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Kristy Thomas, president of the BSC, looked at the clock on Claudia Kishi’s desk. It read 5:31. Bad news. Our president believes in being On Time and the club secretary, Mary Anne Spier, was one whole minute late.

Kristy frowned. “You’re la —” The words died on her lips as Mary Anne stepped aside and let the person behind her into the room.

“Dawn!” cried the normally cool and sophisticated Stacey McGill, leaping to her feet to give Dawn Schafer a hug. We all followed suit, crowding around Dawn to welcome her and bombard her with questions.

Then Kristy remembered what she’d started to say. “You’re late,” she said to Mary Anne. Then she grinned. “But I guess since our honorary member had to come all the way from California, we can overlook it this time.”

We laughed. Mary Anne sat down on the floor next to Claudia’s bed, and I scooted over to make room so Dawn could sit between us. We had a very full house. Every single member of the BSC was in attendance. Counting Dawn, that was ten people.

“First order of business,” Kristy said. “Welcome back, Dawn. Now, who’s going to be here over the winter holiday?”

I hid a smile. That was typical of Kristy: Business is never far from her mind. Logan Bruno reminded her that he would be going with his family to visit relatives in his home state of Kentucky. Shannon Kilbourne told everyone about the ski vacation her family had planned.

“And don’t forget that Claudia and I have to leave early today,” Stacey said. “Mom’s taking us to the station, to catch our train to New York City.”

Mary Anne bent over the club record book, making notes on who was going to be where.

Abby Stevenson said, “And double don’t forget my Hanukkah party this Friday night.”

I looked around the room. We’re not just a club, I thought. We’re more like a small business — a small business made up of ten very different people.

But maybe I should tell you more about the club before I introduce everyone.

We meet three times a week — Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, from five-thirty until six — in Claudia’s bedroom. Why in Claud’s room? Because she has her own phone line, so that we don’t tie up her family’s line when we talk to clients. (That’s one reason Claudia is our vice-president.)

We meet regularly to make sure there are specific times people can call us to set up baby-sitting appointments. Mary Anne writes all the appointments down in the club record book. The record book also includes our individual schedules (my advanced ballet classes, for example); our clients’ names, addresses, and phone numbers, and rates charged; and special information about the children for whom we baby-sit, such as allergies or phobias (like fear of cats). Mary Anne is in charge of the record book, except for the treasury section (that’s Stacey’s responsibility as treasurer), and I don’t think she has ever made a mistake.

We pay dues to Stacey every Monday, and we always complain. The dues go toward Claud’s phone bill, gas money for Kristy’s brother Charlie (who drives Kristy and Abby to our meetings), supplies for our Kid-Kits, and, occasionally, club parties.

Kid-Kits are boxes that we have each decorated and filled with lots of kid-friendly items. We take the kits along on potentially difficult baby-sitting assignments. For example, they’re excellent icebreakers on new jobs and a big help when kids have been cooped up in the house due to bad weather or illness. Many of the games, puzzles, toys, and books once belonged to us or to our younger brothers and sisters, but we also add new art supplies and stickers as needed. The kids never notice that some of the contents of the Kid-Kits are “recycled.” Besides, what kid can resist playing with some other kids’ toys?

We also keep a club notebook, in which we write down a description of every job we go on. We are expected to read everybody else’s entries. That way, we stay up-to-date with what is going on with our baby-sitting charges. Kristy and Mallory Pike like writing in the club notebook. It’s a big pain for the rest of us, but we all enjoy reading it.

Kristy is our president not only because of her keen organizational sense, but because the BSC was her brilliant idea. It came to her on the first Tuesday of seventh grade, as she watched her mother call one person after another, looking for a baby-sitter for Kristy’s younger brother. Kristy suddenly thought, What if you could dial one number and reach several reliable baby-sitters?

With the help of Mary Anne, Claudia, and Stacey, Kristy soon had the club in gear. It was so successful that they had to recruit more baby-sitters right away. That’s when Dawn joined, followed by Logan and Shannon. Mallory and I became members when Stacey moved back to her hometown, New York City (temporarily, it turned out). Dawn also moved back home, to California, and then Abby became a member.

As you can tell by the fact that we have to keep adding new members, the club is very successful. Most of our business comes from repeat clients, and practically all of our new business is due to satisfied parents’ (and children’s) word-of-mouth.

Now you know what the BSC is. Who are we?

You know a little about me — where I live, and that you can find me three afternoons a week at the BSC meetings and two afternoons at ballet classes. As you might have guessed, I love ballet. I hope to be a prima ballerina someday. Meanwhile, I get up every morning at 5:28 (before my alarm clock goes off at 5:29) to practice ballet at the barre my parents have set up for me in the basement. I am strong (ballet dancers have to be) and, I hope, graceful. I like to wear ballet-style clothes. Leotards in every color are a big part of my wardrobe, in dance class and out. I have dark brown eyes, light brown skin, and curly black hair that I often wear pulled back, ballet-dancer fashion.

But ballet isn’t my whole life. I like horses and horse books and mysteries, too. Horses and mysteries are two interests I share with my best friend, Mallory. Mallory is a junior officer in the BSC, just like me. We’re junior officers because we are the youngest members of the BSC. (We’re both eleven and in sixth grade; everybody else is thirteen and in eighth grade.) Also, neither of us is allowed to sit at night except for our own families.

Sitting for my family is relatively easy, since I only have two siblings, but Pike-sitting is major. That’s because Mallory is the oldest of eight kids, including brothers who are triplets. Being a member of such a large family means that Mallory has excellent baby-sitting skills. She’s also a good storyteller, which may be why she plans on becoming a children’s author someday. She’s already won an award for her writing.

Mallory is not into ballet, however, or anything athletic. In fact, she got detention for the first time in her life when she refused to play volleyball in gym class!

Mal is shorter than I am and she wears glasses and has braces. She has curly reddish-brown hair, blue eyes, and pale skin that sunburns and freckles easily.

Mal sees herself as having one additional job in the BSC. She more or less oversees the BSC mystery notebook. We began keeping it (another Kristy idea) when we realized that we were becoming involved in a lot of mysteries. We needed a place to keep track of clues, suspects, events, and of course, our solutions to the mysteries.

We all write in the mystery notebook, but Mal is practically a fanatic about keeping it accurate and up-to-date. Although we’ve teased her about this in the past (she once asked a teacher to bring her the notebook when she was on a class trip!), her careful record-keeping has proved invaluable.

Kristy and Mary Anne are another set of best friends in the BSC. They’ve known each other since they were practically infants and have been friends for almost as long. They used to live next door to each other on Bradford Court (and across the street from Claudia), but not long ago, Kristy’s mother and Mary Anne’s father got remarried (not to each other) and now only Claudia still lives in the old neighborhood.

Kristy, who has brown eyes and longish brown hair (which she usually wears in a ponytail), is the shortest person in the eighth grade and probably the most outspoken. As I’ve mentioned, she’s very organized and full of ideas. These are the qualities that make her an excellent president — today, of the BSC, and tomorrow, probably of some major corporation. Like Mal, Kristy has a large family. But hers is a blended family.

Kristy’s father walked out on the family when David Michael, Kristy’s youngest brother, was just a baby. They had a tough time of it, especially at first. But Kristy’s mother and Kristy and her two older brothers worked hard, and things gradually improved.

Then Kristy’s mother fell in love and got remarried — to a millionaire. So Kristy and her family moved across town to Watson Brewer’s mansion (yes, really) and Kristy acquired two new younger stepsiblings, then an adopted younger sister from Vietnam. Her maternal grandmother came to live with them, too, to help out. And have I mentioned that they have a Bernese mountain dog puppy, a cranky cat, assorted goldfish and other pets, and, according to Kristy’s stepsister, a resident ghost?

It’s a good thing Kristy is organized and used to making herself heard!

Mary Anne is the opposite of outspoken. She is very shy, although she can be as stubborn as Kristy in her own way. Like Kristy, she favors casual clothes (although she doesn’t wear practically the same outfit of jeans and a turtleneck or sweater every day, the way Kristy does).

Mary Anne is the second shortest person in the eighth grade. She has brown hair, too, although hers is cut short, and brown eyes. She is very sensitive (even sappy commercials can bring tears to her eyes) and was the first person in the BSC to have a steady boyfriend (Logan, the only guy in the BSC). Her mother died when Mary Anne was too young to remember her, and for years and years Mary Anne was a very overprotected only child. Her anxious father had millions of rules for her. It took a lot of work on Mary Anne’s part to convince him that it was okay for her to grow up and try some things on her own, such as choosing her own clothes and hairstyle.

Richard, Mary Anne’s dad, has become even more easygoing since he got remarried — to his high school sweetheart. She also happens to be Dawn’s mother. Mary Anne and Dawn found out about the old high school romance and played a big part in rekindling it.

You see, Dawn Schafer’s mother moved back here from California with Dawn and Dawn’s younger brother, Jeff, after she and Mr. Schafer got divorced. Dawn and Mary Anne instantly became friends, and Mary Anne persuaded Dawn to join the BSC. Soon Dawn and Mary Anne became best friends. (Kristy wasn’t too happy about that at first. She didn’t see how Many Anne could have two best friends.)

Anyway, after the wedding, Mary Anne and her father and her kitten, Tigger, moved to the old farmhouse on the edge of town where Dawn lived.

Dawn is tall, with long blonde hair, blue eyes, and skin that tans easily. She has two holes pierced in each ear and her style is laid-back casual. But Dawn has strong opinions underneath her “everything’s cool” attitude. She’s very health-conscious, especially when it comes to food, and she’s a committed environmentalist. In fact, she’s the main reason all of us BSC members recycle and are aware of environmental issues.

Dawn also loves mysteries, and she believes in ghosts. She discovered a secret passage in the old farmhouse and is convinced that the place is haunted. But the idea of a ghost doesn’t seem to upset Dawn much. She’s pretty calm about that too.

Not long ago, Dawn realized that as much as she loved her new family, Connecticut, and the BSC, she wasn’t going to be able to shake off her homesickness. She made the difficult decision to do what Jeff had already done and return to California to live with her father, who has recently remarried. After she left, we made her an honorary member of the BSC. We miss her, which is one of the reasons it was such a nice surprise to see her at our meeting.

Claudia and Stacey are also best friends. Claudia is an artist. And she’s a connoisseur of junk food and Nancy Drew mysteries. She’s not so crazy about school. Her sister is a genius, but only an ordinary one, the kind who makes perfect grades and takes college courses even though she’s still in high school. Claudia is an artistic genius, something her teachers and her parents, who like to see good grades, don’t always understand. But they will someday, when Claudia is famous.

Claudia always manages to look terrific. That’s the artist at work — on the artist. For example, that Wednesday was cold and gray outside, but inside everything was brightened up by Claudia’s rainbow look. She had braided her long jet-black hair into a single braid with narrow red, blue, green, yellow, orange, and purple ribbons woven in. Her short red turtleneck dress had a braided yellow belt, and she was wearing purple tights, yellow scrunch socks, and black Docs. Her earrings were in the shape of Christmas trees, but they were painted in rainbow colors, instead of just green. On some people this might have been too much, but on Claudia, with her creamy skin and dark eyes, it looked fabulous.

Stacey is also a knockout, but in a more sleek, magazine-model way. She is tall, very thin, and blonde, with dark blue eyes. That day, she was wearing a short dark blue skirt and a light blue and green patterned sweater that was cropped short in the front and hung long in the back. Her tights matched her skirt, and she wore navy ankle boots with pointed toes that looked like elf shoes. Gold star earrings dangled from each ear, and she’d twisted her hair into a sleek knot.

Stacey’s fashion sense makes her seem a little more sophisticated than everyone else in the BSC (and most people at SMS). But even if you saw her in sweats, you’d notice that Stacey seems more mature than the rest of us. She has to be: Stacey has diabetes, which means that her body can’t process sugar properly. She has to watch what she eats (and when she eats) very, very carefully and give herself insulin injections every day. If she doesn’t do that, she could become ill and even go into a coma. For a while, Stacey’s parents were terribly overprotective, but Stacey has managed to convince them that she can behave responsibly about her diabetes, and they have calmed down.

As I mentioned, Stacey is our treasurer. That’s because beneath that New York City sophistication is the brain of a math whiz. She not only understands math, she loves it. She hasn’t decided what she’s going to do with her amazing math abilities. Lately, she’s been talking about becoming a tax attorney, because she thinks it would be kind of fun to “fight with the Internal Revenue Service.”

Fun? Go figure. I’m just glad she’s in charge of our finances!

Abby is our newest member. She took over the job of alternate officer, which used to be Dawn’s. It means she can fill in for any other officer who’s absent. She’s of medium height and strongly built. Her thick dark brown hair is so curly it’s almost in ringlets. She has what fashion mags call an olive complexion (which according to Claudia means you look great in most colors except green and yellow) and a pointy face. She’s nearsighted and wears glasses or contacts depending on her mood.

The Stevensons (Abby, her twin sister, Anna, and their mother) moved here recently from Long Island after Mrs. Stevenson got a great new job. Mr. Stevenson was killed in a car wreck a few years ago. Abby doesn’t talk much about that.

On other subjects, though, she is definitely a talker. She has at least as many opinions as Kristy and she doesn’t hesitate to go nose to nose with our president when their opinions differ. Sometimes I half expect them to tear into each other and then, boom! Two seconds later they’re talking about sports.

Abby is a sports fanatic, like Kristy. But Abby takes it one step further. She is a total jock. She’ll play any sport, anywhere, anytime. Soccer is her favorite, though. She’s a member of the school soccer team and has even played soccer as a partner with a Special Olympics team member.

When it isn’t soccer season, Abby runs as much as she can and practices often to stay in shape. But staying in shape isn’t always easy for her. She has allergies and asthma. “Life makes me sneeze,” she says, blowing her nose and sometimes using her inhaler, which helps her breathe on days when the pollution is bad or the pollen count is high. Then she starts moving again at top speed, telling terrible jokes at the same time.

Shannon and Logan are our associate members. Associates take the overflow baby-sitting jobs, the ones for which nobody else is available, or for which we need extra help. They don’t have to come to every meeting, or pay dues.

Logan is as big a jock as Abby or Kristy. He plays at least one sport per season at SMS. He’s medium tall, with blue eyes and blondish-brown hair. Mary Anne thinks he looks like Cam Geary, the TV star.

Since Logan is Mary Anne’s boyfriend, it’s only natural that she would think he’s cute. (And I have to admit that he is.) He moved to Stoneybrook from Kentucky and speaks with a soft Southern accent. He’s very polite and a good listener, something that Mary Anne really appreciates.

He’s also an excellent baby-sitter. He’s taken some grief for being the only guy in our club and for baby-sitting, period. But Logan is cool. He just ignores the kids who don’t understand that guys can be good baby-sitters too. It’s their problem, he says, not his.

Problems were exactly what Shannon and Kristy had when they first met. When Kristy moved into her stepfather’s mansion, she thought Shannon, her new across-the-street neighbor, was an awful snob. Shannon didn’t think much of Kristy, either. But they worked things out. We’re all friends with Shannon now.

Like Logan, Shannon leads a busy life. She goes to a private school, Stoneybrook Day School (where she has to wear a uniform!). She’s in the honor society, is vice-president of the Astronomy Club (as well as the only eighth-grader in it), is a member of the French Club and the debate team, had a lead role in the school play, and occasionally thinks about trying to fit the Spanish Club into her schedule. And she makes good grades.

Shannon has thick, curly blonde hair, pale skin, blue eyes, and high cheekbones. She always wears mascara but otherwise she’s not really into makeup. She likes music too, and she and Abby’s twin sister, Anna (who plays the violin and is in the SMS orchestra), have become friends.

So that’s the BSC. It was pretty rare for all ten of us to be at a meeting, and I remember thinking that somebody ought to take a photograph. But before I could say anything, there was a tap on Claudia’s bedroom door.

Claudia opened the door. Janine, Claudia’s older sister, stood there. What she was wearing looked almost like Shannon’s school uniform, and I was amazed all over again that two such different people could be sisters.

“Mrs. McGill has arrived to provide transportation to the train, I believe,” Janine said.

“New York, here we come!” cried Claudia.

Janine raised her eyebrows. “Have a nice trip,” she said, walking sedately away. Claudia yanked her suitcase off the bed, nearly decapitating Mary Anne and Dawn and me.

“Sorry,” she said. “Let’s go!”

Stacey saw Kristy look at her watch. “Don’t be a Scrooge, Kristy,” she said. “You knew we had to leave early.”

Kristy couldn’t help but grin. “Oh, okay. Have fun in New York.”

On a wave of good-byes, Claudia and Stacey rushed out of the room. Claudia wouldn’t be back until Christmas Eve day, and Stacey wouldn’t be back until New Year’s Day.

So we don’t have a photograph of that meeting of the BSC, the one before the creepy Christmas began.
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Stacey snagged us two seats on the train and looked around. Although it was rush hour, our train wasn’t very crowded. Most people were headed in the opposite direction, out of the city toward their homes.

“Looks like everybody is leaving New York except us,” Stacey joked as a train jammed with commuters passed us going in the other direction. “Good.”

I nodded. I was just glad to be sitting down. I had loaded my suitcase and my pack, and all the gear was heavy.

“Have you talked to Ethan since last night?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

Stacey looked at me in surprise. “No. When would I have? I barely had time to finish packing and make it to our BSC meeting.” She grinned. “Not that I can’t wait to see him. We haven’t seen each other for way, way too long.”

“Oh,” I said. Ethan is Stacey’s new boyfriend. They have a long-distance relationship; she met him while visiting her father. He seems nice enough, but I had to admit I was a little worried. Stacey had done the disappearing-friend act on me once before, with an old boyfriend, when she and I went on vacation with her dad. I didn’t want it to happen again. On the other hand, if we were going to hang around with Ethan a lot, I didn’t want to feel like some weird third person on a two-person date.

Stacey said, “It’ll be fun, Claud. We’ll have a super time.”

“Right.”

Stacey knows me well. “Hey,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to abandon you. You’re my best friend and Ethan knows it. He’s looking forward to seeing you. And he is going to give us his special New York City Art Tour. Don’t forget, he’s an artist, too.”

I had forgotten, momentarily. The thought cheered me up. Ethan and I did have something in common. We’d have plenty to talk about. And if we were touring galleries and museums, it would be hard for me to feel like a third wheel. I probably wouldn’t even notice Ethan and Stacey.

“There are a few museums I’d like to see,” I admitted. “One of the galleries has some Alice Neel pieces and of course I have to check out the Georgia O’Keeffes. Plus there’s a fashion retrospective at the Met. Do you think Ethan would be willing to go see that?”

“Even if he’s not, we’re going to,” Stacey declared. “We also have some serious shopping to do. Christmas in New York is not Christmas unless you actually manage to purchase something at a major department store in the middle of the Christmas rush.”

I was feeling better already. “We’re going to go see the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center, aren’t we?” I asked.

“If I have my way, we’re going ice-skating there too,” said Stacey.

Did I say I was feeling better? My excitement was growing. What had I been worried about? How could anyone not have a fabulous time spending Christmas in New York City?

The train hadn’t been crowded, but when we chugged into Grand Central Station, an ocean of people practically drowned us. I grabbed Stacey’s arm and was not reassured to see that even Stacey, who is used to New York (after all, it is her hometown), seemed a little startled.

Then Mr. McGill yelled, “Stacey!” and we saw him. It took him a moment to work his way through the currents of people, but then he was hugging Stacey and saying, “Hello, Claudia. Merry Christmas!”

“No kidding!” I gasped.

Mr. McGill grinned. “I know you are much too old for me to tell you to hold my hand, but I think we could try the jacket system to stay together, just until we get out of the station.”

“The jacket system?” I asked.

“I hold onto the back of Dad’s jacket, and you hold onto mine,” explained Stacey.

I was relieved and more than willing to go along with it. In fact (don’t tell anyone), if Mr. McGill had said we had to hold hands to stay together, I would have agreed.

The station was even more jammed than the train platform. Tightly clutching the back of Stacey’s bomber jacket, I threaded my way through the crowds. Then something made me look up and I almost forgot to hold on.

The ceiling of the station was painted a wonderful shade of blue, with constellations in gold. I remembered reading that Grand Central had been undergoing renovations and that the amazing colors had been discovered under years’ and years’ worth of grime.

“Claud!” Stacey called over her shoulder, and I stumbled forward, still staring at the ceiling.

And then I was staring at a winter sky full of snowflakes. We’d made it outside. It was official. We had arrived in New York City.

“We’re going to the East Village for dinner after we drop off your luggage,” said Mr. McGill. “There’s a restaurant called Two Boots that I think you’ll like. It’s a lot of fun.”

“What kind of food?” asked Stacey.

“Italian and southern Louisiana,” said Mr. McGill. He flagged a cab and we climbed in.

I looked at Stacey and Stacey looked at me. We both smiled.

It was going to be a wonderful Christmas vacation.
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They came from the sky and landed on my bed. I was sound asleep, but I woke up. Quickly.

“Ugh! Who … what …”

“Kristy, Kristy, Kristy!” shouted my seven-year-old stepsister, Karen, in her loudest outdoor voice.

I clapped my hands over my ears and fell back.

I saw her lips moving. I saw our puppy’s big red tongue lolling out inches from my face. I felt my four-year-old stepbrother, Andrew, bouncing on my stomach.

Then my brother David Michael (he’s seven, too) pulled one hand away from my ear. His cheeks were flushed and he looked very excited. “Kristy! There’s been a —”

“Thieves! Robbers! Burglars!” shrieked Karen dramatically, her blue eyes huge behind her glasses.

“WHAT?!” I shouted even louder than Karen and sat up so quickly that Andrew almost tumbled off the bed. I caught him and he laughed as if he thought this were a great game. “Hi, Kristy,” he said.

“We’ve been robbed?” I gasped, swinging out of bed and grabbing my bathrobe. “What happened? When? What did they take?”

I put Andrew on the floor and headed for the door of my bedroom, tying the sash of my robe.

“Not us,” David Michael said. “The Hsus.”

“Oh,” I said. I stopped. I was relieved. I mean, I was relieved we hadn’t been robbed. But I was still pretty shocked. “Someone robbed the Hsus? When?”

“Last night,” said Karen importantly. “Mr. Hsu just called Daddy and told him all about it.”

“So we want to go visit Timmy and Scott,” said David Michael.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea right now,” I said. “Maybe a little later. They probably have their hands full at the moment.”

“You won’t take us to visit them?” asked Karen. She looked very disappointed.

“Later,” I promised. “Let me get dressed now.”

In record time I was into my jeans, winter boots, and sweater and was speed-chewing my way through cereal and toast.

