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Dear Diary,

I’M SO EXCITED FOR NED! He’s decided to take a chance and try out for the university’s production of Macbeth. And to make things super thrilling, the play is being directed by Bear Larouche, who’s famous for his avant-garde movie and theater projects!

I just hope Ned isn’t intimidated by Bear. Bear is known for being picky, and sometimes difficult to work with. He’s also a huge believer in theater superstitions. And Ned, as we know, is very logical. What could go wrong?

Meanwhile, Ned’s leap of faith is making me think about my own interests. I love sleuthing, but there has to be more out there, doesn’t there? If Ned gets the part, maybe that will inspire me to branch out a little bit. After all, a girl can’t feed her soul with mysteries alone….








CHAPTER ONE [image: ] New Hobbies


“ ‘AND ALL OUR YESTERDAYS HAVE lighted fools / the way to dusty death. Out, out, brief’—uuurrrgh!”

As he paced my living room, my boyfriend Ned suddenly stopped mid-soliloquy to cringe and shake his head.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, putting down the printout that I was using to follow along. “Ned! You were doing great!”

He looked down at me, a hopeful glint in his eyes brightening his unsure expression. “You really think so?”

“I really do.” I nodded enthusiastically, picking up the paper again from my family’s coffee table and settling back on the couch, ready for him to start over. “You’re getting better and better. I mean it!”

Ned sighed. Actors, I was quickly learning, could be moody. “I’m glad you think so. It’s just, I feel like I don’t know what I’m doing. I want to sell it, right, but I don’t want to really overdo it. Like, what if I go in to audition and the director’s like, ‘That guy was really hamming it up!’ ”

I had to stifle a laugh. I was thrilled that my sweet, straitlaced boyfriend Ned had decided to stretch his boundaries by trying out for any part in River Heights University’s production of Macbeth. Coincidentally, the production was being directed by Bear Larouche, visiting professor and director of some small but well-reviewed art films. Ned and I had watched them in preparation for his audition, and while I thought they were awfully cool-looking, I didn’t really get them.

But it was hilarious that Ned thought he could possibly be “hamming it up.” He was giving a typically restrained performance, and it had taken a lot of encouragement from me to get him to move around a little while he spoke. Still, I was being honest when I said he was getting better and better; his eyes sold every word, and he was really thinking about how best to time the complicated dialogue.

“Well, I think you’re doing a great job. But anyway, isn’t Bear Larouche known for his unexpected, in-your-face choices as a director?” I asked.

Ned nodded like, You’re right, you’re right.

“Maybe he would love it if you were really over the top,” I went on. “Maybe that’s how he sees his production of Macbeth!”

“Maybe,” Ned agreed, looking thoughtful. “I guess I’m just intimidated. This is all so new to me. Not just acting, but acting Shakespeare—getting the language just right is tricky.”

“I think you’re brave,” I said. “It isn’t easy to try something new, especially when you’ve gotten good at your usual.”

Ned raised an eyebrow at me. I knew he was wondering if I was talking about myself. It’s true, I don’t mean to toot my own horn (what a weird expression, really, when you think about it), but I have gotten pretty darn good at my main extracurricular activity: solving mysteries. I have a good record, and just saying, if you google “teenage detective,” my name might come up. (Also this girl in California named Veronica Mars. I’ve tried to get in touch, but she never answers my DMs.)

I love solving mysteries. I love figuring out puzzles. I love getting justice for the good guy, and making the bad guy pay.

But every once in a while? I do wonder what it would be like to, say… play tennis instead. Or sing opera. Or run a jewelry shop on Etsy.

Mysteries are fun, but they take a lot out of you, both mentally and physically. I’ve been in more life-or-death situations than I care to count. Thank heavens I’m young, or my blood pressure would probably be through the roof.

Anyway, lately, I’d been thinking about finding some other hobbies so I can mix it up.

“I bet you could be brave too, Nance,” Ned said, tilting his head.

“Point taken,” I replied, pulling the paper closer to my face and drawing my finger back to the beginning of Ned’s audition piece. “Now, let’s try it once more, with feeling.”



“Where are you guys?” I called an hour later, wandering through my friend Bess’s house. “Ned gave me some of those peanut butter cookies you love from his dining hall!”

“Ooh, ooh! We’re in here, Nancy!” Bess’s voice called from the family room.

I hustled in from the kitchen to find Bess and George, cousins to each other and best friends to me, sitting at a card table and chatting. They were surrounded by a pile of simple glass vases, ribbon, and different kinds of flowers made from felt. Bess’s mom was holding a dinner to raise funds for the local animal shelter in a few weeks, and we’d all volunteered to help. Today we were putting together centerpieces.

“How many of those peanut butter cookies did you bring?” George asked, holding up a hand and wiggling her fingers, like she was hoping I would place a cookie directly into it.

