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Chapter 1

“Where’s Bobby?” I asked.

No one bothered to answer me, but that might have been because the library was so noisy. For a library, I mean—a low-grade roar of voices just begging to be shushed. Indira, Fox, Keme, Millie, and I took up a full row of seats in the multipurpose room. It looked like the whole town had turned out for tonight’s event; we’d even had to surrender the seat we’d been saving for Bobby to JaDonna Powers—which was honestly probably a good thing, because if she’d sat in front of us, I wouldn’t have been able to see past the mountain of church hair. Say what you would about Hastings Rock (its shockingly high murder rate, for example), the people here loved books. Tonight, thriller-writer extraordinaire Marshall Crowe (author of the Chase Thunder series) was stopping in Hastings Rock to promote his latest book (Thunder Clap, book seventeen in the Chase Thunder series).

The library’s multipurpose room was decked out for the occasion—well, for multiple occasions, which was probably the point of a multipurpose room. At the far end of the room was a temporary stage, complete with podium and chairs and an easel displaying a poster of Marshall Crowe’s handsomely grizzled face. (Chase Thunder, by no coincidence, was also handsomely grizzled, and in literally every book of the series, yet another tall, striking, dark-haired, Amazonesque woman fell prey to his charms—only to be abandoned when Chase Thunder inevitably moved on.)

But the library also had paper snowflakes hanging from the, admittedly, water-stained acoustic tiles, and it had glittery snowmen taped to the walls, and an enormous candy cane propped in the corner of the multipurpose room. (God only knew why they had it or what it could be used for—clubbing children over the head after they’d been lured inside a gingerbread house seemed like the only practical possibility.) Tinsel-strewn paper chains hung everywhere. With so many bodies crammed into such a small space, the smell of overheated synthetics mixed with the odors of aging bindings and carpet that needed to be torn up. One of the things that had struck me, when I’d first come to Hastings Rock, was that it was such a cute town, and everyone seemed to love books, but it had such a dingy little library—it just didn’t make sense.

Regardless, everyone seemed to be having a great time. Mr. Ratcliff was nosing around the stage, clearly hoping he’d pick up some interesting tidbit he could share with the rest of the town. Princess McAdams (not a real princess) had come dressed from head to toe in camouflage, and it looked like she’d brought the stock of a shotgun, presumably for Marshall to sign. And Mrs. Shufflebottom—librarian, wearer of uncomfortably tight cardigans, and apparently, for reasons unbeknownst to me, my self-appointed nemesis—was currently trying to force a family of six (tourists who had apparently wandered in during the off season) into the already overfull space. It was enough to make me, with my charmingly mild case of social anxiety, want to bite someone.

And still no Bobby. I checked my phone, but I didn’t have any missed messages from him.

“Dash, aren’t you SO EXCITED?”

Even over the hub of the crowd, Millie’s voice carried.

“I’m excited to get out of here,” I said. “Does anybody know where Bobby is?”

“You know who you should have invited?” Millie asked. (It wasn’t really a question.) “You should have invited DAMIAN!”

I scowled, but it didn’t have any effect. Damian was a bum—and a surfer—I’d met a few months before. He’d been irritatingly persistent about asking me out, in spite of my rejections. He was also Trouble, with a capital T. “Damian went to Hawaii. Permanently, I hope. Seriously, nobody knows where Bobby is?”

“He’s probably running late, dear,” Indira said.

“I know he’s running late,” I said. “I mean, he’s not here yet, is he?”

Indira looked at me. The thing about Indira is that she’s probably a good thirty years older than me, still strikingly handsome, utterly composed, and has a lock of white hair like a witch.

All of which were good reasons for me to mumble, “Sorry. It’s all these people.”

Keme snorted.

“But aren’t you excited,” Millie asked again, “to see your FRIEND?”

“He’s not my friend,” I said.

“But you brought him a Christmas present,” Millie said, looking at the parcel wrapped in brown paper (and string—that was my mom for you) under my chair.

“It’s from my parents; my parents are friends with him. They sent it to my house because they didn’t know which hotel he was going to be staying at.” My parents were both writers as well—my dad (Jonny Dane, the Talon Maverick series) leaned toward military thrillers, not too different from Marshall’s, and my mom (Patricia Lockley, The Echoes in the Cellar, We All Live in the Basement, The Matriarch’s Tooth) wrote psychological thrillers. In addition to the parcel for Marshall, I’d gotten a package of my own from my parents—handwritten edits on my latest short story (“And Then They Were Done,” and let me tell you, my parents did not like the title). “He probably doesn’t even remember me.”

Although that, at least, definitely wasn’t true. Because when I’d turned twelve, Marshall had happened to be visiting my parents, and he’d been kind enough to give me a BB gun—and then been crushed to learn I didn’t want to go hunting with him and my dad. I hadn’t been all that surprised when, a couple of books later in the Chase Thunder series, Chase had been saddled with a pansy twelve-year-old who didn’t want to hunt, had zero self-confidence, oh, and ultimately got butchered in particularly disturbing detail. (To put your minds at rest, yes, Chase went on to exact about two hundred pages of bloody revenge.)

In other words, I wasn’t exactly looking forward to seeing Marshall again. Which was part of why I looked around one more time. If nothing else, Bobby could shoot Marshall if he got particularly annoying. Not that Bobby would, because he was too kind. But maybe he’d let me borrow his gun.

Unfortunately, though, as had become more and more often the case, there was no sign of Bobby. Things had certainly been different since he’d broken up with West and moved into Hemlock House. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected—okay, I had some very clear hopes and dreams, and yes, maybe one of them involved a bubble bath. But I also understood that Bobby was just a friend, and as far as I could tell, that’s all he wanted to be.

In fact, considering how things had gone lately, he might not even want that. He was hardly ever home. He went to the gym. He went surfing (yes, God, in the winter). He worked as many shifts as he could get at the sheriff’s office. And when he was home, he was busy, or the rest of the Last Picks were there, or he headed to his room. Slowly, over the last couple of months, I’d realized that I saw less of Bobby now that we were roommates than I ever had when he’d been engaged and living with his fiancé.

“I’m sure Marshall remembers you,” Fox said. Tonight, they’d gone with Corpse Bride meets James Fenimore Cooper as their fashion choice: a striped, ruffled dress over buckskin leggings and clonky boots. “Who wouldn’t remember you?”

“Uh, thank you?”

Keme and Fox both got a good laugh out of that.

I would have responded to that (probably), except raised voices drew my gaze.

At the back of the multipurpose room, my other self-appointed nemesis, Pippi Parker, was trying to clear people away from the coffee station. Pippi was yet another author—Hastings Rock was lousy with them, it turned out. She was a middle-aged white lady with platinum-colored hair in a pixie cut that looked like it had been blow-dried within an inch of catching fire. She wrote cozy mysteries. You know the type: everyone is friends, everyone gets along (well, except whoever got murdered, I suppose), calories don’t count, and nobody says bad words, not even when Keme was hiding in your bedroom and he jumped out and screamed, and then you screamed, and then you had a minor heart attack, and Keme and Fox laughed so hard that Fox fell over and you had to take them to the urgent care because, according to them, the fall had made their sciatica flare up (painful and believable) and they needed their laudanum refilled (less believable).

Right then, Pippi was directing her family as they began unpacking the bags they were carrying. Accompanying Pippi tonight were her beloved husband Stephen, balding, in a reindeer sweater vest, and her three sons (their names were Dylan, Christian, and Carter, although I couldn’t have told you which one was which; all three of them looked the same, with dishwater blond hair and obnoxiously friendly smiles, and they were all painfully polite and well-mannered). Under Mrs. Shufflebottom’s approving gaze, Pippi’s family was setting out what appeared to be an entire trade catalogue’s worth of promotional materials: Pippi Parker-branded pens, Pippi Parker-branded keychains, Pippi Parker bookmarks (Park Yourself with a Good Book!), even Pippi Parker-branded cups, napkins, and—

“Good Lord,” Fox said. “She has her own water bottles?”

Sure enough, a sticker with Pippi Parker’s face had been pasted over the water bottle labels. All I could do was watch as Stephen hustled to the stage and started setting out the branded water bottles for Marshall and whoever else might end up sitting there.

“It does seem like a bit much,” Indira said.

“I think it’s a great idea,” Millie said. “Dash, we should put your face on everything we drink.”

“I think I’ve got a little more class—” I began to say.

And at that exact moment, of course, the room fell into one of those conversational lulls that occasionally happen.

“—than to slap my face on every available surface.”

Every eye turned toward me as my words rang out through the multipurpose room.

Mrs. Shufflebottom recovered first, glaring at me, one hand pinching the cardigan shut at her throat. “Mr. Dane,” she stage-whispered, “this is a library. If you cannot keep your voice down, I will have to ask you to leave.”

Some bozo—I thought it sounded like one of the Archer clan—made a familiar high school noise, the one that suggested: a) I’d gotten in trouble, and b) this was going to be good.

“But,” I said, and I made a flailing gesture at the roomful of people who had chosen that particular instant to fall silent. I tried not to see Pippi’s death stare. “Everyone was—I mean, I wasn’t trying to—it was so loud in here—”

“Mr. Dane,” Mrs. Shufflebottom snapped. And then, yanking the cardigan up a few inches: “Control yourself.”

I sank down in my seat.

And then Millie waved. “HI, MRS. SHUFFLEBOTTOM.”

A few of the people closest to us were knocked backward by the gale-force winds.

“Well, hello, Millicent,” Mrs. Shufflebottom said, her voice changing to that syrupy sweetness I associated with librarians who spent too much of their lives doing story time. “Aren’t you looking lovely this evening?”

To be fair, Millie was looking lovely this evening—you could tell by the fact that Keme practically fainted every time Millie said something to him—but the injustice of it still made me whisper, “How is that fair? I barely said anything—”

“Mr. Dane!”

I sank down even further and clamped my mouth shut.

Slowly, nervous chatter began, and the volume began to build again.

“She really doesn’t like you,” Fox informed me.

I glared at them.

Keme was smirking, so I gave him a dose too.

“What did you do to her?” Millie asked.

“I didn’t do anything,” I whispered furiously. “I’ve been nothing but charming and polite and charming and—”

“Polite?” Fox murmured.

While I tried to ratchet up the glare a few degrees, Indira said, “It’s not your fault, Dashiell.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re a lovely young man.”

“Thank—wait, why does it sound bad when you say it like that?”

“I think you and Mrs. Shufflebottom got off on the wrong foot,” Millie said. “Because you came to town, and you killed Mrs. Shufflebottom’s favorite author—”

“I didn’t kill anyone!”

“—and then it turned out that you didn’t kill her, but you exposed her as a murderer, and you destroyed her reputation, and you destroyed her legacy in Hastings Rock—well, her legacy all over the world, actually—”

“I didn’t destroy anything!”

“—and then you spilled that hot chocolate all over her library books—”

“That was Keme’s fault! What would you do if he jumped out of the closet at you and you were holding a nice, big mug of delicious hot chocolate?”

“—so Mrs. Shufflebottom probably just, you know, needs to get to know you.”

“If she has a chance to get to know me,” I said, “she’ll probably bonk me with that candy cane and turn me into kidney pie.”

“Oh no, Mrs. Shufflebottom is the SWEETEST. She did the best story times. I was always her favorite because I was the BEST at being QUIET!”

The excitement at the end meant a little ramp-up from ear-splitting to ear-shattering. Even Indira’s eyes widened slightly.

Once again, I was spared having to respond. A wave of interested murmurs ran through the crowd, and I craned my head to see Marshall Crowe enter the multipurpose room. He hadn’t changed much since the last time I’d seen him. He was tall and muscular, although at his age, muscular meant a build that leaned toward stocky. His hair was dark with presidential gray at the temples, and he wore a black military jacket over a black tee, with black jeans and black boots. I guessed black underwear was involved at some point. I knew for a fact that he needed reading glasses, and I was looking forward to when he had to pull out a pair of cheaters.

