
[image: Cover: Nancy Drew, by Micol Ostow and Carolyn Keene]




[image: Nancy Drew by Micol Ostow and Carolyn Keene, Simon Pulse]







PROLOGUE

I’m someone who likes to question what we know of as the so-called truth.

Yes, I do believe in the myth of the American Gothic: that small-town charm is its own form of parody, and that hometown pride is really just fear wrapped up in its shiny Sunday best. I believe Norman Rockwell and Grant Wood both would have had a field day with the chance to paint a pastoral scene of my hometown, Horseshoe Bay. But what would they have seen of us, if they’d turned to our own coastal dreamland as their muse?

Peel back the veneer of any charming American small town, and you’re bound to uncover the black, rotting heart that lurks beneath.

I’ve lived in Horseshoe Bay my whole life. Its rituals, its traditions—they’re mine, as ingrained into me as fingerprints, infused into my DNA.

And I do love life here, small-town secrets notwithstanding. I love the real, live things, the tiny quirks and little details that bring our town to light, to life. Like the annual Horseshoe Bay Naming Day Festival, reliable as the equinox, perennial as the spring’s lengthening daylight. A celebration of our roots and our history as a community.

After all: What could be more festive?

My own favorite Naming Day memories are drenched in icy lemonade and soaked in the crisp, sunny air of spring. They smell of the season’s last lingering evening fire and the glow of starlight as the sun slips down past the horizon line. I remember things: being impossibly small, watching as a court of older girls, sylphlike, swans, glided by, flower crowns twined through their hair and trailing in the blue hush of dusk. I remember the sound of my mother’s voice—off-key, filled with laughter—as she sang along to our favorite Horseshoe Bay hits, performed live (and also off-key; that was practically a rule) in the town’s tiny band shell. And when I was younger still, I remember cornhole and Ferris wheel rides, painted-face mermaid queens, holding hands with childhood friends as our bucket crested the machine’s highest curve, mouths stretched in delighted terror.

But I’m not the only one with Naming Day memories. Everyone in this town has their own.

And legend has it, some of them are far from happy.

Too bad I don’t believe in legends. Just like I don’t believe in black magic, or the paranormal, or anything beyond what I can see with my own two eyes.

Blood. Science. Facts. These are the things I believe in. Things that I can quantify. Things that I can prove, that I can hold in my hand.

I believe in small towns, salty air, and, yes, even the dark secrets that my friends and neighbors carry with them, close to their hearts. We all have our own skeletons, our own crosses to bear. That’s just a fact, a by-product of basic human nature.

But legends? Tall tales? Curses?

No.

A curse is just a mystery dressed up in a sharp, stern warning. I don’t believe in curses.

But everyone knows that I love a mystery.

And everyone knows a mystery doesn’t stand a chance next to me.






PART ONE THE FESTIVAL







CHAPTER ONE Friday



Countdown to the Naming Day Cast List Is OVER




If there’s one thing the good people of Horseshoe Bay love, it’s a celebration, and maybe none more than the annual Naming Day Festival! And the jewel in the crown of the two-day celebration? Well, people may debate their own favorites—and do they ever!—but it’s safe to say that the Naming Day live naming reenactment, held on Saturday afternoon, is always a strong contender.

This year, expectations and enthusiasm are at an all-time high, as we all get ready for the seventy-fifth anniversary of the naming of our fair town. After all, what could be more jubilant than a Horseshoe Bay jubilee?

So it’s no wonder, then, that the halls of Keene High have been buzzing with excitement and lots of speculation about who the lucky cast members of this year’s show will be. Fear not, fellow Neptunes! Sources have revealed that the full cast list is set to go up in the quad this afternoon, and will be waiting for all of you dying-to-get-the-deets folks by the chime of final bell today. You heard it here first! Now get thee to the quad and keep those fingers crossed. For a few lucky seniors, this Naming Day Festival is set to be their best yet!



“Wow, Nancy, that’s definitely a … perky piece you have in today’s Masthead. Seriously, I’m exhausted just from skimming it. Did you accidentally inhale some cold medicine this morning?”

