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		Welcome to New Bellwood

		I should have known something strange was going on when I first saw the crows arguing in my front yard. I’d just stepped out the door, ready to hop on my bike and zip across town to Bellwood Middle School for my first day of sixth grade, when I heard all the noise. Squonk! Squonk! Squonk! they went, a pair of black birds on the grass, letting a third crow in a tree really have it. I didn’t have to speak bird language to know that those two were not happy. It was all squonk this and squonk that as they shifted menacingly on their feet and ruffled their feathers. But the crow up in the tree didn’t seem to mind. It just sat there, unmoving. There was something admirable about the way it was completely in its own world.

		Little did I know that by that afternoon I’d be plunged into the Case of the Robot Crow, which would turn out to be a battle for the very soul of Bellwood, our weird little nowhere town. The world-famous detective trio the One and Onlys—me (my full name is Gloria Longshanks Hill, but everyone calls me Shanks) and my best friends, Paul and Peephole (real name Alexander, but only his parents and teachers call him that)—were still celebrating solving our greatest case yet, which had involved some mysterious rubber duckies that showed up in Bellwood, when an even stranger, even more dangerous problem fell into our laps.

		“Shanks!” My dad’s voice drifted out from the kitchen window. “You better get a move on. It’s bad luck to be late for the first day of school!”

		“I don’t believe in luck, Dad,” I said, hopping onto my bike. I gave a nod to the bird up in the tree, sniffed the peculiarly sweet air, and pushed my bike out into the road.

		The first day of sixth grade was a sloppy hurricane of crowded hallways, weird middle-school body odor, cafeteria crinkle fries smushed into the soles of everyone’s sneakers, and an impossible labyrinth of classrooms. All the kids skittered around, showing off their first-day-of-school clothes and congratulating each other on getting so much taller. Well, I hadn’t gotten any taller, but do you think that bothered me? Not at all. I had no problem being pretty much the shortest person in the whole middle school. But it was a good idea to never mention it to my face.

		Maybe it’s a middle-school thing, but every teacher seemed to have one pet peeve they absolutely would not tolerate in their class. For Mrs. Nguyen, it was the sound of paper being ripped out of a notebook. For Mr. Gormski, it was the smell of energy drinks. If you wore a hat in Mr. McClelland’s class, you might as well bring your signed last will and testament. But as far as I could tell, our social studies teacher, Mrs. Espinoza, was super chill. She spoke in a calm, even voice, and she moved across the room slowly and deliberately, like she was carefully wading through ankle-deep water. She didn’t even get mad at Peephole, Paul, and me for squealing with delight when we saw that we were all in the same class.

		But then Mrs. Espinoza laid it on us. She was giving us homework on the very first day. And not just homework, but a major project. Bellwood didn’t have only one story of its past, she said. Instead, it had countless stories, each featuring different people. To get to know the many stories of Bellwood’s past, each of us was to choose a building in town, research its history, and then make a five-minute presentation of our findings to the class. And we had only two weeks to do it.

		The bell rang to signal the end of class, and Peephole let out a groan. He was pale and looked a little nauseous.

		“You okay, dude?” I asked, stuffing my books into my bag and flinging it over my back. “You look like somebody died.”

		“Somebody did die,” he said. “My free time. And what if I can’t decide on a building to research? What if I pick a place but somebody else picks it, too, and then their presentation is better? What if I pick a place but it has no history at all? I’m so scared.”

		“Don’t worry, Peephole,” Paul said, giving him a supportive slap on the back. “We’ll help you find a good place.”

		Being scared of homework might sound weird, but only if you didn’t know Peephole. See, he was pretty much the opposite of me. My parents liked to say I was born without two things: hair and fear. I eventually grew hair. Long, electric-blond hair that cascaded all the way down my back. But fear never sprouted. Peephole, on the other hand, was afraid of…well, everything. You know how people joke about somebody being afraid of their own shadow? I’ve seen Peephole get so startled by his shadow that he literally shrieked. More than once. But I had to give him credit: he’d done a lot of growing up ever since he became a big brother over the summer. He was eleven years older than his sister, so he was a really big brother. His baby sister, tiny Trillium, forced Peephole to become a little bit braver. Just a little bit.