Behind him came two much younger people: a man and a woman. The woman was white, in her twenties, her mousy hair in a bun held by two pencils. Cardigan, cameo locket, pearl earrings, and dark pantyhose all suggested a Carter-era schoolmarm, and her face was set in grim severity. I pegged the man as close to my age, Black, his hair in twists. He was around my height, but muscular instead of, uh, whatever I was. (Slender. I should have said slender.) He wore a tweed blazer with a pocket square that, yes, somehow he actually pulled off, and he gave the general impression of a guy who owned a fedora (in a GQ way, not in a neckbeard way—did anybody still read GQ? Should I be reading it?)

“Who are they?” Millie whispered, which meant Mrs. Shufflebottom’s head came up and whipped around, and I tried to use Fox as cover.

“I don’t know,” I said, “but I’m going to get this over with. Wish me luck.”

“GOOD LUCK!”

I swear, one of the acoustic tiles shifted overhead.

A few of Hastings Rock’s best and brightest hovered nearby, clearly waiting for a chance to approach Marshall. I wasn’t sure they were going to get it—as I watched, Marshall looked up from his conversation with the young woman who’d accompanied him and scowled at JaDonna Powers (church hair) as she made an approach. JaDonna swerved left, her face flushed as she scurried back to her seat.

I was jealous; I would have loved to scurry back to my seat. To scurry back to Hemlock House, as a matter of fact. But if I didn’t give Marshall his parcel now, I’d have to find an opportunity to do it later, and that would probably mean drinks, and a meal, and more drinks—and I could see the evening getting longer and longer. And why would any sensible person spend all that time in a bar or a restaurant, around other people, when they could be safely at home, in their pajamas, on the couch, watching, for the fourteenth time, season two of Supernatural? (With no one talking to them.)

So, I crossed the no-man’s-land of open floor between the crowd and Marshall. Marshall hadn’t noticed me yet, his head bent as he whispered furiously to the woman who had arrived with him. As I got closer, I caught the tail end of his words.

“—don’t know why you’re acting like this,” Marshall said. “Anybody else would feel lucky to be in your position.”

The woman opened her mouth, and then she saw me. Something in her expression must have alerted Marshall because he turned. He didn’t recognize me. And then he did, and he pasted on a smile as he roared, “Killer!”

Egad. I’d forgotten about that stupid nickname.

Before I could recover, Marshall wrapped me in a bear hug. Then, with a shake, he released me. “Well—” And then Marshall chose to use several colorful expressions favored by Chase Thunder, which weren’t exactly fit for public consumption. “I was wondering when you’d pop your head up. Where’s Hubert?”

“Hugo,” I said. “And we broke up. That’s why I’m here, as I’m sure my parents told you. Dramatic flight across the country. Total mental and emotional breakdown. I have a pet seal now who makes all my financial decisions.”

I don’t know why I threw in the pet seal thing; to get a rise out of him, I guess. As usual, though, Marshall ignored it. He said another of Chase Thunder’s favorite words, and then “Really? That’s too bad; I liked him.”

“Not enough to remember his name.”

He gave me a considering look, and I realized the Dash of a few years ago—heck, the Dash of last year—wouldn’t have said something like that. But Marshall only grinned again and said, in a different tone, “Killer.” He reached out like he might scrub his hand through my hair—or, God, give me noogies—and I managed a dodge. The movement was uncoordinated, and I caught a whiff of his breath, and with a flash of surprise, I realized Marshall had been drinking. I gave him another, closer look—the slight slackness to his face, the cloudy eyes—and upgraded that to drunk.

Instead of trying again, though, Marshall only said, “How’s the writing going? I saw that gay thing.”

That gay thing (which was now how I was going to refer to it) was a story that I’d had published at an online crime fiction magazine called The Midnight Messenger. I had a feeling that Marshall and people of his generation looked down on e-zines because they weren’t print, but The Midnight Messenger paid pro rates, and even better, they were actively searching for diverse authors. One of the editors had reached out to me about a last-minute story, after they had problems with another author, and—miracle of miracles—I managed to get “Pickup at Pershing” (my take on a Chandler story) completed and sent off. Even better, it wasn’t a Will Gower story; I’d tried something new. Granted, I’d only finished it and sent it off because Keme had hidden the Xbox and Millie had brought me a million coffees and Fox had threatened to give me a “new” haircut and Indira had suggested the possibility of locking me in my room. And, of course, because Bobby had been so genuinely excited for me, and I honestly couldn’t stand the thought of disappointing him.

“God,” Marshall said before I had a chance to speak, “that’s got to have Chandler spinning in his grave.”

“He’ll survive,” I said. “Or not, I guess. I love Chandler’s stories and what he did for crime fiction, but he was a massive homophobe. There’s a ton of homophobia baked into the crime fiction genre, actually. I think it’s time to start pushing back on that, don’t you?”

Marshall gave me that considering look again and grunted; I didn’t think I’d be reading an impassioned speech from Chase Thunder about the importance of gay rights anytime soon, but Marshall didn’t argue. (Which was a good thing: my knees had reached melted-butter status, and I was so sweaty I thought I was going to slide out of my shirt.)

“This is Elodie, my assistant,” he said, jerking a thumb at the young woman. “She wants to be a writer. Like you. And that’s Hayes, my agent.” He must have meant the guy who had come in with him, but before I could check, he continued, “Elodie, work something out for Dash—dinner and drinks after.”

“I really can’t—” I tried, and I used all my mental energy to visualize a night of nachos, then Indira’s cookies, and then the episode of Supernatural when John—well, I don’t want to give anything away.

“Nonsense. We’ll call your parents; they’ll be thrilled.”

With that, Marshall headed toward the stage.

The worst part was, he was right: my parents would be thrilled. And it would be awful.

“It’s so nice to meet you,” Elodie said. Her tone suggested the contrary, but grudgingly, she added, “I met your parents a few months ago. They were lovely.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I guess I should give you this—”

As I held out the parcel, though, another hand seized it before Elodie could take it. Marshall had come back without my realizing it, and now he gripped the package a little too tightly, his hand tense, his fingers dimpling the paper. “I’ll take that,” he said. “I forgot they were sending it here. Thanks for being the mailman, Killer.”

And then he hurried toward the stage.

“Now, about tonight,” Elodie said, tapping her phone’s screen so quickly that her fingers seemed to blur. “We had drinks at a great microbrewery last night, but I understand there are a few local bars. You’re the expert; would you like to pick?”

“Let me think about it,” I said. “There are so many good options. Can I tell you after the reading?”

Elodie agreed, and I retreated to my seat.

That, ladies and gentlemen, is called thinking on your feet and seizing an opportunity.

“Dash, that was amazing,” Millie said. “You’re FAMOUS!”

“I’m not—”

“Did you talk about writing? Did he tell you you’re a good writer? Did you tell him it’s hard for you to write sometimes? OH! Did you tell him about your special meditation with your eyes closed and sometimes you have to put a pillow over your face?”

Don’t judge. Sometimes a guy needs a nap, and his wonderful, loving, well-meaning friends won’t. leave him. alone.

“Special meditation,” Fox said scornfully.

“I went by your studio last week,” I told them. “You were asleep on the floor behind the counter. The door wasn’t even locked.”

“That,” Fox said, doubling down on the scorn, “was different.”

“How?”

“Tell him, Keme.”

Keme gave each of us a long, withering stare.

“He doesn’t seem like a very happy man,” Indira said. And then, almost as a question to me, “But maybe he’s different when you get to know him.”

“No, that’s pretty much how he always is.”

“Is he always snookered?” Fox asked.

“Fox,” Indira said.

“Look at him; he can barely stand up straight.”

Up on the stage, Marshall did look a little…wobbly. He was drinking some of the Pippi water (God, it sounds so bad when I say it out loud)—he was drinking some of the water with Pippi’s face stuck to the bottle, and he was staring out into the distance, his eyes glassy. A moment later, Pippi joined him on stage. In contrast, she looked all aquiver for the event—and, also, like she’d found a hot minute to duck into the restroom and volumize her hair one more time. Mrs. Shufflebottom joined them, and she spoke first to Pippi and then to Marshall. Pippi took one of the chairs. Marshall didn’t, and it was clear, from how Mrs. Shufflebottom waited, that she didn’t know what to do. After another moment, Pippi stood.

“Is this how authors are supposed to act?” Millie asked me.

“Neurotic and awkward and crippled by self-doubt?” I said. “That’s kind of the baseline.”

“We artists suffer for our art,” Fox said. “That’s why I need a Ring Ding.”

“There aren’t any Ring Dings,” I said. “They have these chocolate imitation things that are supposed to be like Ho-Hos. They aren’t bad, actually.”

And of course, at that moment, Mrs. Shufflebottom approached the podium, and the room went silent, which meant everyone heard my opinion of the imitation chocolate cakes, or whatever they were called.

“If everyone is finished,” Mrs. Shufflebottom said crisply into the microphone.

“I want to catch one break,” I said under my breath. “Just one.”

“Mr. Dane?”

I mimed zipping my lips.

With a final, pointed look for the troublemakers in the crowd (i.e., me), Mrs. Shufflebottom cleared her throat and said, “Welcome, everyone, to the Hastings Rock Public Library. This evening, we’re thrilled to have two world-renowned authors joining us to read from their latest releases. Many of you know Marshall Crowe from his bestselling Chase Thunder series. Mr. Crowe has hit every bestseller list you can name, and his popularity only continues to grow with the release of the latest entry in this series: Thunder Clap.

“We’re also so pleased and grateful that one of our own could be here. I don’t have to introduce Pippi Parker to anyone from Hastings Rock—”

“You might remember me,” Pippi put in from behind Mrs. Shufflebottom, “from the Hastings High bake sales.”

For some reason, that made everyone laugh. Even Mrs. Shufflebottom.

“She’s been running them for years,” Indira whispered. “She’s an absolute tyrant. Won’t let me donate anything.”

“It’s not fair,” I whispered back. “If I chimed in like that, Mrs. Shufflebottom would have eviscerated me.”

Maybe Mrs. Shufflebottom heard me, because she gave me a steely-eyed look like she was considering some eviscerating right then. After a brief summary of Pippi’s own performance on the bestseller charts—which, Mrs. Shufflebottom was too polite to point out, had dropped off significantly in the last few years—Mrs. Shufflebottom announced, “And, of course, it comes as no surprise to anyone in Hastings Rock to hear that Pippi will be reading from her latest entry in the Aunt Lulu’s Laundromat series, Spin Cycle Secrets.”

“It comes as a surprise to me,” I whispered to Fox, who was trying to ignore me. “I thought that got canceled after everyone found out she’d hired Vivienne to do some ghost-writing on her teahouse series.”

“You mean after you revealed it to everyone,” Fox corrected—unnecessarily, in my opinion.

“Dash.” It was a Millie-whisper. “Dash. DASH!”

My “What?” sounded, admittedly, a bit strangled.

“Why didn’t they invite you to be in the reading?”

“Without further ado,” Mrs. Shufflebottom said, “let’s give a warm welcome to Mr. Crowe.”

I sank back into my seat—grateful for a chance to avoid Millie’s question—as Marshall approached the podium. Even though it was only a short distance, his steps were so unsteady that it looked more like a semi-controlled lurch, and he clutched the podium to steady himself. He bent too close to the microphone and spoke too loudly, and the slight scrape of feedback raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

“It’s a pleasure to be here,” he said, and the words had the blurred edges of someone losing his grip. “Wonderful town. Charming town. You know, most places you go, they’re grateful to have a celebrity visit them. They feel lucky. They don’t try to shoehorn in a housewife with an overactive imagination.”

It was like an old sci-fi show when someone depressurized the airlock: I could almost hear the hiss of oxygen being sucked out of the room. Pippi’s face went pale, and then bright spots of color rose in her cheeks.

“I’m joking, I’m joking,” Marshall said. “It’s a real privilege to spend twelve hours traveling and end up sitting next to someone whose last book didn’t sell enough copies to pay for a cup of coffee. Have you read—” He reached for the mic, and when he touched it, feedback screeched. He fumbled with the mic for a moment, and when the feedback stopped, he said, “Have you read her stuff? It’s great. It’s really inspiring. You don’t see people like that anymore—people who don’t let zero talent and even less common sense stop them.”