I closed my locker door to find Lena Barrow, head cheerleader and one-third of my utterly inseparable high school trio, waiting for me with a bemused grin on her lips and a folded-up copy of the latest issue of the school paper—replete with my own latest byline—in her hands.

“Oh, really?” I rolled my eyes at her. Lena was no stranger to strong opinions—and she wasn’t shy about voicing them, which meant that she sometimes had a tendency to strike terror in the hearts of her fellow classmates. Lucky for me, I understood Lena, “got” that her bark was worse than her bite. Luckier still, I don’t scare easily. “Noted.”

“What are we noting?”

Speaking of “perky,” right on cue, there was Daisy Dewitt, the third in our power trifecta, hovering at Lena’s side and practically thrumming with energy. Her wide, blue eyes sparkled, and even her shiny, sun-streaked blond hair radiated excitement. Lena may have been our head cheerleader, but Daisy was definitely MVP when it came to team spirit. And generally speaking, she was a kinder, softer cool girl than our queen bee. And she was my best friend.

“Only the fact that the festival is officially here!” I squeezed her hand. Daisy was a senior, which meant this was her year to—hopefully—snag top billing in the annual reenactment. Girl was a shoo-in for various reasons; her last name alone conferred on her “founding family” status, which was as close as Horseshoe Bay got to royalty. But, adorably, she still managed to be nervous about the whole thing. And her humility wasn’t even fake. Which made what would have been downright insufferable on anyone else completely charming on her. It’s one of my favorite things about her, and a big part of why we’ve been friends since our preschool days.

“The festival cast list, to be specific,” she said. “As profiled so deftly in your actually rather, uh, enthusiastic Masthead piece.”

Lena waggled an eyebrow, smug. “What did I tell you, Nance? I’m just saying, it was the punctuation.”

“Guys, I get it. I promise, next time I’ll go lighter on the exclamation marks.” To be honest, I’d been iffy on them. Anyway, “perky” isn’t usually my thing.

Daisy linked an arm through each of ours and began leading us down the hall at a rather brisk pace. “It’s okay,” she trilled. “I know you were just excited for Naming Day—meaning, for me. You guys are probably the only two people as excited for me as I am!” She giggled. Sometimes hanging out with Daisy felt like being shaken up inside a giant bottle of soda, bubbling and sweet and threatening at any moment to froth up and totally spill over the rim. But in a good way.

We passed down the hall through the back exit of the school, which led outside to the wide, grassy expanse of the quad. The sky was marbled blue, shot through with milky swirls of cloud, and the quad itself was …

Lena was the first to say it. “Yikes. There will be blood.”

“It’s definitely looking a little Hunger Games out here,” I agreed. A slight exaggeration—but only just. The quad was wall-to-wall Neptunes, seniors clamoring for a peek at the Naming Day cast list while their friends lingered in the background.

“How did all these people get outside before we did?” Daisy moaned. “I came straight to you guys after final bell.”

“That was your first mistake,” Lena said.

“Ugh, I’m going in.” She threw a quick wave at us over her shoulder and dashed off to maneuver her way through the fray, a crush of students clustered around the giant oak tree where announcements were traditionally posted.

I watched, proud, as Daisy hip-checked another senior girl, offering up her best “shy,” apologetic smile. “Well, she definitely did not come to play.” This was a big moment for her, and her enthusiasm was infectious.

“My little girl’s growing up,” Lena said, wiping a mock tear from her cheek, even though Lena was in my grade and therefore younger than Daisy. “Seriously, though, can you blame her? She comes from a founding family. This is, like, the role she was born for. She’s been counting down to this Naming Day since we were still in diapers.”

