyone ‘friend.’ ”

“So true,” Mimi said, and laughed.

Old Mrs. Gerber is the best and smartest lawyer in the county.

“Arrivederci,” I say, and grab a couple of conchas for Nick.

“Adios,” she replies as I head out the back door.

No one has a perfect memory. Everyone is forgetful. Ergo, the longer you live, the more you have to remember, and therefore forget.

I’m full of hope that the thief forgot something. And has inadvertently left Nick and me a big old clue.

I tap one of the heart-shaped rocks on top of the railing on Mimi’s back porch before I head down the stairs. She and Grandpa picked up dozens over the years. They found one on their first date and never stopped looking.

Mimi has a cottage-type garden in her backyard. Her green lawn is edged with deep, curvy borders. Today something white is blooming along her chain-link fence. Yellow angel’s-trumpet and Copper Canyon daisies peek out among the dark green colors. Two squirrels chatter and chase each other up the enormous pecan tree that overhangs her yellow-and-white garage. Her indigo-blue VW Beetle is parked inside.

At the birdbath a grackle takes a sip, then flies to one of the bird feeders nearby. The ancient iron-gray-metal utility shed sits behind the garage. The ground is soft because of yesterday’s rain.

I meet Nick in front of the shed and hand him the conchas, which he inhales.

As Nick brushes the crumbs away, he nods his head toward the rusty sliding door.

“After you,” I say, and cover my ears. The door’s squeak is as awful as a fork on a glass.

Nick tugs it open, and I gasp. But not because of the strong earthy smell.

Perched atop the stepladder, inside a clear plastic box, is the meteorite.
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