Around me, the audience seemed to have gotten over their shock and were beginning to react. I remembered, when I’d first arrived in Hastings Rock, how many people had come to Pippi’s reading. People had turned out in droves, and they’d come with bags of books for her to sign—and tonight was no exception. Althea and Bliss Wilson, off to one side of the room, shifted in their seats, murmuring their disapproval. Cyd Wofford was clutching a well-read copy of Tumble Trouble, his jaw set. In the next row, Mr. Cheek, in a zebra-stripe blazer and patent leather heels, bared his teeth at Marshall and hissed his displeasure. Mrs. Shufflebottom, for her part, stood at the edge of the stage, clutching her cardigan at her throat.

“He’s going to start a riot,” Indira murmured.

“Why is he being so mean?” Millie asked.

Pippi, for her part, wore a rigid, meaningless smile. I remembered, the last time I’d been at one of her readings, how quick she’d been on her feet. She certainly hadn’t been at a loss for things to say, and so it seemed strange for her to sit there, weathering Marshall’s abuse. My only guess was that she still thought—hoped—he was joking, and if she played along, a good relationship with Marshall might outweigh the humiliation. Her husband, on the other hand, looked furious—from my interactions with Stephen, I’d always thought he had as much personality as sofa stuffing, which was probably a good balance to Pippi’s over-the-top persona. Right then, though, his face was red, his hands were curled into fists, and he seemed to be having trouble breathing.

“Have you ever read one of her books?” Marshall asked again with that leaden delivery. “You know what happens when you’re a middle-aged housewife with no life experience trying to write a book? You write book after book about middle-aged housewives with no life experience. It doesn’t matter how you dress them up; they’re all the same. You know what I mean. She’s got all these twenty-year-old cupcake bakers and booksellers and teahouse owners, but they don’t talk like twenty-year-olds, they don’t act like twenty-year-olds. They say things like ‘Oh my,’ and ‘Golly.’ They don’t message each other—they don’t even text. They call. When was the last time someone under thirty voluntarily made a phone call?”

Fox made a strange sound that it took me an instant to recognize as a laugh. I mean, I was under thirty and I did still make phone calls, but I definitely preferred to text—and that’s pretty much all Keme and Millie did. Fox and Indira, on the other hand, who were both at least twenty years older than me, did seem to call more frequently, so maybe there was something to Marshall’s point.

“Mr. Crowe,” Mrs. Shufflebottom began in a quavering voice. “I’m going to have to insist—”

“And when they do call, do you know what they do?” Marshall swayed and caught the podium again to keep from going over. “They use a landline.” He stopped like he might laugh, but he only blinked owlishly out at the audience. “The one I read, it was set in 2015, and every other chapter they’re running home to check their voicemail.”

A boo erupted from the crowd. I twisted and spotted the lumberjack—I didn’t know his name, but I thought of him as Fox’s lumberjack, since they had an ongoing, and apparently messy, quasi-relationship. Then I caught a glimpse of Marshall’s assistant, Elodie. She must have realized that her boss had gone too far—she was pale, and I thought, for a moment, she looked like she might pass out. Then Mrs. Knight stood and booed as well, shaking a paperback of Death by Dryer at Marshall.

“You ought to be ashamed of yourself,” Althea called from her seat.

Mr. Cheek hissed again and held up his hands like claws.

“A riot might have been underselling it,” I said. “He’s going to get himself killed. Keme, let’s get everybody out of here—”

But before I could finish, the guy who had arrived with Marshall—I thought Marshall had introduced him as Hayes—jogged down the center aisle. His face was fixed in what looked like polite goodwill, and he seemed to be trying not to make eye contact with any of the angry townspeople. As he approached the stage, he said in a low voice, “Hey, Marshall, why don’t we take a break? You look like you’re not feeling so hot.”

Marshall didn’t answer, but he did look worse than ever. His skin looked gray, his lips were tinged with blue, and his eyes looked bruised and sunken. His head bobbed, as though he were listening to music the rest of us couldn’t hear.

Hayes hopped up onto the stage and, as he rose, caught Marshall’s arm. “Why don’t we get some fresh air?”

Marshall twisted away, breaking Hayes’s hold, and then planted a hand on his chest and shoved. Hayes fell backward off the stage and hit the floor hard enough that the thud carried over the audience’s angry shouts.

“Come on,” I said, touching Fox’s shoulder. “This is getting out of control—”

But before I could finish, Marshall’s eyes rolled up in his head, and he collapsed.

Silence dropped over the crowd. Everyone froze.

Hayes picked himself up at the same time that I started toward Marshall.

“We need a doctor,” I called. I caught Mrs. Shufflebottom’s eye and said, “Call 911.”

I reached Marshall at the same time as Hayes. Marshall wasn’t breathing, and when I tried to find a pulse, his skin was clammy.

Dr. Xu dropped onto her knees next to me a moment later. “Move back,” she said as she leaned over Marshall.

But a part of me knew that, no matter what she tried, it wouldn’t be enough. Because even I could tell that Marshall was already dead.


Chapter 2

An ambulance came and took Marshall away. Deputies came. I thought maybe I’d see Bobby, but instead I got Salk (Deputy Salkanovic) and Dairek (Deputy Landby). In case the nickname didn’t give it away, Salk was Hasting Rock’s former star quarterback. He was sweet, he was friendly, and he was—well, let’s just say school isn’t for everyone, but in a good way, if that makes any sense? Dairek had also been on Hasting Rock’s high school football team, but Dairek had the social-emotional skills of a pair of old gym shoes. I liked Salk and Dairek (well, I liked Salk), but they weren’t Bobby. They didn’t seem to know what to do any more than the rest of us, and slowly, people began to leave. When I made my way out of the library, Pippi and her family were the last ones left—collecting her swag, of course. Stephen was even picking up the water bottles from the stage. Waste not, want not was apparently the motto when it came to authorial self-promotion.

When I got home, I showered because I felt like I needed a shower. I got into bed. I lay there in the dark. It no longer creeped me out—in fact, after half a year, I’d come to love Hemlock House. It was quirky, eccentric, maybe even downright strange. But hey, so was I. It was a beautifully insane pseudo-Victorian mansion, with secret passages and Beauty and the Beast-style bookshelves and a stuffed dodo that Prince Albert had once kissed right on the beak. (I made that up.) It was a Class V haunted house. It was warm, it was comfortable, and now that I’d added a giant TV to my room, it was one hundred percent fit for human habitation. I loved listening to the waves beating against the sea cliffs. I loved the sound of rain needling the ancient windows. I even loved the sound of the wind wrapping around the house and stirring the hemlocks. I loved that ninety percent of the day, this house had at least one person I cared about inside it (usually Keme, who was also usually eating cookies that I was sure Indira had baked for me). But occasionally, every once in a while, during that other ten percent of the day, I remembered what it had been like to have someone in my life who wasn’t a friend or a roommate or, in Keme’s case, whatever you call a teenager who’s definitely not stronger than you, but you don’t want to have to prove it, and no, you’re not going to wrestle him just to find out. Someone who was there at night, after I turned out the lights. Someone who wanted to be there with me. I was starting to think I needed to do the adult thing and order one online.

A soft rap at the door jarred me out of my thoughts.

“You awake?” Bobby called.

“Yeah. Uh huh. I’m awake.” I didn’t exactly shrink in on myself in humiliation, but I managed to get some control over myself and say, “Come in.”

I found my glasses as Bobby stepped into the room. The hall was only slightly brighter than my room, so he was mostly shadow as he came toward the bed. The familiar creak of leather, as much as his silhouette, told me he was still in uniform. When he sat, the mattress dipped slightly.

“I heard about Marshall,” he said. “Are you okay?”

“Oh. Yeah.” And then, because I needed to be sure: “He didn’t make it, did he?”

Bobby’s silence was already an answer, and then he said, “No. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I mean, it’s not. I’m sad for him and his family. He was friends with my parents, and this will hit them hard, but it’s not like he and I were close.” A normal person probably would have stopped there, but I said, “He was such a jerk, you know. So, why do I still feel awful?”

In the gloom, I couldn’t make out his expression. I caught a whiff of the familiar odors of Bobby in uniform: gun oil, starched cotton, a hint of that masculine fragrance that I suspected was his deodorant.

“Because he was a human being, and you knew him,” Bobby said. “And every death is a loss.”

“John Donne.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

Bobby was quiet for what felt like minutes. “You’re a kind person. Seeing something like that—of course it’s going to make you feel awful.”

“I guess.”

“Can I do something for you?”

“No, I’m all right.”

“Do you want to watch some TV?”

I shook my head.

He must have picked up on the gesture even in the thick shadows. “What about some hot chocolate? I bet I could even scrounge up some of that apple crumble.”

“I’m good, thanks.”

He was silent again. The mattress springs squeaked when he got to his feet.

“Bobby,” I said.

The way he turned to me was a question. The way he looked at me, even in the dark, was a question.

Where were you? That’s what I wanted to ask. Where were you tonight? We had plans.

But the answer was obvious: work. And even asking the question would make me sound…what? Nagging? Controlling? Like a jealous boyfriend? After everything Bobby had gone through with West, I wanted to give him his space.

“Never mind.”

Maybe he’d anticipated the question, though, because he shifted his weight. The leather of his duty belt creaked. “I had to cover for Tripple tonight.”

I nodded, but it felt like nothing, lost in the dark.

“I’m sorry I didn’t text,” Bobby said.

“You don’t have to text,” I said. “It was work. You do what you have to do.”

“Right,” Bobby said, but there was something in his voice. “It was work, but I still should have texted.”

“Bobby.” I tried for a laugh. “Don’t worry about it.”

The darkness seemed to grow wider and wider between us until he finally said, “I am sorry.”

“No big deal.”

The wind rattled the shutters. When they quieted again, Bobby took a step toward the door.

My heart started beating faster.

He kept walking.

I tried not to gulp my breaths.

He was almost at the door.

It was now or never—or it felt like it, anyway—and somehow, I managed to keep my voice surprisingly steady as I said, “Maybe we could do something tomorrow.”

He looked back, a silhouette once more against the weak yellow light of the hall. “Definitely.”

But in the morning (eleven-thirty is still morning), he was gone. He’d gotten called in to work, Indira told me as I zombied my way through my first mug of coffee. And the hint of compassion in her eyes would have been unbearable from pretty much anyone else.

It wasn’t a big deal. I knew they needed him; the sheriff’s office had been understaffed since the past sheriff had been killed, and until acting-Sheriff Acosta was officially elected (of which there was no doubt), some sort of bureaucratic red tape kept them from hiring an additional deputy. Which meant, the office could never fill all its shifts, and it was a good thing, frankly, that Bobby was such a team player. Plus, it’s not like we’d had solid plans—I’d said, Maybe we could do something tomorrow. Maybe Bobby had thought I’d meant in the afternoon. And given my usual wake-up time, that wasn’t a stretch. And anyway, it was a good thing he’d picked up that extra shift. I was tired from a bad night’s sleep, unable to get the image of Marshall’s final moments out of my head, and I wouldn’t have been good company.

I tried to make it a normal day because it was a normal day. It was Saturday, which meant Keme was already on the couch playing Xbox. As he’d gotten more comfortable with me—and with Hemlock House—and as the weather had gotten worse in the winter months, Keme had started spending more and more time here. So much, in fact, that I began to suspect that he was occasionally spending his nights somewhere in the grand old mansion.

That was more than all right with me, especially since, from what I understood, before I’d come to Hastings Rock, Keme had split his nights between the occasional stay in Indira’s flat and, more frequently, sleeping rough. One time, Indira had even mentioned the timber yard. The situation was particularly tricky since Keme was only seventeen and, therefore, a minor. His mom lived in Hastings Rock, Indira had told me when I’d asked, and then she’d immediately clammed up. When I’d tried to get more information, she’d finally told me to ask Keme myself if I wanted to know so badly. I don’t have a death wish, contrary to what Bobby might tell you, so that’s as far as I got. But since I had the sneaking suspicion that, if I’d offered Keme a place to stay, he’d have turned me down, I was all right with the idea that he might be staying here, as it were, “in secret.”