It was the truth. Daisy came from a long line of Dewitts, aka one of the actual, original founding families that the Naming Day Festival commemorated each year. It was one of her great-great-great- (etc. and so on) grandfathers who’d signed the original Horseshoe Bay town charter. Colonel Chester Dewitt, a war hero, no less—his was one of the most coveted roles in the yearly reenactment, in point of fact. Every year, the ceremony staged a grand reenactment of some of the earliest highlights of life in Horseshoe Bay, culminating in a rendition of the original naming ceremony itself. Of course, Daisy’s family was too genteel to fall back on anything so gauche as nepotism, so when it came to nabbing her own starring role in the reenactment, Daisy had had to wait until senior year just like everyone else to be eligible to audition.

At least, that was my take. The truth was, the Dewitts were a bit … eccentric. And part of their eccentricity meant that they liked to keep down low and out of sight. Sometimes to an extreme length.

Her family was huge, aunts and uncles and cousins flowering in every direction like a family tree gone climbing ivy. But other than Daisy, they preferred to live on the outskirts of town, children being homeschooled and parents preferring each other’s company to that of anyone else in town. “Odd” was how my parents described the Dewitts, generously. “Cultish freaks” was another phrase that came up among less enlightened people in the town.

Their self-imposed seclusion meant none of us knew her family or her parents well, not even those of us who were close to her. Daisy had begged her parents to let her go to the public high school—and waged another battle, freshman year, when she’d negotiated with them to try out for cheerleading—but the Dewitts kept to themselves. Sleepovers were strictly Lena’s or my domain, for example. Just one more reason I was so excited for her to have her shining Naming Day moment—her parents’ protectiveness extended to extracurriculars, and she’d missed a few, over time.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. “There’s no chance she won’t get cast, right? And … her parents will let her perform?” I asked Lena. On the one hand, I believed it. On the other hand, if I was wrong? It was going to be ugly. Even if only based on the competition-reality-TV-esque scenario currently playing out on my high school’s quad.

Lena looked at me. “Not possible she wouldn’t get cast. Our girl’s got the pedigree, and you know her audition was rock-solid. No way her parents would take that away from her.”

I appreciated Lena’s faith, but being in my line of work, I knew that people could surprise you.

As for Daisy’s audition, she was right. There was no doubt about that. Daisy was big into Drama Club, and had been the lead in every school play since fifth grade. (One of the few times a year we’d see her extended family was when they’d trundle out to see her perform.) I was sure her Naming Day audition was flawless.

“Even putting aside her acting skills, her family must do their own personal staging of the Naming Ceremony at, like, Thanksgiving dinners, right? At least, that’s how I always pictured their holidays. Daisy has to know the whole script by h—oh, wait, here we go,” Lena said, leaning into me so close our shoulders briefly brushed. “She made it to the front of the mob. She’s at the cast list … she’s looking at the list, searching for her name … searching … searching …”

“It’s like we’re on safari, watching the animals tear one another apart. Except less civilized. People know this is a town play, right?”

I loved Horseshoe Bay, sure, but sometimes it still made me laugh, watching people get so invested in small-town hijinks that they’d practically shiv a classmate to grab the first look at a cast list. The thing about a small town? It is, by definition, small. I could tell you my classmates’ full names and who they were named after, and who had a nut allergy, and who was faking some unnamed physical condition to get out of gym class. I personally had my sights set on bigger things, broader horizons, greener pastures. The stuff of motivational posters in guidance counselors’ offices everywhere.

“Yes, yes, we all know you’ve got one foot out the door, Nancy Drew,” Lena teased. “But I’ll remind you of this moment next year, when we’re both fully tripping each other, sprinting, trying to be the first one to the cast list. It’s easy to be low-key about it when we’re both still juniors. But you and I both know that down deep, you’re as much of a sucker for Horseshoe Bay and all its kitschy, nostalgia-soaked glory as anyone else.”

I opened my mouth to reply—mostly just to agree with her—but before I could say a word, I was tackled by a giant mass of soda-fizz glee and blond hair.

“I got it!” Daisy shrieked. “I got the part! Abigail Dewitt, the settler who fed the town through the coldest winter on record, even after she was partially blinded from scarlet fever.”

“Are you sure that was Abigail Dewitt, and not a scene from the Little House on the Prairie books?” I teased as I hugged her back. “Congratulations, though, really.”