Watson was finishing his breakfast and sorting through the mail, putting it into neat stacks: Christmas cards, bills, a renewal notice from the gardener, a book club circular. He didn’t look like a man who had received shocking news of a burglary. Nor was he speeding through breakfast, mainly because I was barely giving him a chance to eat as I peppered him with questions about the break-in.

At last he gave a look of mild reproach and said, “I’ve told you everything I know, Kristy.”

“Sorry,” I said. I was dying of curiosity. What had happened? What had been stolen? Were there any clues? Any witnesses?

I needed to know more. Call it my detective’s instinct. (Not for nothing has Abby nicknamed me Agatha Kristy!)

Then I had a brilliant idea. “I bet the Hsus could use a little baby-sitting help right now,” I said. “Maybe I’ll go over and offer to keep an eye on Timmy and Scott for a while. It would be the neighborly thing to do.”

“Very neighborly,” agreed Watson dryly. He wasn’t fooled by my sudden sense of neighborliness. But I saw a twinkle in his eye.

“Right,” I said. “Well, see you later.”

In no time flat I was in my winter jacket and heading down the street to the Hsus’.

No police cars in sight, I noted, but plenty of footprints in the snow. Too many to provide any clues. Besides, we hadn’t had a fresh snowfall in awhile, so there was no way of telling when the footprints had been made.

Mr. Hsu met me at the door. Timmy and Scott were right beside him.

“We were robbed!” Timmy shouted.

“I know,” I said. To Mr. Hsu I said, “I came over to offer my baby-sitting services. I thought you might need them.”

“That’s very thoughtful of you, Kristy,” said Mr. Hsu. “And the answer is yes. These guys don’t need to be around for this. In fact, they should be getting ready for school.” (SMS was the only school lucky enough to let out two days early with a broken boiler.)

As he spoke, Mr. Hsu stepped back and I followed him into the entrance hall.

I gasped. Even from there, I could see that the house looked as if a tornado had hit it. I saw overturned chairs, books torn from bookcases, pictures ripped from walls. Cushions had been shredded, things broken. The house was a huge mess.

Trying to sound calm, I said, “When did this happen?”

“The best we can figure out, it was last night. We were away overnight, visiting my mother, who just got out of the hospital.”

“Did the neighbors … ?”

He shook his head. “Nobody seems to have seen or heard anything. The police are investigating.”

I realized that Timmy and Scott were staring at their father and me anxiously. Although I wanted to ask a zillion more questions, I said, “Hey, guys, why don’t we find your coats and head for school?”

“I want to stay here,” said Timmy.

“What if they come back?” asked Scott.

“They’re not going to come back,” I reassured them. “Not with your mom and dad here.”

Scott scowled. “I want to catch them. They’re bad.”

I had a sudden inspiration. “This afternoon let’s walk around the neighborhood, and you can ask your friends if they heard or saw anything yesterday. It’ll be a clue hunt.”

“Okay!” shouted Timmy.

I helped the two boys round up their school things. As I walked through the house, I saw disturbing evidence that every room and closet had been ransacked. Even in the boys’ rooms, clothes were strewn everywhere, and books and toys were scattered willy-nilly from one end to the other.

The only thing that wasn’t a mess? Their suitcases, still unopened in the middle of their beds, next to their coats.

On the way out of the house I stuck my head into the living room to tell the Hsus we were leaving. Mrs. Hsu was sweeping up broken Christmas tree ornaments.

“I’m just glad we weren’t here,” she said. “At least no one was hurt.”

“True,” I said. “Is anything missing?”

“Not so far,” she said. “It looks as if whoever did it just had some sick idea of what’s fun.”

“Kristy,” Timmy called from the front door. “Come on. We’ll be late for school.”

“Coming,” I said. But I was staring at the wall where a mirror had been. Across it, in big, loopy letters, someone had written with red spray paint: NAUGHTY.

It was weird. And what could it possibly mean? The Hsus are one of the nicest families in town.

That afternoon I met Timmy and Scott after school and we went on a “clue hunt” in the neighborhood. At the Kilbournes’, Shannon looked flustered when she opened the door and Timmy blurted out, “Did you see any burglars at our house last night?”

Quickly I stepped in and explained what had happened. Shannon looked shocked. She peered over my shoulder and down the street as if she expected to see the mysterious intruders. But of course she didn’t.

“Come on in,” she said. “Mom and Dad aren’t here, but Tiffany and Maria are. I didn’t see or hear anything last night, but you can ask them if they did.”

Neither of her sisters had. Eleven-year-old Tiffany was plainly unhappy that she hadn’t, and eight-year-old Maria wanted to know if the thieves had stolen any toys.

“No,” Scott said. “But they made a mess.”

As the four children talked excitedly, I told Shannon in a low voice about what I had seen, especially the word scrawled on the wall.

“That is too weird,” she said. “I don’t like it. And the thieves must have been watching the house to know that the Hsus were out of town. Think of how long it takes to trash a place like that.”

“Yeah. I just hope it’s an isolated incident.”

“Me, too.” Shannon looked thoughtful. “I’ll tell Mom and Dad. We don’t want anyone showing up at our house while we’re away.”

“Lots of people will be away during the holidays. The Papadakises are going away. And Logan and his family,” I said. Then, seeing Shannon’s worried expression, I said, “I’ll try to keep an eye on your house, okay?”

Shannon raised her eyebrows. “And you’ll try to solve the mystery. Admit it, Kristy.”

I smiled and pretended to twirl an imaginary mustache. “Maybe,” I said.

Mrs. Korman (the Kormans live across the street from us) had already heard about the break-in. But she hadn’t seen or heard anything suspicious that day or the night before. Neither had nine-year-old Bill or seven-year-old Melody. If Skylar had, she wasn’t talking, but then, she’s only a year and a half old.

Anna and Abby were at home. Anna was practicing her violin, and the sight of the instrument distracted the Hsus momentarily. Anna was very patient, showing it to them and drawing her bow across the strings, making funny sounds. She would have been a good baby-sitter, I thought, not for the first time. But Anna had turned down our offer of BSC membership, to concentrate on her music.

Neither she nor Abby had heard or seen anything suspicious the previous day or evening. “But then, we were in school most of the day,” Abby pointed out. “Plus, this time of year, the neighborhood is full of all kinds of delivery trucks.”

She had a good point. During the holiday season, trucks and vans delivered everything from Christmas trees to fruit baskets to party supplies, not to mention the usual mail and package services that also did a booming business.

Scott and Timmy were beginning to get tired and a little cranky. Who could blame them? Coming home from an overnight trip to find your house had been broken into had been a hard way to start the day.

I didn’t mention the dread word “nap” to them, but I decided it was time to head back to their house to see if they’d be able to handle some downtime.

“I’ll keep an eye on things,” Abby promised as we left, and I knew she was thinking the same thing I was. This was a mystery, and maybe we could help solve it.

On the other hand, I thought, if the police solved it, and quickly, that would be just fine with me. The idea of weird burglars cruising the neighborhood gave me the creeps.

We returned to the Hsus’ to find that things were a little more organized, and that Sergeant Johnson and Sergeant Tang were there asking some questions. The two police officers are part of the crime unit with the Stoneybrook Police, and we had met at other crime scenes.

Mr. Hsu took charge of the boys immediately, announcing that it was time for supper. I lingered as Mrs. Hsu finished answering the officers’ questions.

“No,” she said. “No one. I haven’t seen anyone suspicious around the neighborhood or around the house lately.” She made a rueful face. “I would have called the police if I had.”

Nor had she or her family received any threats or mysterious phone calls, she told Sergeant Tang.

“It must have been a random break-in,” Sergeant Johnson concluded finally. “If you can think of anything you want to add, please call.”

Mrs. Hsu nodded.

I said good-bye to Mrs. Hsu and followed the police out of the house. I caught Sergeant Tang’s sleeve. “Have you dusted for prints?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said, giving me an amused look.

Sergeant Johnson added, “And I know we can count on you, Kristy, to give us a call if you see or hear anything suspicious.”

“Of course,” I said.

I watched the police drive away and then headed home, thinking hard. But by the time I arrived, I had reached only one conclusion: A thief was on the loose in our neighborhood. And although the police thought it was a random incident, I had a bad feeling that we had not seen the last of the “naughty” burglars.
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The choir director’s casting choice for the Three Kings was inspired. Even I had to admit that.

She chose Adam, Byron, and Jordan, my ten-year-old identical triplet brothers.

Naturally, they loved the idea. They instantly began planning to find a real, live camel for the pageant, “as a surprise.”

I would have worried about this, but I figured even my brothers weren’t going to be able to find a camel around Stoneybrook. All I had to do was keep them from coming up with the idea of dressing up a horse or even a big dog for the role. I did this by convincing them to concentrate on their costumes.

Fortunately, this wasn’t too difficult. Everything in our house gets recycled, down to the last sock, so we have boxes and trunks full of old robes and shirts and all kinds of clothes that are either waiting for someone to grow into them or have been saved for costume potential. As we sorted through the boxes, the triplets talked less and less about camels and more and more about who was going to have the best costume and crown. Costume jewelry became a very coveted crown-decorating commodity, and all kinds of negotiations involving “diamonds” and “pearls” and “emeralds” could be heard.

I don’t think that the Three Kings traveled all that way to the manger wearing jeweled crowns, but who am I to argue?

By the time our pre-dress rehearsal arrived (which meant everyone could wear as much of their costumes as they had put together), the triplets looked pretty magnificent. So did the rest of the pageant participants. Five-year-old Claire was going to be in the pageant for the first time, as one of the shepherds (we also had a huge choir of angels), and she was as excited as could be. Margo, who is seven, was enjoying showing Claire the ropes of being a shepherd, since this would be her second year in the role. Meanwhile, Nicky was going to be an angel and Vanessa, who’s nine, had volunteered to help usher, and I had helped write the play.

It is not a story to which you need to add a lot of original lines. Still, as the playwright, I found the rehearsals nerve-racking.

The shepherds needed a shepherd of their own. There were over a dozen of them, and the older shepherds kept fencing with their staffs.

Then Claire dropped the stuffed lamb she’d insisted on carrying, and one of the bigger girls stepped on it. “Uh-oh,” she said, laughing, “lamb chops!”

Claire burst into tears. We had to stop the procession in order to calm her down.

I’d seen Jessi sneak into the back of the church to watch. Her sister, Becca, was the innkeeper, a role Jessi, with great difficulty (Becca is very shy), had convinced her to take. I knew Jessi was smiling. I myself couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry. Was this how all playwrights felt? Maybe I would switch to something easier, such as movies.

At the very beginning of the pageant, the Star of Bethlehem was supposed to rise slowly (it was being pulled up by a hidden rope, operated by some of the “backstage crew”) as the lights in the church dimmed. It rose fine.

Then it fell.

“Look!” said Byron. “A shooting star!”

All the kids thought that was terribly funny. I did not.

But when Becca, as the innkeeper, offered Mary and Joseph the stable for the night by referring to “rustic accommodations,” even I couldn’t help but grin. (Where had she heard that phrase?)

At last we made it through the rehearsal. Then everyone had to take off their costumes (though no one would agree to remove their makeup) and put them carefully away. We had to repair the “shooting star,” which had lost a lot of glitter and one of its silvery cardboard tips had bent when it plummeted to the stage. And we had to make sure that all the kids had rides home and knew when they needed to be back for the next rehearsal.

I was exhausted by the time I was through. I waited until Dad arrived with one of our Pike-Mobiles (that’s what we call our two station wagons) and herded my brothers and sisters into it. Then I closed the door behind them.

“Aren’t you coming?” my father asked.

“I’m going to walk with Jessi,” I said. I’d had enough of large crowds for the day.

My father nodded. I think he understood. At least he didn’t ask any questions.

I waved good-bye and strolled to the corner to admire Christmas decorations. I walked slowly, waiting for Jessi and Becca to catch up with me. Gradually, I began to relax. I even began to grin as I thought about all the mishaps. So what if the rehearsal had been complete chaos? A bad rehearsal meant a good play, didn’t it? From past experience, it certainly seemed that way. And, of course, no matter what went wrong, the audience was going to love it. We had what’s known in the movie business (according to the magazines I had read) as “built-in box office.”

I crunched along on the sanded, snowy sidewalk and actually began to hum “We Three Kings” as I reached the corner of the church. Then I unconsciously drew in my breath and held it, which is what all the kids in my family do when they pass a graveyard, so the ghosts can’t get them. That’s when I saw her.

A woman in a long winter coat was standing next to the wall of the cemetery, one hand resting on top of it. She was wearing only one mitten. A dazed look was on her face.

I wondered if she had come to pay a visit to the grave of someone she knew. How sad, I thought.

As I drew closer, she focused her gaze on me with unnerving intensity. I slowed and let my breath out.

Then she turned away. She looked up at the sky. She looked down at her feet. She peered around in a confused way.

Was she lost?

I walked closer to her, but she didn’t seem to notice. She rubbed her temples with one bare hand and one blue-mittened hand and then shivered in her heavy coat. That’s when I realized that she was pregnant. Very pregnant.

“Hello,” I said. “Um, could I help you?”

The woman spun around and stared at me. She bit her lower lip. Then she said, with a little gasp, “I don’t know. Where am I?”
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“Mal?” I said.

Mallory turned quickly and looked very relieved to see that we had caught up with her. “Jessi, Becca,” she said, sounding shaky.

It takes a lot to rattle Mallory, so when I saw that she was upset, I felt worried. “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

“I am,” said Mallory. She stepped closer and added in a low voice, “But I don’t think she is.”

She meant the woman to whom she had been talking. For a moment I was surprised at Mallory, whispering to me when the woman was standing right there. It seemed rude.

Then I realized that the woman didn’t even notice. She was staring around, looking very bewildered. She had a round, childlike face made rounder, I guessed, by the fact that she was going to have a baby soon. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in a casual ponytail on the nape of her neck. Spiky bangs stuck out from beneath her hat and she had olive skin, though it looked pale. Beneath the collar of her buttoned-up coat I could see a green turtleneck that matched her eyes.

She was wearing flat winter boots and flannel-lined jeans that were rolled up at the cuffs, around the ankles of the boots. She wasn’t very tall, which, along with the bewildered way she kept looking around, added to her childlike appearance.

“What’s wrong with her?” I found myself whispering back.

“I don’t know,” said Mallory. “She keeps asking where she is.”

As if on cue, the dark-haired woman turned back to us. She looked at me and said, “Do you know where I am?”

“On Elm Street,” I said. “Um, in Stoneybrook.”

“Where is Stoneybrook?” she asked.

“Connecticut.”

She thought for a moment and shook her head. “No. No, that doesn’t sound right … at least, I don’t think it does.”

Mallory said, “I’m Mallory, and this is Jessi and her sister, Becca. We’re on our way home from our church Christmas pageant rehearsal. Are you lost? Where are you trying to go?”

Normally, of course, neither Mal nor I would talk to strangers, and we especially wouldn’t give out all this information. But this lady was clearly in trouble, and I could tell that by mentioning church and the Christmas pageant, Mallory was trying to reassure her that we were okay.

But the woman didn’t seem reassured. “Christmas?” she cried. “Oh, no! What day is it?”

“Thursday,” answered Mallory. “But Christmas isn’t until next week.”

Mal and I exchanged glances. Then I said, “Is something wrong?”

The woman looked at us and I realized that she was frightened. “Yes,” she said. “Yes. I don’t know who I am. I don’t know how I got here. I can’t remember anything.”

This was so unexpected that I couldn’t think of anything to say. Then Mallory asked, “Do you have any identification? A wallet, maybe, with your driver’s license? That might help.”

But the woman was already shaking her head. “No, no, no. No wallet. No purse. Not even any money.”

The streetlights came on just then, and I noticed that the woman’s knees were wet and that one side of her coat was smeared with dirt and melting snow. Had she fallen?

She didn’t seem cold. I didn’t think she had been outside for very long.

“Did you fall down?” I asked.

She looked uncertain. “I … I don’t know. Yes. Maybe. I … oh, I don’t remember anything before I stopped. I was walking and then I stopped and then you came up to me.” She shifted her gaze back to Mallory.

“Why don’t we go back to the church,” said Mallory. “It’s not far. It’s warm, and we can find you something hot to drink. And there’ll be people who will know what to do.”

“Okay,” said the woman. She followed us, obediently as a child, as we returned to the church.

The adults there immediately took charge. Our mystery lady was given a comfortable chair and a mug of warm milk with honey. The church secretary helped her look through her pockets, and as I hung up her coat I checked out the label. But no name was sewn into the coat. I shook my head. Of course not. Adults don’t usually have their names sewn into their clothes the way little kids do.

The woman still couldn’t remember her name, or anything about where she had come from, or how she had ended up on Elm Street next to the graveyard. After awhile, when we realized that we couldn’t be of any more use, Mallory, Becca, and I left again.

“Let’s walk along the sidewalk where we met her,” suggested Mal. “Maybe we’ll find something she dropped, like keys or, or anything.”

“Poor woman,” I said softly. “How awful to forget who you are. Do you think it’s amnesia?”

Mallory shrugged. “I guess it could be. I mean, it’s always happening in books and on television, but I’ve never heard of it happening in real life.”

We eyeballed the sidewalk very carefully as we walked. For a little way, we were able to tell which footprints were the mystery woman’s. But when we turned the corner, the footprints became part of a mush of snow, sand, and salt.

We’d lost the trail.

“This is very strange,” declared Mallory.

“I know,” I said. “Strange and terrible. Mallory, we have to find out who she is! How awful to have to spend Christmas with strangers and not even know who you are.”





[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]



“Stacey!” cried Ethan. He sounded glad to see me.

“Hi, Ethan,” I said. “You remember Claudia?” (The two of them had met briefly during our BSC road trip to Seattle.)

“Of course,” Ethan answered.

Ethan was in what I think of as a New York artist’s uniform: basic black. He was wearing black jeans, black Docs, and a loosely knit baggy black sweater over a white T-shirt. Except for one thing: He had bleached his hair white.

My eyes widened. This was new.

“When did you do that?” I said, reaching up to not quite touch a pale white strand of hair.

“This?” He shrugged. Then he grinned. “Come on in and I’ll give you the tour.”

“I like it,” I said, surprising myself. If you had asked me before how I felt about the idea of Ethan bleaching his hair, I would have said, “Ehhh….”

Then I wondered what my father would say. A boy with bleached hair might have a little trouble winning Dad over.

“I’ll hang up your coats,” said Ethan, stopping in front of the hall closet.

“That’s okay,” I said. “We can do it.” I shrugged out of my coat and reached for the doorknob, but Ethan practically snatched the coat from my hand. He grabbed Claudia’s in the same swift motion and turned to stand between us and the closet.

“Let me do it,” he said. “I mean, you’re my guests. It’s the polite thing to do.”

“Well, okay,” I said. I was a little mystified by Ethan’s behavior, but I figured he must be nervous. After all, we hadn’t seen each other in awhile. I’d been nervous, too. In fact, I’d dragged Claud out of bed practically at dawn to help me choose just the right outfit for the day. I wanted to look good, but not as if I’d tried too hard to look good, if you know what I mean.

Ethan lives in a huge old apartment on the Upper West Side. “My father grew up in this apartment,” he explained. “My mother is an artist, too. She used to keep a studio here, but now she has space in an artists’ collective studio downtown.”

“Cool,” said Claudia.

Works of art by Ethan’s mother and her friends filled practically every inch of wall in the apartment. “Where’s your work?” I asked. “Why isn’t it on display?”

Blushing slightly, Ethan said, “Mom and Dad want to put it up, but I don’t think it’s ready yet.” He thrust open yet another door and closed it almost instantly. “That was my room,” he announced. “It’s a mess. You can see it later.”

“I don’t mind if it’s messy,” said Claudia.

“Trust me, you would,” said Ethan, quickly steering us back down the hall. He offered to make us coffee or tea, but I could tell that Claudia was eager to hit the streets.

“Thanks, but we can go to a coffee bar later,” I said. “Where are you taking us today?”

“Gallery hopping, of course,” said Ethan. “There’s a gallery in SoHo with some Alice Neel works …”

“I was telling Stacey about that,” exclaimed Claudia, and in no time flat she and Ethan were deep into art talk.

I caught a few familiar words, but most of their conversation meant nothing to me. I wondered if Claudia’s parents had ever seen — or really listened to — her talk about art. She was like a different person.

“Let’s get started, you two,” I said. “Come on.”

I headed for our coats, but Ethan beat me to it. “I’ll grab them,” he said. “Meet me at the front door.”

Strange. But however curious I found it, I couldn’t argue. We met Ethan at the front door of the apartment and put on our coats there. While he and Claudia talked art, though, I kept wondering what was in his closet that he didn’t want us to see.

And what was he hiding in his room? Hmm. Who would have thought it? Ethan was not only an artist, he was a man of mystery.

*  *  *

Our tour of the art galleries in SoHo, with a detour into the New Museum on Broadway just below Houston Street, was a success. Even though I am not an artist, I enjoyed being in the company of artists. And I learned a lot from the way Claudia and Ethan talked about different painters and sculptors and the works we viewed.

Watching people touring the galleries was fun, too. Some of them had clearly gone to great pains to look like the ultimate in cool. The owner of one of the galleries raised his eyebrows when he saw three teenagers come in, but after he’d eavesdropped on our conversation for a minute or two (or rather, on Claud and Ethan’s), he slid away again, apparently satisfied that we weren’t about to commit some heinous art crime.

If you think, from my description of the day, that I was left out, think again. Claudia and Ethan went to a lot of trouble to include me.

And that was fine. What was not so enjoyable was that Ethan kept staring at me when he thought I wasn’t looking.

At first I thought I was imagining things. However, the third time I turned my head and caught his eye, I knew that I wasn’t.

“Ethan, why are you staring at me?”

He blushed faintly. “I’m not,” he said, turning away. To Claudia he said, “Check out this installation. The guy is a specialist in found materials.”

As they walked away, I whipped out a small mirror and checked to make sure that I didn’t have something gross caught between my teeth. But I was gross-adornment free, and looked pretty normal.

I rejoined Claudia and Ethan as they rhapsodized over the way a particular artist “seized control of space with color.”

“She’s not limited to the language of texture,” Ethan said.

“Definitely not,” agreed Claudia. “She’s subdued texture to the juxtaposition of elemental colors.”

Right, I thought. What did that mean? I stared down at the elaborate structure surrounded by lines of colored sand that was spread out in one corner of the gallery.

When I looked up, Ethan was staring at me again. He looked quickly and guiltily away.

What was with him? Was this some kind of weird crush behavior? It didn’t seem like Ethan.

I didn’t like it, but I decided to ignore it, at least for now.

