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PART ONE








THURSDAY, APRIL 1

3:30 p.m.

West 68th Street, Apartment 8G

Grandma Zelda didn’t answer her doorbell the first time Nicky rang. The second time, he pressed down on the buzzer and counted to a hundred, although he knew that if Grandma Zelda didn’t have her ears in, he could count to a million and she still wouldn’t hear him.

Her note had instructed him to sneak out. She’d be expecting him. Nicky turned the door-knob and heard a gulping sound but wasn’t sure if it came from him or the door. He pushed. The door swung open, but the doorknob remained behind, in Nicky’s hand. “Oh, no,” he whispered to himself. “I hope I don’t get in trouble for this.”

Nicky had a bad habit of getting in trouble. Lately his Time-Out Average (TOA) had spiked to .750, which meant that he did something that earned him a time-out three days out of four. Grandma Zelda was pretty much the only person left that Nicky’s dad allowed him to spend time with. “I suppose you can’t do anything that will land you in too much hot water with someone so old,” his dad had told him.

Grandma Zelda wouldn’t care anyway. She didn’t believe in time-outs. During their afternoons together she fed Nicky slices of his beyond-favorite Zeldaberry pie and helped him make plans for a sail around the world. “If you meet a pirate, ask about his grandmother,” she’d advise. Or she’d tell him a story about the time she once swam under a pirate’s ship and scraped a nugget of gold off the keel. “It’s around here somewhere, if I could only remember where I put it,” she’d say.

Grandma Zelda hadn’t left her apartment in over a year, but she used to lead a life of adventure. Nicky couldn’t picture his tiny gray-haired grandmother doing any of this, but she once rode a camel across the Sinai desert, and twice she jumped out of an airplane and parachuted into Mongolia. Grandma Zelda’s left eye liked to wink when she talked, and she spoke with a Southern drawl, which was unusual for someone who’d grown up in the North. She had so many stories to tell that Nicky figured she kept telling them even when she was alone, even when she was asleep.



Nicky clutched the doorknob and stepped inside Grandma Zelda’s apartment. Her walls were covered with photographs and paintings. She kept every picture that Nicky and his sister, Stella, made for her and hung several of them next to paintings by better-known artists. It never felt messy in her apartment but always seemed busy.

Nicky called out for her. “Grandma Zelda?”

“Grandma?” he called out again after he didn’t get a response. “Grandma. Grandma Zelda?”

He walked into the kitchen. He waved to the pigeon squatting on the windowsill. He checked for Grandma Zelda in the bedroom. He saw her viola d’amore resting on the bed, alone. Nicky looked around the sides of her bed, in case she had fallen off it. He looked under the bed, in case she’d rolled under it.

He looked for her in the bathroom, the shower, and the cabinets.

“Grandma?”

He pushed his way into her two closets, behind her housecoats and dresses.

“Grandma? Grandma Zelda?”

Back in the hallway.

“Grandma Zelda, is this an April Fools’ Day trick?”

“Grandma Zelda?” Nicky called out one final time.






[image: ]

PART TWO SEVEN MONTHS EARLIER









SUNDAY, AUGUST 30

2:00 p.m.

Savannah - Hilton Head International Airport, Gate 12A

The Bertels waited on the plane for five hours before takeoff. During the first hour Lucy’s parents asked her twelve times, approximately once every five minutes, if she wanted to play a word game with them. Her mother started glancing at her watch mid-way through hour two. Each time she did, Lucy’s dad would reach over and gently touch her hand. “That’s not going to help, Sarita.”

Lucy didn’t mind the delay. She was grateful to have more time in Savannah. Every extra minute she got in Savannah meant one less minute of wasting her life in New York.

Lucy’s family was leaving Savannah for the following reason, as told to her: “Mom was offered a great job at a great children’s hospital, and Dad had a great teaching opportunity at a great school that you will be able to attend. Isn’t that great?” Lucy was being forced to uproot and leave everything she had known for the first and only eleven years of her life. And if that wasn’t bad enough, she also lost all respect for the word “great.” “Great” was a word she’d once trusted, but when her parents told her they were moving to a great new city where she’d have a great new life, she realized the word “great” was fundamentally flawed. She started thinking of it as a throw-away word. You know, those words that get used when people don’t want to say what they really want to say, so they start using throwaway words.