After my brush with a potential blackmailer, though, one important fact had come to light: Keme had been skipping a lot of school (to the point that truancy might keep him from graduating), and the Last Picks had begun an all-hands-on-deck campaign to make sure Keme not only went to school, but that he stayed in school, and he graduated.

It had had…mixed success, let’s say. Fox had tried to give an impassioned speech on the importance of a liberal education, but it had turned into a series of pithy little gems of wisdom like “The only thing you’re buying yourself with a traditional career is a case of hemorrhoids and then a box six feet underground,” and “Marx said the only drugs allowed to the masses are to dull their senses on the weekend and to awaken them for work the rest of the time,” and “It should be illegal not to have a mandatory nap like Spain.”

Then I tried my hand. Again, the results were mixed. I thought I was on a pretty good track—I was explaining all the long-term costs and benefits of an education, including better career options, higher earning potential, a rich life of the mind. But somehow, the longer Keme stared at me with his dark, dark eyes, the harder it was to remember what I was saying. And pretty soon I caught myself deep down the rabbit hole of mortgages, trying to explain private mortgage insurance and why it was such a scam. The worst part was I’d never owned a house (well, except for Hemlock House), and I didn’t even know what private mortgage insurance was. Keme must have taken pity on me because he eventually turned on the TV, and I was able to stop talking.

Bobby and Indira had more success (or, at least, managed to stay on topic). They’re about the only two people in the world Keme actually respects, and although I don’t know what they said to him, I know that Keme emerged from both conversations dour and unhappy—the way a proper young adult should look when facing a lifetime of education, education-related debt, and then a soul-grinding career. His attendance improved, for a little while. And then it dropped off again.

The real turning point had come when Millie had seen a letter from the school notifying Keme (technically, Keme’s mother, although the letter had been sent to Hemlock House, which raised all sorts of questions) that he was at risk of not graduating. Millie had gotten a little misty and said, “Keme, you HAVE to graduate! Graduating is the BEST!”

And that, ladies and gentlemen, was that.

Anyway, that’s the long way of telling you that it was a normal Saturday, which meant I wrote for a while (okay, I read a bunch of articles on Crime Cats, which is exactly what it sounds like), and then I helped Keme study (organic chemistry is crazy hard; my role was mostly flashcard holder and inspirational sound effect maker and, most important of all, hider of the Xbox power cord), and then I took a union-mandated cookie break, and then it was back to studying. (He almost found the cord while I was distracted by the cookies, but fortunately, I got back to the billiard room in time.)

When Millie showed up after her shift at Chipper, she took over the official study-buddy duties (no joke, Keme literally sat up straighter when she was in the room, not to mention that his entire body vibrated so quickly that I was pretty sure dogs could hear him). I thought I might do some more writing (Crime Cats), but on my way through the hall, I found Fox working on their artistic project, which meant, in today’s case, unrolling butcher paper down the length of the hall and occasionally pausing to make cryptic marks on it. I had no idea what they were doing, and it was far too late in the game to ask—I’d made the mistake of pretending to understand, when Fox had first explained the project, and I’d doubled down on the lie with every follow-up conversation. I’d tried asking the others, but none of them seemed to know either. The butcher paper was red, if that helps you figure it out.

Fox didn’t want to talk, so I thought maybe I should check on Indira (and, more importantly, on what smelled like fresh-baked bread), and, of course, maybe Indira would like to chat. I checked Crime Cats on my phone, and there wasn’t anything new—curse this slow cat-related-crime news cycle. Yes, a chat with Indira would definitely be the right thing. And then—as soon as we finished chatting, and maybe after a slice or two of warm, buttered bread—I’d get right back to work. On my story. I’d write two thousand words today. Minimum. No excuses. Once I sat my butt down at the computer, I wasn’t getting up again no matter what. Not if I needed to use the bathroom. Not if the house caught on fire. Not even if Indira made those chocolate chip cookies that were wrapped around an Oreo.

Hang on, I thought. Maybe if I ask her to teach me how to make them—

Hemlock House’s ancient doorbell tolled.

Thank God.

I made my way to the vestibule and opened the door.

Pippi stood there. She was dressed in a burgundy houndstooth coat that managed to appear both stiff and rumpled at the same time, and her hair, as always, looked like it had been brought to life through the miracle of electricity. She was holding two large Tupperware dishes, one stacked on top of the other, and she beamed at me over them. Then she dimmed the wattage of the smile and, in what she probably thought of as a tender, motherly voice, said, “Oh Dash, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“For my—”

She handed me the Tupperware, and while I was focused on not dropping them, she brushed past me into the house. “It’s such a tragedy. Such a meaningless, horrible, heartless, tragedy.” Faster than a snake, she wriggled out of the houndstooth coat and draped it across my arm. “How are you, dear? Oh! How can I even ask? You look a fright—an absolute wreck. My darling, darling boy, I’m sure you’re absolutely destroyed.”

And with that, she strode into the hall.

I stared after her. To borrow a memorable phrase from Fox, I felt like my cheese done slid off my cracker. At some level, I knew she was talking about Marshall—I mean, what else could she be talking about?—but none of it made any sense. I certainly wouldn’t call it a personal loss, and I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact that the same woman who had publicly accused me of murder was now calling me my dear and darling, darling boy. Also—a fright? A wreck? I checked the mirror. Okay, my hair was a little…wild. And I did have bags under my eyes. And there was some nacho cheese on my hoodie because Keme had tried to steal the last nacho. And my fuzzy socks, which were made to look like calico cats, might have been a little matted, a little stretched out—

Okay, fine. But she didn’t have to say it, did she?

I threw her coat in the reception room and went after her. Something in one of the Tupperware containers sloshed ominously, and I had a sneaking suspicion soup was involved.

“I don’t want to be rude, Pippi,” I began, “but what—”

“My homemade chicken noodle soup!” she announced brightly. “Good for the body and for the soul.”

Good, like most soups, for going straight down the disposal. “No, I meant—”

“And Grandma Waldorp’s world-famous tuna casserole. You’re going to ask me for the recipe, Dashiell, and if you’re a very good boy, I might give it to you.”

I had no idea who Grandma Waldorp was, but if there were a war crime tribunal that adjudicated casserole-related offenses, I imagined they’d drag her before them in chains. I managed a polite “Just Dash.”

“I know how terribly difficult today must be, but I wanted to do the neighborly thing and stop by and tell you that the whole town loves you, and we’re sending you our love, with a giant hug and kiss and a ribbon on top.”

Finally, somehow, I dredged up “Uh huh.”

“You’d better get those in the refrigerator, you know. You don’t want to take any risks.” She clapped her hands and added a brisk, “Chop-chop.”

I guess I was on autopilot because I took the Tupperware to the kitchen.

Indira was kneading dough at the counter, and she looked a question at me.

“Pippi Parker is doing the neighborly thing,” I said as I set the Tupperware on a clear stretch of counter conveniently near the trashcan.

“Bringing you a meal?” Indira asked with a frown.

“Trying to poison me.”

The door opened, and Fox leaned into the kitchen. They cleared their throat, raised their eyebrows, and shot a look back at the hall.

“What now?” I grumbled as I stalked out of the kitchen.

There was no sign of Pippi, but I thought I could hear someone in the den. Fox hung back, which meant I was on my own as I approached the door. I slowed my steps and moved as quietly as I could, and when I reached the door, I inched it open slowly.

The den was exactly how you’d imagine: built-in shelves, tufted leather chairs, the scent of a ghostly cigar. (Okay, maybe that was my imagination.) Pippi was rifling the bookshelves as quickly as she could. I’d started using the den as my office, for the twin reasons that: one, I definitely wasn’t going to use Vivienne’s office (I still hadn’t touched any of her stuff); and two, the chairs were excellent for napping. On the occasional table, my laptop was still where I’d left it, but the screen was on, and it showed a failed password attempt. I gave the door a nudge, and Pippi whirled to face me. Color blotched her cheeks.

“What a wonderful collection,” she said breathlessly. “I was wondering if you had a copy of Vivienne’s memoir. A first edition. Be a dear and check the study, would you?”

“So you can keep searching my house for whatever you’re looking for? I don’t think so.”

She pressed a hand to her chest: perfectly manicured outrage. “I would never—”

“You can skip this part. What were you going to steal, and why?”

“I wasn’t going to steal anything! And to think that this is how I’m to be treated after I did the neighborly thing and brought you a delicious meal—”

“You brought me soup! It’s basically bathwater for vegetables.” I drew a deep breath; we all have our ugly sides. After a moment, I said, “Start talking, or I’m calling the police.”

“No!” Her façade cracked, and her eyes widened with genuine panic.

“Then tell me what’s going on.”

She stood rigidly, one hand braced against the bookcase. And then she slumped, shook her head, and in a weak voice said, “They think I did it. The sheriff thinks I killed Marshall Crowe.”


Chapter 3

I stood there, trying to make sense of what Pippi had told me. Marshall’s death was a murder. That sent a thrill through me—nothing so ghoulish as excitement, but a kind of low-grade electrical thrum. The fact that Pippi was the prime suspect was a little harder to process, but as Pippi began to cry, I had to believe she was telling the truth.

Someone poked me in the ribs.

“Ow!”

Keme pushed past me, with a look of disgust for me, and Millie followed him into the den. Then Keme seemed to hit a wall and stopped, standing in a pose every guy knows: hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched, head down. Portrait of a human male who has no idea what to do around strong emotions. I was feeling a bit of it myself. As a matter of fact, I realized my hands were in my own pockets.

Millie, on the other hand, hugged Pippi. She helped her sit in one of the tufted chairs, and then she pulled a footstool over and perched there, patting Pippi’s hand. “It’s okay, Pippi. Everything’s going to be all right. Do you want some water? Pippi, did you hear me? Do you want something to drink? Pippi. Pippi. Pippi. Pippi. Pippi. Pip—”

Pippi’s head came up, and her eyes had a wild quality that suggested someone about to bolt. “What?”

Patting her hand again, Millie said, “Do you want some water?”

“Maybe we’ll worry about water in a few minutes,” Fox said from the doorway, where they stood with Indira.

“Is everything all right?” Indira asked.

“Uh,” I said.

Fox gave me a look.

What? I mouthed.

Fox gave me another, more pointed look.

I spread my hands.

“Do something,” Fox whispered furiously.

And Keme added a gesture not appropriate for mixed company that suggested I was, um, wasting everyone’s time.

“Why me?” I whispered back.

“Because it’s your house,” Indira said, as though that explained anything.

“When I cry, I get the hiccups,” Millie was telling Pippi. “Oh! And one time my Aunt Susan got the hiccups, and I tried to scare her, you know, to make her hiccups go away, and so I waited around the corner, and when I jumped out at her, she SCREAMED!”

Pippi jolted in the seat and gave a little scream herself.

“And then her hair topper fell off, only I didn’t know that at the time because I was only seven, but it was right there on the floor, and then I screamed, and Aunt Susan was still screaming, and I was still screaming, and Mom made me go to my room, and later, Ryan told me that the hair topper fell off an angel, and I thought all angels were bald until I was nine.” Millie seemed to consider this story and added, “That was before Aunt Susan had her stripper wig.”

“Why do I write mysteries?” I said under my breath as I moved over to Pippi. “I should write horror. I’m going to have nightmares for weeks.” In a louder voice, I said, “Millie, why don’t you get Pippi a glass of water? And, uh, maybe some of those sugar cookies for the rest of us.”

Keme gave me a disappointed look.

“To keep up our strength,” I said, but even I thought it sounded a bit weak.

Keme went with Millie, and I took a seat on the footstool. Pippi snuffled and wiped her eyes, and Indira touched my shoulder and passed me a box of tissues. I held a few out to Pippi as she composed herself.

When she’d recovered, she gave me a watery smile and said, “Well, I certainly didn’t mean to fall to pieces like that.”

“That’s all right,” I said warily—because it was hard to forget some of Pippi’s other dramatic roles like, J’accuse! The Pippi Parker and Dashiell Dawson Dane Story (brought to you by the producers of Kinky Boots). “Being accused of murder isn’t all that fun. But I’ve got to admit I’m a little confused. I didn’t think Marshall’s death was being investigated. And I have no idea what you’re looking for.”