I dug in the paper bag I’d brought and did just that. “I brought six. If we can keep anyone else from smelling them, that’s two each. Let’s try to keep these under wraps, okay?”

I put the bag on the table and Bess reached in to grab one. “Gotcha. What cookies? I don’t see any cookies.” She shoved an entire cookie into her mouth.

“How’s Ned?” George asked a few minutes later, once the cookies had been polished off.

“He’s good,” I said. “He’s great, actually. He’s been working so hard preparing for his audition. I hope he gets it!”

“Me too,” Bess said, carefully arranging a few flowers in a vase. “What a surprise that he wants to be an actor!”

“Oh, he doesn’t want to be an actor,” I said. “I mean, not professionally. He still wants to be a lawyer. He just wants to try performing.”

George nodded. “Good for him,” she said, winding ribbon around the neck of a filled vase. “I bet acting will help with public speaking when he gets to law school. I never would have pictured him onstage, and that’s what makes it great. We all have to keep ourselves from being put in these little boxes, you know?”

“I know,” I agreed, pulling over more felt flowers. “The truth is, I sort of wish I could find something new to try. What if I had a new hobby that was different from solving mysteries? Something nice and peaceful like… needlework.”

George coughed. “Didn’t you try knitting once?”

Oh. I nodded. “Yeah.”

“And didn’t you end up throwing the project you were working on out a bus window?”

I frowned. “It was a super-complicated pattern, George.”

“It was a scarf. That’s basically a big rectangle.”

“But there were stripes.”

Bess cleared her throat. “Well, maybe crocheting is more your speed, Nancy. Anyway…” She paused, then grinned at us both like she had a delicious secret. “I might have an exciting new hobby. There’s something I’ve been working on.”

“Really?” I asked.

“What?” asked George.

Bess’s cheeks were flushed a joyful pink. “Do you remember the guitar I got for my birthday a couple years back?”

“Sure,” George replied. “Are you finally learning to play it?”

Bess nodded rapidly and stood up. “Better than that,” she said, and disappeared out of the room down the hallway toward her bedroom. After a few seconds of George and me making confused faces at each other, Bess returned, a blond wooden acoustic guitar slung over her shoulder via an embroidered strap.

“Look at you!” George said, gesturing to the instrument. “You’re like Taylor Swift 2.0.”

Bess sat down and began adjusting the tuning pegs of the guitar. “Oh, thanks, George. But I don’t know if I want to be, like, a pop star.”

George glanced at me skeptically. “Oh, what kind of singer do you want to be?”

Bess strummed the strings a couple of times and then looked up over our heads, thoughtful. “I dunno. Kind of like Phoebe on Friends?”

“So a bad singer?” George asked, but her question was drowned out by Bess playing a few loud, slightly discordant opening notes.

“Did you write this song?” I asked, loudly enough to be heard over the noise.

Bess smiled. “I did,” she replied enthusiastically. “Anyway, here goes…”

She began strumming on the guitar. She was surprisingly good.


“Walking down Main Street again, your letter in my pocket…”



Bess’s song was about a girl trying to get over a breakup that had happened years before. She wanted to move on, she had happy times, but her thoughts kept drifting back to this one guy, the first guy she’d ever really loved.

It was very Taylor Swift. But I wasn’t about to tell her that. All comparisons aside, it was a pretty good song.

But the singing…

I wanted to be supportive of Bess and her new hobby. But George and I had heard Bess sing before, and let’s just say ‘melodic’ is not a word you would use to describe her voice. I met George’s eye after the third line or so and could see my cringe echoed on her face. Bess was really trying hard, going up and down the scales, sometimes all in one syllable. But her lower register sort of bottomed out so you couldn’t hear her, and the high notes actually hurt.

I soon realized I couldn’t look at George without giving away how I really felt. I pasted a glazed look on my face, wondering if it would be rude to block my ears when I saw a high note coming. Because ouch. I could feel a headache forming in the back of my skull.

The song had four verses and a bridge. Finally the singing stopped, and a few seconds later, Bess stopped strumming the guitar and looked up at us hopefully.

“Wow!” I said. I have found, in my extensive interactions with people of all backgrounds, that this is one reply that works for every situation. People will interpret it to mean whatever they want it to mean.

“I know, right?” Bess’s eyes were shining as she turned to George.

“That was… a surprisingly good song, cuz,” George said, nodding thoughtfully.

Bess’s eyes narrowed. “Surprisingly?”

George laughed. “For someone who’s never written a song before? You bet! That was, like, way better than ‘Smelly Cat’!”

I nodded. “Yeah, seriously, Bess. You should write more!”