“Mom was offered a great job at a great children’s hospital, and Dad had a great teaching opportunity at a great school that you will be able to attend. Isn’t that great?”

Translated to:

“Mom got a big-deal job as a surgeon at a fancy children’s hospital far away from her job at a perfectly fine hospital in Savannah, and Dad managed to find a job teaching math.”

“Great,” thought Lucy. Who needs “great”?

After the pilot apologized for the delay for the seventh time, Lucy asked one of the flight attendants if it would be possible to get a note from him.

“I’m afraid we can’t bring notes into the cockpit for security reasons,” responded the flight attendant. She hadn’t understood Lucy’s request.

“Can he write me a note? You know, since we’re not flying right now, maybe he has some extra time.”

“You’d like the pilot to write a note? What a wonderful way to remember your trip. I will certainly ask him. What’s your name, honey?” Lucy thought the flight attendant liked her request. She probably found it more interesting than the other questions she had to answer. “Ma’am, can I have some coffee?” “Miss, when is the plane going to take off?” Those questions.

“My name is Lucy.”

“Lucy, I will see what I can do.”

A few minutes later the flight attendant returned holding a piece of paper.

“This is for you, Lucy. It’s from Captain Hart.”

“Thank you.” Lucy smiled and reached down into her travel bag. She pulled out a pocket magnifier, a blue fine-point pen, a lime-green notebook with a pink strap that wrapped around it, a date stamp, and a glue stick. She opened the notebook and read, for about the ten trillionth time, the letter her classmates had written on the first page.


Dear Lucy,

Have fun at your new school next year. We hope you fill this handwriting journal with a million handwriting samples. We all want to know if people up north write differently than they do here. Maybe you’ll even get your first big case. Don’t ever forget your friends from Mrs. Melnick’s class. Not that you could. We’ll miss you.

Love,
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They had given her a new handwriting journal as a good-bye, but not forever, present on the last day of school. Lucy had promised herself she wouldn’t start filling it up until she moved, so she spent the first few weeks of summer examining the signatures and thinking about how no one should be forced to leave a school that had so much good handwriting, the best of which belonged to the Wrighties, Lucy’s three best friends, who, aside from her, were all left-handed. Lefties, otherwise known as left-handed people, had a reputation for messy handwriting, but the Wrighties were not typical lefties, as anyone who saw their writing would confirm. “Now you’ll be Wrighties without a righty,” said Lucy when she told them she was moving.

On August 1 Lucy decided to hide the journal from herself, hoping she’d forget where she put it and that her parents would agree that they couldn’t possibly move without her new handwriting journal. Her mother found the not-quite-lost handwriting journal ten days after Lucy had hidden it, and now Lucy was sitting on a plane that didn’t seem to want to leave Savannah either.

Lucy turned to a blank page, stamped the date, and pasted the captain’s note onto it. She immediately thought about ripping it out. Maybe if she ripped it out the plane would never take off, and if the plane never took off, they wouldn’t be able to move. Only, before she had a chance to do anything, the captain’s voice piped in, loud and clear. There was no possible way to misunderstand him; they were taxiing to the runway.

“This is Captain Hart. I’d like to thank you again for your patience. We apologize for the long delay. I am happy to finally be able to report that we have been cleared for takeoff, so please fasten your seat belts.”

Lucy tugged on the long strap to her already fastened seat belt. She looked out the window and said good-bye to the only place she had ever lived. She squeezed her eyes shut and felt the plane moving. When she opened her eyes, she whispered, “Don’t worry. I’ll be back soon.”

She pulled the small rectangular magnifying glass out of its case and flicked the light on. She looked at the captain’s note through it and chuckled. Yes, she thought, I can definitely see why he’s a pilot. Captain Hart’s lines slanted upward, as if they were taking off into the air.


August 30

Dear Lucy,

I hope you have a wonderful flight.

Sincerely yours,

Captain C. Hart



2:20 p.m. West 68th Street, Building Lobby


Nicky heard the banging and drilling all summer long. It didn’t bother him. He actually kind of liked the noise. Apartment 6D, which was one apartment below his, had been empty for a year. He didn’t care that someone new was moving in. He just hoped they weren’t complainers. The last people who’d lived there had sure liked to complain.