“Abigail Dewitt, huh?” Lena joked. “Feels a little bit like typecasting, TBH.”

Daisy waved her off. “It’s not the biggest part in the reenactment, but it’s definitely the best. It’s a whole new scene they added—”

“—in honor of the jubilee celebration,” Lena and I chimed in, laughing.

“And Coop got Jebediah Dewitt, so …” She trailed off, one eyebrow perfectly arched. Cooper Smith was captain of the football team, which, according to the unflinching rules of adolescent clichés, meant that he was one of the most sought-after guys on campus. But unfortunately for the rest of the school, he only had eyes for Daisy. We knew better than to ask how she’d gotten her parents to let her date. To love Daisy—like we did—was to accept her curious—and curiously secretive—family.

“You guys must be psyched,” Lena said. “Does he get to apply cold compresses to your fevered forehead onstage? Or bandage your gangrene-infected leg?”

“Ew.” Daisy’s tiny mouth puckered in distaste. “I’m ignoring you. Anyway, you don’t need to be jealous. It’s going to be you two next year!”

“The anticipation is killing me,” Lena said, but she was smiling anyway. Even this year, there was plenty for us to get involved in. We were already knee-deep in every volunteer committee. It was just what you did in our town.

Case in point: The throngs of students swarming, clawing their way toward the cast list, had begun to disperse, evolving into triumphant cries as people found their own names. Amanda Reeser, who I’d helped in middle school when she suspected someone was sabotaging her science fair project (they were), was doing a little happy dance that left no room for misinterpretation. Competitive as it was, since the reenactment spots were reserved for seniors, almost everyone who auditioned was given some role, so the energy on the quad was happy and bright. It was infectious; Daisy’s Naming Day was my Naming Day, our Naming Day, and yes, Lena would have rolled her eyes so hard they’d pop out of their sockets if she heard me going all mushy. But regardless: Mushy was how I felt. My friends were happy. I was happy. All was unusually peaceful and well.

Daisy led us back across the quad, now that people were clustering up, exchanging teary, excited hugs and high fives with friends, and chattering about lines, costumes, rehearsals, and other let’s all get ready kinds of things. It was like a minefield, but of shining, grinning teenagers, instead of anything dangerous.

Well, instead of anything truly dangerous, that is. We were an energy drink commercial just waiting to happen.

“I can’t believe this!”

I stopped in my tracks, just a moment before Daisy and Lena caught on to what was going down.

There it was: the land mine.

At the top of the quad, right next to the oak tree with its cast list flapping in the afternoon breeze, stood Caroline Mark. I didn’t know her that well—we’d had AP Bio together for a semester when she moved to Horseshoe Bay; she wasn’t a natural when it came to dissections—but I didn’t have to know her well to read the expression on her face just then.

Though the day was flawless and sunny, her face was a stone-cold thundercloud. Even from where we stood in the middle of the lawn, I could see her brown eyes glittering with outright fury. Her cheeks were red, and I could just make out a slight sheen of sweat on her brow.

I’m an investigative journalist; I notice details.

“Caroline …” It was Anna Gardner, a friend of hers, clearly. Anna was doing her best to calm Caroline, but it was like trying to Scotch tape the window shades down during a hurricane. Totally pointless.

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” she snarled. She ripped the cast list down from the tree and began tearing it into tiny pieces, her movements frantic. Students who’d been clustered around, observing with anxious curiosity, moved back, giving her a wide berth and a lot of cautious side-eye.

Lena inhaled sharply. “Whaaat is happening?” She sounded curious—but still slightly thrilled—at the drama we were watching unravel. If Lena’s favorite thing was causing drama, then her second favorite was standing back to observe as it unfolded. I was less eager to watch this very public breakdown.

Daisy grabbed my arm, tight enough that for a second I worried she’d leave a bruise. “OMG, that’s Caroline Mark—you know her,” she said, her voice low, as though Caroline might actually hear us from halfway across the lawn through the throes of her epic meltdown-in-progress. “She’s in Drama Club, but, like, she’s new.”