Bess put her hands over her heart, beaming as she looked back and forth between us. She looked so sincerely touched, my heart sank when she asked, “And the singing?”

“The singing?” I echoed back like a parrot. George and I looked at each other. Shoot, her eyes seemed to say, we’re caught. “Well… I mean…”

“You sang the heck out of that song, cuz,” George suddenly put in, eyes wide. “I mean, you really put your all into it!”

Bess looked startled for a moment, and I felt a horrible squeeze in my chest, just waiting for her face to fall as she realized that what George had said wasn’t exactly a compliment. But then her eyes teared up, and she leaned forward to envelop us both in a huge hug.

“I really did,” Bess said softly. “I’m so glad you could see it. I really did.”

An hour or so later, George and I were heading out to our cars. We were silent as the door closed behind us, and as we walked across the sloping front lawn to the street, where we had both parked.

“When’s Ned’s audition?” George asked as I pushed the button on my car fob, and my car emitted a cheery beep.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I really hope he does well. He wants to try acting so badly.”

George nodded, opening her own car door. As she was about to get in, she looked up at me.

“I hope his secret hobby works out better for him than Bess’s,” she said. “I mean… do you think we did okay in there? I feel kind of bad we didn’t tell her the truth.”

I shrugged. “What good would the truth do for Bess, though? Is she any better off knowing that she doesn’t exactly sing like a bird?”

George shook her head. “I dunno. Maybe it would save her from embarrassment?”

I looked back at the house. “She’s not performing in front of anyone, though,” I pointed out. “How about this: if she wants to perform in public, we have to tell her the truth first.”

“Deal,” George said, grabbing my hand and shaking it. “After all, if your BFFs won’t save you from humiliation, who will?”






CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Yes, Director


“I’M SO PROUD OF YOU, Ned! You took a risk and it worked out so well!”

It was the next night, and Ned and I were at Pomodoro Rosso, our favorite cheap-but-still-kinda-romantic date night restaurant. Ned had just finished telling me how his audition had gone—and that, when the parts were posted on the bulletin board of the university drama department, he found out he’d gotten the part of Malcolm.

“It’s perfect,” he said, looking down at his spaghetti Bolognese with an almost embarrassed grin. “It’s not a lead, so I can’t get too nervous. But it’s a big enough part to sink my teeth into and really try this acting thing, you know?” He looked up at me as he picked up his fork, eyes shining.

“It is perfect,” I agreed, nodding. “Bear Larouche must have really loved your monologue! What’s he like?”

Ned let out a quick, awkward laugh. “Well, he’s a character,” he admitted. “Just… very dramatic, kind of larger-than-life. He was wearing these, like, velvet robes? And a hat with a jeweled feather on it.”

Huh. Well, he would certainly stand out in River Heights, I thought. “What kind of hat? Like, a fedora?”

“You know I’m not going to know that, Nancy. It was… a hat.” Ned paused to take a bite. “Like you wear on your head. Anyway, does it matter?”

“I’m just trying to paint a picture in my mind,” I explained.

Ned lifted his fork as if to point at me. “Actually,” he said, “I think Bear did like my monologue. He was kind of hard to read through the other performances and didn’t say much to the actors. But after I performed, he called me over and said he really liked what I’d done.”

I beamed at him. “Ned! That’s amazing! This guy has won awards at Sundance!”

Ned gave me his sheepish grin again. “He said I’d really found the ‘emotional truth’ of the character,” he said happily. “And that while maybe I wasn’t ready for the part of Macbeth, my ‘understated acting style’ would really suit his vision for the production.”

I lifted my glass of ginger ale. “A toast,” I proposed, “to my thespian boyfriend, trying something new and killing it.”

Ned clinked his root beer against my glass. “Thank you, Nancy,” he said. “I couldn’t have done it without your help and support.”

For a few minutes, we ate in happy silence. As we finished up our pasta dishes, Ned put down his fork and leaned back in his chair, looking at me warmly.

“So,” he said after a few seconds, “what’s next for you?”

I glanced up, surprised. “Me?” I asked. “I dunno. I guess… well, I’m helping Bess’s mom with that fundraiser for the animal shelter.”

Ned tilted his head. “Is that all?” he asked. “No new mysteries brewing for the nation’s premier teenage detective?”

I sighed, then took a last sip of my drink. “Not that I know of. And honestly? That’s one hundred percent okay with me.”

Ned’s eyes softened. “Really? Are you feeling burned-out on sleuthing?”

I sighed again, leaning back in my chair and looking out the window beyond Ned’s head. We were close to the university, and outside, students walked by in clusters, laughing and shouting happily.

“I guess I’m feeling a little… like I don’t know what I want,” I admitted, meeting Ned’s eyes again. He nodded understandingly. “I keep thinking about when I was in Vegas and I tried flyboarding. It’s something I never thought I would do. But it made me feel… amazing.”