He watched the movers trying to maneuver couches, tables, beds, bureaus, and boxes through the front door and into the service elevator.

“Do you need any help?” he asked.

“Sure do, kid,” one of the movers replied. “We could really use another strong guy. This family didn’t forget to pack a thing. Unfortunately, though, we can’t take you up on your offer. Union rules.”

“Oh,” said Nicky. “I forgot about that. Do you know who’s moving in?”

“Don’t know a thing, except their stuff came from Savannah, Georgia.”

“Cool,” said Nicky. “Maybe they’ll have Southern accents. My grandma has a Southern accent.”

“I reckon they will,” said the mover. “Hey, kid, when does school start?”

“Tomorrow,” replied Nicky. “I don’t care, though. I had a terrible summer.”

“Sorry to hear that. Really sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah,” said Nicky. “It’s a drag when you’re stuck in the city and there’s no one to do anything with.”

“You got brothers or sisters?”

“One sister, sometimes. She acts like I don’t exist most of the time, so I call her my sometimes sister.”

“I had one of those, kid. I’m thirty-three now, and she still doesn’t talk to me,” said the mover.

“I spent most of the summer with my grandma and a—” Nicky bit his lower lip. “Never mind. You sure I can’t help you?”

“Sorry, kid.”

The elevator door opened and the movers pushed a dolly filled with boxes into it. Nicky looked up at the bronze panel above the elevator door, and watched the numbers light up—1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6.

“Pigeon,” he said, now that no one was around to hear him. “I spent the summer talking to a pigeon.”

7:04 p.m. West 68th Street, Building Lobby


“This is where we’re living now.” Lucy walked over to one of the black-and-white photographs that lined the cream-colored walls of her new building. “I don’t think this is a very good picture. So this is where we’re living now,” she repeated.

“Is that a question or a comment?” asked her father.

“I don’t know. Maybe just a statement of doom.”

Lucy’s mother had fallen asleep during the cab ride from the airport to the city and hadn’t quite regained her bearings. At least that was the excuse she used after putting her suitcase down directly in front of her and then taking a step and tripping over it. Lucy looked at her mother sprawled across the floor and said, “You see. Doom. Mom, are you okay?”

“I think I’m fine,” said Dr. Bertel. “Just a bit groggy after all the travel. The good news is that it appears we’ve moved into a building with a clean floor. Honey, can you please come here and give me a hand.”

“It’s good to get things, like the first tumble, out of the way quickly. Lucy, I want you to be in charge of breaking the first glass. I’ll make sure to be the first one to get locked out of our apartment,” said Mr. Bertel.

Lucy tried not to smile but couldn’t help herself. “Can I overflow the bathtub first?”

“Only if I can have the honor of drinking the first glass of water,” said Dr. Bertel, now standing.

“I’ll bake the first batch of cookies,” said Lucy.

“And I’ll burn the first batch,” added her mother.

Lucy caught her father’s eye. They nodded and said “That’s true” in tandem.

“May I be the first to push the button for the elevator?” Lucy asked.

“Absolutely,” said Mr. Bertel. “And you can be the first to push the six button.”

The Bertels continued stringing together a list of firsts (first to open the door, first to walk inside, first to find the red velvet chaise longue, first to sing a song) while Lucy entered the room that would be called hers. She flicked on the light and walked over to the window. “Mom, Dad,” she called out, “I’m the first to see a real-life New York City pigeon on my windowsill.”






MONDAY, AUGUST 31

7:05 a.m.

West 68th Street, Apartment 6D

The first day of school should be declared a national holiday and be observed by canceling school for the day. At the very least the first day of school should never come the morning after sleeping in two new beds (first her bed and then her parents’ bed after a freaky thumping noise on her ceiling in the middle of the night sent Lucy fleeing into their room) in a new apartment in a new city. When Lucy woke up, she made these points to her parents, to no avail.

“It’s not a good day for this first,” she said.

“Missing the first day of school would be like skipping your birthday,” said her mother.

“No, Mom. Actually, it’s kind of the opposite of that.”

“Well, it’s my first day of school too, and I need to get there early, so if you’re coming with me, you better eat breakfast and get yourself dressed quickly.” Her dad looked serious. “Lucille,” he said. Wow, he was really serious.

“I can’t,” moaned Lucy. “I didn’t get enough sleep. You woke me up too early.”