We returned to my father’s apartment on East 65th Street just as the afternoon was beginning to darken into evening.

“Hi, Carl,” I said to the doorman as we walked into the building. When my father moved in, the building didn’t have a doorman. Carl had only been working there a short while, but he had memorized the name and family history of practically everybody in the building.

“Hi, Stacey. Hi, Claudia. Your father’s not home yet, Stacey, but he should be here any minute,” Carl told us. “How was your day?”

“Definitely perfect,” said Claudia.

“It was fun,” I said. I was about to introduce Carl to Ethan when I got a bit of a shock.

“Hello, Ethan,” said Carl. “How are you doing?”

“Fine, thanks,” said Ethan.

“How’s the art career?” asked Carl.

“I’ll be in the Met by next week,” said Ethan. He paused, then added, “I’m going there to see a new American artists exhibit.”

Carl laughed loudly. “Good one,” he said.

As we waited for the elevator Claudia and Ethan talked happily away about art, but I began to brood.

How did Ethan and Carl know each other? I had never invited Ethan to my dad’s apartment.

Had Ethan been to see my dad when I was in Stoneybrook? No. That would be too strange, I decided.

The elevator arrived and another strange thing happened.

As the doors opened, Ethan suddenly scrunched down, making a big production of tying his shoe — only his shoe wasn’t untied. He stayed bent down as someone stepped out and held the door for us.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Merry Christmas,” the woman replied.

Ethan straightened up, making a noise that sounded very much like a sigh of relief, and followed us into the elevator.

I’m imagining things, I told myself. This is too weird. It’s like an Alfred Hitchcock movie.

But I knew that it wasn’t just my imagination.

When Ethan left, Claudia said, “He’s super, Stacey. Your taste in boyfriends gets better and better.”

What could I say? After today, I wasn’t so sure that Ethan was such a great boyfriend after all.
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“Yes,” said my mother into the telephone receiver. “Of course…. No, she told us all about it…. We will, but I think you should tell her.”

Mom turned, saw me, and said, “It’s for you, Mallory.”

“Who is it?” I asked as I took the receiver.

Her answer almost made me drop the phone. “Chief John Pierce.”

My voice rose. “The chief of the Stoneybrook Police Department?”

“Yes. He wants to talk to you about Mary Doe.”

Mary Doe was the name that the news media had given the mystery woman whom Jessi and I had found Thursday afternoon. She had been taken to the hospital, where it was discovered that she had a mild concussion. The police believed she might have been mugged and had her purse or wallet stolen, which would explain why she didn’t have any identification. And, of course, a blow to the head could have caused the amnesia.

Meanwhile, Mary Doe had become the story of the moment. By late afternoon her picture, with captions such as, WANTED: HER REAL NAME, had appeared on television in Stamford and New York. But no one had come forward to identify her.

“This is Mallory Pike,” I said into the phone.

“Chief Pierce here,” an unfamiliar voice boomed. “We’d like you to come down to the station — with your parents, of course — to talk about how you found Mary Doe. Maybe you can help us solve this mystery, too.”

Chief Pierce was referring to the time that I, along with my friends in the BSC, had helped find out what was going on when dogs all over Stoneybrook began to disappear. It was nice of him to remember, I thought. “Sure,” I said. “Should I bring Jessica Ramsey? She was with me.” (I didn’t include Becca because she’s young and shy, and it might have upset her to have to go to the police station.)

And that’s how Jessi and I found ourselves in the chief’s office of the Stoneybrook police station early Friday afternoon.

We told Chief Pierce everything we could remember, even how we searched the street for clues. “But we didn’t find anything,” I said regretfully.

Jessi said, “Chief Pierce, hasn’t anybody recognized Mary Doe?”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry to say no one has. It’s terrible. And happening at this time of year just makes it worse somehow.” He sighed heavily. “But maybe you can help,” he added, looking at me.

“How? I’ve already told you everything I know,” I said.

“She remembers you. She’s asked about you — by name. You’re the first thing, or person, I should say, that she can clearly remember. Before you, everything is a blank.”

“Wow,” breathed Jessi.

“So I was thinking that maybe if she could see you again, it might help jog her memory,” the chief concluded.

“We could visit her at the hospital,” I said. I glanced at Mom and she nodded, smiling.

“We can stop by on the way home,” Mom said.

“Good,” said Chief Pierce. He stood up and shook our hands. “I’d appreciate that.”

When we walked into Mary’s hospital room, I was pleased and surprised to see the flowers that filled it. I was also glad to see that Mary looked better than she had when we found her by the graveyard.

“Hi,” I said. “It’s Jessi and …”

Mary had been staring out of the window at the gray, cold-looking sky. She turned her head quickly at the sound of my voice. “Mallory,” she supplied.

“We just thought we’d stop by and see how you were doing,” I said.

With a wan smile, Mary said, “I’m doing fine, physically. I just can’t remember anything. I — I don’t know who I am, and no matter how hard I try, everything is a blank.”

“Do you mind if we call you Mary, then?” asked my mom. She sat down in a chair next to Mary’s bed and patted the young woman’s hand. “I’m afraid that’s what the newspapers and television stations have named you.”

“I know. Mary …” She seemed to be trying out the sound of the name. “It could even be my name, for all I know. Sure, call me Mary. It’s as good as any name.”

“These are beautiful flowers,” I said. Mary looked so sad and confused that I wanted to change the subject.

Her eyes brightened a little. “Yes. Everyone has been so kind. Your church sent me that bouquet over there, and people from the church have already been to visit me. And some of the patients who are checking out have brought me flowers, too.” She paused and said, “Well, I know the names of the flowers, at least. That’s a peace rose, and those are baby’s breath, and the purple ones are irises, and the smaller flowers are dianthus …”

“It’s a start,” Jessi said encouragingly. “Maybe you are a florist. Or a farmer.”

As Mary talked, I listened to her carefully. I was hoping I could hear an accent, something that might give us a clue as to where she came from. I was pretty certain that she couldn’t have come from around Stoneybrook. Chief Pierce had told us that no one in the area had filed a missing person report with a description that matched Mary’s.

But she had no accent. I stared at her, trying to imagine what it would be like not to remember my own name, or my family, or where I was from.

I couldn’t.

Mary turned toward me. “Thank you again for all you did,” she said.

“We were glad we could help,” I said. Then I noticed the gold ring on her finger. It was made of strands of gold in a woven pattern. Tiny seed pearls were nestled in among the strands.

“What a beautiful ring,” I said.

She looked down at it with an almost childish pride. “Yes, it is, isn’t it. I like it very much. I’m lucky it fits so tightly. I guess that’s why it wasn’t stolen when my things were taken.”

I bent forward to study it. She was right — it was a tight fit.

Mary said, “I think I must have had it for a long time. I bet it didn’t fit as tightly before I got pregnant.” She patted her stomach.

“Everything gets tighter when you have children,” my mom said, and she and Mary began to talk about babies.

Jessi and I stared at the ring. I’d never seen one like it. Had it been made especially for her? She was wearing it on the fourth finger of her left hand. Was it a wedding ring?

I was still thinking about the ring as Jessi and I drank hot chocolate in the kitchen back at my house.

“It’s definitely a clue,” Jessi agreed. “Do you think the police checked to see if her name was on the inside of it? Sometimes people put names and dates on their wedding rings.”

I stared at Jessi. “Of course.” I gasped. I jumped up, grabbed the phone, and dialed the police station.

“The ring?” said Chief Pierce. “You’re right, it looked like our best clue. Fourteen-karat gold and custom-made. But there are no identifying words or dates inscribed. We already checked.”

“Oh,” I said, disappointed.

“If you think of anything else, let me know.”

“I will.” I hung up the phone. Mary Doe might have a name, for now, but who she was remained a big mystery.

I was glad we would have a BSC meeting that afternoon. Maybe then we could come up with some answers.
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“Hanukkah is also called the Festival of Lights. It celebrates a time over two thousand years ago when the Jewish people regained their Temple in Jerusalem from their enemies. They wanted to relight the Temple’s lamp, but they had only a tiny amount of oil, about enough to last a day. Nevertheless, they lit the lamp and it burned for eight days. It was a great miracle, and the commemoration of that miracle became Hanukkah.”

Anna stopped speaking and sat down. I stood up and moved to the middle of the living room to face our family and friends: Mom and Anna, Kristy, Mary Anne, Dawn, Mallory, and Jessi. I smiled and touched the diamond pendant that had once been half of a pair of diamond earrings that my father had given my mother. Mom had had the earrings made into two necklaces, one for me and one for Anna, when we had become Bat Mitzvahs. My friends had been there for that celebration too.

“Welcome to the Stevenson family’s celebration of the first night of Hanukkah,” I said. “In memory of that long-ago miracle, we celebrate Hanukkah for eight days and light candles, beginning with two candles on the first night and adding a new candle on each successive night after sundown. The candles are lit in a menorah.” I gestured toward the candelabra on the table by the living room window. I picked up a candle in the center from its position slightly higher than the other candleholders in the menorah. “This is the shamash. It is the candle used to light the other candles. Before we light the first candle, we recite the blessing that is repeated each night of Hanukkah.”

I handed the shamash to my mother, who stood up and recited the blessing as she lit the candle. When she finished, Anna took it from her and lit the first candle in the menorah. Hanukkah had begun.

“Wow,” said Dawn. “That was very cool.”

I grinned. “Hanukkah is one of my favorite celebrations. It’s a lot of fun.”

“What’s next?” said Kristy.

“Next, we cook and play games,” I said. “There are many traditional foods for Hanukkah, but Anna and I love real jelly doughnuts, so that’s what we’re going to make.”

“Jelly doughnuts?” Mallory laughed. “Too bad Claudia’s not here. She’d love it.”

Mom said, “And we’re also going to make latkes — potato pancakes. They’re fried too. Oil is a key ingredient in Hanukkah food, because of the miracle of the oil in the lamp. I have to admit, doughnuts give me indigestion, but latkes are a little easier on my stomach.”

We’d prepared everything ahead of time, and soon we were making doughnuts and latkes. The kitchen was filled with the warm, delicious smell of two of my favorite foods. (Thank goodness I’m not allergic to either of them.) We sprinkled powdered sugar over the doughnuts and ate an amazing amount of both the latkes and the doughnuts.

Finally Jessi groaned. “Stop! We have to take a break or I might die of a jelly doughnut overdose.”

“This is serious sugar,” agreed Kristy.

“Okay,” I said. “Who’s ready to play games?”

Anna and I brought out the dreidel, a squared-off spinning top with a different Hebrew letter inscribed on each of its four sides.

“What do these mean?” asked Mary Anne.

“A very good question,” I said. I pointed to each letter in turn and pronounced it: nun, gimmel, hay, shin. “Those are the first letters of the words in the phrase ‘Nes gadol hayah sham,’ which means ‘A great miracle happened there.’ ”

Then Anna brought out the jar of pennies that we save up every year for Hanukkah and showed our guests how to play. Each player puts a penny in the pot. Then one player spins the dreidel. What happens next depends on which letter faces up when the dreidel stops. Nun means neither win nor lose (so the dreidel is passed to the next person and everyone puts in more pennies); gimmel means take the whole pot; hay means take half; and shin means put one coin in the pot.

In no time at all everybody was shrieking and laughing. And Mary Anne’s face grew redder and redder as she kept winning all the pennies.

Suddenly Kristy cried out, “Hey! I’m out of money.”

“Do we have to stop?” asked Dawn.

“I’m almost out, too,” said Anna. “We can go look for more change.”

“No,” said Kristy, “Watson keeps a change bowl in his study. I bet he’ll let me have that.”

“You think so?” I said.

“He better,” said Kristy. “I want to keep playing.”

She jumped up, grabbed her coat, and whisked out of the house.

“When Kristy comes back, Anna and I have gelt for all of you,” I said.

“Gelt?” asked Jessi.

“A treat traditionally given at Hanukkah,” I explained.

“What is it?” asked Mallory.

“I’ll give you a hint — it’s gold and it tastes good.”

“Is it fried?” asked Dawn, looking worried.

“No,” I said. I exchanged a smile with Anna. Gelt is a chocolate coin wrapped in gold foil. We’d loved it when we were children, and we still thought it was great.

“You know,” said Dawn unexpectedly, “homemade doughnuts are much better than the commercial ones.”

That was high praise indeed from Dawn, who is so careful about eating healthy food.

“It’s the jelly,” I quipped. “It’s organic.”

We all laughed.

Then Mary Anne said, “I wonder what’s taking Kristy so long? You don’t think she slipped and fell on some ice or something, do you?”

“It would take more than a little ice to slow Kristy down,” I replied. “It would take something major.”

At that moment, the kitchen door banged open and Kristy burst in, her eyes blazing with excitement. “You’ll never believe what’s happened!” she shouted.
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“Thieves! Burglars!” gasped Kristy. “They’ve hit the Papadakises’ house.”

“What?” cried Abby. “No way!”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Do you mean someone robbed the Papadakises’?”

Kristy fell dramatically into a chair. “Yes. The Papadakises were away for a couple of days. They just came back.”

“Is it as bad as the Hsus’ house?” asked Jessi. By now, everyone had heard how thoroughly trashed the Hsus’ place had been. We also now knew that only a few pieces of electronic equipment had been stolen. No jewelry, no money, no silver.

“The dreidel can wait,” Abby declared. “We have more important things to do!”

“Like what?” said Anna.

“You’re right,” said Kristy, sitting up.

“What are you talking about?” Anna cried. She’s not a member of the BSC, so she’s not used to Kristy’s take-charge ideas and full-steam-ahead attitude.

But we were. “We’re going to offer some baby-sitting help,” Dawn explained. “Right?”

“Right,” said Kristy.

We did a quick kitchen cleanup and then headed out the door and over to the Papadakises’, who live across the street and one house down from Kristy.

Every light in the house was on. Two police cruisers were parked out front, and although their lights weren’t flashing, the sight of them gave me a chill.

Mr. Papadakis met us at the door. His normally good-humored face was creased by a frown. It lightened a little when he saw us. Kristy said, “We came to help. We thought you could use some baby-sitting services. Complimentary, of course.”

“Ah, Kristy. Welcome words,” said Mr. Papadakis. “Come in.”

He stepped back and looked surprised as the rest of us trooped into the house. “You gathered the BSC to help?” he asked.

Mallory grinned. “No. Even the BSC isn’t that efficient. We were at Abby’s Hanukkah party.”

“Then it’s a good deed for you to leave your party to help us,” Mr. Papadakis said. “We just sent the kids to their rooms to start cleaning up. They’re pretty upset.”

Upset seemed a mild word to describe the state in which we found Linny and Hannie Papadakis when we trooped up the stairs. Linny, who is nine, was walking around his room, scooping things up from the floor and hurling them onto the crumpled mess that was his bed. He was muttering as he worked.

“Linny, hi,” I said.

Linny looked up. “I hate cleaning my room,” he said. “And I’m not even the one who made this mess!”

At any other time, I might have been tempted to smile. But the shock of the mess was overwhelming.

“We’re going to help you,” said Kristy.

“You are?” Linny looked a little less angry.

“Of course,” I replied.

Kristy said, “Linny, do you know where Sari is?”

“She’s with Mom.”

“I’ll go find her,” said Kristy.

“I’ll come with you,” Abby added.

Meanwhile, Jessi and Mal and Dawn had gone into seven-year-old Hannie’s room. She looked even more upset than Linny, and in a much sadder way. She’d gathered all her stuffed animals into her arms and was holding them, as if she had to protect them from the chaos around her. Her face was woebegone, not angry.

“Oh, Hannie,” said Dawn impulsively. She bent down and scooped Hannie up, toys and all. Hannie’s lower lip trembled and she buried her face in Dawn’s silky blonde hair.

“Mary Anne is helping Linny clean up his room and we came to help you clean up yours,” said Jessi. She’d already gone into action, gathering up the sheets and blankets that had been torn from the bed.

Mal said, “We’ll find fresh sheets and fix up your bed, and then you can sit on it and tell us what to do.”

“I can?” asked Hannie, lifting her face from Dawn’s shoulder. “I can boss you around?”

It was amazing how quickly this idea helped distract her.

“Just for tonight,” Jessi said. “Until your room is straightened up.”

“Okay,” said Hannie. Then she looked at Dawn and realized for the first time who was holding her. “Dawn!” she said. “You’re not in California!”

“No, I’m here for Christmas,” Dawn replied. “And it’s lucky I am, isn’t it? So I could be here to help.”

Downstairs, Kristy and Abby gingerly made their way through the mess. The house looked as if it had been rocked by an earthquake. Pictures were askew or off the wall, plants had been overturned, bookshelves and chairs were upended, and cushions and books were everywhere. The Christmas tree had lost a number of ornaments and a quick peek into the study revealed a paper blizzard. Every file drawer had been yanked open and emptied.

Kristy and Abby couldn’t miss the giant word that had been scrawled in red spray paint on the wall of the living room: NAUGHTY.

“Same m.o.,” murmured Abby. M.o. stands for modus operandi. It means method of operation, and it was true that the thieves had used the same method of operation to trash the Papadakises’ as they had the Hsus’. They’d even left the same word on the wall.

Kristy and Abby returned with Sari, who looked around her room wide-eyed but silent. Then she slipped her thumb into her mouth, a sure sign she was unhappy.

“It’s a mess, isn’t it, Sari?” said Kristy in a cheerful voice. “So we’re going to make it an unmess.”

Kristy and Abby took turns rocking Sari, singing silly songs to her, and cleaning up her room. At last it was back in some kind of order, and they put Sari down to sleep. She never said a word. She just sucked her thumb.

But after Kristy had pulled the covers over her and Abby flicked off the light, Sari said, “NO!”

Abby turned the light back on. “What is it, Sari?”

Sari put her thumb back into her mouth and looked mournfully at Kristy and Abby.

Then Abby realized what the problem was. “You want me to leave the light on?”

Sari nodded.

“I’ll tell you what,” said Kristy. “We’ll leave the light on and we’ll sing to you until you go to sleep, okay?”

Sari nodded slightly.

So that’s what Kristy and Abby did. When Sari’s eyes finally closed, Kristy reached down and patted her lightly. “Poor Sari. She knows something is wrong. I’d like to get my hands on whoever did this. It’s awful.”

“I know,” said Abby.

By the time Hannie and Linny had been convinced that it was late enough to go to sleep, or at least to climb into bed and try, the Papadakises had managed to do a fair amount of damage control downstairs.

I stopped in the hallway and stared at a smudge along the carpet next to the wall. “Look,” I said to Abby.

“What is it?”

“Footprints!”

We all gathered around and Mal said, “Good eye, Mary Anne. They’re definitely footprints.”

“Did that dirt come from an overturned houseplant?” suggested Jessi.

“No. At least, there aren’t any plants nearby. If it was from a plant, there should be other footprints nearer to the place where the plants by the living room window were dumped,” said Kristy.

We searched, but we found no more footprints.

We went into the kitchen to find Mr. and Mrs. Papadakis sitting at the kitchen table with Sergeant Johnson.

“Well, their rooms are cleaner and Sari is asleep,” Kristy announced.

Mrs. Papadakis gave us a grateful look. “Would you like anything? The kitchen was a mess, but we still have coffee and tea and soda.”

“No, thanks,” said Abby. “We still have some jelly doughnuts that are calling our names.”

I looked at Sergeant Johnson, who was studying his notebook intently. “But we found footprints,” I said.

He jumped up. “Where?”

We showed Sergeant Johnson and the Papadakises the footprints. Sergeant Johnson bent forward to study them as we explained how we had figured out that the dirt hadn’t come from the plants that had been overturned. “We’ll have the crime scene unit check this out,” he said. “We’ll have to rule out the possibility that a family member left this. If we do, it’ll make a good piece of evidence. This soil doesn’t look like the usual soil composition for this area. It’s redder, has a higher clay content, see?”

I felt rather pleased and proud, especially when Sergeant Johnson said, “Good work.”

Sergeant Johnson came along as the Papadakises walked us to the door. “The burglars were in a rush,” he said. “Only surface valuables are missing, despite the mess. But I suggest everyone act with extreme caution. We’ll be going door to door to warn the neighbors in the immediate vicinity, and we’re going to post more patrol cars. But we’re not really sure who we’re looking for or what they’re up to. For the amount of damage they do, they are remarkably inefficient thieves.”

I could tell Sergeant Johnson was baffled by this Stoneybrook crime wave.

And he wasn’t the only one. We talked about it for the rest of the evening. But even aided by jelly doughnuts, we came up with no new clues, and no possible solutions.

But I knew one thing: This was turning into a haunted holiday. And we were all more scared than we would allow ourselves to admit.

After all, who knew when the burglars would strike again? Or where?

I just hoped no one would be home alone if it happened.
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“Who goes there?” demanded Linny from the other side of the Papadakises’ front door. It was Saturday afternoon and I was going to baby-sit for Linny, Hannie, and Sari while Mr. and Mrs. Papadakis repainted the living room.

“It’s me, Linny,” I said.

“Me who?”

“Dawn.”

“How do I know it’s you?” he demanded. I heard Hannie say, “Be careful! It could be a burglar trick.”

“Linny,” I said, “I’m going to step back. Look through the living room window and you can see me, okay?”

A moment later the curtain flicked aside and Linny looked out. He stared at me solemnly. I waved and smiled.

The curtain fell back into place. The door opened, and Linny stepped aside to allow me to come into the house. “We have to be careful,” he said.

“I understand,” I replied.

I followed Linny and Hannie into the living room.

NAUGHTY. There it was, still on the living room wall in big red letters. Someone had tried to scrub it off, but it was clear that a paint job was necessary.

Mr. and Mrs. Papadakis were pushing furniture to the center of the room and covering it with old sheets and painters’ drop cloths. Sari was running around the room, obviously enjoying the new territory she was being allowed to cover.

“Thank you for coming to help on such short notice, Dawn,” Mrs. Papadakis said. She smiled. “I’d planned on having the house repainted this spring. I guess getting an early start isn’t so bad.”

“We’re having a cleaning service come in to help us later today,” added Mr. Papadakis. “But this was something we wanted to do right away.” He smiled at me, too.

I smiled back. I admired how calmly Mr. and Mrs. Papadakis were taking things.

Linny said, “If you painted the living room red, you’d only have to use one coat of paint.”

Mr. Papadakis said, “Red is not quite the color we had in mind for the living room, Linny.”

“I know.” Linny grinned.

I helped the Papadakises finish covering the furniture, then I scooped up Sari and led Linny and Hannie back to the den, out of the way of buckets of paint and other temptations.

The house was still a mess, but not nearly as big a mess as it had been the night before. The Papadakises must have been working nonstop, I thought. Even the Christmas tree was redecorated with new ornaments.