“Oh, yeah,” Lena said. “Weird that I barely recognize her. A tantrum like this feels like something I’d remember.”

“I’ve seen her around,” I said. “She’s usually less … scream-y. I think.” Although if memory served, she’d been pretty outspoken about the dissection thing.

“She is,” Daisy confirmed. “But like I said, she’s new enough to Drama Club, and, like, doesn’t get that there’s, you know, a hierarchy to these things. I mean, I think she just expected to march in on the first day of the semester and get picked for the lead in the school musical.”

“There’s a school musical?” Lena joked. As if anyone could forget; we’d been coming to Daisy’s performances since what felt like the dawn of time.

“It’s Little Shop of Horrors this year, remember?!” Daisy snapped hastily. “I’m Audrey, of course. The woman Audrey, not the plant. The plant is technically Audrey Two. But anyway. So Caroline just … like, waltzed in and was all, I took vocal coaching over the summer; you should hear my mezzo soprano … and the drama coach was not impressed.”

“Because there’s a hierarchy,” Lena said.

“Exactly. And she tried out for Naming Day because, you know, she’s a senior, so she has—”

“Seniority—” I put in helpfully.

“Exactly!” she said, happy.

“But I’m guessing she didn’t get cast,” Lena said drily.

Up at the front of the quad, poor Caroline Mark was flinging her thousands of tiny bits of paper into her hapless friend’s face, still shrieking at top volume and flailing very dramatically.

“If she did, she’s taking it really weird,” Daisy said. “It’s so awkward.”

“And yet I can’t look away,” Lena breathed. “God, I do so love petty high school drama.”

That makes one of us. I had to say something. “Okay, you guys, this voyeurism thing is starting to make me feel bad. We don’t need to stick around and watch this.” Caroline’s pain was a little too raw, and I wasn’t Lena; watching it triggered my sympathy bone, big-time. True, I hung with the “cool kids,” but solving mysteries didn’t always win me popularity points. I knew what it felt like to be an outsider. And I only eavesdrop when strictly necessary.

Which still happens to be quite often, but that was beside the point.

“Speak for yourself,” Lena said.

“Anyway, look—she’s going to be fine,” Daisy said, pointing. We followed her gaze to see the English teacher, Mr. Stephenson, who dabbled as the drama teacher, come rushing out the back door to where Caroline was still spinning out. Gently, he rested a hand on her shoulder and leaned in.

He whispered something into her ear, and I watched as, slowly, the fire in her eyes ebbed to a dull spark. She didn’t look less angry, per se—only slightly calmer. She said something to him in return—something impassioned, based on her body language and wild gesticulations. But her shoulders were beginning to slump now, and it was obvious that the edge was beginning to ebb from her fight.

“Show’s over, I guess,” Lena said, sounding disappointed. “What now? There’s been way too much excitement for us to just go home.”

“The Claw?” Daisy suggested. “I think Coop said some of the other seniors are going to stop by to celebrate. But even if they don’t, we still can. I don’t have to be home for a while. I told Mom and Dad I had tutoring after school.” She gave a little excited shimmy with her shoulders.

“An excellent plan,” Lena said. “You know I’m always up for a lobster roll.”

I heard their exchange, but it was distant and muddled, wavering in the background like a soundtrack. I was distracted as I observed Mr. Stephenson shepherd a definitely still-disgruntled Caroline back into the school building, her arms folded defiantly across her chest. He’d slung one arm over her shoulder and was giving her a comforting squeeze. A little more snuggly than most teachers might get with a student, but it did seem to be calming Caroline down.

“Earth to Nancy,” Lena said, her voice breaking into my thoughts at last—though just barely. “Fries? Lobster rolls?”

“Sure,” I murmured, still only half listening.

The truth was, Caroline’s little demonstration had definitely caught my eye. No matter how worked up our town gets over its rituals and celebrations, her response to being left off the cast list of the Naming Day reenactment was … intense. It didn’t strike me as the reaction of a well-balanced person.