As usual Lucy’s dad had woken up before the roosters, or whatever they had here instead of roosters. Muggers, maybe? He claimed that he’d tried to be quiet, but no one really attempting to be quiet sounded like a marching band. Her dad’s quiet consisted of clanging pots and pans together, breaking glasses, and making teapots whistle.

“Lucy, I need to get in early today. I should have been here a week ago. Please pull yourself together,” said her father.

“I can’t. I haven’t adjusted to the new time zone yet. I need a day at home to adjust,” replied Lucy.

“This isn’t a new time zone,” Mr. Bertel reminded her.

“I haven’t adjusted to the new temperature zone.”

“Same temperature,” said Lucy’s mother. “It’s lovely out, just like it was in Savannah yesterday.”

“I’ve never slept on the sixth floor before. I need to adjust to a new height zone. I feel dizzy.”

“Honey, it’s going to be fine. Think of it this way—you’ll have a whole new school filled with handwriting just waiting to be analyzed. Think of all those letters.” Dr. Bertel smiled; she knew she was saying the right thing. “Why don’t you ask the kids in your class for handwriting samples.”

“Handwriting samples.” The two words everyone in Lucy’s family used whenever they wanted her to do something she didn’t want to do. “You need to get a tetanus booster,” her mom, who was a doctor and knew better than anyone how much shots hurt, would say. “No, I don’t. I just won’t step on any rusty nails,” Lucy would reply. “You can get a handwriting sample from the nurse,” her mom would then add, and off Lucy would go for the shot.

Imagine a dog walking away from a tasty bone. There’s a far greater chance of that happening than Lucy walking away from the gift of a handwriting sample. During the past five years she had filled twenty-six handwriting analysis journals with signatures—almost two her first year collecting, four during the second year, seven both the third and fourth year, and six so far this year. She had amassed so many handwriting analysis journals with just handwriting samples, and not signatures, that they didn’t all fit in her move-to-New-York boxes. (Her parents were somewhat reluctant, but nevertheless, they agreed to let her store them, under lock and key and twenty-four-hour camera surveillance, in Savannah Safeguards Storage. Lucy took this as a good sign they’d be going back to Savannah soon. Maybe the only good sign.)

Handwriting samples. She smiled at the thought of getting signatures from people in the North. At least I’ll find out if it’s true that kids in New York write really quickly, thought Lucy. Lucy believed you could learn a lot about a person by looking at their handwriting, enough to figure out if they were nice or mean, old or young, happy or sad, and honest or dishonest. She and the Wrighties had one guiding principle—You are what you write—and she’d find out soon, too soon if you asked her, what kinds of writing and what kinds of kids she’d be stuck with for the next year. Getting new handwriting samples might be the only good thing to come out of moving, thought Lucy.

Lucy planned on becoming the world’s leading expert on handwriting. She’d be so sought after that someday the FBI, the CIA, and Interpol would contact her for help with their most mind-boggling cases. Already she had solved several tough cases that the Wrighties had staged for her.


[image: Handwritten note on lined paper: I have Mary U can have her back only $5,000]



Case #10-05-17-064DLB. Kidnapping.

The FBI, or in this case the Wrighties, wearing neckties and black horn-rimmed glasses, delivered a heat-sealed envelope to Lucy. Lucy put on white cotton gloves and carefully removed a ransom note from the envelope. She photocopied the note, then picked the original up using a set of tongs, and lifted it in the air. Holding a flashlight at an acute angle to the paper, she scanned the note from top to bottom and found the words “pump,” “wedge,” and “high heels” indented into the paper. Someone, possibly the kidnapper, had written them on a piece of paper that was placed over the ransom note. Lucy carried the note into an empty closet and flicked on a black light. The last few words in the note glowed red, while the other words looked blue. Lucy thanked the black light for once again being such a helpful tool and making it easy for her to see that the ransom note was written using two different pens. Lucy put the note in an airtight bag, turned off the black light, and returned to the main lab. Working with the photocopy of the note, she measured the height and width of every letter and the amount of space between the letters. After she meticulously examined the details of the note, she presented her findings.