“I don’t know what I’m looking for,” Pippi admitted. “I thought maybe—I mean, you gave him that package last night, and I thought, since you’re always involved in people getting murdered around here…”

“I’m sorry, are you telling me that you were trying to prove I killed Marshall?”

“No! No, no, no. Thank you, sweetheart.”

This was for Millie, who beamed at Pippi as she passed her the water. Keme was still glowering, body angled protectively, as though he suspected that—at any moment—Pippi might reveal her true, murderous intent and attack Millie. Honestly, it would have been Keme’s dream. I think a knife fight would have given him an excuse to take his shirt off, and that was probably ninety percent of what he thought about when he was around Millie.

After a sip of water, Pippi continued, “No, I need help, Dashiell.”

“It’s just Dash. And I don’t know what to tell you. I can’t help you. I have no idea why someone would want Marshall dead, aside from the fact that he—” He was a massive jerk wasn’t exactly respectful toward the recently deceased, so I changed it to “—rubbed a lot of people the wrong way. If Marshall’s death was a homicide, then the best thing you can do is leave it to the sheriff. She’ll work this investigation the way it’s supposed to be worked: she’ll interview witnesses, she’ll run background checks, she’ll do a deep dive into Marshall’s life and figure out who might have had a motive.”

“Yes, exactly, that’s wonderful.” Pippi set down the glass so hurriedly that water sloshed out of the glass. Fumbling a battered memo book out of her bag, she said, “Keep going like that; that’s excellent.” She found a pencil, licked the tip, and began scribbling furiously on the page.

“Uh,” I said. “Keep going with the absolutely most basic elements of a criminal investigation?”

“Say that part about motive again.”

“Pippi, you’re a mystery writer. You know all this.”

“Bah,” she said. (Yes, really. And no, I’d never heard a real, live human say it before either.) “It’s not the same.”

In that regard, she wasn’t wrong. It’s not the same was undoubtedly the gentlest way to put it. Pippi wrote cozy mysteries, and, as Fox had once explained to me, they mostly involved ladies being best friends and hanging out in cupcake shops or teahouses or bookstores, often in a small, scenic town, often with a solicitous, patient, and respectful gentleman caller (or two). The mysteries, what there was of them, tended to be, well, seasoning—a little something sprinkled on top. But still, even in a cozy, means, motive, and opportunity were pretty standard ingredients.

“You know,” I said, “I don’t think I should get involved in this. I’m sorry that the sheriff is considering you as a suspect; I don’t know why she would do that, but if you’re innocent, the truth—”

“Don’t give me that nonsense about the truth. You know as well as I do that the truth, if it ever comes out, does so slowly—and often, far too late. Sheriff Acosta believes I killed Marshall because I said I was going to kill him. And, of course, because doing so would have been totally justified.”

“Uh,” I said.

“I mean, you heard him! Those horrible things he was saying. His ‘jokes.’” I could hear the air quotes around the word. “He was so—so smug. Okay, he wrote those grim, bloody thrillers. Fine. Wonderful. Everyone can read what they want to read. But that doesn’t make him a better writer, just because his stories are dark. And it doesn’t make me a bad writer because I write stories that are happy and pleasant and people actually want to read them. You want to talk about unbelievable? His entire series is about a man in his late forties who, in book after book, exclusively beds women who wear D-cups and drive sports cars. That’s fantasy.”

“You’re right.” Although I’d never thought about it that way before. “But you’re missing my point. I don’t want to get involved in another murder investigation. Let the sheriff do her job—”

“Oh, I see.” Pippi flipped the memo book shut and sat forward to jab the pencil at me. “You’re not interested in helping me because there’s no glory in it for you.”

“Excuse me?”

“You won’t get to be the star. That’s what this is about.”

“This isn’t—” I stopped. I tried to hold back. And then the words exploded out of me. “You’re the one who accused me of murder, remember? You stood up on that stage and told everyone in town that I’d killed Vivienne.”

“Because I thought you did!”

“That doesn’t make it better!” Even though a part of me had to admit that, technically, maybe it should. “You’re the one who made a big deal out of how you had assumed Vivienne’s mantle, and you were the new Matron of Murder, and all that BS. And then you came here, and you lied to me, and you tried to ransack my house, and—” I tried to stop. Really. “—you brought soup!” I could hear my volume approaching Millie levels. “I mean, it’s flavored water. Does it even have any potatoes in it?”

“You’re losing ground,” Fox said from the doorway.

I wrenched myself back to the topic at hand. “I don’t have to stand here and be insulted because I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to interfere with a homicide investigation.”

Before Pippi could say anything in response, I turned and left.

I ended up in the servants’ dining room. It’s exactly what it sounds like—well, we don’t have any servants, but you get the idea. Table and chairs, gingham curtains in the windows, the smell of Indira’s bread baking in the oven. Out beyond the cliffs, the ocean had a rucked-up look, the edge of every crease and fold gleaming like tinsel.

The sound of the door made me turn as they filed in: Millie first (she gave me a hug, of course), and then Indira, Fox, and Keme last of all.

“She is unbelievable,” I said.

The four of them exchanged looks.

“What?” I asked.

“Dash,” Indira began, “no one blames you for feeling the way you do about Pippi.”

If I squinted, I could almost see the but at the end of that sentence.

“But,” Fox said, “you’re not looking at this the right way.”

“Excuse me?” I said. “She didn’t even have the decency to tell me she needed help, not until I caught her pawing through my stuff. She came here to sniff around for something she could use against me. If she didn’t find real proof, she would have tried to frame me.”

“Well, of course,” Fox said. “But that doesn’t mean she’s wrong about the fact that you’re the best person to help her. I mean, technically, we work best as a team.”

“That’s not what you said when we were playing Super Smash Bros and you said maybe I should be on my own team.”

With a sniff, Fox waved the words away. “Not to mention the fact that you’re dying to investigate.”

“I am not!” I opened my mouth to continue the argument—and then I stopped. Because who was I trying to fool? These were my friends; they loved me, they knew me, and they were, for reasons I still couldn’t process, unbelievably patient with me. Yes, I’d already been half-convinced Marshall’s death had been anything but natural. Yes, I wanted to know who had killed him. I hadn’t liked Marshall, but I hadn’t wanted him to die. And while I wouldn’t lose much sleep over Pippi being the prime suspect, the reality was that the longer the sheriff focused on Pippi, the more time the real killer had to cover their tracks. And, if I were fully honest with myself, I did have what Bobby occasionally called an overdeveloped sense of justice, which came from reading way too many hard-boiled detective novels.

“Fine,” I said. “But only because I can’t stand the thought of somebody getting away with murder.”

“And because you’re a good person,” Millie said, “and you wouldn’t let anything bad happen to Pippi.”

“No, that’s not—”

“And it’ll be so nice to have something to talk about with Bobby,” Indira said.

“That is absolutely not why—”

“And you’re an inveterate snoop,” Fox said.

“Hey!”

Keme put his hands on his hips, considering me, and then said, “Plus, you’re a donkey.”

Considering I was about to jump into another murder investigation, with Pippi Parker as my, uh, client—well, it was hard to argue with that.


Chapter 4

“You’d better start from the beginning,” I said as I took one of the tufted chairs in the den.

Mid-sniffle, Pippi froze, tissue pressed to her nose. “You’ll do it?”

“I’m considering—”

“Oh, Dashiell—” She stopped herself, dropped her hands to her lap, and beamed at me. “Dash! You’re not going to regret this.”

“That’s not ominous at all,” Fox said from the doorway.

I shot them a dark look.

“Do you realize what an opportunity this is?” Pippi said. “Not just the publicity—”

“Wait a minute,” I said.

“—and not even just the book. We’ll split the royalties seventy-thirty, of course.”

“Seventy-thirty?”

“And I know what you’re thinking, but I’m not ready to get into the merchandising yet, although we’ll have to talk about that sooner rather than later. For example, what about an entire line of products for aspiring writers, as a starting point? Oh my God, and another line for amateur sleuths. We’ll need a name—I’m thinking Masters of Murder, which is a nice little homage to Vivienne, wouldn’t you say? We’ll do notebooks, pens, pencils, hats. Is a magnifying glass overdone?”

“Oh my God,” Millie said—with what could only be, since this was Millie we were talking about, a genuine thrill. “You could do ACTION FIGURES!”

Pippi sat back in her seat, as though bowled over by this idea. Then she did a finger gun at Millie and said, “Hello, genius. Where did you come up with such a great idea?”

Millie glowed.

With thoughts of a Dashiell Dawson Dane action figure circling my head—Now with 60% more anxiety! Pick up Dash’s studio apartment (sold separately) so he can lie in bed all day!—I said, “That’s not really—”

“No, of course not,” Pippi said before I could finish. “You’re thinking what I’m thinking: we capitalize on it now, while it’s still hot. Podcast, vlog, blog, special-access patronage tiers.”

“Seventy-thirty,” Indira murmured.

“No,” I said.

“All right.” Pippi squinted at me. “I’ll go as low as sixty-forty, but—”

“No.”

“Dash, think about what I’m offering here: a built-in fan base, the wealth of my experience, my name.” She said the last as though it were the real treasure. “And while I appreciate that you bring your own…charm to the table—”

“In the first place,” I said, “you came to me for help, Pippi. Not the other way around. And second, I’m not doing any of this. Marshall might not have been my friend, but he was a human being, and it’s crass and, honestly, a bit ghoulish to try to profit off his death before he’s even cold in the ground.”

Pippi stared at me as though I were speaking another language. “But true crime is one of the fastest growing genres in the world.”

I rubbed my eyes. “The answer is no, Pippi. Not everything in this world is about money.”

Although, I can’t say I wasn’t a tiny bit tempted. Not by the action figures—Malibu Beach House Pippi Parker, with thermonuclear hair dryer included!—but by, well, the money. Even a little money. True, my time at Hemlock House had shaken some stories loose, and I’d managed to sell them. But short stories brought in a few hundred dollars each; the only reason I was surviving at Hemlock House was because I was burning through my (much reduced) savings. And, occasionally, my parents were helping me out. Which wasn’t a great look for a man. (Technically you’re a man after twenty-five, even if you still sleep in footie pajamas sometimes.) With a flash of despair, I thought maybe that explained Bobby’s change in behavior. (The fact that I was still reliant on my parents, not the footie pajamas—although come to think of it, the footie pajamas probably weren’t helping either.)

“You should show her that box of Cap’n Crunch where you keep all your receipts,” Fox said. “That’s rock-solid proof that not everything in life is about money.”

Keme mumbled something under his breath that sounded like, “You have got to be kidding me.”

“If you’re not interested,” Pippi said, “maybe we could draw up a few simple forms so that people wouldn’t bother you about the rights to the story down the road—”

“For heaven’s sake, Pippi,” Indira said.

“We can talk about it later.” Pippi pointed at Millie again. “But don’t blame me if I steal this marketing whiz out from under your nose.”

“Coffins,” Millie said. “With your face on the INSIDE!”

“Good God.” Pippi grabbed her memo book and scribbled frantically. “You’ve been hiding in plain sight, my dear.”

“Okay,” I said, “I’m going to gently tap the brakes on this crazy train. If we’re going to figure out what’s going on, then I need as much information as you can give me. Why are you the prime suspect? What reason do the police have to suspect you? I mean, are we even sure that it’s murder?”

“You saw him,” Pippi said. “It was definitely murder. Who wouldn’t want to kill that man?”

“That’s the kind of thing you might not want to say out loud,” Fox suggested. “Until this mess blows over, I mean.”

“The sheriff questioned me,” Pippi said. “At length. She wanted to know about my relationship with Marshall. She wanted to know all about the reading at the library—who organized it, why, etc. She asked me a million questions, all about where I’d been the last few days, who I’d talked to, that kind of thing.”

Trying to track Pippi’s movements, I thought. Which did make it sound like Pippi was a suspect. “That still doesn’t explain why the sheriff was interested in you.”