“You looked so happy in the video,” Ned agreed.

“Yeah. And now I just keep wishing I could find something new—maybe something a little less high-octane—that makes me feel that kind of excitement. Something that doesn’t involve monologuing villains and attempts on my life. I mean, some girls my age just do ceramics, you know?”

Ned nodded again. “Some girls your age like to hike.”

I leaned forward, glad he understood. “Some girls my age make charcuterie boards and post them on social media.”

Ned snorted. “I think you’re an old soul, Nancy.”

I leaned back again, thinking. “I just wish I could find something that made me think, ‘That’s it. That’s my new hobby.’ Something I am excited enough about to get outside my comfort zone, like you did.”

We were both quiet for a moment, thoughtful. After a minute or so, Ned sat up in his seat and pointed at my bag. “Aha!”

I looked down at my worn discount-store purse. It had a million pockets, which made me love it, and made Bess moan every time she saw it like she was looking at a grisly car accident. “Aha what?”

“You used to carry around a sketchbook, remember?” Ned asked. “For a while, you drew everything you saw.”

I remembered. “Oh right, that was when our art teacher was very big on ‘drawing from life.’ She wanted us to always be looking for subjects for our next painting.”

Ned pointed at me. “Your sketches were good, Nancy. I mean, really good. I said that at the time.”

I stared at him, thinking that over. My art teacher, Mrs. Zent, had been very complimentary. But I had been too busy sleuthing to really invest much time in making art.

“Maybe you could sign up for an art class?” Ned asked. “You’re allowed to take night classes at the university, I think.”

I sighed and shook my head. “I like the idea of making something with my hands, but sitting in front of a canvas or sketchbook for a couple of hours… I’m just not sure that’s it.”

Ned nodded, thinking, and then his eyes lit up. “What about the set?” he asked. “Bear is putting some of his own money into the production of Macbeth, on the condition that the university allows the whole community to participate. They’re looking for cast and crew members from the whole area, not just the university. And based on what he was saying at the audition, it sounds like it’s going to be pretty spectacular!”

I took in a breath, thinking that over. I imagined myself in the university auditorium, sounds of hammers and drills all around me, carefully painting details on a faux rock wall.

I could get a feel for stage production and watch Ned prepare for his role. Better yet, I could eavesdrop on the larger-than-life Bear Larouche, who sounded pretty fascinating. Maybe he was looking for story ideas for his next mystery-thriller film?

“I think… that’s a great idea, Ned.” I looked at my boyfriend and beamed. Plus, I thought, it will be nice to get some time to spend together. I felt like I was always traveling. It would be nice to stay put and just work on something with my boyfriend for once.

“Fantastic.” Ned smiled at me and pulled out his phone. “Here, I’ll forward you the call for help. Looks like they’re meeting for the first time during our first rehearsal tomorrow.”



The next day I cautiously entered the auditorium at Ned’s university, smiling nervously at anyone who met my eye. I found the doors that led to the audience seating area and went inside, taking in the huge stage, the rows and rows of velvet seats. This is where Ned will be performing, I thought, and felt a rush of new pride for him, seeing how big the audience would be. And then I tried to imagine the sets I would be working on from that day forward. I hoped they would be impressive and attention-grabbing, just like the acting.

There was a cluster of people down by the stage, Ned among them.

“Hey, Nance!” he called to me, waving, when I was about halfway down the sloping center aisle that led to the stage. “Looking for the crew?”

I paused, all eyes turning to me. It was weird: Ned already looked like he fit into this group of casually dressed students, most in track pants, T-shirts, and sweatshirts. A few of them smiled at me, most notably a girl with short platinum hair dyed with splotches of magenta. She had brown eyes and a wide smile, and wore a bright purple velour tracksuit.

“Is this your girlfriend?” she asked Ned.

“Yep!” Ned nodded. “Guys, this is Nancy, my better half. She’s hoping to work on the set crew.”

There was a chorus of awwwwws and a couple of “how sweets.” Now I was nearly at the foot of the stage, and the cluster of actors drew closer, all looking down at me with indulgent smiles.

“Hi, I’m Cassie,” the magenta-haired girl said. “I’m one of the witches.”

“I’m Simon,” a tall, slim boy with a slight British accent said. “I’ll be playing the lead.”

A few other people introduced themselves, giving me their first name and the part they were playing—too many to keep them all straight, really, though I tried to memorize some identifying details.

Eli, a smallish dark-haired boy, gestured to Ned and me and asked, “You guys live in the same dorm?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not actually a student here.”

“No?” Simon looked surprised. “You just wanted to help out?”

“I live in town,” I explained. “I kind of… have my own thing going on. But I’ve been wanting to do something artistic.”
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