		That also meant that he was no longer an only child like Paul and me, which made our detective team name, the One and Onlys, sort of not true. But it was such a good name that we decided to ignore that detail.

		The three of us spilled out of the classroom into the crowded hallway, where we joined the herd being corralled toward the gym for an assembly.

		“Hey, wasn’t there a fire at the Bellwood Library a long time ago?” I asked. A seed of an idea was forming in my head.

		“I think so,” Paul said. “The place nearly burned down back in the eighties, when our parents were kids. Why?”

		“Picture this,” I said, jumping ahead and walking backward to face them. “The presentation starts with the lights off. A spotlight flips on, and you see a perfect scale model of the library on a table at the front of the classroom. There’s a voice—it’s me—explaining the boring history of the building, that it was built in blah-blah by blah, but suddenly, whuuffff, the library bursts into flames!”

		“You can’t have a fire in the classroom!” Peephole gasped.

		“Sure I can.” I shrugged. “I’ll be crouched behind the model with a blowtorch. So the library lights up like a sparkler on the Fourth of July, and I throw some siren sound effects in there, and then, just when everybody starts freaking out, I jump up and extinguish the flames. Mrs. Espinoza is so dazzled by the whole thing, she gives the project an A-plus right then and there.”

		“I like the enthusiasm,” Paul said. “But I’m not sure if Mrs. Espinoza is going to allow real flames.” Of the three One and Onlys, Paul was the voice of reason. He was so level-headed that you could balance your lunch tray on his noggin and never worry about it spilling. It was hard to get Paul angry or worked up or emotional about anything, except for mysteries, of course. He was an absolute nut for them. He loved hunting them out, investigating them, and solving them.

		When we finally reached the doors of the gym, our math teacher, Mr. McClelland, was plucking hats off kids’ heads and directing them to the bleachers.

		“Find your seats quickly,” he said as we passed by. “We have a special guest speaker today.”

		Sure enough, standing at a microphone in the middle of the basketball court was Bellwood’s mayor, Frank Pilkington, who had a tradition of visiting schools on the first day. Tall and wiry, with a fountain of blond hair bursting up and out from his head, Mayor Pilkington was the town’s jack-in-the-box: you never knew when he was going to pop up. He flashed a wide grin at the buzzing throng of students, patiently clasping his hands in front of him.

		“How about you, Paul?” I asked as we climbed the bleachers to our perch at the top. “That sharp mind of yours come up with any ideas for the history project?”

		“My parents’ hardware store has been in the family for three generations,” he said, nodding. “I’ve always wanted to learn more about the store’s history.”

		“That is a cool idea,” Peephole said. “What if I can’t find a cool idea, too? What if I forget about the project altogether and end up getting an F? What if instead of giving a presentation, I just go up to the front of the class and barf?”

		“We’ll help clean it up,” Paul said.

		“Totally,” I agreed. “After I take a picture of it for memory’s sake.”

		A hush fell over the crowd as our principal, Mrs. Samuels, held her hands up in the quiet coyote gesture—otherwise known as the be-quiet-right-now-or-else pose. She motioned for Mayor Pilkington to begin speaking, and he did. At least, I think he did. His lips were moving, and he seemed to be laughing at his own joke, but no sound was coming through the speakers.

		“Turn the mic on!” somebody yelled. And then everybody yelled it.

		A smartly dressed woman with black hair down to her shoulders quickly trotted over to Mayor Pilkington, the click of her high heels echoing up to our ears. I recognized her from the Lyrical Warriors Poetry Wrestling Club meetings at the Bellwood Recreation Center that I went to with my parents every Monday and Thursday night. It was Tania Rose, the mayor’s assistant. She grasped the mic, flicked a button, then clicked back to her seat.

		“Hello, Bellwood Middle School!” Mayor Pilkington boomed into the mic, which responded with a high-pitched hiss. “The first day of school marks a new beginning for you all, and I’d like to talk to you today about another new beginning…for all of us Bellwoodians. Imagine this.” Mayor Pilkington plucked the mic from its stand and took a few steps toward the bleachers. “You’ve stepped out of a time machine into the Bellwood of the future. It’s still the same old Bellwood, the place we all love, the place we all call home, but it’s newer. The pavement is polished smooth. There are elegant new streetlamps on every corner. Exciting new restaurants offer bold new flavors. New businesses open their doors and invite you in. A bright new home awaits us all. Welcome,” Mayor Pilkington announced in a grand voice, a proud grin on his face as he swept his arm across the bleachers filled with middle-school students, “to New Bellwood!”