And the way that Stephenson’s arm was draped across her shoulders? That, too, got my Spidey Sense tingling.

And the look on Caroline’s face, now, as she moved back into the building? It wasn’t the look of a girl who’d come to terms with some disappointing news. Nor was it the face of someone who’d been placated well enough, cozy half hugs from drama coaches notwithstanding.

No, Caroline Mark stalked into the high school now looking grimly determined, by my estimation. Like someone who wouldn’t easily forget how badly she’d been wronged or slighted.

Like someone who was, maybe, just barely holding her tongue, and biding her time.






CHAPTER TWO

Whoa,” Daisy said as we pulled into the parking lot of the Claw. “Coop said he was gonna swing by with some of the seniors. Not, like, the entire senior class.”

“Semantics, obviously,” Lena said, waving a hand.

It turned out, the lot was almost more crowded with cars than the quad had been with students after school, and we found ourselves squeezing Daisy’s bright blue Mini into the last available spot. Thank God my girl was way too invested in aesthetics to drive anything as practical as a four-door, or we’d never have made it in.

“I’m not sure this is actually a spot,” Lena said, craning toward us from the tiny back seat so her face hovered just between ours.

“Fire lanes are just suggestions. Look, the water is right there.” Daisy pointed toward the pebbled trail leading from the parking lot to the rocky bluff beyond. “In the highly unlikely event of a fire, we are all good.”

“I … don’t think that’s how fire safety works, Daisy,” I said. And I wasn’t sure I’d be able to open the door to get out on my own side either. But Daisy obviously wasn’t worried about it; she was already killing the ignition and humming to herself as she cracked her own door open—extremely carefully—and shimmied sideways to ease herself out.

Lena grumbled, sliding along the bench of the back seat and sucking her stomach in as much as she could, exhaling only after she’d maneuvered her way around the car and into slightly more open space. She flashed me a sarcastic thumbs-up. “You got this, Nancy.”

Choosing the coveted shotgun seat had clearly been a major mistake. But somehow I managed my own way out of the car without injuring myself, and soon we were making our way through the front door of the diner. A tiny bell echoed as it slammed back shut against its frame behind us. The scent—salt and brine and the lingering tang of happy hours past—enveloped us, along with the heat of a tightly packed space.

“I see the theme of the day is: overpopulation,” Lena observed, not incorrectly. Inside, the Claw was at full capacity, the atmosphere celebratory and happy, as opposed to the meltdown we witnessed back at the quad. “Are we even going to be able to get a booth?”

“Daisy!” From a table far in the back, Cooper beckoned, his face lit up. “You made it! I saved you a seat!” He gestured to a tiny sliver of space beside himself that absolutely did not look person-size at all.

She glanced at us, giving a quick flash of puppy-dog eyes. “You guys don’t mind, do you?”

“What, being left behind as you join the royal court to bask in all your reenactment glory? No, we don’t mind at all,” Lena quipped. “Feel free to abandon your besties at will. For a boy that is basically the human equivalent of a Labrador retriever, no less.”

“Settle down,” Daisy said. “I know you think basic niceness is some kind of mortal weakness, but Coop’s a good guy. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

Lena shrugged. “High school is survival of the fittest, that’s all.”

I gave Lena a little nudge. “And Cooper is nothing if not fit.” To Daisy, I offered, “Of course we don’t. Go say hi. We’ll”—I looked around, considering our limited options—“grab a seat at the counter.” The counter, a long stretch of well-worn wood draped in nautically thematic décor like fishing nets and anchors, was prime real estate for nursing a soda and people-watching, anyway. It wasn’t a huge sacrifice.

“Or I can scare those scabby-looking JV girls out of that booth over there,” Lena said, pointing. I waved her off, not bothering to dignify the comment with a response. Even if her bark was worse than her bite, sometimes a loud bark was a lot all on its own.

“Cool,” Daisy said, looking relieved. “I’ll just, like, check in with Coop and stuff, and then I’ll be back, and we can have girl time.”

