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  Chapter 1
Happy Days


I crossed my arms over my chest and adjusted my stiff neck. My momentary break from maid duties turned into a cat nap in a ridiculously uncomfortable chair. Despite my discomfort, my eyes refused to open. 
Between running the dude ranch, organizing the town’s Back-to-School Festival, and high school, I stretched myself a little too thin. Something was bound to give.
An overwhelming stench of Lemon Pledge wafted in front of my nose, breaking the spell. My eyelashes fluttered and I caught my twin sister, Samantha Brown, hovering above me. Aside from the scowl and the cowgirl clothes, it was like looking into a mirror.
“Why aren’t you cleaning?”
I wiped the drool from my chin. “I am.”
“In your sleep? What a spiffy talent.”
“No one under eighty-seven years old uses the word spiffy.”
Her forehead creased. “Setting aside the general population’s limited vocabulary, why are you slacking off?”
“Relax. I took a tiny break after putting new sheets on the bed and now I’m refreshed and ready to clean.”
Samantha contorted her wrist and pointed to the time. “The corporate bigwigs are checking in at noon. In fifteen minutes.”
I lurched to my feet. “How long was I out?”
“Based on the wicker chair pattern on your cheek, I estimate two hours.”
“This is perfect.” I twisted in a circle and almost kicked the bucket. “I still need to mop and dust. And restock the towels.”
“Who are these last-minute guests anyway?” Samantha asked. “Since Mom and Dad opened the dude ranch one thing remains constant. August is dead.”
“Most people don’t enjoy vacationing on the surface of the sun. Imagine that.”
“Why the sudden surge in tourism?”
I shrugged. “Who cares? Guests are guests.” A horn honked, drawing us to the window. A black Cadillac with tinted windows pulled to a stop. “And they’re early.”
“Hand me the mop, Lizzie.”
“Are you sure?”
Samantha brushed curly brown hair from her face. “I would rather do manual labor than play the role of the welcome wagon.”
I smirked. “But you’re so warm and personable.”
She flicked sudsy water at me. “Go before I decide to leave you in the lurch.”
In the running of the business, my sister much preferred horses to people, leaving me to handle the city slickers. Most days I didn’t mind. I enjoyed meeting guests from all over the country and hearing their stories. What nosy teenage amateur sleuth didn’t? But today, the whole thing was a huge inconvenience.
I glanced at my sloppy cleaning clothes and cringed. Not the first impression I wanted to make. I pasted on a smile and turned on the charm. “Welcome to the Twin Bluebonnet Ranch. I’m Lizzie Brown.”
A man with a dramatic mustache and a three-piece suit extended his hand. “Anthony Adams Abruzzi, a pleasure to meet you. Can you grab our bags?”
“Um.” I glanced at the hundred-dollar bill he slyly placed in my palm. “Usually, we put folks to work but, sure, why not?”
“I’d check the bill more carefully before you do him any favors,” his elegant wife said.
“Huh. I don’t normally confuse Washington and Franklin.” My brow furrowed. “How did you do that, Mr. Abruzzi?”
“He’s a magician and a cheapskate,” the woman said.
“Layoff Cathryn. It was a long drive.”
“You’re magicians?” I asked.
“I am,” Abruzzi said. “She is a mentalist.”
“Uh-huh.” Realization dawned. “Your little corporate retreat, any chance Boone Hitchcock planned it?”
“Guilty.” Our local magician popped out of the trunk. “You said tourism was down, so I thought I would lend a hand.”
I grabbed Boone by the bowling shirt and dragged him aside. “This is not helping, Houdini. We start our senior year in a few days and as class president, I’m stuck running the Back-to-School Festival.”
“But you said the dude ranch needed guests, so I brought guests.”
“I don’t have time to entertain a flock of magicians who only tip a buck.”
He smirked. “Check again.”
I unfolded a hundred-dollar bill. “You can’t buy your way out of this, Moneybags.”