		He held his arms up for a second or two in the silence, and I realized that he was probably waiting for applause. From my seat up in the corner of the bleachers, I clapped loudly, which startled a few other kids and teachers around me into clapping, too. A weak tinkling of applause spread through the packed gym, but Mayor Pilkington seemed satisfied.

		The theme for the day’s assembly was, you guessed it, New Bellwood, and Mayor Pilkington was giving the same speech I’d already heard several times at meetings of the Lyrical Warriors Poetry Wrestling Club. But even if he’d delivered it a hundred times before, he still radiated optimism. He really meant every word of it. Nobody loved Bellwood more than Mayor Pilkington. But still, there was something a little more urgent in his tone this time around. Maybe even desperate?

		“And you, bright youth of Bellwood, don’t even need a time machine to travel to New Bellwood. The change is happening right now, as we speak! In a few short weeks, the brand-new library will open its doors. And if you’ve seen work crews hammering away at the roads or climbing up power lines, you’ve seen the transformation. If you’ve heard the chuk chuk chuk of the new town-wide sprinkler system or admired the vibrant green grass, you’ve seen the transformation. If you’ve basked in the warm glow of the new streetlamps, soon to be on every block in Bellwood, then you’ve seen the transformation. If your mouth has watered at the thought of the new restaurants popping up in town, you’ve tasted the transformation. If you’ve flushed your toilet and admired how efficiently the water swirls into our new sewer system, you’ve experienced the transformation.”

		I felt a little bad for Mayor Pilkington. He was clearly jazzed about New Bellwood, but he wasn’t getting much reaction from the audience. People in Bellwood tended to like it just the way it was. Also, an assembly of students at the end of a long first day was a tough crowd. From my perch up in the corner, I had a good view of the student body of Bellwood Middle School. I could see a lot of them nodding drowsily, and some were straight-up asleep. Those who were awake were staring at Mayor Pilkington with thinly veiled boredom, holding whispered conversations, or amusing themselves with games. There seemed to be a particularly heated rock-paper-scissors match under way in the opposite bleachers, with two boys slamming their fists into their palms—one-two-three, one-two-three—like the beat of an angry waltz. When I looked closer, I was not surprised to see that it was the twins Jeb and Zeb Beverly, the most competitive kids in town. Some of the teachers were policing the crowd and shushing students, others were scrolling through their phones, and others were shushing students while pretending that they weren’t also scrolling through their phones.

		“I’ve got a question for you.” Mayor Pilkington’s voice drifted up to us from the makeshift stage. He spun around slowly to address all the students in the gym. “What kind of dreams do you have for New Bellwood?”

		There were a few seconds of silence while we waited for his speech to continue, but it seemed like he actually wanted us to respond. All four hundred of us. Suddenly, he got his wish. The gym erupted into a chaotic chorus of voices shouting different answers.

		“A professional baseball team!” shouted the kid in front of me. It was Chad Foster, Bellwood’s best trombone player and biggest sports fan.

		“A twenty-four-hour all-you-can-eat dinosaur-themed pizza buffet!” a girl a few rows down yelled.

		“A disco bowling alley!” hollered a custodian near the doors, and then he seemed embarrassed at how loud his voice was.

		As the gym got noisier, the teachers just shook their heads in dismay. They knew that Pilkington had made an amateur blunder: never ask a question to a gymnasium full of students.

		“No more school assemblies!” a voice called out rudely. Okay—it was me.

		Harmonica Ed, a famous eighth grader down near the front row, pulled his harmonica out of his pocket and started playing. And next to him, as always, was his best friend and shadow, Flyin’ Brian Saucer, bobbing his head to the tune.

		“Poor guy,” I said, looking down at Mayor Pilkington, who was laughing nervously and waving his arms. He was like a person trying to put out a raging inferno by blowing on it.