“You’ll be back. Suuure,” Lena said. I gave her another sharp poke to the ribs, and she yelped. “I’m just messing with you. Take your time. Enjoy. Bask away. Just don’t forget you’re our ride home.”

Daisy assumed a solemn expression. “I would never. Cross my heart and hope to … have the lead role in the Naming Day reenactment taken away.”

I widened my eyes. “Heresy!” If I’d believed in jinxes, I’d have warned her against jinxing herself. But I never bothered with those, even as a little kid.

“Fanciful” was not a word people typically used to describe Nancy Drew.

With a smile, Daisy flounced off to Cooper’s waiting sliver of booth, and Lena and I were left to weave our way to the two remaining seats at the counter, back in the farthest corner of the space. From our perch, we could see through the pass-through to the kitchen, where the staff was obviously having a hard time keeping up with the oversize after-school crowd’s appetite. I wasn’t necessarily trying to eavesdrop—like I said, I’m just naturally observant—but the acoustics of the space and the way my stool was positioned meant that it was harder not to listen in to the kitchen’s panicky conversation than anything going on in the overstuffed dining room. And I definitely wasn’t not trying to eavesdrop, per se.

“You’ve got to pick up the pace, Ace,” someone was saying. She was facing away from me so that all I could see were twin braids down her back, glossy and sleek as licorice whips. For his part, Ace—the dishwasher, a newer addition to the Claw’s staff—swathed in a soaked and food-stained apron and elbow-length rubber gloves, grudgingly eyed a plastic bin filled to overflowing with dishware that rested on a metal rolling rack beside him. His hair, a shaggy-cut sandy-brown, flopped over one eye, curling up slightly in the humidity of the small space.

If he was stressed about being reprimanded, it didn’t show. “We’re in the weeds, George,” he said, shrugging. “It just means business is booming. That’s a good thing. Be … grateful?”

“I’ll be grateful when you can actually keep up with the bare minimum requirements of your job,” she snapped, turning so I could see the rigid set of her jaw and the stony look in her dark eyes.

George Fan. We’d been close when we were little—we’d even taken some Ferris wheel rides together at some long-ago Naming Days. But we barely crossed paths anymore. Which was, I think we’d both agree, by design. Did I ever think about how we used to be so close, back before middle school, cliques, exclusive and exclusionary birthday parties, rumors, notes passed, nasty online comments?

Nope. Definitely not. The past was the past, and George had made it abundantly clear there was no changing it. So why dwell? According to her, I’d defected from our friendship as soon as I’d started hanging with Lena and her crew—that loud bark of Lena’s had burned more than a few bridges, George’s being one of them.

That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt to see her.

I knew she worked at the Claw; it was the obvious after-school gig for a high schooler with an … unreliable home situation. But even though it was the default hangout for basically anyone in town with a pulse, I’d managed to avoid overlapping my visits with her shifts.

Until now.

Or maybe not “somehow.” Maybe, knowing George, that was by design too.

“In case you hadn’t noticed, Ace,” she was saying now, “this crowd is kinda atypical for us. Business in this place isn’t exactly booming, most of the time. Meaning, it’s up to us to hustle on the rare occasions that it picks up.” She narrowed her eyes, lowered her voice, and adopted a hands-on-hips power stance. “Like today.” She balled up a dish towel and launched it at him, pivoting sharply on one heel to make her way back into the dining room.

As she moved toward my corner of the counter, I straightened, trying to look as though I’d been doing anything other than fully stalking her not-so-inspirational behind-the-scenes pep talk.

“Relax, Drew,” she snapped, catching my eye as she stalked past me. “I know you heard all that.”

“People in Canada heard that,” Lena sniped. “If you were looking to keep it on the DL, next time think about lowering your voice.”

“I wasn’t … ,” I started, but quickly trailed off because, let’s be real: I totally was. “Sorry. It, uh, looks like you’ve got your hands full.”

“Don’t worry,” she said, sneering, “no one’s looking at you to apply. Nobody would expect Nancy Drew to give up her perfect college-bound dreams to come work at a dive like this.”