I stopped in the doorway. “You’ve done a lot of work since last night,” I said. “It looks good.”

“They took the VCR,” said Hannie. Her lower lip quivered. “It had my favorite tape in it — Harriet the Spy.”

“You still have the book, don’t you?” I asked.

Hannie nodded.

“Well, the book is even better,” I said. “Why don’t we find it and we can read from it, if you’d like.”

Linny said loudly, “I think we should nail the windows shut. And put more locks on the doors. And get a big, mean dog.”

Sari cooed, “Doggie!” and I bounced her gently on my hip.

“Well, I don’t think we can do that,” I said, “but we could clean up some more.”

“Let’s make sure everything is locked first,” said Linny.

Hannie nodded. “So the thieves can’t come in again.”

I agreed (though I was certain their parents had locked up the house), and we went around to every room and made sure that all the windows were locked. Then we checked the doors. I discovered a gleaming new lock on the back door.

“The locksmith came this morning. She said that this lock is better than our old one,” Hannie added. She paused and said, “I hope it is.”

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to tell me that the Papadakis kids were very upset by the break-in. Who wouldn’t be? It freaked me out, and I didn’t even live in Stoneybrook anymore. Of course, I couldn’t help thinking how I would feel if this had happened to Mom and Mary Anne and Richard, or to Dad and Carol and Jeff and me, or to any of my friends.

And the Papadakises were my friends.

Just then the doorbell rang. “Dawn, could you see who that is?” Mrs. Papadakis called. “We’re sort of painted in in here.”

“Sure,” I called back. To Hannie and Linny I said, “Let’s go.”

At the door, I asked, “Who is it?”

“It’s me, Kristy.”

“Be careful,” Hannie said.

“Kristy,” I said. “Step back so Linny can see you through the living room window.”

“What?”

“I’ll explain in a minute.”

“Okay.”

A moment later Linny said, “It’s okay,” and I opened the door to let Kristy in. Timmy and Scott Hsu were with her. As they came in, Timmy wrinkled up his nose. “Your house smells like paint.”

“That’s because it is being painted,” Hannie said. “Someone broke in and wrote on the wall.”

Scott nodded. “Someone broke into our house and wrote on our wall, too.”

“Did you get a new lock?” asked Hannie.

“Yes,” Scott answered. “And we might get a burglar alarm system, too. If anybody tries to break in, it makes lots of noise and the police come right away.”

“I want to get a big, mean dog,” Linny said. “One that will bite burglars.”

“That’s a good idea, too,” said Timmy.

“Did you lock all your doors and windows before you left?” Hannie asked.

A worried look crossed Timmy’s face. “I think so,” he said. He looked anxiously at Kristy. “Maybe we should go home and check.”

“Your parents are home,” said Kristy. “I’m sure your house is fine.”

“But what if the burglars break in anyway?” asked Timmy.

“They won’t if they know someone is home,” Kristy explained. “They don’t want to get caught.”

“We can’t stay home all the time,” Linny said. “We should set up traps. And we should put up hidden cameras to watch for burglars and take their pictures.”

“Those are all good ideas,” Kristy said. “If you …” Her voice trailed off and a funny expression came over her face. A funny, familiar expression.

“Kristy? What is it?”

Kristy looked at me. Then she said, “I have a Great Idea.”

From Kristy, an announcement like this is normal. So I merely said, “Okay. What is it?”

“We could set up a neighborhood watch,” she said. “It would make people who have been robbed feel better, and it might be useful in preventing future burglaries or finding clues.”

I knew who she was referring to when she said “people who have been robbed.” She meant the kids. The Papadakises and the Hsus were obviously very unnerved by the robberies, and I knew from some things Kristy had said that her own younger brothers and sisters were also both fascinated and frightened.

“That is a Great Idea, Kristy,” I said.

She smiled modestly. “I know.”

“What’s a neighborhood watch?” Timmy asked.

“It’s when you join other people in your neighborhood to keep an eye on each other’s houses,” Kristy explained. “And if you see anything suspicious, you call the police.”

“The police? Good,” said Linny. “Let’s start watching right now.”

“Not so fast,” said Kristy. “We’ll need a schedule. But we’ll have it organized in no time at all, you’ll see.”

“We can watch each other’s houses,” said Hannie to Timmy and Scott. “You watch ours and we’ll watch yours.”

“Good idea,” I said.

For the rest of the afternoon, we worked on Kristy’s idea while we helped the kids clean. When we told the Papadakises about the neighborhood watch, they were instantly enthusiastic.

“What a wonderful idea,” Mrs. Papadakis said. “It’s just what we need.”

“We’re going to make some plans,” Kristy said in her most businesslike manner. “We’ll be in touch.”

“Great,” said Mr. Papadakis.

We dropped the Hsus off at their house and headed back toward Kristy’s, stopping to tell Mr. Korman, who was standing in his yard with a rake, about the idea.

“Great,” he said. “By the way, did you or anyone in your family leave this here?”

“No,” said Kristy. She laughed. “Even Watson and Nannie don’t rake anything at this time of year. They are such tool fanatics — everything is all polished and hung up in its place in the garage.”

“Guess I have a new rake, then,” said Mr. Korman. “Keep me posted on the neighborhood watch.”

“We will,” Kristy promised.

We walked on to her house. Kristy reached automatically into her mailbox. She pulled out a folded sheet of paper.

“What’s this? No envelope?” she said, unfolding it.

Cutout letters from a magazine glued to a piece of paper spelled the word NICE.

“This,” Kristy announced, “is weird.”

“Maybe you have a secret admirer,” I said.

“It’s not addressed to me.” Suddenly she grinned. “Or maybe it’s not so weird. Maybe it’s for Sam or Charlie. You think some poor girl has a crush on one of them?”

“If they do,” I said, “I don’t think this note is going to cut it.”

“You’re right,” said Kristy. She folded the note and slipped it into her pocket. “Too bad we didn’t have the neighborhood watch up and running. Someone might have noticed our mysterious mailperson.”

We walked into the house, talking about the neighborhood watch, and forgot about the note.
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Okay, so Ethan wasn’t the evil, friend-stealing boyfriend I’d thought he might be. In fact, I was really starting to like him, in a friend kind of way, of course. I thought Stacey had made an excellent choice. After all, he knew about art, and he was very cool-looking and very easygoing.

Well, he was very easygoing except for a few little odd things. He seemed to go through fits of nervousness. I’d catch him looking around as if he expected (or feared) seeing someone he knew. And he had staring spells, sort of like the ones Mary Anne’s kitten, Tigger, gets: Stacey would be examining a sculpture or inspecting an outfit in a store window and Ethan would focus on her in this intense, truly strange way, as if he were trying to memorize her features.

Okay, maybe he was in love. But if he was, I was going to have to give him a hint about showing it too much. I knew that Stacey had noticed the staring thing, too, and had decided to ignore it. But I also could tell it made her uncomfortable.

Then I decided that maybe it wasn’t just Ethan. Maybe it was something else, something spookier.

Stacey and I had gone to drink coffee and watch people at the local coffee bar one afternoon. (Whenever we went out we had to phone Stacey’s father and tell him where we were going and what we were doing. He had given her his cell phone in case of an emergency.) We read some cool European fashion and art magazines that were lying around the coffee bar, and we watched people, some of whom looked as if they could have come right out of the pages of the magazines.

And then Stacey looked up and said, “Claud?” in a low, funny voice.

I had been flipping through the pictures and trying to ignore a strange back-of-the-neck feeling. What I mean is, the back of my neck was prickly. I had actually reached up to touch it, to see if my hair (which I had pulled back into a single braid) had caught on my chair or something. But that wasn’t it.

“What?” I said. I rubbed my neck. The feeling lessened. Slightly.

“I have this funny feeling that someone is watching us,” said Stacey.

I knew instantly that my strange feeling was for the exact same reason. I could feel someone’s gaze on me. And on Stacey.

“Don’t turn around,” Stacey commanded quietly, as I half twisted in my chair.

I twisted back, trying to seem casual. “Do you see anybody staring at us?” I asked.

Stacey shook her head. “I think we should go home,” she said.

I jumped to my feet. As I did, I noticed the mirror at the back of the room. I scanned the room by staring in the mirror, but I didn’t see anyone who looked suspicious. Every other patron of the coffee bar seemed to be minding her or his own business.

We strolled out, trying to look unconcerned, but we were on full alert. Again, nothing. But the feeling persisted all the way home, and I found myself glancing at the reflections in shop windows, trying to see if anyone was behind us.

Stacey kept a sharp lookout too. Nada. Nothing.

Finally we got on the elevator in Mr. McGill’s apartment building. We were so busy staring out through the closing doors that we didn’t notice the control panel until Stacey reached out to push the button for our floor.

She jerked her gloved hand back with a shriek. “Oh! Oh!”

I gasped, grabbing her arm and pulling her away as the doors hissed shut and the elevator began to rise.

The control panel of the elevator was covered with dripping red blood. We stared in horror as the elevator went up, up, up and the blood went drip, drip, drip.

“It can’t be,” Stacey said in a hollow voice. “Not really.”

I swallowed hard. “You’re right. It’s probably, it’s probably …” I let my words trail off, stumped. Then I said, “Well, whatever it is, we’ll call the doorman and tell him about it when we get to your father’s apartment.”

“Right,” Stacey said. “Good idea. And I’m going to throw these gloves away.”

The doors opened. I half expected to see a maniac lurking in the hall.

We didn’t. As we stepped out of the elevator, Stacey used her clean glove to yank off her red-smeared one. She dropped them into the small garbage can next to the elevator.

We walked down the hall and turned the corner — and stopped.

More blood.

I gasped. Stacey clutched my arm. I clutched her arm. We stared at the red splash on the floor by Stacey’s door.

“It’s paint,” I said at last, with a conviction I didn’t feel.

“Yeah,” said Stacey, sounding about as convincing as I did. “Has to be.”

We edged around it and stopped again. For some reason, the little square of white paper propped against Stacey’s door looked menacing, too white near all that gory red.

“A note,” I said. I tried to make my voice unconcerned. “I hope the neighbors aren’t complaining that we play music too loud when your father’s not home.”

Stacey picked up the note and read it. Her cheeks seemed to grow paler.

“Stace? What is it?”

“Hardly a work of art,” she said. She handed the note to me. Printed on it in big, black letters were the words: YOUR TIME IS UP.

I had a funny feeling on my neck, that same funny feeling that I had had in the coffee bar. I whirled around, but the hall was empty.

“What do you think it means?” asked Stacey.

“I think it means we should get out of here. Fast.” I grabbed Stacey’s arm and dragged her toward the stairs. “And not by elevator.”

We pounded down the stairs and burst into the lobby. Carl the doorman spun around.

“Whoa,” he said. “Where’s the fire?”

“No fire,” Stacey gasped. “This.” She thrust the note into his hand.

He read it slowly. He pushed his cap back and scratched his head. “That’s not a love letter, is it?” he said at last. “Where’d you find this?”

“Propped against our front door,” Stacey said.

“Has anyone come to visit the McGills today?” I asked.

Carl shook his head. “No. No one. And I’ve been on shift since you left this morning.”

“What about deliveries?” Stacey said. “Any delivery people?”

“Only the guy from the deli around the corner, for Apartment 6R, and he comes almost every day. He wouldn’t do something like this. I just don’t understand it.”

Stacey said, “Someone also left red stuff all over the elevator and in our hall.”

“It looks like blood,” I added.

Carl blinked. “What? What?”

He practically pushed us to one side to reach the elevator. He bent forward and sniffed the air near the red gore. “Chemical,” he said. “Paint, maybe, although it’s awfully thick for paint. I’ll have this cleaned up right away. I don’t know when it could have happened. But first I’m going to see that you girls get back to your apartment safely.”

Carl rode back upstairs with us and escorted us into the McGill apartment. He insisted on checking every closet and cabinet and even under the beds.

Stacey and I didn’t protest. I was pretty grateful, actually. As he left, Carl said, “You have my number downstairs. Call me if you need anything, do you hear?”

“We will,” Stacey assured him. “Thanks, Carl.”

We stood for a moment in the empty apartment. It was very quiet. Too quiet.

“Let’s watch a movie,” I said loudly. “We can do that until your father comes home.”

“Good idea,” said Stacey with the same sort of forced enthusiasm.

We popped the old movie Fame into the VCR and sat on the sofa, facing the door. For a while, we jumped at every sound. Then the movie became interesting. (We’ve seen it a million times and it never fails us.)

We’d just reached the scene in which the characters go on a date to see The Rocky Horror Picture Show when Stacey said, “What’s that?”

“What’s what?” I asked.

Stacey hit the pause button. “That noise. I heard noise. From the front door.”

I froze. Then I heard it too. Or I thought I did.

“Start the tape again,” I whispered. Stacey nodded. Under the cover of the movie soundtrack, we crept toward the door. Cautiously, slowly, Stacey peered through the peephole.

“Nothing,” she breathed. “I don’t see anything.”

I pushed in beside her and peered out. All I saw was the hallway, weirdly distorted by the peephole.

“I’m going to call Carl,” said Stacey. “I don’t care if it is nothing.”

Carl came up right away. When he knocked on the door, we both jumped, even though we knew it had to be him. And we both checked him out through the peephole before we opened the door.

“You did hear something, I guess,” he said. “Someone leaving you this.” He held out his hands. In it was a medium-sized cardboard box.

“Oh,” said Stacey. “How did it get there?”

Carl shook his head. “I don’t know. A couple of people have come home but no deliveries have arrived.”

“Maybe it’s from a neighbor,” said Stacey.

“You want me to stay while you open it?” Carl asked. He grinned and winked. “Just in case?”

Stacey managed a laugh. “I don’t think it’s a bomb or anything. Thanks again, though.”

“No problem,” said Carl.

We took the box back inside and put it on the coffee table. Absently, I picked up the remote and turned off Fame.

We stared at the box.

Then I said, “Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained.” I reached out and picked up the box. I shook it gently. It wasn’t very heavy. Nothing moved inside.

Gingerly I pried open the top. Stacey and I peered inside.

“It’s some kind of a box — or ornament? A Christmas tree ornament?” said Stacey.

“Maybe,” I said.

I lifted the brightly painted box out. It looked like a kid’s building block, only bigger. It had been carefully decorated with abstract designs in bright blobs of color, but the artwork overall was crude. I bent over to examine it more closely.

Without warning, the top of the box popped off. A tiny creature flew out at me. Stacey and I both leaped back, screaming. I dropped the box and it tumbled to the floor.

Then Stacey started to laugh, shakily. “Look. Look at what scared us! It’s just a jack-in-the-box.”

It was. I bent over to pick it up. “You’re right, Stace. Boy, do I feel like a dope. I — Stacey!”

“What? What is it?”

I stared speechlessly at the face of the jack-in-the-box. It was a face I recognized all too well.

Pasted over the jack’s face was a photograph of Stacey.
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“I’m stuck! I’m stuck! Let go of my wing!” the angel cried.

Since the angel was Jackie Rodowsky, it was no surprise that he was stuck. And it wasn’t much of a surprise that he was stuck in the choir loft, dangling both feet off the side just above the floor. Fortunately, the choir loft is only a couple of feet higher than the rest of the church.

I hurried to him and reached up to clasp Jackie around the waist. It wasn’t his wing that was stuck but his robe. If it had been his wing, the wing would have ripped and Jackie would have plummeted to the floor in a very unangellike way.

“Jackie,” I said as I freed him, “what are you doing in your costume?”

“It was ready, so I tried it on,” he explained. I set him on the floor.

“Are the wings broken?” he asked anxiously.

“No. Take off the costume and put it back in the closet before something does happen to it, though, okay? We’re not going to wear our costumes until the dress rehearsal.”

“I know,” said Jackie. He grinned, and I couldn’t help but grin back. The BSC members have dubbed Jackie “the Walking Disaster” because he lands in some kind of trouble wherever he goes. But with his red hair and freckles and big “I’ll-try-anything” smile, he wins everyone over. We all love him, but we do wear our oldest clothes around him because we never know what is going to happen next.

Jackie trotted away, his big silver cardboard wings flapping gently.

“Jackie,” I said.

He turned.

“What were you doing up in the choir loft?”

“Angels are supposed to fly,” he said. “I thought I’d practice flying out of the choir loft.”

“No! Angels do not fly out of choir lofts,” I said firmly. “Or anywhere else in this church, okay?”

“Oh, okay.”

A hand pulled on mine. I looked down to see Claire. Although this wasn’t the dress rehearsal for the pageant, she was holding her stuffed woolly lamb. She insisted on bringing the lamb, which she called Baba, to all the rehearsals, so “Baba can practice for the pageant, too.”

“Will you hold Baba?” Claire asked. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Doesn’t Baba have to go, too?”

“No.”

“Oh. Can’t you leave Baba on a pew?”

“No! Someone might sit on her! Some of these shepherds are not very good at their jobs,” said Claire.

Remembering the “lamb chop” incident at the earlier rehearsal (Mallory had told me about it) and seeing Claire’s lower lip poke out ominously, I said, “Okay, I’ll hold Baba.” I tucked the lamb under my arm.

It had been a long rehearsal so far, but we were making progress. The angels were coming in on cue, Becca had remembered every single one of her lines, and the scenery was almost finished. I was beginning to feel a little excited, and I could tell that Mallory and the rest of the cast felt the same.

Mrs. Boodle, the church choir leader and director of our pageant, stepped to the front of the church and held up her hands. “Okay, one more run-through for the Wise Men and Joseph and Mary. The rest of you can start getting ready to go home. And remember, the next rehearsal will be our dress rehearsal, so please be there and in costume!”

I walked over to Mallory and said, “I’ll keep an eye on the kids for you while you do the run-through.”

Mal was clutching a sheaf of pages with notes scribbled all over them. I knew it was the script. She gave me a grateful look. “Thanks,” she said.

When Claire returned from the bathroom, she and Vanessa and I sat in the back of the church and watched as Adam, Byron, and Jordan marched up the aisle.

“We are wise men from the east,” said Adam.

“We have followed a certain star,” said Byron.

“We seek a king,” said Jordan.

“No king here, mate,” said Joseph, who was being played by eleven-year-old Ben Hobart.

We all cracked up. Ben is from Australia and he often calls people “mate,” the way someone here in the United States might call another person “buddy.”

Ben smiled sheepishly and pushed his glasses up his nose.

Mallory pushed her glasses up and raised her eyebrows at Ben.

Mrs. Boodle said, “Try that line again, would you, Ben?”

“Righto.” He cleared his throat. “There is no king here. Just a baby.”

After that, the rehearsal proceeded smoothly.

Mallory joined us, with her brothers trailing behind her. “It’s looking good,” I said.

“I think so,” said Mallory. “It really is fun, isn’t it?”

“It is. I’m glad I let you talk me into helping out.”

We were almost out of the church when Claire wailed, “Baba! Baba!”

“Claire?” said Mal. “What is it?”

“I forgot Baba!”

“You just had her. You probably left her in a pew. We’ll go back and find her,” I said.

We went back inside. But Baba wasn’t there.

“Oh, dear! I fear … she’s the victim of a lambnap; it is indeed a mishap,” said Vanessa.

If Claire hadn’t looked so horrified, I would have been impressed at Vanessa’s rhyming “lambnap” and “mishap.”

“No, she isn’t,” said Mal. “Good grief, Vanessa!”

“Sorry,” said Vanessa, realizing that she might have contributed to Claire’s clearly rising panic.

Then Becca said, “There’s Baba!”

She had fallen underneath the pew. Claire swooped down and grabbed the toy by the neck and crushed it to her chest. Her tears disappeared.

We headed outside to look for one of the Pike-Mobiles. After Mrs. Pike had dropped everyone else off, she was going to take Mallory and me to the hospital to visit Mary Doe.

*  *  *

Mary was sitting up in bed and looking much better than the last time I’d seen her.

“Mallory, Jessi, Mrs. Pike, hello,” she said in a soft voice.

Mrs. Pike leaned forward and patted Mary’s hand reassuringly. “How are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m fine. The doctors still aren’t sure exactly what caused the concussion, but they think I was knocked unconscious for a minute — not very long.”

“Wow,” said Mallory. “I thought you had to hit your head really hard to get amnesia.”

“Not always,” said Mary. “And it’s not always brought on by a blow to the head. Sometimes a traumatic experience can cause it.

“But in this case, it was definitely a head injury.”

“When will your memory come back?” I couldn’t help but ask.

Mary shook her head. “The doctors don’t know. They said it usually returns fairly quickly.”

Usually, I thought. But what if it didn’t?

Surely someone must be looking for Mary. Even if she couldn’t remember who she was or where she came from, someone else would see her picture and know the answers. After all, she’d been in practically every newspaper and on the national news by now.

“Well,” said Mrs. Pike, lifting the small suitcase she’d brought and setting it on the foot of the bed. “I thought that by now you might need a few things. And I just happened to have some old maternity clothes that I think would fit you, including nightgowns and robes.”

Mary said, “Oh, thank you! It’ll be so much nicer than just wearing hospital clothes!”

Mrs. Pike said mischievously, “And a lot less drafty!” They both laughed and so did Mallory and I, thinking about how hospital gowns tie in the back and are never quite big enough.

“We thought we’d have your other clothes cleaned for you,” added Mrs. Pike.

Mary flushed and said, “That’s so kind of you.”

“Where are your clothes?” Mrs. Pike asked. “We’ll refill the suitcase with those. Here, Jessi, you put these things in that bottom drawer over there for Mary. Mallory, gather up the clothes we’re taking to be cleaned.”

As we worked, Mrs. Pike and Mary talked about babies. Mallory and I didn’t pay much attention to them. I’d heard it all before, after Mom had had Squirt, and of course Mal, with seven younger siblings, is very accustomed to it.

We did learn that the doctors had told Mary they thought she was due to have her baby in about a month. “And the baby is healthy,” said Mary. “They said that my accident didn’t hurt it. I hope they’re right.”

“I think they are,” said Mrs. Pike. “Babies are remarkably resilient, even before they are born. Why, I remember one time, when I was pregnant with the triplets —”

“Triplets? You have triplets!” exclaimed Mary, looking startled.

I grinned at the tone of her voice as I handed Mary’s sweater to Mal. Mallory checked the label inside the neck of the sweater and leaned toward me suddenly. “Look,” she said in a low voice.

The label said, BABYBABY, DEL FLORES, CALIFORNIA.

“Is that the store where the sweater was sold?” I whispered. “Or the manufacturer? If it’s the manufacturer, it could just mean that’s where the sweater was made before it was sent to stores all over the country.”

“I know,” said Mal softly. “But still, it could be a clue.” She opened her backpack, took out a notebook, and carefully wrote the name into it.