		“He’s probably wishing he could go back in time and not ask that question,” Peephole said.

		“I kind of don’t get it,” Paul said, biting his lip. “Why is everybody so eager for New Bellwood? I think the old Bellwood was just fine. Why do we need a bunch of new restaurants coming in out of nowhere?”

		Ever since the new megastore, the Conquistador, opened in Bellwood last summer, Paul’s family’s hardware store had been struggling to compete. They opened a bratwurst truck in the parking lot of the hardware store, which quickly became a local favorite, but still, Paul was a little suspicious of new businesses coming in.

		“Don’t worry, Paul, your folks still make the best bratwurst this town has ever seen.” It was true. Last summer, they’d won the Bellwood Bratwurst Bonanza with their special recipe, which made them local celebrities. The Triple B was the biggest and most important party all year. Half the town entered a bratwurst into the competition, and if you won, you were treated like the emperor of Rome. Since Paul’s parents had scored a surprise upset victory over Mr. Babbage, the long-standing Bratwurst King of Bellwood, they were now the official Wieners, at least until next year’s competition. They had the trophy and the new bratwurst truck to prove it. You haven’t lived until you’ve tasted their pancake-wrapped bratwurst, which they call the Swine in a Sleeping Bag.

		“You guys talking about Bellwood history?”

		The voice came from nearby. We all turned to see Dorothea Hightower, my next-door neighbor, peeking out, as usual, from behind a thick book. Her black hair was twisted into braids, and her wide, round glasses made her face look narrow. “I find our town’s history fascinating, too!”

		“Oh, hey, Dorothea,” I said. We weren’t close friends,  but we were friendly neighbors. Every time I saw her, she’d tell me another interesting fact about Bellwood’s past.

		“Sounds like there’s going to be a lot of changes around here,” she said. “Exciting, isn’t it?”

		“It’s not all exciting,” Paul said grumpily.

		Dorothea nodded. “I know what you mean. Change can be a little scary. But as long as we don’t forget our past, I think change can be a good thing.”

		“I guess,” Paul said, not quite convinced. “Just seems like Bellwood was perfect to begin with.”

		“Perfect?” Dorothea’s eyebrow arched, and she looked at Paul thoughtfully. Three or four rows down from us, somebody had busted out an acoustic guitar and was leading a sing-along of “Row, Row, Row Your Boat.” A few rows farther, some kids were doing jumping jacks. Across the court, Zeb and Jeb had moved on to a full-fledged poker game. Yep, never ask an open-ended question at an assembly.

		Dorothea lifted a clipboard off her lap and clutched it to her chest. “So you guys are in Mrs. Espinoza’s social studies class, right? Well, I’ve got a great idea for the history project.”

		“Seems like everybody does,” Peephole said, “except me.”

		“You know the old Brewster House?” Dorothea asked.

		“Sure,” Paul said. “It’s right across the street from my family’s store and our bratwurst truck. It’s been in Bellwood forever. It was a hotel once, right?”

		Dorothea nodded. “It’s been a couple of different things, but it was built as a hotel in 1885. It’s sort of falling apart because it hasn’t been in use for decades. See, it’s an important building in Bellwood’s history, and in my family’s history, too. My great-grandpa lived at the Brewster House for a short while.”

		“That must have been a long time ago,” I said. “Is he still alive? Could you interview him for your project?”

		Dorothea shook her head. “He died before I was born, so I never got to meet him. But I have this.” She stretched out her fingers to show a silver ring. “He gave it to my great-grandma when he proposed to her. And now I have it. Isn’t that cool?”

		“It’s still shiny,” I said admiringly.

		“It’s a way of feeling connected to them,” Dorothea said. “And to remind me of the way things used to be in Bellwood.”

		“It’s like my parents’ store,” Paul said, examining Dorothea’s ring. “My great-grandpa built it, and it’s been passed down through the generations. I’ll probably be in charge of it someday, too. That is, if it’s still open when I’m an adult.”