“Are you sure? My trust fund is quite substantial.”
“Samantha is going to freak when she hears we’re hosting the Penn and Teller Fan Club. She barely tolerates you, much less a dozen pranksters.”
“I’ll handle everything.” Boone adjusted his glasses and kicked the ground. “I only wanted to help, Lizzie.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be off to college? Why are you worrying about this place?” Despite breaking up with one of my closest friends ages ago, he continued to hang around our group. “Something keeping you in Lake Falls?”
“I’m not.” He scrambled backward and bumped into the porch railing. “Excuse me.”
Did my question rattle him that much? “Not off to college or not worrying about the ranch?”
“Neither. Both. I better go make sure my mentor settles in.”
I glanced over my shoulder to find Samantha glaring. “Let me guess, Boone booked our cabins.”
“He’s terrified of you,” I said with a chuckle.
“Good. Maybe he won’t spend the entire week asking us to pick a card.”
“His routine is more advanced than that.” I rolled my eyes. “What kind of stick in the mud hates magic?”
“They make a living fooling people. They’re one step shy of con artists.”
“Sometimes I can’t believe we share the same DNA.” I shook my head. “Can’t you ever have fun?”
“When the situation calls for it.”
“And what situations are that? And if you say the words math or test, I’m going to scream.”
“Mathematics exams are amusing.” Samantha crossed her cowboy boots and leaned against the railing. “I quite enjoy annoying you. Does that count?”
“No.”






  
  Chapter 2
Good Times


The sweltering sun simmered against the blacktop parking lot increasing the temperature from miserable to demon paradise. I swiped sweat from my forehead and applied a new layer of sunscreen. 
“If I’m ever granted the chance to speak to the Texas School Board, I’m going to ask them whose bright idea it was to begin school in August. What’s wrong with after Labor Day?” I fanned my clipboard in front of my face. “At least come September not every single day registers over 100.”
“Are you talking to me?” a stranger asked.
I swerved looking for the friend I apparently wasn’t speaking to. “No, sorry.”
“Weirdo.”
I scanned the parking lot booths and spotted Becky Robinson in line for a snow cone. I shoved her shoulder. “Hey, why did you disappear? People think I’m nuts talking to myself.”
“This heat is murder. Why can’t we hold the events inside the gym, Miss Class President?”
“Because town tradition dictates the Back-to-School Festival be held outside so children can experience heatstroke and sunburn before returning to class.”
“Don’t move.” Becky scrunched her petite frame and hid in my shadow. “The benefit of tall friends.”
“Glad I can be of service.” As the sun baked the top of my head, I relented and slipped my ponytail into the Lake Falls High Panther baseball cap. Hat hair was a price I willingly paid. “Buy me one of those snow cones, will ya?”
“Where are you off to?”
“To find the bicentennial class.”
Becky squinted through the sunshine. “The what?”
“The class of 1976. As part of the reunion festivities, they’re opening the time capsule they buried.”
“Really? So cool.”
“Says the girl not tasked with finding the alumni and getting them to the stage on time. They’re worse than herding cats.”
“I wonder what’s in it.”
“The time capsule?”
“Yeah.” Her eyes sparkled. “On Bones, they opened a time capsule and found the body of a classmate who was murdered twenty years earlier.”
“Fingers crossed.”
“You don’t think there’s a student in ours, do you?”
“No Becky, I highly doubt it.” I attempted to hide my smile. “Sorry to disappoint.”
“I’m not rooting for someone to die.” She cringed. “I’m just going through mystery withdrawal and the end of summer blues.”
“Join the club.” I sighed. “Chances are the time capsule is filled with Bee Gees records and bell bottoms.”
“I’m not sure the disco phase made its way to Texas.”
“Alright, Merle Haggard and Wranglers.”
“That’s more like it.” Becky’s mouth twisted to the side. “So, Boone bought out the dude ranch for the week?”
I smirked. “For magic camp.”
“It is a decent boost for the business.”