We checked all the other labels, too. But none were so distinct. I didn’t think that the fact that Mary had bought her jeans from The Gap was a major clue.

When it was time to go, Mary said, “Oh, I wish you didn’t have to leave!”

Mrs. Pike said, “Don’t worry. We’ll be back. Now, you rest.”

“I’ll try,” she said.

But her voice sounded forlorn. I looked over my shoulder as we walked out of the room.

Mary had turned her head to stare out the window. Although her room was filled with flowers, she looked as if she didn’t have a friend in the world.

I couldn’t imagine anything more awful, especially at Christmas.
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“Well,” I said, “what do you think?”

Ethan frowned. “It’s not a very good picture of you,” he said. “And the colors don’t work, artistically speaking.”

I gave an exasperated sigh. “Thanks, Ethan. That’s what Claudia said.”

“Did you?” Ethan looked up and smiled at Claudia and me, and I realized all over again how good-looking he is. “I’m glad we’re not going to have artistic differences over this, then.”

Claudia’s smile wasn’t quite as friendly. She said, “We think someone took the picture of Stacey when she wasn’t aware of it.”

I exchanged a glance with Claudia. We had talked about it and talked about it, and we kept reaching the same awful conclusion: that Ethan was somehow behind this sick gift.

“A sneak photo op? That explains why it doesn’t do you justice,” said Ethan. “But I still don’t understand who would leave something like this outside your door.”

“Oh, it wasn’t you?” I said, trying to keep my voice light.

Ethan almost recoiled at the suggestion. “No! No way! That’s not my style at all!” he said firmly — too firmly. Was he acting guilty, or was my imagination working overtime?

“We even think we know where it was taken,” Claudia went on. “And when.”

“You do?”

Claudia picked up a magnifying glass from the table next to the sofa. “Check it out. There’s a horse’s head behind Stacey. A horse’s head in a harness. That’s what that little dot in the background is.”

“Sherlock Holmes!” said Ethan admiringly.

Claudia didn’t acknowledge the compliment. She said, “Now, where will you see a horse in New York?”

“With police officers? Attached to carriages? At the zoo?” said Ethan.

“We’ll eliminate the zoo,” said Claudia. “And police horses have bridles, not harnesses.”

“Of course,” said Ethan. “How do you know so much about horses?”

“We have our sources,” said Claudia. She meant Mal and Jessi, of course. They love horses and have tried to involve the rest of us in their enthusiasm more than once by including information that we didn’t necessarily want to read in the notebook.

In this case, however, it was coming in handy.

“Horses in harnesses can be seen only in Central Park and nearby it. And since those look like the limbs of trees, I’d guess the photo was taken in Central Park,” I added.

“I just wish we could see more of what you are wearing,” said Claudia regretfully to me. “Then we could have a better idea of when the photo was taken. As it is, all we know is that it was taken recently. Stacey bought that striped wool scarf this fall, near the beginning of the school year. So it has to have been some time during the fall.”

“Or even during this visit,” I said in a low voice. “We went to Central Park on Friday afternoon. With you, remember?”

“Maybe your dad took it,” Ethan said. “Have you been to the park with him anytime this fall?”

“We always go for a walk in the park at least once,” I admitted. “I didn’t think about asking him.”

“You should,” Ethan advised. “Meanwhile, forget about it. It’s just a gag gift. It could even have been from one of your old friends.”

“Something weird is going on,” I said abruptly, and felt my cheeks redden. It sounded so melodramatic. But I went on to tell him about the fake blood.

To my surprise, Ethan didn’t seem to take me seriously. “Well, strange things have happened in this apartment building, you know. After all, it’s built over an old graveyard,” he said.

“What?” Claudia cried. “That is so lame! I don’t believe it!”

“Ask Carl,” said Ethan. “He’s the one who told me. He said some of the tenants have even complained about spectral disturbances.”

“You mean ghosts?” My mouth felt a little dry. “But why didn’t he tell us?”

“Probably because he didn’t want to scare you,” said Ethan. He jumped up. “Come on. It’s just a rumor. We’re wasting time. We should be out and doing!”

He grabbed my hand and pulled me up, then put one arm around my shoulders. “Let’s just have fun today, okay?” He gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze.

It felt good. I leaned against him for a moment.

Claudia cleared her throat pointedly. I pulled free. I was blushing, but I didn’t mind.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go. Where to?”

“The Brooklyn Botanic Garden,” said Ethan.

“A garden? It’s winter,” Claudia said.

“Not inside their greenhouses. Wait till you see them,” Ethan said. “It’s awesome. It’ll make you forget all about winter.”

Ethan was right. It was awesome. Towering tropical plants. Lush, fleshy green leaves. There was even a greenhouse filled with desert flora, warm and dry. Through the sweating glass panes of the huge greenhouses, we could see the winter snow outside. It was an amazing contrast.

“These textures are unbelievable,” said Claudia.

“I come here to sketch sometimes,” said Ethan.

Claud went on dreamily, “I never realized how ornate, yet how simple and compelling a cactus could be.”

She bent forward to stare at a spiny, unfriendly looking specimen. It didn’t look compelling to me. It looked as if it wanted to do some damage.

Then I saw Ethan glance over his shoulder. I stared in the direction in which he was looking.

No one.

“Ethan,” I said. “Did you see someone you know?”

“What? No. Come on. Look at this one. I’d hate to step on that!” He laughed loudly.

And glanced back again.

The next time I looked up, Ethan was studying me.

I sighed inwardly. I liked Ethan. But he wasn’t making it easy.

Claudia glanced at me, and I knew she had noticed Ethan, too. As he drifted ahead of us and bent to examine a cluster of spiny meanies, Claudia whispered, “Is Ethan always like this?”

I didn’t have to ask what she meant. I knew. “No,” I replied.

To myself I said, I hope not.

Ethan added another level to the weirdness when we stopped at his apartment on the way home, so he could change into a warmer sweater before we got something to eat. He made us wait in the foyer of his apartment. “Stay here,” he insisted. “And don’t move.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I have my reasons. Trust me.”

Trust Ethan? I thought as he disappeared down the hall. I didn’t know if I could.

I was still worrying about that as we walked outside again. I saw Ethan glance around, and I couldn’t help but glance around, too. But for what? Even on a cold day that was growing colder, crowds of people were on the street.

Anyone could be following us. Anyone could be taking our picture.

Yuck.

Claudia shivered. “Brrr,” she said. “I want to add another layer, too. I’m freezing.”

“Good idea,” I said.

We headed for my dad’s apartment. It seemed to me that with every block we passed, Ethan became more agitated. He couldn’t stop looking in every direction.

We waved at Carl and trooped toward the elevator. The door opened.

A very slender girl with hair the color of butterscotch, deeply tanned skin, and dark brown eyes stepped out. She smiled at Ethan.

He stepped back.

“Hello,” the girl said in a soft, melting voice.

Ethan looked at her, looked down at his feet — and turned a dull red. “Hi,” he muttered and stepped quickly past her into the elevator.

We followed.

Claudia glanced from him to the girl and back again.

The girl walked away.

The door closed.

Ethan sighed. Was it a sigh of relief? Or a sigh of regret?

Was he interested in that girl? Did he know her?

I couldn’t make myself ask him.

But suddenly I shivered. And it wasn’t just from the cold.
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We have an alarm system in our house. Mom had it installed because Anna and I are sometimes home alone while she works late, and because she is very organized and likes to be prepared.

But I’ll tell you a secret. We hardly ever use it. That’s because you have to remember to punch in a code on the alarm panel by the front door when you leave and again when you return, and you always have to enter and leave by the front door. If you forget and go through another door, it sets off the alarm.

Then the alarm company calls and you have to give them a secret password or they’ll send the police.

And if you’re in the house with the alarm on and you open any outside door, that sets off the siren, too. Opening a window will also set it off, plus there are motion detectors in some of the rooms. So you have to remember to disarm that if you’re going to have the alarm on while you are home, because if you walk into one of those rooms, you’ll set off the alarm.

It’s kind of a pain, and as I said, we don’t always use it. The only thing that Mom leaves on all the time is the smoke detector, which is connected to the alarm system.

But on Saturday night before we went to bed, she announced that we were going to start using the alarm again.

Anna and I didn’t argue. In fact, Anna said, “I think it’s a good idea, with all these burglaries.”

“Do you both remember the code and the password?” Mom asked us anxiously.

“Yes. Don’t worry. And if a burglar comes, I’m going to scream much louder than any alarm,” I said.

I thought about that as I was falling asleep. Would I scream? Or would I freeze, with my mouth open, the way I did in nightmares?

Of course, I had faced danger before, most notably on a school trip to Salem, and I hadn’t turned to jelly.

But the idea of facing someone in my own house sounded much scarier.

On the other hand, I thought wryly, if the alarm did go off, I might be so shocked that I would faint or something. Nah. I wouldn’t faint. Kristy and the rest of my friends would never let me live it down.

I yawned and began to drift off to sleep.

But I didn’t drift far. I had just rolled sideways and burrowed under the covers when I heard the sound of breaking glass.

I stopped breathing. I sat up. I strained my ears, trying to convince myself that it was my imagination. After all that had gone on, it wouldn’t be surprising that I would, at the brink of sleep, dream about burglars smashing a window and —

The alarm went off and I practically levitated off the bed. I became tangled in the blankets and fell. It seemed as if I struggled for hours to kick free, but of course it was only moments. I hit my bedroom door at a run and almost collided with a figure in the hall. I swung and it swung and Anna and I wrestled with one another for a few wild seconds before we realized that we were fighting each other and not a burglar.

“Mom!” I gasped as we heard the phone ring and we made a mad dash for the door of Mom’s room. She met us just outside, grabbed each of us by an arm, yanked us inside her room, and slammed the door.

“The police,” I panted.

“The alarm company already called. They’ll notify them,” Mom said with amazing calm.

She locked the door as she spoke.

The next few minutes went by very slowly — and very quickly. We listened for the sound of the burglar or burglars, but of course all we could hear was the wailing of the alarm. From Mom’s window at the front of the house, we could see lights coming on in the windows of houses around us.

Then the police arrived. Mom opened the window and leaned out as a uniformed figure jumped out of the patrol car. “Here are the keys to the front door,” she called, holding up a sock. “I’ve put them in this sock and I’ll throw them down to you. We’ll stay in the bedroom until you knock.”

She tossed the key down. A few minutes later we heard footsteps, and a voice spoke on the other side of the door. “Is that Mrs. Stevenson? This is Sergeant Tang.”

Good old Sergeant Tang, I thought. I unlocked the door. “Did you catch anyone?” I asked.

“I’m afraid not,” said Sergeant Tang. “Are you all right?”

“We’re fine,” my mother said. “A little shaken, but otherwise fine. I take it that this was not a false alarm?”

“It doesn’t look that way,” said Sergeant Tang. “If you’ll come with me, please?”

Lights blazed in every room of the house, and I realized that the police had been thorough as well as quick in their search. Good, I thought. I didn’t want to go back to bed and try to fall asleep wondering if someone was lurking in a closet or under a bed. Not that I would ever be able to sleep again.

We made a quick detour so Mom could deactivate the alarm. Then Sergeant Tang led us into the kitchen, which is at the back of the house.

Sergeant Johnson rose from a squatting position near one of the kitchen windows. I saw with a shock that a pane of glass near the center of the window had been broken. Shards of glass were scattered across the floor beneath the window.

“I’m Mrs. Stevenson,” said Mom. “And these are my daughters, Anna and Abby.”

“Hello again,” I said.

Sergeant Johnson’s expression remained serious, but he smiled slightly at me. “How are you doing, Abby?”

Anna said, “Be careful, Abby. You’re barefoot.”

“Oops,” I said, and stopped.

“It looks as if someone popped the pane of glass out in the center of the window, reached through and unlocked it, and tried to raise it. When he — or she — did, the alarm went off.”

“That window was definitely closed when we went to bed,” said Anna.

“It isn’t now,” said Sergeant Tang. “But the perp didn’t slide it open enough to climb in. Not much can fit through four inches of window space.”

Only superheroes with amazing powers, I thought. And supervillains.

Then a piece of paper on the floor near the kitchen table leg caught my attention. It was folded in half and I knew for certain that it hadn’t been there earlier. I’d swept the kitchen after dinner.

Had it fallen off one of the counters?

I edged toward it, trying to avoid broken glass. I bent down and picked up the piece of paper carefully between my thumb and forefinger. With equal care, I unfolded it.

In red letters of every size was a four-letter word.

“Oh,” I said.

“What?” asked Anna.

I showed her the paper.

“ ‘Nice,’ ” she read aloud. “ ‘Nice’? ‘Nice’? What does that mean?”

“Was that here before?” asked Sergeant Johnson.

“No,” I said. “I think it must have come in through the window.”

“Then you’ve found a piece of evidence, I’d say,” said Sergeant Johnson.

Sergeant Tang pulled out a pair of gloves and a small plastic bag. She put the gloves on, took the paper, and put it into the bag. “Maybe we can lift a few prints from the paper,” she said. “We didn’t get much from the window.”

“ ‘Nice,’ ” repeated Anna. “What does that mean?”

I thought of the word that had been scrawled across the wall at the Hsus’ house and the wall of the Papadakises’ living room. I thought of the chaos and destruction that had come with that word.

“I don’t know,” I said slowly. “But I’m sure glad it didn’t say ‘Naughty.’ ”

Inside, I felt sick. The burglar was getting bolder. He’d broken in — or tried to — while we were all home. What would have happened if the alarm hadn’t been on?
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“Abby, why didn’t you call me when it happened?” I asked, the moment Abby opened the door of her house on Sunday morning.

“Because I wasn’t thinking about you at the moment,” Abby shot back. “You want some breakfast?”

“Thanks,” I said. “I didn’t finish mine.”

Abby gave me a shrewd look. “Let me guess. You were eating breakfast when Watson or your mother told you about what happened, right?”

I grinned sheepishly. “Yeah. So I didn’t finish.”

“Hey, it’s good to know that we’re more important to you than breakfast. Come on. Anna and Mom are still asleep.”

I stopped in my tracks when I saw the cardboard taped over the kitchen window. “Watson didn’t give me any details. Is this where they entered?”

“Yup.” Abby opened the refrigerator, pulled out orange juice, jelly, and peanut butter, and set them on the counter. She began slicing bagels and sliding them into the toaster.

I waited.

Abby said, “You want cream cheese with your bagel? Also, Mom brought home some lox this weekend from a really great place on the Lower East Side called Russ & Daughters.”

“Abby!” I practically screamed. “What happened?”

“Okay, okay,” said Abby. “Whoever it was popped out a windowpane to unlock the window. Then he tried to raise the window. And that’s when the alarm went off.”

“Did you see anything?” I asked.

Abby shook her head. “I heard the glass break. But I was half asleep and thought it was my imagination. It wasn’t until the alarm went off that I realized this was the real deal. And there’s more. Whoever it was left a clue — a piece of paper with the word ‘nice’ on it in red.”

“Distinctive handwriting? Special paper?” I asked.

“I took a good look at that note before the police tagged it and put it into the evidence bag. The words were made by cutting letters out of a magazine. Whoever is responsible likes the color red. He — or she — had gone to a lot of trouble to use only red letters.”

“Interesting,” I said. Then I gasped. “Oh, my lord! That’s exactly the same as the note left in the mailbox. I thought it was for Sam or Charlie. I gave it to them and they laughed and tossed it!”

“Tossed?” said Anna, coming into the kitchen. She was dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, and she looked tired. “Yup. I tossed and turned last night, thanks for asking.”

“Here. Fortify yourself,” said Abby, putting the toasted bagels, lox, cream cheese, jam, and peanut butter on the table, along with orange juice.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. I stared out at the gray sky. “Too bad the person didn’t wait until tomorrow night,” I said absently. “It’s supposed to snow. Footprints would have been left.”

“Maybe they were,” said Abby. “I haven’t looked.”

“You haven’t?” I said incredulously.

“Kristy,” said Anna, “It’s practically dawn, still. No one else is up.”

I half rose from my chair.

“I’m not doing any clue hunting until I finish breakfast,” said Abby. “And it is a well-known fact that lox is brain food.”

I groaned and sank back into my chair. “Hurry up,” I urged her.

“Two places get ‘naughty’ and two ‘nice’ in the same neighborhood,” Anna mused. “That’s a pattern, isn’t it? I mean, we must all have something in common if the burglar is so focused on us.”

“True,” I said, forgetting my impatience for a moment. “Hmm. Well, we’re all neighbors. We all live in big houses.” I thought hard. None of the adults worked in the same profession, so that wasn’t a link.

Abby said, “All of the families have children.”

I said slowly, “Two of the families have children for whom we baby-sit. You are one of the baby-sitters, and so am I. Do you think there’s a connection there?”

“Oh, no,” said Anna. “Not again.” It had happened before. Someone with a grudge against the BSC had gone after us, and it had been terrifying.

“Of course, that’s just one theory,” I said. “We have plenty of other connections. The same letter carrier comes to our houses, we use the same guy to shovel our walks and the same gardener….”

Abby said, “Wait a minute. Let me get this straight. Watson the Master Plantman and your grandmother, the Guru of Gardens, let a gardener touch the sacred flower beds?”

I could tell Abby was trying to lighten this up and ease Anna’s fears, as well as our own.

I made my own voice seem unworried as I answered, “Okay, okay, you’ve got me. We have a gardener, Mr. Nixon. Watson and Nannie do love to garden, but they don’t have time to do everything, so they need a little help. We were going to use a garden service, but we ended up with Mr. Nixon.”

“Most of the people around here use Gandy’s Greenhouse Service,” Abby informed me snootily. “It’s the latest thing in the neighborhood, in case you haven’t noticed. We use Mr. Nixon too, but Mr. Hsu thinks we should switch to Gandy’s. What do you think? Should we — to keep up appearances?”

“It depends on what kind of appearances you want to keep up. Have you seen their truck?” I said. “It’s bright green, with a small metal sculpture of a tree as a hood ornament.”

Anna smiled a small smile, but I don’t think she was fooled by our banter. She said, “Speaking of letter carriers, what about the delivery services? There have been delivery trucks all over the neighborhood this week. Christmas is their busy season, isn’t it?”

“Maybe someone is casing the neighborhood using a fake delivery service truck!” Abby exclaimed. “That could be it, Anna!”

“It still doesn’t explain the ‘naughty’ and ‘nice’ thing, though,” I said. “But maybe it’s a code or maybe it refers to Santa, like the song.”

Abby said, “Well, Santa is a delivery person, sort of.”

I said, “We got the notes saying ‘nice’ and our houses weren’t trashed. What in the world makes the Hsus and the Papadakises ‘naughty’?”

It didn’t make any sense to begin with, and the more we talked about it, the less sense it made. “I hate this!” I declared. “If we can’t stop this burglar something terrible could happen.”

Anna said, “What’s happened is already pretty terrible.”

I stood up. “Come on,” I said. “Time to look for clues.”

We put on our jackets, hats, and mittens and went outside to inspect the area beneath the kitchen window. Unfortunately, we emerged from our search more or less clueless. We saw a couple of smudged sneaker prints in the soil but nothing that was distinct enough to be useful. None of the bushes had been broken or trampled on, no bits of clothing had caught on snapped-off twigs, nothing. Whoever it was had been very neat and careful. It was frustrating.

How could we catch a thief who left only useless clues? I looked at my watch. Maybe the meeting of the group to form a neighborhood watch, which was being held at my house at noon, would offer more information.

*  *  *

Sergeant Johnson stood up and faced the crowd of people assembled in our family room. He cleared his throat. “A neighborhood watch has been proposed for this neighborhood, an excellent idea at any time, but particularly now, in light of recent developments.”

We listened intently as Sergeant Johnson talked about the recent break-ins and outlined how most neighborhood watches operate. “One good tactic is to post signs in the neighborhood saying that a neighborhood watch is in effect,” he said. “If you can convince a burglar that it is too much trouble to break into your houses, you will have solved the problem before it begins.”

He talked about the importance of communication — neighbors telling each other when they were going to be away; letting people know when they expected deliveries and asking neighbors to watch out for the delivery people; and being willing to call the police when something didn’t look right.

I naturally was struck by Sergeant Johnson’s example of delivery people, since we had already thought of that. Were Abby and Anna and I onto something? Was it a common ploy for people to pretend to be delivering things in order to case a place they planned to rob?

“Alarm systems are a great deterrent. So are dogs. But one of the best deterrents of all is people who are willing to participate in taking care of each other,” Sergeant Johnson concluded. “And whatever you do, don’t try to catch the burglar single-handedly. It could be dangerous. Whoever’s behind this is a very destructive person with a plan.”

I felt a chill. But I pushed my fear down. It wouldn’t help.

As the adults gathered around Sergeant Johnson to talk about the best way to set up the watch, I pushed in beside him and took the first opportunity to ask about the delivery truck ploy.

He nodded. “Yes,” he said. “It’s not uncommon for thieves to use a disguise of that sort. In fact, I know of one case in which a group of thieves rented a van, disguised it as a moving truck, moved everything out of a house, and then drove away. The neighbors all thought it was odd that someone would move so suddenly, but no one questioned it. That’s why it is so important to know your neighbors and to communicate effectively.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Mrs. Korman, who was standing with Abby’s mom next to Sergeant Johnson, said suddenly, “It doesn’t have to be a delivery truck, does it? I mean, what if a car or a truck just doesn’t look right?”

That got Sergeant Johnson’s attention. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I just remembered that I saw a pickup truck last night, driving down McClelland, that I had seen earlier in the day. And I don’t think it belongs to any of our neighbors. But it did look vaguely familiar. Maybe that’s why I didn’t pay much attention.”

“License plate? Make of vehicle?” Sergeant Johnson rapped out.

But Mrs. Korman shook her head. “I didn’t notice the first time. And when I saw the truck again, it was too dark to tell. I didn’t see the license plate, either.”

“Keep an eye out for it,” Sergeant Johnson said. “It might be a useful lead.”

I turned away. Aha! A clue, sort of. I’d have to tell Mallory to put it into the mystery notebook with the other clues. It didn’t fit anywhere now, but sooner or later, everything would make sense.

I just hoped that happened before it was too late — before someone got hurt.

Or maybe even killed.
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“It’s dark out here,” I said, stepping into the hall outside Stacey’s father’s apartment.

“Tell me about it,” Stacey said, fumbling to turn the key in one of the nine gazillion locks on the apartment door. Even though Mr. McGill lives in a nice building with a doorman, his apartment has a ton of locks. That seems to be an unofficial law in New York City.

And I admit that since all these weird things have been happening, I’ve grown to love every single one of those nice locks Stacey’s father has.