		“I’m sure it will be,” Dorothea said. She passed the clipboard to Paul. “I have an idea to turn the Brewster House into a museum of Bellwood’s past. I talked to Mayor Pilkington about it a couple of weeks ago. He said if I could get five hundred signatures, he’d pitch the idea to the town council! Just at this assembly, I got his assistant, Tania, to sign it, plus Mrs. Nguyen and Principal Samuels, and…well, a bunch of people. Would you guys mind signing, too?”

		“Sure!” Paul said, and dashed his name off in ink. He handed the clipboard to Peephole, who flipped through the pages, admiring all the signatures. He signed it and gave it to me, and I signed, too. Dorothea squealed with delight.

		“That’s five hundred signatures exactly! Now I can submit this to Mayor Pilkington! And if you’re really interested in Bellwood’s past, you should come over to my house this Saturday at ten a.m. I’m hosting a meeting of the Bellwood Junior Historical Society. I’ll have snacks!”

		“Bellwood Junior Historical Society?” Paul said. “I didn’t know that existed. Are there a lot of members?”

		“Yeah!” Dorothea said quickly. “Well, actually, no. This Saturday will be the first meeting. I’ll be there, and my little brother, Elvis, and…maybe you guys?”

		A searing, high-pitched hiss wrenched our attention back to the court. Tania Rose was holding the mic against the big speakers. The crowd quieted instantly.

		“Thank you for your attention,” she said softly into the mic. “And now Mayor Pilkington would like to say his last few words of the day.” With that, she walked back to her seat, her heels clicking in the freshly silent gym. I got the sense that without her, the mayor wouldn’t get much done.

		“Um, yes, thank you, Tania. In fact, kids, let’s hear it for Tania. She’s doing a lot of work on this project, too!”

		A few people clapped, and Tania politely waved at the audience, then gestured to the mayor to wrap it up.

		“I want to say this to all you young Bellwoodians,” Pilkington continued. “You’re going to need sunglasses, because your future in Bellwood is bright!”

		Principal Samuels stood patiently nearby with her hands clasped behind her back. As soon as the mayor was done, she would hop to the mic to begin the orderly dismissal process. First the green community, seated in the lower rows. Single file, quiet voices. Then the red, in the middle row. Single file, quiet voices. And finally the purple, in the top rows, and that’s when the One and Onlys would join the river of students flowing out into the hallways. When she was directing students, she always had the serious expression of an orchestra conductor. I got the sense that she lived for moments like this. I’d heard once that before she became our principal, she’d been an air traffic controller.

		“Now here’s what I want you to do, Bellwood Middle School,” the mayor said, gazing up at the crowd with a broad grin. “I want you to step into the future of Bellwood. Right now. But I don’t want you to walk into that future. I want you to run! Run like a wild animal into New Bellwood!”

		Again, he stepped back and beamed at us. And again, we all glanced at each other, unsure of what to do.

		“What are you waiting for? Go! Go! Go!” Pilkington shouted, his fist raised triumphantly. After that, it was too late. Principal Samuels waved and clapped her hands to get our attention, but we couldn’t hear her over the roar as we leapt up and stampeded toward the gymnasium doors. Some teachers tried to maintain order by jumping in front of the flood of bodies, but they soon saw that it was no use, and they dodged the rambunctious horde like it was the running of the bulls.

		As the students rumbled past, Mayor Pilkington hooted and hollered and handed out rolled-up green bundles. “T-shirts! T-shirts!” he cried. He pointed to Peephole as we walked by. “Hey there, you look like you could use a new T-shirt!”

		“Well, I guess I could—”

		But Mayor Pilkington was already pulling his right arm back to launch the T-shirt like a football. Instead of putting his hands up to catch it, or jumping to the side, Peephole froze. The T-shirt hit him right in the nose.

		“Oof.” Peephole clutched his face.

		I bent over and picked up the shirt, unfolding it so we could see the design. IT’S A NEW BELLWOOD, it read.

		Principal Samuels surveyed the pandemonium and gaped at Mayor Pilkington, looking like she wanted to have him arrested. Tania Rose leaned into the principal, probably offering her words of apology. Meanwhile, Dorothea Hightower approached Mayor Pilkington with a proud smile, clipboard extended.

		“After we go to our lockers, let’s meet outside at the bike rack,” Paul whisper-shouted above the chaos of the crowd as we followed the procession toward the doors.

		I plunged into
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