“Well.” Pippi fumbled with the memo book as a blush rose in her face. “I may have been, uh, indiscreet.”

A recorded voice began to speak, and all of us jumped. I whirled around to see Keme holding up his phone as Pippi’s voice played from the speaker.

“—someone ought to put that man out of his misery,” she was saying on the recording. “That would be a real public service, you know? He’s rude, he’s crude, he’s arrogant. He’s your typical chauvinist pig. And the world would be a better place without him. Honestly, I should kill him myself.”

“Where in the world did you get that?”

Keme shrugged and pushed his long, dark hair behind his ears. He had a seventeen-year-old’s barely hidden smugness.

“This says it was originally posted to her patronage site,” Indira said, glancing at Keme’s screen. “Really, Pippi?”

“Why would you say something like that?” I asked.

“Because of all those awful things he’s been saying.” Pippi’s face was bright red—or trying to be, under her makeup. “I didn’t mean I’d literally kill him. I was going to talk about putting him in one of my books, you know, ‘killing him’ by making him one of the murder victims. But then a reader tweeted another question, and I got sidetracked.”

Fox wore a bemused look. Indira’s expression was severe. Keme was still riding the high of outsmarting all of us. And Millie was searching for something on her phone—probably satin baseball jackets that said MASTERS OF MURDER, or a home detective kit with branded fingerprint powder, or a candle that smelled like Pippi’s attic.

I wanted to tell Pippi how stupid it was to say something like that in public, but the truth was, everyone had said something stupid like that before. And while Pippi had been—to use her word—indiscreet, especially in choosing to say those things when she knew she was being recorded, she’d probably also believed that, with her patrons-only all-access tier, or whatever the heck she called it, she wasn’t speaking publicly so much as…to her very dear friends.

“Okay,” I said, “but the sheriff has got to have some other reason for believing you killed Marshall. I mean, that’s not a great sound bite, but it’s not exactly evidence.”

Pippi clutched the memo book again. “I don’t know.” Then she leaned in and, in a stagily conspiratorial whisper, said, “But I know something the sheriff doesn’t.”

“Oh my God.”

“I do!”

“Pippi,” Indira said with some exasperation.

Keme looked like he was on the brink of rolling his eyes.

“And let me guess,” Fox said. “You decided not to tell anyone so that you could dramatically reveal it at, say, a press conference?”

Pippi sniffed. “I’m telling Dash, aren’t I? I’m telling all of you. And I don’t appreciate—”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Someone took Marshall’s manuscript.” When I didn’t react, Pippi added, “The one he was going to read from. His new book. Stephen noticed when he was picking up the water bottles.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. “But the book’s already been published. I mean, I guess a devoted fan might have taken it.” Or, a little more macabre, someone who had realized the manuscript would be worth more after Marshall’s death.

“Not that one. Not Thunder Clap. His next book.”

“Shadow Cargo,” Millie said without looking up from her phone. “The one with Titus Brooks.”

We all exchanged looks.

“Millie,” I said, “want to explain that?”

She glanced at me and displayed her phone. “Well, I was trying to find out if Marshall had any coffins with his face on the inside—we don’t want to enter a saturated market—”

“We definitely don’t want to do that,” Fox murmured, and Indira swatted them on the arm.

“—and I kept getting all these results about Marshall’s book tour. Apparently, he’s been reading from Thunder Clap, and then he’s also been introducing people to his upcoming project. It’s a new series about merchant seaman Titus Brooks, who’s a security officer on a cargo ship. Oh, and they’re transporting COFFINS!”

That explained something (if only the ringing in my ears). Millie handed me her phone to show me a few stubby articles about Marshall’s book tour, and a quick search of Marshall’s reader group online suggested that everyone was abuzz with the promise of a new book—and, perhaps more importantly, a new character. Marshall’s best-selling series, Chase Thunder, had also been his only series. Until now.

As I handed the phone back to Millie, I said, “So, someone stole the manuscript for this new book?”

Pippi nodded. “We’ve got the inside track! I figure that we release the information in stages—we’ll tease listeners with a hint that we have a clue that police don’t. Then, in the second episode, we’ll tease it a little more—this was something incredibly valuable, something only Marshall and the killer had access to. And then in the third episode—”

“Would you keep an eye on these yahoos?” I asked Indira as I stood.

She nodded, and I got the impression that, among other careers where Indira would have excelled, she would have made a fantastic corrections officer.

“Wait,” Pippi said. “Where are you going?”

“To tell the sheriff.”

“No!”

But by then, I was already stepping out of the den. I made my way to the billiard room, shut the pocket doors, and dropped onto the chesterfield. I considered trying Bobby first, but I didn’t want to put him in the middle of this—the last thing I needed was to make Bobby’s boss mad at him. When I called the station, Deputy Dahlberg put me on hold. As I waited, I listened to what sounded like a whale-song rendition of the theme of Braveheart. It wasn’t that bad, actually.

“This is Sheriff Acosta.”

“Hi, Sheriff. It’s Dash.” Silence. “Dashiell Dawson Dane.” More silence. “From Hemlock House. And, uh, other places in town where we’ve seen each other.” And then, because sometimes I just. couldn’t. help myself. “Like that one time at the Cakery.”

With what sounded like tremendous patience, the sheriff said, “Hello, Dash.”

“Um, hi. So, I know you’re not going to like this, and I know we talked about, uh, my involvement, in, uh, certain situations.” I tried to take deep breaths as my vision fuzzed at the edges. “But, um, Pippi asked me, and it’s not like I wanted to, and I definitely wasn’t trying—”

“What happened with Pippi?”

So, I told her. And when I finished, I said, “I thought you should know about the manuscript. Well, and about Pippi wanting help.”

The sheriff’s silence stretched out: ten seconds, twenty, a minute. And then, stiffly, she said, “We didn’t know about the manuscript. Thank you.”

“It seemed important.”

“It might be.” Another pause came. “And I suppose you’re going to ask a few questions around town, see what you can turn up?”

“I don’t know. The last time we talked—”

I wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence. The last time we’d talked, the sheriff had…well, made me an offer sounds like something out of The Godfather. We’d come to an understanding, I suppose (although that didn’t sound much better). The sheriff had acknowledged that I’d helped in significant ways with several important investigations. She’d even gone so far as to suggest a more formal arrangement—as she’d not so subtly implied, since I insisted on sticking my neck out.

“All right,” Sheriff Acosta said, and she sounded tired. “I’m not going to lie: I’m having a hard time with this.”

“It’s not exactly my favorite thing either.”

For some reason, that made her laugh. “I’d love to see Bobby’s face when you try that one on him.” Before I could respond, she continued, “Look, I don’t like the idea of you poking around. But I also know that short of arresting you, I can’t stop you. And, as we discussed, you have…helped before.” She blew out a breath. “We don’t have much, Dash. I’d appreciate anything you can do.”

“Oh. Yes. I mean, sure. Absolutely.”

(I tried to stop, honest.)

“Safely,” the sheriff said.

“Of course.”

“Responsibly.”

“Definitely.”

“I don’t want you taking any risks. I don’t want you pretending to be a police officer. I’m going to make myself perfectly clear and tell you I don’t want you breaking any laws.”

“Sheriff Acosta!”

That made her laugh too, but a shorter laugh this time.

“There’s not much I can tell you yet. We’re treating Mr. Crowe’s death as suspicious until the district medical examiner comes back with a decision, but I can already tell you it’s going to be a homicide. I understand you saw him the night he died?”

“I was at the library.”

“So, you know how he was acting.”

“Like he was drunk.”

“He was drunk, I’m pretty sure, but we’re waiting for the tests to come back. We also found a prescription vial for diazepam. He’d gotten it filled last week, and it was empty.”

The furnace kicked on—barely more than a distant whump below me.

“You think he was poisoned. Not suicide? No, I guess not. If it had been suicide, he would have had his drink and his pills and crawled into bed.” I thought back to the night before. “He must have ingested the poison right before he came to the reading. He was still coherent when he arrived at the library, but I could tell something was off. Like I said, I thought he’d had too much to drink. I could see it getting worse, though, once he was on stage. Whatever it was, it hit him quickly.”

“Mixing benzodiazepines and alcohol will do that, but like I said, we’re still waiting on those tests. In the meantime, we treat every death as suspicious until there’s a reason not to.”

“Where does Pippi come into this? Aside from that stupid podcast, I mean.”

From the other end of the call came a heavy breath. “I think I’d better not answer that right now.”

“Oh. Right.”

“That’s not a comment on you, Dash.”

“No, I get it. I’m working for her. Helping her. However you want to say it. Do you really think she did it?”

All I got back was another of those conversational blips. “Like I said—” The sheriff’s voice was measured. “—I appreciate anything you can do.”

“Thanks, Sheriff.”

“Please be careful.”

After disconnecting, I headed back to the den. Under Keme’s supervision, Pippi and Millie were sketching out design ideas in the memo book—I thought I saw something that looked like either a superhero costume or underwear, and I decided I didn’t want to know. Fox had fallen asleep on the old chaise, and Indira had taken a book from the shelves and was reading.

“All right,” I said. “The sheriff didn’t know the manuscript was missing.”

“And poof,” Pippi said. “There goes our advantage.”

“That’s not how this works. It’s not a contest. It’s not a race. I agreed to help you because—” Nothing particularly palatable came to mind, so I said, “—we’re neighbors, but I’m not in the business of interfering with an investigation or obstructing justice. I’m turning anything I find over to the sheriff. Is that clear?”

“Don’t you see that this is a golden opportunity—”

“Pippi,” I said, with a little more snap to it than I expected.

“Yes, fine. Anything you find, you’ll turn over to the sheriff. I understand completely.”

I didn’t miss her careful phrasing, but I chose not to engage with it. Instead, I said, “If we’re going to find whoever killed Marshall, we need to figure out who had an opportunity, or who had motive, or both. That means learning more about him: his finances, his personal life, any legal troubles. I know Marshall is married, but I’ve never met his wife, so maybe that’s a place to start. My parents might know how to contact her.”

“No, no, no,” Pippi said. “You have to start with the evidence we already have. Follow the thread and all that.”

Follow the thread and all that wasn’t an investigative technique I’d come across in my research (Will Gower, Detective I, Hollywood Division), but all I said was “What evidence?”

“His assistant,” Pippi prompted. “Elodie. The one in that adorable outfit.”

This apparently meant the woman in the black stockings. “Well, that’s more of a lead than evidence—”

“They had a huge argument outside the library. I hate when my boys see adults act like that in public.”

An argument might explain the weird snippet I’d overheard Marshall say to his assistant—something about being grateful, although I couldn’t recall the exact words. “Did you hear what they were arguing about?”

“Of course not. I was too busy trying to get the boys inside. Stephen too; he’s such a gentle soul.”

I had a hard time believing that Pippi’s husband and grown sons couldn’t stand to overhear a spat in passing, but again, I let it go. “I suppose that’s something.”

“And his agent, Hayes. You noticed all that business with him, I’m sure.”

“Um, probably.”

Fox snorted—it wasn’t clear if this was a waking-up snort or if they’d been pretending to be asleep.

“But in case I didn’t,” I said. “Noticed what?”

“He left. As soon as Marshall started talking, he slipped out the back.”

There wasn’t anything illegal about that, obviously. He might have needed to get a drink of water. Maybe he’d needed a break after hearing Marshall’s reading so many times already. On the other hand, maybe it did mean something.

“All right,” I said. “That’s good to know.”

“What are we going to do now?” Pippi asked, scooting to the edge of her seat.

“We aren’t going to do anything. I want to get a better idea of what was going on in Marshall’s life, so I’m going to start with the assistant.”

“They’re staying at the Rock On Inn,” Millie said and held up her phone. “Cheri-Ann has been posting about Marshall every five minutes.”

Cheri-Ann, the Rock On Inn’s owner and proprietor, was a lovely woman, but she did love to, uh, share on Facebook.

“Perfect,” Pippi said, snapping her memo book shut. “We’ll do good cop, bad cop.”

“Which one of you is going to be the bad cop?” Indira murmured.

Keme burst out laughing.