“I—didn’t—” I protested.

“What is your problem, Fan?” Lena cut in. “Like it’s our fault that you and your staff are having loud fights in front of the customers?”

“It’s okay,” I said, reaching out a hand to Lena, but she waved me off.

“Just because you and Nancy hung out, like, once upon a time, doesn’t mean she owes you anything now.”

George narrowed her eyes at Lena. “Thanks for clarifying.” Then she looked at me. “But if you’re waiting for someone to take your order, I’d settle in and get real patient, if I were you.”

I met her gaze. “Understood,” I said, a mix of emotions flooding through me as she moved off, leaving Lena and me with our still-unopened menus spread on the counter in front of us.

“God, she is such a freak,” Lena said, leaning her head toward me but not bothering to lower her voice. “It’s funny you guys used to hang out.” She gave a “playful” wave at George, off at the other end of the bar wiping down some glasses. She noted the wave and glared fiercely at the both of us.

Yeah. Funny. I bit back an impulse to defend George, but I wasn’t totally sure why.

“Sunny as ever,” Lena said, watching George’s retreating body, marching past us still ramrod straight. “Good thing we haven’t ordered anything, or I’d say she’s definitely spitting in your drink.”

“Stop,” I said. “She’s …” But I couldn’t figure out how to end the sentence, or how to articulate everything that immediately crossed my mind when George got bitchy or gave me attitude—which was pretty much whenever she saw me, these days.

“Never mind.” I looked at the battered, laminated menus resting on the counter beside us. “I’m hungry,” I realized. Not that I needed a menu—cheese fries all the way.

“Yeah, well, based on the little performance George just put on, we’ll be lucky to get our orders in this century. Which is a real pity, as we’re going to need all our strength about us in the coming days.”

I had to laugh at that. “You sound like a general rallying the troops.”

“I kind of am,” Lena said. “But there’s a ton for us to do, even if we’re mere peons when it comes to the actual marquee event.”

“I prefer to think of us as active bystanders,” I said.

“Whatever floats your boat,” Lena said. “No pun intended.”

“Speaking of—well, floats and puns,” I said, “we’re going to be working on Daisy’s, right?” We’d already told her we would; we were going to meet in the shop studio later this week to get started. Naming Day always culminated in a grand parade on Sunday morning, and our questionable construction skills were put to the test every year.

Lena sighed dramatically. “I dimly recall a promise of that sort.”

“It’ll be fun!” The power of positive thinking had to count for something, right?

“Maybe,” Lena said. “I mean, decorating is one thing—I’m all over a tissue-paper flower wreath, and you know I’m a maniac with a hot glue gun.”

“I will happily confirm your hot glue gun prowess.” That was something too, right? There was a reason everyone had wanted to team up with Lena for science fair projects in grade school, and it wasn’t because she was a science prodigy.

“But I think this year, we might have to actually construct some of the floats. Like, from wood, and nails, and … well, I can’t think of another thing, which I think just goes to show that I’m probably the last person who should be given access to the power tools.”

“No one’s talking about power tools,” I said. Although … there were an awful lot of those stored in the shop studio. “Or, at least, I hope not. But you’re crafty, I’m crafty—”

“You hold your mother’s pincushion while she sews the Naming Day costumes,” Lena interjected. “Let’s not overstate things.”

“Okay, I’m crafty-adjacent,” I said. “Whatever. But it’s not like we’ve never, you know, made anything before. We can totally build a float.” I tried to sound more confident than I felt. The mention of power tools had sent a small frisson of dread down my spine.

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

I did. I had to. Because Lena was right: this week was going to be full-on crazy. Daisy and the rest of the seniors would be knee-deep in the reenactment preparations, but that only meant an endless to-do list of other tasks for the rest of us. Like Lena said, my mother and I handled costumes (even if my assistance was in more of an “apprentice” capacity), and though we’d mostly gotten it down to a routine after so many Naming Days under our belt, this one promised to be different. It was the jubilee, after all, and everything was going to be ever-so-slightly dialed up.
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