Trying to match another key to yet another lock, Stacey said, “Claud? I think one of the lights blew out. But could you check? There’s a light switch on the wall near the elevator.”

“Okay,” I said. It wasn’t as if we were in total darkness, just a deep gloom. I hurried down the hall and found the switch. It was in the ON position. I flipped it a couple of times to be sure.

Nothing happened.

“Maybe it’s a fuse or something,” I said. “Or maybe …” I tipped my head back and stared up at the ceiling. I frowned. I squinted.

“What?” said Stacey. She finished the ritual locking of the door and stood beside me.

“Or maybe someone unscrewed the lightbulbs in your hallway and took them,” I said, pointing upward where the long tubes of fluorescent light had been. Sure enough, the fixture was tube free. In fact, every single fixture in the hall was, except for one, which was why we weren’t in total darkness.

“Great,” said Stacey. “Now people in this building are stealing the lightbulbs.”

“Maybe they just borrowed them. Maybe someone needed …” my voice trailed off. It was a silly suggestion and I knew it.

“We’ll tell the doorman,” said Stacey. She punched the button for the elevator.

It didn’t light up. She jammed it again.

No light. No little arrow pointing down, indicating the elevator was on its way to take us to the lobby. “Oh, this is just great,” said Stacey. She bent forward and squinted at the button, jabbed it, then jabbed the UP button.

Nothing.

I took a stab at it. The button was immovable. Or rather, it felt squishy, but I couldn’t press it in. “It feels like something is stuck underneath it,” I said. “If we could pry the button up … Too bad I don’t have a Swiss army knife. I should.”

“Would a nail file do?” asked Stacey, producing a small metal one with a plastic tip from a zippered case inside her pack.

“Perfect.” I went to work on the button. It took only a moment to pop it off, and then we discovered …

“Gum. Ick,” said Stacey. “Is this somebody’s stupid idea of a stupid joke?”

She sounded very cross and I didn’t blame her. Our Christmas vacation wasn’t going quite as planned. Ethan was acting like the boyfriend from the Weird Zone, so much so that when he’d phoned to say he had an art seminar to attend all day Monday, Stacey sounded almost relieved and assured him we would find plenty to do. Someone was following us and sending us spooky gifts and notes, and now some practical joker had run amok with the lights and the elevator.

At least, I hoped it was a practical joker. But maybe it wasn’t. I knew Stacey was thinking the same thing.

I dug the gum out, flicked it into the garbage, and reattached the button. I pressed down, and the light went on.

“Well done,” said Stacey.

“Chewing gum, in texture, is not unlike some of the media with which I work in art,” I said loftily.

“I thought chewing gum was an art form,” said Stacey.

“Only under the desks at SMS,” I replied as we stepped into the elevator.

Carl was on duty downstairs and we told him about the lights. He shook his head. “I’ll send maintenance right up.”

“Great,” said Stacey. To me she said, “Let’s shop!”

“Good luck,” Carl called as we headed into the battle.

And I’m not kidding about the battle. The streets were crowded. We walked downtown, and the closer we drew to Fifth Avenue, the more crowded it became. When we actually reached Fifth Avenue, people surged around us in a human flood, wielding their bulging shopping bags like battering rams.

We went single file, holding onto each other so we wouldn’t be separated. We walked and shopped and walked and shopped and walked and shopped until I thought my feet would fall off. We went into Tiffany’s and pretended we were shopping for diamonds and pearls. Stacey even tried on a pair of tiny diamond earrings. I think the salesperson knew we were goofing, but she was nice, not at all snobby. “Dad’s going to get me a pair of earrings from Tiffany’s when I graduate from high school,” Stacey explained. “He promised.”

“Well then, you definitely should start shopping now,” I agreed.

It was fun. I totally enjoyed it. But by the time I had helped Stacey pick out a silk scarf for her mother from Saks, my feet were screaming for surrender.

“Foot failure,” I gasped as we staggered out into the street. “Can we take a taxi?”

Looking doubtfully up the street, Stacey said, “We could. But there’s so much Christmas traffic that it would take us hours to get home. And the buses are going to be even slower and packed like sardine cans. The Lexington Avenue subway is our best bet.”

“How far is it?”

“A few blocks.”

“That’s about all that’s left in my feet,” I said. “Lead on.”

Once we turned down the side street away from Fifth Avenue, the traffic eased up a little. It was late in the afternoon, and the darkening gray of the sky promised snow, big-time. I was hungry. And I hoped Mr. McGill was going to take us somewhere good for dinner.

Then I remembered I was in New York City, the center of the junk food universe. I stopped and bought a pretzel with mustard from a street vendor before following Stacey down the stairs into the subway.

The platform was crowded with a combination of shoppers and people beginning to head home from work. We threaded our way through the crowds toward the far end of the platform and found an opening at last, near the edge. I sighed with relief and bent over to wedge my shopping bags between my aching feet.

Stacey did the same with her shopping bags.

“Have some pretzel,” I said. “It’ll keep your strength up until dinner.”

“Thanks.” She reached out and took the pretzel. Suddenly, I felt a ripple in the crowd, and Stacey was flailing, off balance, tilting toward the edge of the platform. I heard her strangled scream as she stumbled and lurched, trying not to plunge headfirst onto the tracks.

And then I grabbed her arm with both hands and was yanking her back.

“Hey,” someone said in an annoyed tone of voice as we crashed into him.

“Sorry.” I gasped, too confused and frightened to think clearly. Keeping Stacey’s arm in a death grip, I pulled her back through the crowd to the wall.

“S-Someone pushed me!” said Stacey in a shaking voice. “Did you see anyone?”

Still holding onto Stacey, I scanned the crowd. No one even seemed to have noticed how close to danger Stacey had come. People were reading, talking, peering down the track for the train.

Stacey said, “Ethan? Is that Ethan?”

I looked in the direction in which she was staring and saw a figure, dressed in black, slipping between two clutches of people and their packages.

With a push, Stacey hurled herself from the wall and toward the figure. I grabbed our bags and followed after her. We threaded and dodged, murmuring, “Excuse me, pardon me, sorry” in a sort of mantra. We caught up with him as he pushed through the exit gate and marched toward the token booth.

“Ethan,” Stacey cried.

The boy didn’t turn. He said to the subway clerk, “I want to go to the Metropolitan Museum. Does this train, please, go to Seventy-seventh Street?”

It wasn’t Ethan. I knew that before he turned around and walked toward us again and waited for the subway clerk to let him back through the turnstile. He spoke with a faint French accent. And his face, seen full on, was nothing like Ethan’s.

Stacey let out a shaky laugh. “What would Ethan be doing here anyway?”

“Right,” I said. “Come on, let’s go back to the platform.”

We made our way back through the crowd without speaking. By unspoken consent, we took places near the wall to wait for the train. It finally came, and we crammed ourselves onto it with the rest of the passengers.

The snow had begun to fall when we got out at Sixty-eighth Street, near Hunter College. Stacey sighed. “Why did I think I saw Ethan?”

I didn’t know how to answer that, so I didn’t.

“I didn’t think Ethan was the one who pushed me,” she went on. She said it loudly, as if she were trying to convince herself. “I mean, he’d have to be some kind of psycho to do that.”

“Maybe it was an accident,” I finally said. “After all, it was crowded on the platform.”

“It was a push,” said Stacey. She frowned, thinking it over. “Not a hard push. I mean, if someone had really wanted me to fall on the subway tracks, he would have had to push a lot, lot harder than that. But it was definitely a push.”

“But why?” I said. “Why would anyone push you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s some weirdo’s idea of Christmas fun.”

We opened the front door of the building. We looked at the elevator and exchanged a glance. Suddenly, I didn’t want to be in that elevator. The idea of taking the stairs sounded much safer, and I could tell by Stacey’s expression that she was thinking the same thing.

“Hi, Carl,” Stacey said.

“Hi,” I echoed.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” said Carl. When he saw us headed for the door to the stairs he said, “Whoa. You don’t want to go up those stairs.”

“Why?” asked Stacey. Then she said, “Oh” as Carl pointed to the OUT OF ORDER sign.

“There’s trouble on the stairs. But maintenance has taken care of the lights on your floor.” He shook his head. “Just when you think you’ve heard of everything, some nut goes and steals the lightbulbs! Now, who in this building would steal lightbulbs?”

We had no answer for that. We trudged back to the elevator. When the elevator doors opened, I was more relieved than I cared to admit to see that the floor and walls weren’t splashed with blood.

“Going up,” said Stacey as the doors closed behind us. She pushed the button.

Nothing happened.

“Oh, puh-lease,” I said. I leaned over and gave the button my meanest glare. “File,” I said.

Stacey brought out her nail file. I slid it under the button.

No gum. Nothing. I handed the file back to Stacey. “It looks like it’s just not working.”

“Great!” In frustration Stacey slammed her hand against each and every floor button. “Maybe one of the others will.”

All the buttons lit up. The elevator gave a little jolt and began to rise upward. Stacey said crossly, “Well, we’ll just have to walk back down to our floor, no matter what kind of work they’re doing on the stairs.”

My feet protested, but I kept my mouth shut. We didn’t have a choice. And by now, what I wanted more than anything was just to be back in the apartment.

The elevator shuddered, jerked up, and dropped several inches. My heart did the same. I put my hand out and braced myself against the wall.

The elevator rose again, smoothly. Just a few more minutes and we’d be inside the apartment. We’d be … the word came to my mind unexpectedly … we’d be safe.

The elevator lurched even harder, dropped even more, and then jerked to a stop so suddenly that I dropped my shopping bags to clutch Stacey. I closed my eyes and waited for the worst to happen, waited to plunge a million feet to the bottom of the elevator shaft.

Nothing happened. I opened my eyes to see my white-knuckled hands clutching Stacey’s arm. Her white-knuckled hands were wrapped around my arms. Her eyes were still closed.

“Stacey,” I whispered.

She opened her eyes.

“I think we’re stuck,” I whispered, as if a loud voice might jar the elevator loose and send it hurtling downward.

“Right,” said Stacey. She took one hand off my arm, transferring her grip to the red phone that hung next to the control panel. She picked it up and pressed the button. She held the phone to her ear.

“Tell Carl to do something fast,” I said. I glanced up. It looked as if we were trapped between floors four and five. A five-story drop would be more than enough to turn Stacey and me into pancakes. Big dead pancakes. I made a face. That sounded like the name of a punk singing group. Any other time I would have laughed.

But not now.

Stacey punched the button again and again. I tried to pretend that I wasn’t completely freaked out, that the walls weren’t closing in around me. You will not panic, I told myself sternly, over and over again.

Then Stacey’s face brightened and she said, “Carl! Carl, can you hear me? It’s Stacey. We’re trapped in the elevator.” She listened a moment and said, “The buttons on the control panel are out of whack, I think…. No…. Well, how long do you think it will be? … Okay. Okay, but if nothing happens soon, I’m calling back.”

She spoke with a bravado I knew she didn’t feel. As she hung up the phone, I wanted to scream, “Don’t!” Who knew if it would work again? Who knew when we would talk to someone again? Who knew how long we would be here?

We could be in very big trouble. I looked at Stacey’s pale face and became especially worried. “Stacey,” I said. “Do you have your insulin kit?”

“Yes. Thanks for thinking of it, Claud,” Stacey said. “You know I always take it with me, just in case. And Life Savers in case my blood sugar gets low.” She reached into her hip pack and pulled out a large roll of the candy. “In fact, I think I’ll have a couple now. I’m feeling — well, not shaky, but not quite one hundred percent. Want one?”

“No, thanks,” I said. I had immediately started on a new worry. What if we were here so long that we ran out of Life Savers? Or insulin?

What if I needed to go to the bathroom?

Stacey spoke again. “Carl said the elevator maintenance crew is on its way. We should be out of here in no time.”

“What I want to know,” I said, “is how we landed in this mess in the first place. Either we are having the world’s most monumental case of bad luck — or someone is out to get us.”

Stacey nodded soberly. “I know. And I don’t think it’s just bad luck.”

“Me either. But who would do this to us? And why?”

“I keep thinking of Ethan,” Stacey confessed. “I don’t know why. I don’t see how he could possibly do something like this, but, well, he’s been acting so strange.”

“True,” I said. I paused. “Someone has to be watching us pretty carefully to know when we’re coming and going. I mean, if we were trapped in here on purpose, that took some planning.”

“Are you thinking of Carl?” said Stacey. “Carl has always been on duty when these things happened. But why? Why would he do them?”

“Maybe he’s just not wrapped right,” I said. “Who knows?”

“It doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, then, someone else in the building,” I said. “Someone who can come to your floor, take your lights, splash red goop around, and then escape back to his — or her — apartment.”

“But I don’t know anybody else in the building!” Stacey practically wailed.

“That leaves the apartment building ghost,” I said. And in spite of myself I shuddered.

“There is no ghost,” said Stacey. She looked around at the elevator walls and said in a lower voice, “At least, I hope there isn’t.”

I wasn’t so sure. Which was worse: a ghost, or an actual person?

The elevator lurched again (along with my heart) and then all of a sudden it was moving. We glided down to the first floor and the door opened.

“Dad!” cried Stacey.

Mr. McGill wrapped Stacey in a hug. “I couldn’t believe it when Carl told me. Are you all right?”

“We’re fine,” Stacey said.

“Fine,” I echoed. I smiled at our audience: Mr. McGill, relief on his face; Carl, looking worried; the girl we had seen on the elevator, the one who had been friendly to Ethan, looking from us to the elevator and back again; and one of the maintenance men with a large toolbox, who was wiping his tools, utterly indifferent to us all.

The girl said to Carl, “Is it — is it safe to use the elevator?” Carl turned to talk to the maintenance guy, then nodded.

She smiled at us. “Wish me luck,” she said and pushed the button. The door closed and she was whisked away.

I said, “I think I’d prefer to walk, no matter how bad the stairs are.”

Carl was still talking to the maintenance guy and didn’t seem to notice as we walked to the stairs, pushed the door open, and began to walk up.

“I guess they finished their repair work,” said Stacey in a puzzled voice.

“What repairs?” asked Mr. McGill. “These stairs look just the same as always. I used them this morning. I try to take the stairs. It helps keep you in shape, you know.”

It was an enormous relief to walk into the apartment. Mr. McGill said, “Let me go change into something more comfortable and we’ll get some dinner.”

“Great,” I said. I flopped down onto the sofa.

Stacey sat down beside me. She was holding a piece of paper in her hand.

“What’s that?” I said.

“A note. It was outside the door. I picked it up before Dad saw it.”

“Not another note!” I groaned loudly.

“It’s from Ethan. He didn’t sign it, but I recognize his handwriting,” said Stacey. “He must have left it here sometime today. But why didn’t he just give it to Carl? How did he get up here to leave it?”

“Carl probably let him up and forgot to mention it,” I said. “What does it say?”

She handed me the note.

It read, meet me in the basement. tomorrow. 5 p.m.
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Monday night is leftovers-and-pizza night at the Pike house. That means we make pizzas and eat leftovers and sometimes add the leftovers to the pizzas as toppings.

I took the last pizza out of the oven and carried it to the table. My parents said grace and then we began to pizza out.

I’d just taken a big bite of salad pizza (I think you can guess what the toppings were and where they came from) when Mom smiled at me and then said to the table at large, “I have an announcement to make.”

The noise level dropped — a little. Vanessa said, “I hope the announcement that we hear is one full of Christmas cheer.”

“I think you will think so,” Dad said. He smiled and put his hand on Mom’s.

Uh-oh, I thought immediately. We’re going to have another baby in the family! I glanced at Claire. She’s the youngest and can be very sensitive. I began to worry about how she would take the news.

But it was not a baby announcement.

Mom said, “We’re going to have a guest for the holidays.”

“Yeah. Santa Claus,” said Adam, and he and Jordan and Byron cracked up at his dumb joke.

“I think Santa Claus will be visiting,” agreed Mom calmly. “But that’s not who I’m talking about.”

“Who? Who, who?” asked Claire.

“You sound like an owl,” Nicky told her.

“It’s someone Mal knows — Mary Doe,” Mom said.

“Mary!” I exclaimed. “That’s great!”

“She’s the lady who can’t remember her name, or from whence she came?” asked Vanessa.

“Right,” Dad said. “She doesn’t really need to be in the hospital anymore, and besides it’s not the place to be in at Christmas if you can help it. So we invited her to come stay with us for the holidays.”

“Maybe we can help her remember,” said Byron.

But Mom and Dad were both shaking their heads emphatically. Dad continued, “She still needs rest and quiet. Don’t forget, she’s been through a serious trauma, and she’s about to have a baby. We’ll all have to pitch in to help out, but you guys are going to have to go easy around her. In fact, I’d say minimum contact would be best.”

“Oh, all right,” said Byron. The triplets looked disappointed. I suppressed a shudder as I envisioned what “memory recovery” techniques they might have dreamed up.

Then, I admit, I thought, What if I could help her regain her memory? Wouldn’t that be a great Christmas present?

I ate the rest of my salad pizza and finished dinner absentmindedly. I was busy thinking of how much work needed to be done before Mary came — not just getting the sofa bed in the study ready but also detective work.

After dinner, I went to my room to pick up my gear for Kristy’s sleepover. And then I thought, Well, maybe I’ll just take a look at the clues in the mystery notebook. I pulled out the notebook and flipped it open to the page that said MARY DOE.

I looked down the list of clues. It was a very short list. But one clue caught my eye: the clothing store label I had seen in Mary’s sweater, BABYBABY, DEL FLORES, CALIFORNIA.

It was an unusual label. But then I thought it over and realized it wasn’t so strange. Mary was pregnant, so she had probably bought her sweater at a maternity store.

I felt a sudden rush of excitement. Was it possible? I found the phone book and looked up the area code for the town of Del Flores, California. Then I called information. BabyBaby Boutique was a store in Del Flores, just outside San Francisco!

I hung up the phone in a state of shock. Mary’s sweater had come from Del Flores. Did she live there? Did friends or relatives live there who had sent her the sweater as a gift? Would anyone in the store recognize her?

First things first, I told myself, trying to calm down. It was late afternoon in California, still early enough for the store to be open. I picked up the phone again and called BabyBaby Boutique.

Dead end. The saleswoman was really nice. She didn’t treat me like a bratty little kid or a crank caller. But she wasn’t much help. She didn’t remember seeing anyone who fit Mary’s description.

I was about to hang up when I had another inspiration. “Do you have a fax machine?” I asked.

“Yes,” the woman said.

“If you give me the number, I could fax a picture of this person to you. Would that be all right?”

“Of course,” she said, and gave me the number.

I took the article with the photograph of Mary that had been published in the Stoneybrook newspaper and went into the study. It only took a minute to feed the photo into the fax machine.

I waited until I was sure that the store had had time to look the photograph over and then I called back. The same saleswoman answered.

“Yes,” she said. “We received the fax. I’ve looked at it and I’ve shown it to Carlotta, who owns BabyBaby. I’m sorry, but neither of us remembers seeing this woman.”

“Oh,” I said. I was crushed. I took a deep breath and said, “Do lots of people from San Francisco come to your store?”

The saleswoman thought for a moment and said, “Well, we do specialize in maternity clothes, so if a woman is trying to locate a hard-to-find item, she might make a special trip to our store. But I’d say that most of our customers are local.” She paused, then added, “Maybe the item was bought as a gift by her husband or a friend.”

“Maybe,” I agreed.

The saleswoman said, “If you would describe the item to me, it’s possible that I could tell you if it is something that we currently have in stock. That would mean that it was bought recently.”

I described the sweater, and before I was through the saleswoman said, “Yes. That’s a new line. We’ve only been carrying that style in that material for about four months.”

Hope came back to me. I said, “Could you check the receipts? I mean, I know it would be a lot of trouble, but this is very important.”

“Yes, I understand that. I’ll see what I can do. And I’ll tell you what. I’ll post the photo and the news article you faxed. Maybe someone will recognize her.”

“Thanks,” I said. I hung up the phone. I hadn’t done badly. I hadn’t solved the mystery, but I felt as if we were a little further along toward a solution. We, the BSC members, still had a chance to find out who Mary was in time for Christmas.

Although I knew it would make me even later for Kristy’s sleepover, I sat down with the mystery notebook again. I wanted to write everything down while it was still fresh in my mind. Just in case it might help. There was plenty of room in the Pike Inn for Mary this Christmas, but I knew that even though she couldn’t remember where she came from, Mary surely must feel that there was no place like home.
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Mal burst into the sleepover late. The rest of us were gathered in the rec room. We had staked out our sleeping bag positions and were trying to decide whether we wanted to tell ghost stories. We forgot about the scare-fest, though, when Mal brandished the notebook and said, “I’ve just written up new clues in the Mary Doe mystery!”

“Let me see,” said Kristy immediately. She snagged the book, and Abby said, “No fair.”

“Nofe-air, nofe-air,” I murmured, in imitation of Mallory’s youngest sister, Claire. (She can launch into an awesome temper tantrum, punctuated with anguished cries of “No fair,” pronounced “Nofe-air.”)

Mallory grinned. “Also, Mom and Dad have asked Mary to stay with us over the holidays. Wouldn’t it be a great Christmas present if we could help her remember who she is?”

“The best Christmas present ever,” Jessi agreed. Then she said to Kristy, “Read the mystery notebook aloud.”

“Oh. Right,” said Kristy, and read aloud the information about the BabyBaby Boutique and the fax.

“Excellent work, Detective Pike,” I said.

“Thank you,” Mallory answered, looking pleased. She retrieved the notebook from Kristy and stuck it into her briefcase (one of her father’s old ones, which she often uses instead of a pack). Then she unrolled her sleeping bag and sat down on it. “What’s happening?”

“Let’s make holiday decorations. Christmas, Hanukkah, and Kwaanza,” said Jessi. “Then we can tell scary stories.”

“Hanukkah decorations?” Abby tilted her head. “Hmm. Well, why not?”

As president of the BSC and part of a large family, Kristy naturally had all kinds of supplies for making ornaments. We gathered together paper, flour, and water for papier-mâché, tubes of glue and glitter, ribbon and old pieces of material from the scrap bag, spare buttons, and all sorts of other goodies.

Karen was at a sleepover of her own and Andrew and Emily Michelle had already gone to bed, but naturally, when David Michael heard what we were doing, he wanted to join in. He had a great time making papier-mâché reindeer with paper clips bent into horns. He even made a Rudolph ornament with a red nose.

Then Watson looked in. “Time for bed, David Michael. It’s late.”

“It’s not so late,” David Michael said.

“Ten o’ clock,” said Watson. “Very much past your bedtime.”

“But I’m not sleepy and I don’t have school tomorrow,” David Michael argued.