That seemed like an obvious one to me, since between Pippi and me, at least I didn’t look like I got my hair shellacked at the same place Darth Vader got his helmets. But I chose the more mature path and said, “You aren’t going with me. You’re going to call your agent and your editor and anyone else you can think of, and you’re going to ask them what they know about Marshall. Has he had a falling out with anyone recently? How are his books doing? What’s his personal life like? That kind of thing.”

“And I’ll find out what they’ve been doing since they got to town,” Millie announced.

Fox and Indira shared a look, and Indira said, “We’ll…supervise.”

I nodded. “Great.”

As I stood, Pippi said, “I really think I should go with you—”

“Nope. No way. Not a chance.” I inched backward toward the door as I spoke. “You’re the prime suspect, remember? We want you to stay out of the limelight, away from potential witnesses, all that stuff. Just make some calls, see what you can find out, and stay out of sight.”

“Uh, Dash?” Fox said. He glanced at Keme, who was still laughing (presumably at the prospect that anyone might mistake me for the bad cop). “If you’re going to the Rock On Inn, and you’re going to need someone to run interference with Cheri-Ann, might I suggest you take Keme?”

Keme stopped laughing and bolted upright to stare at us.

I was pretty sure I had the same look on my face.


Chapter 5

“You’re going to do great,” I said as I squeezed the Jeep into a spot at the end of the block. It wasn’t tourist season, but the Rock On Inn was located close to Hasting Rock’s downtown, and parking was always at a premium. Not to mention the inn’s private lot was full of sheriff’s office cruisers.

Keme glared at me and yanked his hood up.

That last part might have only partially been a show of anger; he had to be cold. It was another December afternoon—a low ceiling of clouds the color of machined steel, damp cold, and a sea breeze that cut through clothing like a knife. Keme wore a Baja hoodie and joggers with Billabong slides. I honestly didn’t know how his feet hadn’t frozen off. I’d given him a pair of Nikes, passing them off as an early Christmas gift, and he’d worn them twice before they’d disappeared. I couldn’t bring myself to ask what had happened.

“All you have to do is keep her talking,” I said. “About anything. It’ll be easy.”

It was remarkable how much scorn—and what appeared to be genuine disbelief at how stupid I was—he could communicate without opening his mouth.

“Ask her about her rates for a writers’ conference,” I suggested. “Tell her I want to invite a bunch of people, and see what it would cost to book the whole inn.”

Keme reached for the door.

“And be charming,” I said. “I need you to keep her occupied.”

He turned back to look at me.

“And, um, maybe smile?” I said, but it came out as more of a question.

Keme bared his teeth.

“You are a terrifying young man,” I said. “You know that, right?”

His expression shifted into a smirk, and he dropped out of the Jeep.

After counting to sixty, I followed him.

The Rock On Inn was a sprawling building behind a massive boxwood hedge, which gave it the illusion of privacy even in the busy heart of the town. The inn itself had started life as one of Hastings Rock’s stately old Victorians. The original structure was still there, with clapboard siding and decorative gables and a single arched window of stained glass in the tower. As Hastings Rock had evolved into a tourist town and business had grown, Cheri-Ann’s parents had added on to the structure. The additions were more practical than decorative, extending back from the house and to either side.

The presence of the sheriff’s office cruisers in the parking lot—one of which I recognized as Bobby’s—was the important detail. It was one thing to have approval from the sheriff to do some light investigating. It was another thing entirely to come face-to-face with Bobby during said investigating. Especially because things had been so weird lately. The last thing I needed was for him to think I’d started following him to work because I was so desperate to spend more time with him.

Fortunately or unfortunately (I wasn’t sure), there was no sign of him outside. Deputy Tripple was guarding the parking lot, but Keme appeared to have slipped past him without any trouble. It wasn’t hard to see why: Tripple—who was a middle-aged white man, completely bald, with a disturbingly wrinkled forehead/scalp situation—was fending off two people who both appeared to be extremely determined to get past him. The first was Pippi, who was shouting, “I have a constitutional right as an American citizen and as the Matron of Murder to go in there!” And the second was Hayes, who was doing less shouting but looked, if possible, even more frustrated.

I had no idea why—or how—Pippi was here, but I definitely didn’t want her to think this was a team-up kind of situation. I kept close to the bushes lining the edge of the lot and slunk past the brouhaha, but not before Hayes said, in the tone of someone nearing the end of his patience, “You don’t understand: I have a legal and financial responsibility to the estate—”

“And you can talk to the sheriff about it,” Tripple said over him.

I hurried around back. Through a window, I spotted Keme perched on a stool in the kitchen, sitting at the island, drinking what I guessed was tea as Cheri-Ann leaned over the granite slab to chat. She was middle-aged, white, with long auburn hair that she wore with severe bangs. To go with the tea, she was holding out a box of Snackwell’s (for Keme’s sake, I hoped they were Devil’s food cake). Keme, for his part—well, the look on Keme’s face suggested imminent murdering (likely, my own), but as I watched, he said something that sent Cheri-Ann spiraling into laughter. Keme was a lot of things, it turned out. Predictable was not one of them.

I had a vague plan to use my lock-picking skills (thank you, YouTube), but when I got to the back of the building, a housekeeping cart propped the door open. I listened, caught a snatch of what sounded like music and cheap speakers, and risked a quick look through the doorway. The hallway was clear in both directions, and it smelled like Fabuloso and bleach.

I figured Marshall, being the big, famous author that he was, would have wanted the best room in the house—which meant it was on the top floor and at the front of the building (ocean view, and all that). Darting across the hall, I headed for the stairs. The music faded behind me, and I was halfway up the stairs before voices floated down to me, followed by the crackle of a radio. I peered up at the landing; it was empty, but I knew the deputies had to be up there. Probably conducting their search of Marshall’s room.

I slowed as I got to the top of the stairs and listened again.

“—check the closet,” a familiar voice said. Bobby.

“Hurry up.” That was Deputy Dairek, whose head seemed to be permanently stuck up his, uh, tailpipe. “We’re not going to find anything here anyway.”

I chanced a look. The hallway was empty, but one of the doors stood open, and from beyond it came light and the sounds of movement. The door opposite had a DO NOT DISTURB sign hung on the handle, and I thought if I were Marshall, I’d want my assistant and my agent nearby. Particularly my assistant. And if I were Cheri-Ann, I’d want to put them in rooms that were close because it would be easier when it came time to clean. So the odds were good, I thought, that the room I was looking at belonged to Marshall’s assistant.

It also happened to be right across from where Bobby was working.

I moved down the hall as quietly as I could and tapped on the door. Nothing happened. I tapped again, longer this time, and eventually the sound of steps came from the other side. The door opened on the chain, and a bloodshot eye stared out at me.

“Hi,” I said as quietly as I could. “Are you Marshall’s assistant? Elodie?”

She stared at me for a moment—nothing more than an eye in that inch-wide opening—and then, voice hoarse, she said, “No comment.”

As she started to shut the door, I said, “No, no, no!” It wasn’t a shout, but the urgency definitely bled into my whisper. “I’m not a reporter. I’m, uh, Dash. We met last night.” And then I had a stroke of genius. “My parents asked me to check on you. To make sure you’re okay. They’re friends with Marshall. I brought him that package, remember?”

Something changed in her expression. In her eye, I guess. What I could see of it. She mumbled, “Just a minute,” and then the door swung closed long enough for her to remove the chain. She wore a fleecy pink robe and matching slippers, with her mousy hair in a scrunchie, and she looked like she’d been crying for hours: the bloodshot eyes, sure, but also tear tracks on her face, and the all-around rawness that you see in the face of someone who’s been weeping uncontrollably. “Do you want to come in?”

I followed Elodie into the room. It had the usual furniture: bed, dresser, nightstand, chair, all of it with an old-fashioned aesthetic that wasn’t period specific (I lived in a Class V haunted mansion, so I knew what I was talking about), but it still managed to make the place feel antiquated in a quaint, comfortable way. It smelled faintly like boiled grass. That was Cheri-Ann at work—more tea. The window looked out on the town instead of the ocean, and I wondered about that. Why hadn’t Marshall given her a room with a view of the water? It couldn’t have been availability; at this time of year, the inn was almost entirely empty. The best answer I could come up with was money, but even that seemed…cheap.

Elodie stopped, turned, folded her arms. Her shoulders were curved in. Her eyes skated away from mine. “I’m fine.” The words were choppy. Then she seemed to take herself in and added, “I know I look a bit rough, but that’s only because I’ve been up all night. It’s nice of your parents to want to check, but I’m—” Tears spilled down her cheeks again, and she wiped them away. “There’s nothing anyone can do.” After a deep breath, she said, “If you want to give me the package, I’ll make sure Ophelia gets it.”

“I’m sorry?”

“You had something for Marshall, right? I thought maybe you’d want Ophelia to have it.” As though I were a bit dim, she added, “His wife.”

“Oh. Right. No, sorry. I gave it to him last night.”

She frowned, but all she said was “Oh.”

“I’m so sorry about your loss,” I said. “I didn’t know Marshall well, but like I said, he was friends with my parents.” I couldn’t quite bring myself to say that he was a good guy, so I settled for “He was always larger than life. A force of nature.”

“Exactly,” she wailed and started crying again. I guided her to the chair, found the almost empty box of tissues, and sat on the bed. She didn’t cry for long; I figured she’d more or less already cried herself out. What was left was the real stuff, what you couldn’t cry out, the bone-deep grief that stayed with you.

When she finished crying, her eyes and nose were even redder, and she clutched the tissues in one white-knuckled hand. “I’m sorry,” she rasped. “It’s all so sad.”

“You and Marshall must have been close,” I said. “Did you work with him for a long time?”

She nodded. “Since I was in college. We met when he was doing a visit, and—” A squeak escaped her, and she pressed the tissue to her mouth. Another wail tore loose: “He was so kind.”

Maybe he had been, I thought. But I suspected that the same guy who’d called me Killer because I hadn’t wanted to go hunting, the same guy who’d mocked Pippi in front of her friends and neighbors—that guy, I was pretty sure, hadn’t been kind unless he’d wanted to be.

“Elodie, did you know that the sheriff believes Marshall was murdered?”

She nodded. “She was here all morning, talking to me, asking questions, looking through Marshall’s stuff. I told her that Marshall always had me take care of his pills. That was one of my jobs. He didn’t like doing stuff like that, remembering things like that. That’s why I had his keys. That’s why I carried his wallet. He had more important things to think about, you know?”

“Wait, you had access to his medication?”

“Of course.” She dabbed at her eyes with the wadded-up tissues. “He’d never remember to get the prescription refilled otherwise. And he didn’t want to carry things around, so I kept his diazepam in my purse in case he needed it. The same way I did with everything: pens, notebooks, ChapStick. If he needed it, I kept it in my bag.”

“God, that’s awful. Did someone steal it?”

“What? Oh, no. He kept the prescription vial with his other pills. I only took a few of them with me when we were out.”

“I know this has got to be hard for you, and I’m so sorry you have to go through this, but I can’t help wondering who would do something like this. I mean, who would want to hurt Marshall?”

“Nobody! That’s what I keep trying to tell the sheriff. Everyone loved Marshall. But all the sheriff wanted to talk about was that stupid argument—” She cut off, fresh color rushing into her cheeks, her nails digging into the tissue she clutched.

“I, uh, might have heard some of that,” I said. “At the end.”

“It wasn’t anything.” Her voice had a brittle insistence. “It was a misunderstanding.”

“I know he could be a hard guy to get along with sometimes. He wasn’t always very nice to me. I mean, you heard him with that ‘Killer’ stuff. And—”

“We got along great! Everything was fine—it wasn’t like that at all!”

In the wake of her shout, she sank back against the chair, breathing hard. It didn’t look like she was crying again, but she covered her eyes, and her shoulders shook.

“Look,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to wrap my head around this. One of my friends—” Now there was a stretch. “—is a suspect right now. All I want to do is learn what happened last night.”

“Who?” Elodie dropped her hand and blinked red-rimmed eyes at me. “That horrible woman?”

I didn’t say anything.