“I guess. He claims he wanted to help but the kid always brings trouble.” I cocked an eyebrow. “He got squirely when I asked him if it had something to do with getting close to a certain girl.”
Her eyes widened. “I bet he did.”
“You two hang out a lot for a couple who broke up forever ago.”
“We’re friends.” She spread her arms. “And I’m pretty sure Boone is interested in impressing a different girl.”
“He is chummy with a young magician’s assistant…”
Shouting across the field drew our attention. “What’s that about?” Becky asked.
“Quite the ruckus. I suppose we should check it out.”
A line around the block led to the dunk-a-teacher booth. Not surprisingly, it ranked as the most popular attraction at the festival.
As we approached the dunk tank, a round of boos signaled the crowd’s displeasure.
“This thing is rigged,” A fiery redhead slung a baseball at the target. “I hit the button square on the nose.”
“All y’all throw like a bunch of girls. I’m baking up here.” The football coach perched on the ledge wearing a tight white t-shirt and swim trunks. “Is that all you got?”
Her face turned as red as her hair and she fired three more baseballs in rapid succession. Two connected but neither led to a splash. “I want a refund.”
“What happened to the wicked arm you’re supposed to have?” the coach asked. “I guess the standards are lower in softball.”
She blitzed the dunk tank and I intercepted her before she punched the button. “No need to secure a seat in detention before school starts, J.J.”
“He still hasn’t gone for a swim?” Becky asked. “Something fishy is going on.”
J.J. licked her chapped lips. “Coach is heckling everyone and I hit the target dead center.”
“Are you insinuating a carnival game might not play fair?” I feigned shock. “Imagine that.”
J.J.’s freckled nose scrunched. “I want to lodge a formal complaint.”
“Noted.”
Ever since my election, the student body expected me to wield some sort of secret power over the school. Little did they know the job came with very few perks. If only someone warned me.
“What seems to be the trouble?” Chief of Police Tex Nuttard moseyed on the scene, hiking his khaki pants. “You kids up to something?”
“Aren’t you off duty for the reunion, Chief?” And out of his jurisdiction since he policed the neighboring town.
“A cop is never off duty.” He shoved his sunglasses by the bridge. “Anybody care to explain?”
“The coach rigged the dunk tank,” J.J. said.
“Now that is hardly sporting.” Tex looked the coach up and down. “Reed, you scamming people?”
“Mind your own business, Chief.”
“In case you hadn’t heard, this is my business.” Tex removed his cowboy hat and combed his gray hair. “I’m an honored guest with the bicentennial class.”
“Five bucks says the chief was a bully in high school,” Becky whispered.
“No one cares about your silly class.” Coach laughed. “Now move along and let these sissy’s try and knock me off.”
“Right.” Tex elbowed the button and Coach splashed into the water. “Guess it ain’t broken after all.” He snagged his cowboy hat and left me to clean up the mess.
“Tell Lawson it’s her turn in the tank.” Coach slapped the water as he struggled back on the board. “Now, Brown.”
Becky’s shoulders shuttered. “Better hurry.”
“Bigger fish to fry.” I consulted my checklist. “We’re opening the time capsule shortly.”
“Are you sure you want to ignore Coach?” Becky’s eyes darted. “He’s quite angry.”
“What’s he going to do? Make me run laps at the Back-to-School Festival?”
“Yes.” Both J.J. and Becky said in unison.
I rolled my eyes. “I’ll catch up with y’all later.”
I weaved across the parking lot and cut to the football field. Concession stands circled the track while students competed in team events on the field. I scanned the crowd until I spotted my sister. Samantha and her rodeo friends won the barrel rolling relay. Naturally. If there was a competition, Samantha would win.
I jogged to meet her. “Congrats.”
“Why the sour face?” she asked.
“My impression of you.”
“The pretend twin telepathy you claim we share is telling me something.” She placed a finger to her temple. “Class President isn’t all it is cracked up to be.”