“See the shoes on the toes of the i and ys. Notice the spirals on u and r. I think our kidnapper enjoys shopping for shoes. There’s a small coffee stain and the kidnapper used two pens. To the naked eye you can’t tell, but under a black light, it’s as clear as day. My theory is that the kidnapper broke one of her cat-scratch-long fingernails while writing the ransom note and got so upset that she spilled her coffee. After she cleaned up, she couldn’t find the pen she used, so she got another one. I think the kidnapper is hiding Mary at a department store. She planned on shopping for shoes and getting a mani with the ransom money.”

The Wrighties said, in their deepest FBI voices, “Case solved.”



It’s not that Lucy didn’t like computers; it’s just that the words “handwriting sample” made her pulse speed up. Computers were useful, but it was in good, old-fashioned, everyday handwriting that she could find secret codes and confidential information. Lucy believed that you never knew who someone really was until you saw their handwriting.

“Okay, I’ll go to school,” she huffed. “But I’m only doing it for the writing samples.”

She walked into her room and looked at the stack of boxes that still needed to be unpacked. Her life would be a lot easier if her mom didn’t know her so well and her dad didn’t wake up so early and she didn’t have to go to a new school in a new city. She picked up the backpack that her parents had bought for her new “adventure”—which was another word she could do without—and walked over to her window. The pigeon from last night was still on the windowsill, or maybe this was a different pigeon. Well, thought Lucy, at least someone wants to be here.

7:50 a.m. Apartment 7D


“I’m leaving in ten minutes. Are you coming with me?” asked Stella.

“I don’t need to go with you. You don’t even go to my school anymore,” said Nicky. He walked to the cupboard and pulled out a box of cereal.

“Suit yourself. I thought maybe you’d want someone to walk you to school, but it’s your life.”

Nicky grabbed the milk from the fridge. “Does Dad know you look like that?”

“Like what?” asked Stella.

“You know, like that.” He pointed to her face. Nicky figured his sister was trying to look all high-schooly, now that she was a freshman. She had thick black lines under her eyes, her lips were smeared with pumpkin-colored lipstick, and her hair had gone from naturally curly and brown with blond streaks to unnaturally straight and blond with purple streaks.

“If you’re not coming with me, I’m leaving. Don’t forget to put away the milk and put your bowl in the dishwasher,” said Stella.

“I know,” said Nicky. “I’m not a baby. You don’t always have to tell me what to do.”

“Fine. I’ll never tell you anything again.”

Nicky shoveled six heaping spoonfuls of cereal into his mouth, then stuck his hand into the cereal box.

“What are you doing? You just contaminated the entire box of cereal with your disgusting germs!”

“I don’t have germs and if I do, they’re king, not disgusting.”

“What? Ugh. If you had any friends, you’d know the word is ‘awesome,’ not ‘king.’ Nobody says ‘That’s king.’ Nobody even knows what that means.” Stella bit down so hard that her head started to shake. She talked through clenched teeth. “Words that pop into my mind to describe your squalid germs include ‘revolting’ and ‘offensive.’ Not ‘awesome.’ And definitely not ‘king’!”

“They’re king. They’re king. They’re king.” Nicky charged out of the room holding a handful of cereal. “My germs are king. By the way, I beat you out,” he taunted.

Stella hollered, “Hey, you didn’t put your stuff away like I told you to!”

Nicky slipped into his bedroom and carefully placed the cereal he was holding on his windowsill.

“I don’t know where you are,” he said out loud to the air, “but here’s some breakfast. I sure hope you get to fly fast today.”

Stella was still yelling in the kitchen. Nicky tried tuning her out. His ears were too efficient, though. If they weren’t so good at doing their job, he wouldn’t hear her, and if he didn’t hear her, he wouldn’t have to remember to go back to the kitchen and put his bowl in the dishwasher and the milk in the fridge. It wasn’t his fault that his hearing was so good; he could have been born deaf, and if he had been, he wouldn’t have heard his sister. Since that was the case, he decided that it wasn’t fair for him to have to go all the way back into the kitchen to clean up simply because of his excellent hearing.

He walked down a long narrow dimly lit hallway. His father’s bedroom and office were on one end of their dog-bone-shaped apartment; everything else was at the other end. Nicky had a hunch that the rooms at his father’s end of the apartment were trying to break away from the rest of the rooms and form their own apartment nation. Soon, he figured, he’d probably need a passport to cross into his father’s side.
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