“Let’s take your ornaments into the living room and put them on the mantel by the Christmas tree to dry,” suggested Kristy. “Then you can go to bed.”

David Michael gave in. “Okay,” he said. And yawned hugely. When we laughed, he laughed too. “I guess I am a little sleepy,” he admitted.

We continued making ornaments. “I feel almost guilty, doing art projects without Claudia,” commented Abby.

“Let’s make a special ornament for her,” said Mary Anne. “And one each for Stacey and Shannon.”

“Don’t forget Logan,” I teased, and Mary Anne blushed a little.

“I’m going to make an ornament for Mary,” said Mallory. “A snowflake.” She began to fold a piece of paper so she could cut it into a snowflake pattern.

Watson looked in again just before midnight. “Don’t stay up too late,” he said mildly.

“Watson,” Kristy cried in mock surprise. “You don’t expect us to sleep at a sleepover, do you?”

Watson smiled and shook his head, then went upstairs to bed.

We heard the big clock in the hall chime midnight.

I said, “If this were Halloween, it would be the scariest hour of all. Ghost Standard Time.”

“It’s not Halloween and nothing is going to happen,” said Jessi firmly.

As if on cue, an alarm split the night.

We froze. Then Abby leaped up and said, “It’s coming from next door! Mrs. Porter’s house!”

“The kitchen window,” gasped Kristy, and we all stampeded out of the rec room toward the kitchen.

“Leave the lights off,” Abby said. “We can see better.”

In the dark kitchen, we crowded around the window above the table in the kitchen. The only light came from the hall. Abby was right — we could see Mrs. Porter’s house clearly.

“Here come the police,” Kristy reported, and a moment later red lights strobed across our faces as a patrol car pulled into Mrs. Porter’s driveway.

The officers charged up the walk. I saw an upstairs window open and heard Mrs. Porter’s voice. “I’m in the bathroom. Here’s a key.”

“It looks like they got there in plenty of time,” said Abby, sounding almost disappointed.

The kitchen light went on and we all jumped. Mary Anne let out a muffled shriek.

“Watson! Mom! It’s another break-in,” Kristy said.

“So I gathered,” Watson said.

“We’re still dressed. We could go look for clues,” suggested Abby.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Kristy’s mom said. “Let the police do their jobs. Tomorrow you can look for clues.”

“But Mom —” Kristy began.

“Tomorrow,” said her mother firmly.

“Oh, all right.” Kristy sounded very much the way David Michael had sounded earlier.

I leaned toward the window again. “Oh!” I said. “It’s beautiful.” You forget about things like that in California.

“The burglar?” asked Jessi, half laughing.

“No,” I said. “The snow. It’s beginning to fall.”

“How about hot chocolate?” said Watson. “I could use some.”

And that’s how we ended the evening — with hot chocolate and burglars.

*  *  *

Naturally, Kristy had us up and out of the house practically at sunrise the next day, even though we had stayed up late. We might have protested, but there was a mystery to be solved. So instead, we crunched sleepily behind her through the snow to Mrs. Porter’s big Victorian house.

To some people, the house looks forbidding. (Kristy’s stepsister, Karen Brewer, is convinced that it’s a witch’s house, and that Mrs. Porter is a genuine witch whose real name is Morbidda Destiny.) I think it’s a cool old house and I wouldn’t mind being like Mrs. Porter, except that I would want pets (Mrs. Porter doesn’t, but that’s another story). Still, I admit I was a little worried about knocking on her door so early in the morning.

I needn’t have worried. Mrs. Porter was up and dressed, in a long dark brown skirt and a big black-and-brown sweater. She was wearing wooden clogs and her iron-gray hair was pulled back with little frizzies escaping around her face. She opened the door and looked at us out of dark, sharp eyes. “Yes?”

“We heard the alarm last night, Mrs. Porter,” said Kristy. “And we thought we’d come over and see if you were okay.”

“Well, I’m not dead, am I?” said Mrs. Porter.

“Did the burglars take anything?” Abby asked.

Mrs. Porter surveyed Abby. Then she said, “Oh. You live on the other side of me. One of the twins.”

“I’m Abby,” said Abby. “Did they steal anything?”

The little scar at the corner of Mrs. Porter’s mouth twitched, as if she were about to smile. But of course she didn’t. Her tone wasn’t as forbidding, however, as she replied, “Are you the neighborhood detective agency?”

“Not exactly,” said Kristy. “But we are part of the neighborhood watch, so we like to find out as much as we can about these things. We think it helps.”

“Oh, you do, do you?” Again, the scar twitched. Mrs. Porter continued, “Well, the alarm went off at twelve o’clock. Someone tried to open the basement window near the back door…. I bet he got some surprise when he realized that this old house had a nice, modern alarm system.”

“Did you hear anything? See anybody?” Jessi asked.

“No and no. And I didn’t wait around to find out who it was. I have a house key and a portable phone by the bed. I took them both into the bathroom and locked the door until the police came.”

“Did you find any notes?” asked Mallory. “That’s the thief’s m.o. He leaves notes.”

“He didn’t leave me any notes,” said Mrs. Porter.

“Do you mind if we look around?” I asked.

“What for?”

“Um, you know. Clues. Footprints.”

“Be my guest,” said Mrs. Porter. She actually did smile this time. “But I don’t think you’re going to find any footprints.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“It’s been snowing since last night. Any footprints have been long since buried.” With that, she closed the door.

“Thank you,” said Mary Anne politely to the closed door.

Kristy thumped her fist into her palm. “Mrs. Porter’s right. Oh, if only it had snowed yesterday. We could have found great footprints.”

“Let’s look anyway,” I said.

We looked. Nothing, except our own footprints.

Although it was early, we weren’t the only ones outside. In fact, most of the children in the neighborhood seemed to be playing in the snow. In the Kormans’ yard, I saw Bill and Melody building a wall of snow. Hannie and Linny Papadakis were with them, making snowballs. Mr. Korman was shoveling the front walk.

“I don’t know why I’m doing this,” he said as we walked by and waved. “It’s like trying to empty the ocean with a teacup.”

“Why don’t you wait?” asked Kristy.

“You’re right.” He glanced at Bill and Melody. “Maybe I should consider going into the snow fort business.”

Bill heard his father and shouted, “Yesss! Come on, Dad!”

“Okay, if you insist,” said Mr. Korman, smiling. He tucked his shovel under his arm and walked back toward the open garage door. He reached it, then turned. He gestured vaguely toward the garage. “You’re sure that rake isn’t your family’s, Kristy?”

“Definitely not,” said Kristy.

“Abby, what about you?”

“If we have a rake,” said Abby, “it hasn’t been outside since it snowed. So I don’t think it’s ours.”

I said, “Mr. Korman? When did you find the rake?”

“When? Oh, let’s see … Yes, of course. Last week. The night the Hsus’ house was broken into. Well, not that night, but that afternoon, before it happened.”

“If we hear of anybody who has lost a rake, we’ll say you found it,” said Mary Anne.

“Thanks,” said Mr. Korman.

We walked toward Kristy’s house. Absently I brushed the snow away from my face. I was thinking about the rake. Why would someone leave a rake in the Kormans’ front yard? I mean, people didn’t generally just walk around carrying rakes. If you were hauling a rake, you had a reason: gardening, raking leaves …

Gardening. Gardeners always had rakes. And a gardening service was probably bristling with them.

Maybe, I thought, the rake had fallen from the local gardening service’s truck. I remembered that Mrs. Korman had mentioned seeing a pickup truck in the neighborhood that same afternoon.

“Abby,” I said. “Who does your gardening?”

“Haven’t we had this conversation before?” said Abby. She pushed open the back door and we began to shed our winter coats, hats, and boots. “We’re a one-gardener family, in spite of everyone’s saying we should switch to Gandy’s. Why?”

“What does Gandy’s truck look like, do you know?”

But when I heard Abby’s description of the bright green truck, I knew that the truck Mrs. Korman had seen hadn’t been Gandy’s. Unless Gandy’s service had an old, unpainted truck, too.

Then I gasped. “Ohmigosh,” I said. “Ohmigosh!”

“Dawn?” said Mary Anne. “Dawn, what is it?”

I yanked off my other boot and practically threw it into the corner. “The telephone. Sergeant Johnson. We have to find him — now!”
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“Wow. This is a study in white,” said Claudia, peering out of the window to the street below. Not that she could see much of it. Wind whipped the swirling snow in blinding sheets and spirals. The streetlights, which normally don’t come on until dark, were now blinking through the frozen haze.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “It’ll all turn gray and dirty in no time at all.”

If I sounded a little cranky, it was because I was. Where was Ethan? Why hadn’t he called? Why hadn’t he returned my message, asking what he meant by the note he’d left?

What was going on? Was my boyfriend a psycho? Was our apartment building haunted? Was I being stalked by a sick secret admirer? Claudia and I had talked about it, naturally. But we had no answers, only fears.

And then the phone rang. I snatched it up. “Hello? Hello?” I said, completely tanking my cool.

“Stacey? It’s Ethan.”

“Oh. Ethan. Hi.” That was my attempt to regain my cool.

Ethan said, “I don’t know anything about a note, but we need to talk.”

I clutched the receiver tightly. Were we about to break up? Was he about to confess a history of serious derangement? “Okay,” I said, hanging onto my composure.

“I’ll be right over.”

“What? In this blizzard?” (Lost composure again.)

Claudia looked away from the window toward me.

“I’ll be fine,” Ethan replied. “Don’t go anywhere, okay?”

“Where am I going to go in a blizzard?” I asked.

“See you in a few,” Ethan said, and hung up.

It was far more than a few minutes before the doorman announced Ethan’s arrival and he appeared outside the apartment door. I stepped back to let him in.

“You look like the abominable snowman,” Claudia blurted out.

It was true. He was coated in snow. His hair was frozen beneath his cap. He smiled, but only a little.

“You must be freezing,” I said. “How about some cocoa? Or coffee or tea?”

“Tea,” he said.

I went into the kitchen and put the kettle on. Then I found the teapot and three mugs. Ethan, shorn of his snow-crusted overcoat, gloves, boots, and hat, looked less frozen, although the tip of his nose was red.

The water came to a boil. I put the teabags in the pot and poured the boiling water over them. Claudia set honey and a lemon on the table.

We sat down. Ethan cleared his throat. “So,” he began. “I have something I need to tell you.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Should I be here?” Claudia asked. “Listening? I mean, do you want privacy or something?”

“No. You should hear it, too,” Ethan said. He took a deep breath, stopped, then said, “I used to date a girl in this building.”

“Dark blonde hair, brown eyes, high-maintenance tan,” said Claudia. “Right?”

Ethan gave her a wry look. “Right. The girl we saw in the elevator on Saturday.”

“So that’s why the doorman knew you,” I said. “You’d been here to see her.”

“Right again.” Ethan looked embarrassed. “I wanted to tell you, but I kept waiting for the right time, and somehow it never happened. And then, after we saw her, it seemed too weird that I hadn’t mentioned it before. I mean, I thought you’d think I was some kind of psycho.”

What could I say to that?

He reached across the table and touched my hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be dishonest.”

I looked at Ethan and felt some of my doubts and fears begin to dissolve. But I wasn’t ready to trust him totally. I pulled my hand back and jumped up. I poured tea into the mugs.

We sipped the hot tea in silence for a minute. Then I reached a decision. “Ethan,” I said, “some very strange things have been going on. It’s not just the jack-in-the-box and the fake blood.” I filled him in on all the incidents that had occurred — lights missing from the hallway, the elevator tampered with, the push in the crowded subway.

When I mentioned that, Ethan paled. “I don’t believe this,” he said, almost to himself. “When I saw the jack-in-the-box, I thought maybe … But this …”

“Ethan?”

He lifted his gaze from the mug of tea. He took a big gulp of it. “She — Cybil, the girl in this building — she was always a little unstable. I mean, she’d laugh at a joke, or something I said, and pretend she thought it was funny, but she’d have this glittery expression in her eyes and you knew that she took it personally. And she was always asking me questions about where I’d been and who I’d seen. And she’d say things about my friends that were real putdowns. And she’d say them in this really sweet voice. I mean, it didn’t take me long to realize that she was bad news. So I broke up with her.”

Claudia said, “How did she take it?”

Ethan looked grim. “She laughed. Said it was no big deal. Pretended she’d never liked me anyway.”

I reached into my pocket and took out the note. I pushed it across the table to Ethan. “You didn’t write this and leave it under the apartment door yesterday, did you?”

“No. I wasn’t anywhere near here yesterday. I was in the seminar all day.”

“Does Cybil know your handwriting? Could she copy it?” I asked.

“Sure. I mean, she’s an art student, too. She could copy my handwriting pretty easily, I’d think.” He shook his head. “But I can’t believe she’s this twisted.”

I couldn’t, either. But I didn’t like the alternative — that Ethan might be lying to me for some cowardly or twisted reasons of his own. What should I do? While I was floundering, Claudia stepped in.

“Ethan, the stuff about Cybil doesn’t explain some of the things you’ve done since we’ve been here,” she said. “Like not letting us into your apartment and acting so secretive.”

Then Ethan astonished me. He actually blushed. “It’s a, that’s because I … it’s a surprise.”

“I don’t think I like surprises anymore,” I said.

Ethan’s blush deepened. “I can see your point. Okay. I’ve been working on a Christmas present for you. It’s a sculpture. Of you, Stacey. That’s why I kept studying you. I was trying to be discreet and subtle, but I guess I wasn’t.”

“Subtle? Nope,” I said. The explanation made sense. But did I believe him? The blush had practically convinced me.

Then Claudia said, “Let’s do what the note says.”

“What?” I exclaimed.

“Let’s go to the basement and see what happens.”

“Something bad,” I said, a chill creeping over me. “That’s what will happen.”

“Not if we all go together. And don’t pull some dumb horror movie stunt like getting separated,” said Claudia.

It sounded like a terrible idea to me. But it also sounded like the only way we could solve the mystery, once and for all. Slowly I nodded. “Okay,” I said. “But I’m going to leave a note behind saying where we went.”

“Good idea,” said Ethan. He drained his mug of tea. “It’s almost five. Let’s go.”

*  *  *

I wrinkled my nose. Basements everywhere smell alike — damp and moldy and deserted. In this basement, the smell of a laundry room added to the mix didn’t improve it much. Doors to various storage areas, neatly labeled, lined the walls. Ladders and buckets filled the crevices. I spotted an ancient window air conditioner next to one door, plus a tricycle locked to a pipe, several garbage cans, two brooms, a ragged mop that looked as if it were having a terminal bad-hair day, and the skeleton of an umbrella hung on a door handle.

No one was in the laundry room, no laundry in the spin cycle. It was just as deserted as it smelled.

And it gave me the creeps. I would have been even more creeped out, but Ethan had insisted we stop by Cybil’s apartment (on the fifth floor) and see if she was at home. No one had answered the buzzer. And Carl had told us that she’d left with her family a couple of hours before.

“They said they’d be back about now,” he added, glancing at his watch. “But in this weather, it’s not likely.”

So Cybil (if Cybil was behind all the incidents that had plagued us since we arrived in New York) was out of the picture.

But somehow I wasn’t reassured.

Think about it: We were in the basement, in the middle of a blizzard, and we were looking for a lunatic.

It was the sort of situation where things could easily get out of hand. I mean, one lunatic could ruin your whole day.

“Ethan?” I said.

He turned. He smiled.

And then the lights went out.
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When I arrived at the Pikes’ for my babysitting job on Tuesday night, only Mallory, Claire, Mrs. Pike, and Mary were at home. They’d left the rehearsal early because Mrs. Pike wanted to hurry home and shift into high gear with her Christmas cooking. “Mr. Pike, the triplets, Vanessa, Nicky, and Margo,” Mrs. Pike told me, “should be home any minute now.” Our baby-sitting job was to keep the Pike pack entertained while Mr. and Mrs. Pike finished Christmas preparations.

“I’m surprised you left rehearsal early,” I told Mallory.

Mallory said, “Well, it’s too late to make any major script changes. And someone was being a cranky little shepherd,” she added in a lower voice, with a significant glance toward Claire.

“Ah,” I said.

With a grin, Mallory added, “I can’t believe you made it over to baby-sit. In case you haven’t noticed, it’s snowing.”

“Sharon’s new Outback can go through snow, remember?” I said. “She was thrilled to have a chance to try out its ‘all-wheel-drive capacity in the snow.’ That’s what she kept talking about all the way over here.”

We exchanged a grin. My stepmother is great, but she is definitely a bit of a flake sometimes.

Mary bent over Claire and said, “Now. You want to sprinkle the chocolate chips into the batter a few at a time. Then I’ll stir, and then you can add more. We’ll keep doing that until we’ve used up all the chocolate chips, okay?”

“Okay,” said Claire importantly.

I sniffed, appreciating the delicious aroma. Whatever Mrs. Pike was cooking smelled great. All safe and cozy in the kitchen with the Pikes and Mary, I suddenly felt as if the blizzard were just a big overgrown bunch of snowflakes. No problem. No problem at all.

“I guess we’re not needed yet,” Mallory said. “So why don’t we go up to my room, okay? I still have some gift wrapping to do.”

“Are you my Secret Santa?” asked Claire, momentarily distracted.

“No,” said Mallory. “And I wouldn’t tell you if I was.”

“Oh,” said Claire. She thought this over, ate two chocolate chips, then said to Mary, “Do you have a Secret Santa?”

“I …” Mary began.

“Yes,” said Mallory quickly.

Mrs. Pike, who had bent over to peer into the oven, straightened up to smile at Mary. “It’s a tradition in our family,” she explained. “Since you’re staying with us, you’ll have to have your own Secret Santa.”

Mary said, “I … but I can’t be a Secret Santa to anyone. I mean …”

Mallory said, “Don’t worry, Mary, we have it covered.”

Mary’s lips trembled a little, but she managed a smile. “Okay,” she said. “Thanks.”

“Ho, ho, ho,” Mal said with a big wink and led me out of the kitchen.

As we walked down the hall I asked in a low voice, “Did anyone call about the picture of Mary? The one you sent to the maternity shop?”

“No.” Mallory sighed. “It looks as if we’ve hit a dead end on that one.”

I sighed, too. Mary had been laughing and smiling with Claire, but there was a sad air about her, a sort of lost look. I shivered. I wondered if I could be as brave as she was being in the same circumstances.

In her room, Mallory pulled wrapping paper, tape, and scissors out from under her bed. “As a matter of fact,” she said, “I need to wrap Mary’s Christmas ornament, the one I made for her.” She held it up: a perfect snowflake, coated in glitter, with tiny rhinestones taken from an old earring suspended from the points.

“It’s beautiful,” I said. “Claudia couldn’t have done better. It could be one of her jewelry designs,” I added, then stopped, thinking hard. “Mallory, what about Mary’s jewelry? I mean, what about her ring?”

“What about it? There wasn’t any inscription inside.”

“I know. But it’s not just a plain old ring. I mean, it’s a work of art, like something Claudia would make. Maybe it’s even a one-of-a-kind piece of jewelry.”

Mallory pushed her glasses into place and said, “Go on.”

“So maybe it came from a jewelry store near BabyBaby. And maybe the jeweler would remember who bought it. I mean, you don’t pay cash for jewelry usually, do you? It’s expensive. So they might have a record of who bought it — even of a charge card with a name and address.”

I had barely finished speaking before Mallory was on her feet. “Mary Anne. That’s a brilliant idea. Kristy-caliber.”

Mallory found the phone number of the boutique and dialed it. “I hope it’s still open,” she said anxiously. “It’s pretty late, even in California. But maybe they’re staying open late for the holidays, and … Hello? Hello, is this BabyBaby? Oh, good. This is Mallory Pike. I’m the one who sent you that information about Mary Doe…. Yes…. No, no one knows. But we had another idea.”

I wrote down the information about the local jewelry stores as Mallory repeated it aloud. The saleswoman even looked up the phone numbers for Mallory. Fortunately, Del Flores is a small town and there were only three jewelers in it.

The first jeweler didn’t know what we were talking about. The second one had closed for the evening and we spoke to an answering machine. The third one was curious. She told Mary Anne to fax her a sketch of the ring.

So we drew one. Fortunately, Mallory is almost as good at drawing as she is at writing, so it was a pretty good sketch. We went to the study and faxed it to the jeweler. From the kitchen, I could hear the sound of Claire’s laughter and the low murmur of Mary’s and Mrs. Pike’s voices.

My heart was pounding. Were we about to solve the mystery of Mary’s identity?

“Let’s go upstairs to call the jeweler back,” said Mallory. “It’s more private there. We don’t want Mary to overhear and get her hopes up until we’re sure.”

We walked quickly back into the hall. And then Mrs. Pike called, “Mallory! Mary Anne! Is that you?”

“Mom? What is it?” Mallory called back. Even I had heard the note of urgency in Mrs. Pike’s voice. I followed Mallory down the hall to the kitchen.

When we reached the doorway we saw Claire, standing on a chair holding a spoon, cookie dough on her face. Mary was sitting on another chair, one hand on her stomach, looking scared and excited and surprised.

“Mom?” said Mallory again. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” said Mrs. Pike. She was untying her apron as she spoke. “But Mary is about to have her baby. Call 911 and ask them to send an ambulance.”

Mallory picked up the phone. She punched in the number. She punched it in again. Then she put the receiver down.

“Mallory?” I said.

She met my eyes. “The phone lines are dead,” she replied.
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“What time is it?” asked Jessi.

“The same time it was ten minutes ago, only ten minutes later,” I told her.

Jessi sighed. “I know, I know, but time is going so slowly. What if the thief doesn’t come? What if this doesn’t work? Or what if he does and then he gets away?” Then she said, “Boy, is Mallory going to be annoyed that she missed this.”

“Mary Anne, too,” I said. “But they had a job to do.”

“We won’t let him get away,” said Abby. “I may not be able to outrun him, but I definitely have the stamina to outlast him.”

Dawn said, “It’s still early. There’s plenty of time for the trap to work.”

“I’m going to make some hot tea. Does anybody want some?” Anna asked after a long silence during which nothing at all happened except that more snow fell.

Mrs. Stevenson nodded. So did Mom. Watson didn’t say anything because he was in the Stevensons’ rec room with David Michael and Karen trying to calm them down enough to go to bed in the spare bedroom upstairs, where Nannie had long ago taken Emily Michelle.

We were not, as you may have guessed, in my house. We were in Abby’s house. A few hours earlier, the Brewer-Thomas family had made a big show of leaving. We’d taken Shannon the puppy to the Papadakises’ for safekeeping and locked cranky Boo-Boo (Watson’s cat) in the laundry room with plenty of food, water, and cat litter. We’d carried empty suitcases and put them in the trunk.