“How about we swap places ala the Parent Trap?”
“Not a chance. You’re the one who went into politics.”
I swatted my ponytail off my sticky neck. “It looks good on the college application.”
“So does a perfect score on the SATs.”
I threw my head backward and stared at the clear blue sky. “How do you manage to work that nugget into every conversation?”
“What did you get again?”
“You’re the one with a photographic memory and penchant for reading my mail.”
Her mouth tilted at the corner. “Oh yes, 863.”
“I had food poisoning and I got sick in the middle of the exam.”
“We ate the same dinner and breakfast,” she said.
“Yeah, well I’m not part cyborg.” I sucked in a breath. “Doesn’t matter anyhow. I’m retaking the SATs next month with Becky.”
“Perhaps you should join Ms. Lawson’s test prep class.”
“No way.”
“Students who take her course perform forty percent higher.  It is almost a crime not to.”
“Thank you for the data analysis, IBM, but I’m plenty prepared as long as I’m not sick.”
Samantha pointed behind me. “What does he want?”
“Ugh.” I dipped my head. “Christopher Herring.” He waved so violently I thought he might land a plane.
“From the school board?”
“He ‘organized’ the festival.”
“Why are you using air quotes?”
“Because the man did nothing and took credit for everything. The student council on the other hand spent all day Saturday digging up the time capsule. He showed up last minute with a tractor thing and posed for the photo op.”
“The word you’re searching for is an excavator tractor.”
I stared at her head. “It must take a lot of effort to carry around that big, heavy brain of yours.”
“I’m used to it.”
“While you’re being your usual modest self, I have a time capsule to open.” I winked and hustled to the stage. “Mr. Herring.”
He covered the microphone. “Nice of you to finally join us.” He switched on a fake smile for the crowd and combed his salt and pepper hair. “Welcome everyone to the annual Back-to-School Festival. Our special guests this year are the class of 1976!”
A smaller section let out a whoo-hoo.
“Nobody do the math on which reunion this is; we stop counting after twenty. Am I right?” Mr. Herring offered an over-the-top knee-slapping laugh. “I had the distinct pleasure of teaching a majority of these students my first year out of college… boy does that make me sound old. And I’m thrilled they are back to celebrate. I will now turn the mic over to the current class president.”
“Thank you.” I flipped the pages of my clipboard, searching for the talking points I scribbled on a napkin. Gone. That is what I got for trying to be prepared. “I wrote an elegant speech weeks ago in preparation but I misplaced my napkin so I guess I’ll wing it.”
The crowd chuckled, allowing me to settle my nerves.
“I’m the current student body president, Lizzie Brown, and I was not alive in 1976. But unlike the members of the bicentennial class, I know how to Google.” I flashed my dimples so everyone would understand I was only joking. “When y’all buried the time capsule yada, yada years ago, Jimmy Carter defeated President Gerald Ford in the general election. Apple Computer got its start in a garage. Happy Days was the top television show. A Big Mac cost seventy-five cents. And the Ford Pinto was the most popular car. Really the Pinto? Did y’all not know about the Firebird?”
Samantha flashed a thumbs up from the audience. Apparently, I didn’t butcher any facts.
I swiped a hand over my forehead. “Not bad from memory but I can’t recall anymore. So, without further ado, here is your real class president, voted best teacher five years running, Ms. Regina Lawson.”
The loveable English teacher jogged up the steps, swiping shampoo commercial hair over her shoulder. How she managed to look put together in the heat was a state secret.
“Thank you for the lovely introduction, Lizzie, and for yada yada-ing our reunion number.” Ms. Lawson waved to the worn trunk at the center of the stage. “We can relive the glory days later, in the AC. Right now, let’s get this show on the road and see what we saved from the disco era.” She handed me the key. “Miss President, will you do the honor?”
I knelt in front of the dirty, warped chest and squinted at the rust-covered lock. After a bit of jiggling, I managed to fit the key in the hole. But when I turned it, the base snapped. “Uh-oh.”
“No problem, we prepared for this possibility.” Ms. Lawson placed a hand on my shoulder. “Tex, bring in the bolt cutters.”
The police chief bounced across the steps, eager to use his toy. He shattered the rusty lock with a grunt. “That’ll do it.”
From my spot on the stage, I had an excellent view of the goodies inside the time capsule. And to Becky’s disappointment, we wouldn’t be investigating a murder.
Ms. Lawson pulled out a record. “Wanted! The Outlaws. Wonder who this belongs to?”
“Waylon and Willie had the biggest song of the year.” Tex snatched the album. “Good Hearted Woman.”
I caught Becky’s eye in the crowd and gave her the so close signal. While they sorted through trinkets, a letterman, trophies, roller skates, and platform shoes, an envelope piqued my interest.
In bold handwriting across the front, someone wrote ‘Confidential Predictions – DO NOT OPEN UNTIL 2001.’
Before anyone else spotted the note, I grabbed it and stashed it in my pocket.






  
  Chapter 3
Three’s Company


I placed the envelope on the picnic table and waited for my friends to respond. The silence stretched into uncomfortable territory. “Well?” 
“You stole this?” Becky hid her face in her hands.
“I wouldn’t phrase it that way.”
“Did it fall into your pocket?”
I rotated to my sister, hand on hip. “That is exactly what happened. Much like how my mail magically opens and falls into your lap.”
“Why are you resorting to theft?” Samantha asked.
“Did you read the label?” I waved at the word ‘confidential’ like a game show host.
“We’re way late for opening in 2001,” Becky said. “What do you think is inside?”
“Who do I look like? Carnac?” I ripped the side and blew into the envelope.
Samantha gripped my hand. “What are you doing?”
“Reading.”
“Lizzie, this belongs to the class of 1976. Why are we hiding it from them?”
Becky nodded. “I agree. Give the letter back to Ms. Lawson. I’m sure she’ll share the contents.”
“Did y’all miss the word confidential?” I ran my finger underneath the faded marker. “How can we call ourselves amateur sleuths if we resist?”
“She has a point.” Becky scrunched her nose. “And Lizzie is basically authorized to sort through the time capsule.”
“A loophole I can work with.” Samantha plopped on the bench seat. “Proceed.”
“Wait.” Becky swatted my hand. “Why 2001? What’s so special about a random year?”
“The first year of a new millennium,” Samantha said.
“Second.”
She pivoted to me and glared. “No, a common misconception since there is no year zero. Therefore 2001 is the first year.”
“Bummer.” Becky snorted. “So, I guess people panicked over Y2K for nothing.”
“In more ways than one.” Samantha pointed to the envelope. “The year 2001 is a significant milestone.”
“Also marked the twenty-fifth anniversary of the graduating class, Egghead.” I rolled my eyes. “They were probably scheduled to dig up the time capsule much sooner so the jokester made his predictions for then.”
Becky bounced in her seat. “What’s it say?”
I unfolded the letter. “When you open this in 2001, I predict the following will have happened. Number one, everyone will carry a computer in their pocket the size of a calculator.”
Samantha shook her head. “Off by a few years. Many people carried cellphones but not smartphones. Apple introduced the first iPhone in 2007.”
“Okay but he’s pretty close,” Becky said. “Within a handful of years.”
“Number two, George Bush will be president.”
Becky gasped. “Freaky.”
“The guy probably meant George H.W. Bush, who served as the Director of Central Intelligence in ’76.” Samantha crossed her arms.
“Both were president,” I said.
“He’s two for two.” Becky tapped my shoulder. “Next.”
“Number three, a movie set in Roman times will win Best Picture.” I cut my gaze to the photographic memory. “Is he right?”
Samantha shrugged. “I didn’t bother memorizing Oscar winners.”
“I did.” Becky’s eyes danced into the back of her head and her eyelashes fluttered. “
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