“See you tomorrow, Shannon!” David Michael had shrieked as we backed out of the Papadakises’ driveway.

We’d driven downtown and back, and parked on a side street. Then we’d walked quickly to Abby’s house, slipping through her backyard and then her back door. Now we were sitting by the window of the living room, our eyes fastened on our dark, apparently deserted house.

We had turned the lights off so we couldn’t be seen peering through the window, although if the vision of anyone outside was as bad as ours, we weren’t in any danger of being discovered. The snow fell heavily, a thick veil that hid half the world and blurred the other half. I couldn’t see the plain, unmarked police van parked in the Papadakises’ driveway, where Sergeant Johnson and another officer waited. But I knew he was there, just as I knew that Sergeant Tang and two more officers were waiting in the center hall of the house. We were all in place, except the burglar.

Mrs. Stevenson and Anna returned with mugs of tea and passed them around. “We brought extra,” Anna announced. “We figured you might need it.”

I took a mug and wrapped my hands around the warmth.

Watson and Nannie came in and took seats at the back of the room. Mrs. Stevenson passed Watson a pair of binoculars, one of several pairs.

I wondered if you could call what we were on a stakeout. It was more like a stakeout party, I thought wryly.

But what it really was, was a trap, with our house as the bait. Dawn had put the pieces together: The rake had fallen out of the pickup truck Mrs. Korman had seen; the soil-laden footprints belonged to someone who spent a lot of time walking in the dirt; the care taken not to break greenery could well be habitual, the sort of habit that a gardener would form. We also deduced that because lots of people had recently hired a new gardening service, their old gardener or gardening service would have been let go.

When we spread out to question people in the neighborhood, we quickly learned that both the Hsus and the Papadakises had hired the new service — and had fired Mr. Nixon, who still worked for Watson and Mrs. Stevenson.

There was the motive, and the reason for labeling some of the victims “naughty” and others, who suffered no damage or theft, “nice.” (We couldn’t quite fit Abby’s house into this scheme — but since only a window had been broken, what happened there didn’t really compare to the “naughty” houses. Maybe Mr. Nixon had wanted to badger them into staying “nice.”)

Sergeant Johnson was impressed. He said so when we called him to present the information. He called us back a short time later to tell us that he had run Mr. Nixon’s name through the computer and had found a match for previous criminal activity. Burglary, to be exact.

Most conclusive of all, however, were Watson’s and Nannie’s gardening magazines. The red letters cut from magazines and used in the notes were exactly the same as the red letters used in the title of the “Super Gardening Corner” column by Ty Harper that ran every month in the magazine, right down to the leafy green background of the capital letters G, C, T, and H (which were the first letters of the words Gardening, Corner, Ty, and Harper).

I figured that one out. When I told Watson, he was amazed. And when we told Sergeant Johnson our plan to catch the thief, he was stunned. Then he said slowly, “It just might work. Let me talk to Mr. Brewer.”

Watson and Sergeant Johnson conferred on the phone for what seemed like ages while Abby, Anna, Jessi, Dawn, and I listened impatiently. Then Watson hung up the phone, cleared his throat, punched in another number, and asked to speak to Mr. Nixon.

When Mr. Nixon answered, Watson fired him, just like that. It was amazing how mean Watson made himself sound, quite unlike the mild-mannered man we know and love. Not only was he cold, but he insisted that Mr. Nixon come over to pick up his final paycheck immediately. “We’re going out of town this afternoon,” Watson said brusquely. “I don’t have time to waste.” Hanging up, he shook his head. “I didn’t enjoy that,” he said.

“It’s for a good cause,” I pointed out. “We’re going to catch a thief.”

Watson smiled slightly and patted my shoulder. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

I glanced at Watson now. He was sipping tea, a solemn expression on his face.

Then Dawn, who was peering through the binoculars, said, “A truck. A truck just went by.”

We all practically hurled ourselves against the window. Sure enough, we could see the dark shape of a truck inching down the street. It backed into our driveway and stopped. It was Mr. Nixon’s truck. I had taken a good look at it earlier, when he’d come for his final paycheck.

For a long time, no one emerged from the truck. I almost stopped breathing. Did he suspect a trap? Could he see anyone in the van across the street? Had something tipped him off?

Finally the door opened and a bulky figure climbed out. His face was completely covered, but then, that wasn’t so unusual in the middle of a blizzard.

We watched as the figure moved toward my house. It was so late now that only the streetlights illuminated the blowing snow. And yet I knew that others in the neighborhood watch were probably sitting behind darkened windows too, watching Mr. Nixon. He might as well have been on a stage.

He walked casually around the side of the house. I saw the flicker of a flashlight. Then he disappeared into the shrubbery by our back kitchen window.

“This is it,” Dawn breathed. “This is it.”

Agonizing seconds passed, and then lights blazed in the windows of our house. At almost the same moment, the doors of the police van flew open and Sergeant Johnson and his colleagues leaped out and charged across the street. The front door banged open and Mr. Nixon barreled out with Sergeant Tang one step behind him. She leaped at him and grabbed him around the legs, and they fell into the snow.

Did we wait? We did not. In spite of Watson, Mom, and Mrs. Stevenson, who were all saying, “Stop, wait,” we made our own mad dash toward the scene of the crime.

We arrived just as Sergeant Tang rolled Mr. Nixon over, pulled his arms back, and clapped handcuffs on him. “You have the right to remain silent,” she intoned.

There he was, our gardener — or I should say, our ex-gardener — Mr. Nixon. He was wearing a one-piece hunting suit, a stocking hat, and black gloves. His bushy eyebrows were drawn together in a scowl as Sergeant Johnson and Sergeant Tang hauled him to his feet.

“You can’t do this to me! I was set up! It was a trap!”

Sergeant Tang kept reading Mr. Nixon his rights. Mr. Nixon saw us and his face turned red with rage. “You! You did this to me!” he shouted at Watson.

“No,” said Watson firmly, “you did this to yourself.”

“If you hadn’t fired me, it never would have happened,” Mr. Nixon said.

Watson didn’t answer this time. He just shook his head sadly. I could almost read his thoughts. Mr. Nixon had been a good and careful gardener, but not an honest man.

We watched, oblivious to the cold, as they led Mr. Nixon to the van. I realized that in many houses up and down the street, lights had come on and the figures of people could be seen peering outside.

Sergeant Johnson realized it, too. He surveyed the street and then turned to us with a smile. “I think your neighborhood watch has been very successful,” he said. “Thanks to it and especially to your efforts, the Stoneybrook crime wave is over.”
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“Hey,” I said. I had just realized, with a sick feeling, that we had done a majorly dumb thing. We had forgotten to bring a flashlight.

“The blizzard must have interrupted the power service,” said Ethan. His voice was reassuringly calm.

So was Stacey’s, as she said, “Don’t worry, we’ll be able to find our way out of here. It just may take some time.”

“Right,” I said, trying to make my voice match theirs.

“Wall,” said Ethan. I realized that he meant he’d bumped into a wall.

Stacey said, “Good. We’ll just follow the wall and it will lead us to the door, sooner or later. Ethan, I’m going to grab your shirt, and Claudia, you hold on to me so we can stay together.”

I shuffled toward them in the darkness and put out my hand. I grabbed a fold of material. It pulled against my grip and I followed.

We stopped.

“What is it?” I said.

From a completely different direction, Stacey’s voice said, “Claud? Where are you?”

I froze. I was not holding on to Stacey.

But I was holding on to somebody. And if that person weren’t Stacey or Ethan, then who was he (or she)?

A hand shot out and clamped my wrist.

“AAAAUUUUGGGGGH!” I screamed, jumping back. The person didn’t let go. I stopped and he or she slammed into me.

I stumbled sideways and kicked out hard.

“Ugh,” a voice grunted. The grip loosened fractionally and I tore loose. “Someone’s in here with us,” I choked out. “Run!”

I matched my actions to my words — and fell over something with a crash. I slammed onto the floor and knocked the breath out of me.

“Claudia!” cried Stacey’s voice. “Claudia!”

I heard running footsteps and a thud. “Oww!” cried Stacey, and then a beam of light pinned her against the far wall.

“Don’t move,” said a soft voice. “Or you’ll be sorry.”

I couldn’t breathe. Gasping painfully, I squinted up. But the light nearly blinded me. All I could see was Stacey’s pale face and a dark figure holding an enormous metal flashlight, and — a stick? A bat?

Then Ethan stepped into the beam of light next to Stacey and said, “Cybil. Stop it.”

“Stop what?” said Cybil. “I’m not doing anything.” And then she laughed.

It was the creepiest sound I had ever heard.

I saw Stacey flinch. Ethan said, “Why don’t you use your flashlight to show us the way out of here, Cybil?”

She laughed again. “You’re not scared, are you, Ethan?”

“No,” said Ethan. “Is there any reason to be?”

It was the wrong question. “Yesss!” she hissed. “After what you did to me, you should be scared. You and your dumb new girlfriend.” She swung the beam of the flashlight directly into Stacey’s eyes. “If it weren’t for you …”

“I hadn’t even met Stacey when you and I broke up,” said Ethan flatly.

Cybil didn’t answer. I could hear how heavily she was breathing. Suddenly she gave a shriek and hurled something through the air at Ethan and Stacey. They ducked sideways and an umbrella hit the wall, bouncing off like a giant black bat.

“DON’T MOVE!” Cybil screamed, and they froze.

I began to creep forward.

Ethan said, “So it was you, Cybil, who put the red paint in the elevator?”

“Yes. And I jammed the buttons and put up the OUT OF ORDER sign on the stairs. I talked Carl into going along with my pranks. I said that you and I liked to play jokes on each other. And it’s true, isn’t it, Ethan? You made a joke out of me, didn’t you?” Her voice was rising.

Ethan said, “And the jack-in-the-box. Interesting idea.”

It sidetracked her. “You think so? I had to follow you for hours to get a picture. She kept looking around, like she was afraid. Ha.”

“It was pretty spooky,” said Ethan.

“But not as scary as when you tried to push me under the train,” Stacey added.

Cybil jerked, as if Stacey’s voice was an unwelcome intrusion.

“I wasn’t going to hurt you. Just give you a little thrill, like the one Ethan gave me when he pushed me out of his life.” Something else flew through the air and I saw a clay flowerpot shatter against the wall.

Under the cover of the noise, I pulled myself closer. Closer.

Stacey had seen me. I knew it. She raised her voice and said, “So you wanted to scare me away. And you lured us to the basement and somehow turned out the lights.”

“Simple. Just switch the circuit breaker. You. You don’t belong here. He doesn’t like you. He likes me. Me. ME!”

As her voice grew louder I raised myself up to my knees and threw my shoulders against her legs. She cried out as she fell forward and the flashlight flew out of her grip. Stacey pounced on it, and Ethan grabbed one of Cybil’s flailing arms. I grabbed the other and held on for dear life.

Cybil struggled furiously against us for another moment or two. Then she collapsed against Ethan. “I-I’m sorry,” she wailed. “Don’t hate me. Please don’t hate me.”

Ethan put his other arm around Cybil. “I don’t hate you,” he said soothingly. “Let’s get out of here. Let’s go up to your apartment, okay?”

She lifted a tear-stained face to him. “Okay,” she said, and smiled coyly. “To my apartment.”

We followed them out of the basement. Ethan looked over his shoulder. “I’ll take it from here,” he said in a low voice.

So we went back down into the dark basement. We found the fuse box, flipped the switch, and the lights came back on.

“We better tell Carl to send someone to clean up this mess,” said Stacey.

“You better tell Carl that Cybil is not just playing dumb jokes,” I said.

Stacey nodded. “That, too.”

We went upstairs to Stacey’s apartment. It was strange to see it looking normal, just as if we had never left it. As we let ourselves in, I realized that my whole body felt shaky. We flopped down in chairs and sat without speaking until we heard Ethan knock and then call from the apartment door.

He looked as tired as we felt. “Cybil’s parents were home,” he said. “They’ve suspected that something is wrong. It helped that she had another — spell — while I was there, when I tried to leave. She’ll be getting some help.”

He sighed and shook his head.

Stacey patted him on the arm. “I’m sorry, Ethan,” she said.

He put his hand over hers. “No, I’m sorry. I’m sorry this had to happen. If I had had any idea —”

“No one could have,” Stacey said. “What’s important is that Cybil is going to get help and that no one was hurt.”

“I guess,” said Ethan.

Stacey moved closer to Ethan. She kissed him lightly on the cheek.

I cleared my throat. “Soda, anyone?” I said, and went into the kitchen. I poured out Cokes for Ethan and me and a Diet Coke for Stacey. I made a lot of noise as I walked back into the living room with them.

Stacey and Ethan looked up. They were smiling and blushing.

“Hey,” I said. I raised my Coke in a toast. “Here’s to a merry, scary Christmas — and a nice, calm New Year!”
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“I’ll go get Dad and Sharon,” Mary Anne said. She was already grabbing her coat.

“Take a flashlight,” said my mom.

“What’s wrong?” Claire asked. She looked as if she were about to cry.

I grabbed her hand. “Nothing is wrong. Mary is going to have a baby,” I said. “And Mary Anne is going to go for help.”

“Dad has a cell phone,” reported Mary Anne. “They work even if the electricity is out, don’t they?”

Mom nodded. Mary smiled at Claire. “Do you like babies, Claire?” she asked.

This distracted Claire momentarily. She thought hard and then said, “Maybe.”

“Let’s go turn on all the lights in the house,” I said to Claire. “That way Mary Anne can look over her shoulder and see us, and it will help her find her way home and back again.”

“Okay,” said Claire.

I led her out of the room, taking one last worried look over my shoulder at Mary. She appeared to be okay, but what did I know?

Claire thought it was great fun, turning on all the lights. She even turned on the night-lights in the hall and in the bedrooms. “We can shine flashlights out the windows, too,” she said.

I agreed that this was a good idea, and we gathered flashlights together. We even put a new lightbulb in a lamp that had gone out. And all the while I was worrying. Would Mary Anne make it home okay? What if she didn’t? What would happen to Mary? And to her baby?

We went to our parents’ bedroom, in the front of the house, and shone flashlights out the window. I could see the light from the windows around us reflected on the swirling snow.

And then two headlights pierced the whiteness and an Outback pulled into our driveway. I saw a smaller figure tumble out, followed by Mr. Spier and Sharon. Mr. Spier was holding a cellular phone.

“Come on,” I said to Claire. I grabbed her hand and we practically flew back downstairs.

Mary was leaning back in the reclining chair in the den, breathing heavily. Mom had put a blanket over her.

“Did you see our lights?” Claire asked.

“We sure did,” said Mary Anne. She bent down and scooped up Claire to give her a hug. “Thank you.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“Dad called the ambulance,” answered Mary Anne, “and they said none were immediately available.”

“Great,” I said.

“It’ll be okay,” Mom said firmly, looking up and catching my eye. I realized that the important thing was to act calm, even if I didn’t feel that way.

“I know,” I said, and made myself smile. “I guess you have eight kids to prove it, huh, Mom?”

“Something like that,” said my mom, returning my smile.

“So what we’re going to do,” said Mr. Spier to Mary, “is drive you to the hospital ourselves.”

Mary drew in a sharp breath and her expression became very intent for a moment. Then she nodded and said, “Okay.”

“We’ll take care of everything here,” I assured Mom.

“Don’t forget to take the casserole out of the oven,” she said. “In exactly twenty-two minutes.”

“Okay.”

With Claire’s enthusiastic help, Mary Anne and I gathered up blankets and towels and extra coats and made a thermos of hot chocolate, then waved good-bye as Mr. and Mrs. Spier and my mom helped Mary carefully into the car. We waved until the red taillights had disappeared from sight.

Then we walked through the house, turning off some of the lights but not all of them. Claire insisted that we leave them on for Dad and the rest of the family, “so they can find their way home from church.”

After that, we returned to the kitchen and made more hot chocolate. We took the casserole out of the oven. We put the cookies in a cookie tin.

And we waited.

After what seemed like an eternity, Mary Anne said with a little laugh, “Wait’ll Kristy finds out what she missed. She’s going to be so jealous.”

“True,” I said. I sighed. “But we still don’t know who Mary —”

The phone rang.

“It’s working again,” said Mary Anne. “Oh, good.”

I snatched up the receiver. “Hello? Hello?”

A woman’s voice said, “I’ve been trying to get through for almost two hours. This is Elena. Elena Papademetriou of Elena’s Jewelry. Is this Mallory Pike?”

“Yes.”

“You faxed me a drawing of a ring?”

“Yes! Yes, do you recognize it?”

“I do. My nephew designed it especially for his wife, to replace the original one that got lost down the sink. He gave it to her before he left for Australia.”

I clutched the receiver. “His wife?” I said. “What’s her name?”

“Lisa Papademetriou. But what is going on?”

Lisa. Mary had a name. I took a deep breath. “Everything’s fine, or I think it will be. But you better call Sergeant Johnson of the Stoneybrook, Connecticut, Police Department. I’ll give you his phone number.”

We talked for a few more minutes, then I hung up the phone, and Mary Anne and I clutched each other’s hands wordlessly.

The phone rang again.

“Hello?” I said.

“We’re here safely. Did you take the casserole out of the oven?” said my mom’s voice.

“We did,” I replied. “And we found out Mary’s name.”

*  *  *

“Lisa Papademetriou,” repeated Sergeant Johnson. He looked tired, I thought, but pleased. He’d even made a joke about the blizzard of crime that had been solved in one evening in the middle of a snowstorm. He was sitting in our family room, holding a cup of coffee and one of the cookies we had baked the night before. “With her husband in Australia on a business trip, Lisa set out for Washington, D.C., to visit her family. After her visit, she decided to try a cross-country train trip from New York back to California, but first she wanted to go to Boston to pay a surprise visit to a college roommate.”

He paused to take a sip of coffee and Byron burst out, “But how did she forget her name?”

“As best we can figure out, she was on her way to New York from Boston when she got off the train at Stoneybrook. It makes a twenty-minute stop here. Possibly she was involved in a purse snatching, which may account for the blow to the head, if she fell when it happened. It would also explain why she had no ID on her. The train left with her suitcase. Her family in California didn’t know when to expect her, so they didn’t miss her. And her husband wasn’t supposed to meet her until Christmas Day, back at their house.”

“Boy, is he in for a surprise,” I muttered. Beside me, Jessi, whom I had called practically at the crack of dawn, raised her eyebrows.

With a smile, Sergeant Johnson said, “Yes, but a nice one after all. Mr. Papademetriou is on his way back from Sydney on the next flight and should be here by tomorrow evening. And it looks as if having the baby started to put Mary — I mean, Lisa — back on the road to recovering her memory. Time and care should take care of the rest.”

He finished the cookie and the coffee, then stood up. “Well, I’m about to go off duty and I have a little more Christmas shopping to do. You folks have done more than your share in making this a merry Christmas for Mrs. Papademetriou and Nicholas.”

Nicholas was the name Lisa had given her new son.

As Sergeant Johnson left, I leaned back and threw my arms out wide. “This,” I said, “has been an amazing Christmas. And it’s only Christmas Eve day!”

*  *  *

We sat together in the darkened church: Kristy, Mary Anne, Dawn, Claudia, Jessi, me, and Abby, with our families around us. Abby whispered to me, “If I poke you, you have to tell me what’s happening. Remember, I don’t know the whole plot of this play.”

“Don’t worry,” I whispered back. “I know all about it. It’s not my plot, but I am the playwright.”

Just then, the choir began to sing “O Come All Ye Faithful.”

The star rose slowly at the front of the church. All around us, parents and relatives said “Ooh” and “Aah.” I watched, entranced, as if I had never seen it before. I didn’t notice crooked wings or bent halos, or that the shepherds were wearing bathrobes and sandals. It didn’t matter.

My family looked great. Everybody in the play was wonderful. How could it be otherwise? Claudia and Stacey had stopped a stalker and survived the Christmas season in New York. The rest of us had ended the Stoneybrook crime wave and helped Lisa find out who she was. At that very moment, in fact, her husband was probably on his way from the airport to the hospital to see his wife and new son.

It had been a scary, merry season. But we had made it. It was Christmas Eve, I thought. Joy to the world!
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Htace Y

:’Ja+urda%

Ethan is either a fake or a8 pPycho,
Or maybe both. Or maybe 1% me.
T dornt Know what 15 oing on.

be Etnan doesn't have anythi

to do with it after all. Tim not sure
which 15 worse — Hinking that
Ethan 1 behind everythlng tnat
is happening, or thinking that i+
19 0e random airar)gzc
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We fikes ave part of +he church pageant evary
year. Msua\l\, we, hlp with Scevery or we _']oin the
\rmsg Lu.rcl o‘F sh¢p‘ncrds "hl‘" comes +f'oops'n3 up
the aisle holcl'm5 crooks made of old breoms cks
and cardboard . But this year, 7ou‘l( wever guess
who the Three K%nss of 4he Ovient ave. Or
W“\\}\m 700\ will,






OEBPS/images/Epilogue.jpg





OEBPS/images/56-1.jpg
har for Ethan, But T wasnt going
to do that. I figured spendi

+he day with Ethan ard Claudis
10gether would e the perfect
way for +em o 6¢+ o KHINow
2ach other and become friends.

I+ was a @mav \dea — urttl
Ethan start

d acky \ive Hre
boyfriend from angﬁmr planet.
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KL

I+ started out as a headline in Jhe local
movning pager. Then it was on the regional
news af noon. And then i+ became NEWS,
The next 'Hﬂmg we Knew, the vw,skr
womans picture was cvuj where , aLovc_
caphions such as " Who is *Mary Dee’?
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Tues

By ‘ruwda(d 3frermoon, i+ wasnt
Tust 8 snowstorm. Ir was a blizzard.
New Yo was slowing down. The
movements and Sounds of e city
were muffled SNOW. But e
phones were Sl worhu'n@, which
made it all #he more puzzling that
T hadnt heard frorm Ethan. T
was bzca?nn?nq to be seriously
spootked, and I could +ell Claudia
was too. We now faazd two burning
(or Frezing) questons: Was the
blizzard going 1o shur down He
city? And should we obey Ethans
note and go 1o nweet him in e
besement 7
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Tuesday /Wednesd.
T will never -ﬁwgc} this ni’;{f' as [m;“{

as T live . And I wil never e be
able Ho remembeyr -exach ow it went
eth: Evzv\/ +h t'ma L7‘\—f}°¢ he d so 'pﬂ&l' ..
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otace Y

I love New Yorw. T+ 15 50 cool.
Something is always happening.
Even +houa£> T have been hmg only
one night, T am tfotally energized.
%0 when Ethan called and suggested
we spend e day with him, daudia
and 1 8greed. T Yanew Claud had
been worried that I would ditch
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