“That’s who it is, isn’t it?” She struggled to sit up. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was her. She’s crazy! Do you know what she did? She found out Marshall was going to do a reading, right? And she went bonkers. She had to be part of it. She had to do her own reading as well. She started calling, and you know who had to answer? Me. At first, she was insistent. ‘Wouldn’t it be a great idea?’ and ‘I’d be so honored.’ And ‘I really think I bring a lot to the table.’”

I could hear Pippi’s particular brand of self-promotion at work.

“And Marshall didn’t have any interest, of course. She writes cozies. I mean, my God. Have you ever read a Chase Thunder book? Why would you put those two authors together? But she wouldn’t take no for an answer. She started throwing fits. She’d get on the phone and scream. And then I guess she finally decided to do it the old-fashioned way: she went to her friend, that librarian, and demanded that the library add her to the reading. When Marshall found out, he called her up and gave her a piece of his mind. He said he’d get her fired from that stupid library for pulling a stunt like this. He said she’d never have another author do a visit. But that lady’s a battleaxe—you know what I mean. She wouldn’t back down. And that’s when—”

Elodie looked down. After a moment, she picked at the stitching on her robe.

“That’s when what?” I asked.

“He didn’t mean anything, okay? He was angry, that’s all. He dashed off a few stupid tweets; we’ve all done something like that. And you’ve got to admit some of her stuff is pretty silly. I mean, these twenty-year-old girls running around looking for payphones, or they all wear these old lady brands that nobody’s ever heard of, and they’re always talking about these actors that are, like, a million years old.”

So, that answered one question. I’d wondered why Pippi had gone on her podcast and threatened to kill Marshall before he’d ever arrived in Hastings Rock. Now, I knew: because Marshall had been poking fun at (or, better said, ripping apart) Pippi’s books long before he’d arrived. Which meant, if I were the sheriff, that it looked like Pippi had plenty of time to stew about Marshall’s behavior. Plenty of time, even, to come up with a plan.

“Hayes told him to take the tweets down, but of course, Marshall wouldn’t,” Elodie continued. “That’s how he was: he never backed down from a fight.”

Especially, I thought, when he was the bigger dog. “Was Marshall in any sort of financial trouble? Or is that a better question for Hayes?”

“What? God, no, he couldn’t write books fast enough. Thunder Clap broke some of his publisher’s records, actually.”

“Really? I thought my parents told me he was going to stop writing the Chase Thunder books. Some sort of new project.”

(Okay, maybe I needed a nun to rap my knuckles, because this lying thing was getting out of control.)

“You’re talking about Titus Brooks,” Elodie said. “I told him he shouldn’t be promoting it yet; that’s all people want to talk about, and it’s muddying the waters. Hayes told him the same thing. We want everyone raving about Thunder Clap right now.”

“Is that what you and Marshall were arguing about?”

Elodie made a face and adjusted her robe again. “I told you; it wasn’t an argument. It was a disagreement. And I hate that those were the last words I said to him.”

“Why was Marshall so eager to promote the Titus Brooks series?”

“He kept saying it was the perfect opportunity. He and Hayes got into a huge fight about it, actually. And that was a fight.” She glanced up, eyes wide. “That’s not what I meant. Hayes would never—I mean, nobody would—I mean—”

She stopped, apparently unable to finish those rambling excuses. Finally, I said, “Did you pick up the manuscript after Marshall collapsed?”

“What?”

“The Titus Brooks pages he was going to read. Did you take them?”

“No. That librarian gave me Marshall’s stuff after the paramedics took him—” She made a choked sound and pressed the tissues to her eyes again, but a moment later she was on her feet, digging through a satchel at the desk. She pulled out a leather portfolio, opened it, and drew out a sheaf of pages. After a quick scan, she said, “It’s not here.”

“What’s not there?”

“The Titus Brooks pages. I mean, this is the excerpt that Marshall was going to read from Thunder Clap, and this is his portfolio. But the Titus Brooks pages are gone.”

“And you said Mrs. Shufflebottom gave you the portfolio? Did she give you anything else?”

Elodie shook her head. “I told you Marshall didn’t like to carry things around. I gave him the portfolio when we got to the library, and it had everything he needed for the reading. Then he—he got sick, and then, after the paramedics left, that librarian said I should take this since it was his. That’s how she said it. Something like that.”

“I don’t suppose you could print me a copy of the manuscript, could you? I know it’s a strange request, but I’m curious why someone would take it. Maybe it’s nothing, but it might help if I could scan the pages.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Marshall was extremely strict about how many people saw his manuscripts. Hayes read them. A few writer friends.” She hesitated, and her voice took on a strange note. “Ophelia, of course. And there might be legal considerations since the manuscript hasn’t been published yet. It’s a valuable piece of intellectual property, you know?”

Nodding, I said, “I understand. I promise it won’t leave my hands. I know you cared for Marshall, Elodie, and I know this sounds farfetched, but I honestly think this might help us figure out who would have wanted to hurt him.”

She blew her nose and then, movements decisive, she pulled out a laptop and sat at the desk. After asking for my email address, she did some clicking and typing, and a moment later, my phone buzzed. The incoming email was from Elodie Sinclair, and it had a document attached.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Just be careful,” she said. “If someone does want that manuscript, well, then you might be in danger now too.”

I nodded. And because I hadn’t forgotten Pippi’s tidbit about Hayes sneaking out at the beginning of Marshall’s reading, I said, “I was wondering if you could introduce me to Hayes. I wanted to ask him some questions as well, and it might go more smoothly if you explain what I’m doing.”

“I can give him a call,” she said. “I don’t know if he’ll say yes.”

“Maybe we could swing by his room.”

“Oh, he’s not staying here. I didn’t even know he was going to be here, so I only booked rooms for me and Marshall. Hayes showed up right before the reading last night, and I’ve got no idea where he’s staying.” She wiped her eyes and, in what must have been her firm voice, said, “I think I need to lie down.”

As she led me to the door, I said, “I don’t know if you’re going to be helping Ophelia with arrangements for Marshall, but if there’s anything I can do to help, please tell me. It’s hard to handle things like this long distance.”

Elodie laughed—a short, unhappy sound, as though I’d made a joke that wasn’t all that funny. “Long distance,” she said. And then “It’s so ridiculous, isn’t it? I mean, here we are, on the opposite side of the country, and it’s the first time they’ve been in the same room in almost a year.”

“Wait, Ophelia is here?”

“Yeah, of course. To get the divorce papers signed.”

“They’re getting divorced?”

“Finally,” Elodie said. “It’s been dragging on forever. The prenup, you know. I guess she finally decided to cut her losses—she’s walking away with nothing, but that’s what happens when you sign a prenup.”

“And she was here?” I asked. “You said they were in the same room.”

“Yeah, in Marshall’s room last night before the reading. They were screaming at each other. I thought that was why he seemed a little off…Like maybe he’d had a few drinks to calm himself down. Oh my God, do you think she…”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But you should tell the sheriff that, if you haven’t already.”

Elodie nodded and opened the door, and I realized I had forgotten to check that the hall was clear.

It wasn’t.

Bobby and Dairek stood there, filling out forms on clipboards, and they both looked up at the same time. It was hard not to appreciate the sight, although a part of me knew the pleasure was going to evaporate quickly. Somebody had known what they were doing when they’d put Bobby in that khaki uniform: those broad shoulders, big arms, strong thighs. I had occasional dreams about the hat. Dairek’s expression started at stunned and then went to somewhere in the ballpark of staggering confusion. Bobby’s ran from surprise to jaw-clenching control.

“What,” he said, “are you doing here?”


Chapter 6

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” I said as Bobby hustled me down the stairs, one hand gripping my arm. I almost missed a step because we were moving so fast. “Hey! Slow down!”

Bobby did slow down. But only barely.

A moment later, he was pushing me past the housekeeping cart, out into the Rock On Inn’s parking lot. The smell of wet cedar and sea salt came in on my next breath. The late afternoon was already starting to darken, and with it, the cold was closing in, and the sunset—what there was of it—was a dull glow behind the ironscape of clouds.

When we approached the Jeep, Keme was leaning against it, hands buried in his hoodie.

“We need a minute,” Bobby said.

Keme’s eyes got huge, and he scampered down to the corner of the block. He hid behind a board-and-batten vacation rental, but I could see him peeking out at us.

“Before you yell at me—” I began.

“Why would I yell at you?”

I didn’t feel like now was the right time to point out that Bobby’s volume was on the high side, so I said, “I talked to the sheriff.”

“You did.”

“Uh huh. And she said she could use some help.”

“She did.”

“Um, yes. And that it would be okay if I did some asking around, you know, just talking to people—”

Bobby held up his hand. I could see the muscles working in his jaw as he fought for control.

This was…well, kind of new ground for us. I mean, in the past, Bobby had been aware of what he occasionally—and unflatteringly—called my snooping. He’d even helped me, although the circumstances had been admittedly unusual. I’d never run into him in the middle of an investigation like this, though. Not when he was on duty. And he’d never gotten mad. But then again, a lot of things had changed since Bobby and West had broken up.

“Do you realize,” he asked, his voice taut with barely controlled anger, “that ‘just talking to people’ is not safe or sane or sensible when it involves talking to people who might be cold-blooded killers?”

“Bobby, come on. It was a chat, that’s all. I wasn’t in any danger.”

“You don’t know that!”

That time, it definitely was a shout, and I raised my voice to match. “Actually, I do. Because you were right outside her room. If she tried anything, you would have stopped her!”

His expression changed: surprise again, and then a wariness I couldn’t quite name. In a different voice, he said, “You knew I was in Marshall’s room.”

I broke first, tearing my gaze away.

“For someone who didn’t think he was doing anything wrong,” he said in that same voice, “you sure didn’t want to get caught, did you?”

“Because I knew you’d—” Act like this wouldn’t quite be true, because I hadn’t exactly expected this. But I’d known something would happen, hadn’t I? The best I could come up with was a lame “—be so happy to see me.”

Bobby’s expression softened. “I am not happy to see you.”

“Rude!”

“And this is a no-parking zone.”

“Oh God, Bobby, please not another ticket. My parents are going to downgrade me to a go-kart if I keep this up.”

“The curb is red.”

“I had temporary color blindness! And Keme was talking too much—he distracted me!”

A hint of a smile turned the corner of his mouth. The sound of the waves was distant, but it was strangely comfortable. “I’m sorry I got upset. There’s something about that woman that feels off, and I was surprised, and—” Whatever else he might have said, he stopped himself. “You’re okay?”

“Totally fine.”

He made a rumbly noise in his chest that indicated ongoing dissatisfaction, but when he spoke, his tone verged on disbelief, “You talked to the sheriff?”

“I know it’s weird, Bobby. But I’m good at this. Or, I’m kind of good at it.”

“That’s like saying you’re good at falling into snake pits.” But before I could tell him—again—how rude that was, he said, “Did you learn anything?”

“Maybe.” I told him about my conversation with Elodie, and when I finished, I said, “From the outside, I don’t see a motive for Elodie or Hayes. Marshall was Elodie’s employer; she’s out of a job now. And same with Hayes—he must have been making a fortune with his share of the royalties. Why kill the golden goose? Ophelia, on the other hand, definitely had a reason to want Marshall dead. If they got divorced, she didn’t get anything. If Marshall died while they were still married, though, well, she’d be a very wealthy woman.”

“I’ll talk to the sheriff,” Bobby said. “See if we can find out if the divorce papers were signed. But Dash, the lack of an obvious motive doesn’t mean no motive. Besides, murderers aren’t…rational. At least, not in the same way as normal people. Elodie and Marshall were arguing—”

“I know, and I’m not going to take her word for it that it was nothing but a polite disagreement.”

“—and,” Bobby continued as though I hadn’t spoken, “doesn’t it seem strange to you that this agent, Hayes, would arrive unexpectedly right before Marshall is murdered?”

“Yes, it does. Just like I think it’s strange that somehow Stephen ‘noticed’ that the Titus Brooks manuscript had disappeared, even though—in theory—it was inside a leather portfolio. My suspect radar is pinging like crazy. All I’m saying is that right now, the only one with a clear reason—as far as I can see—is Ophelia.”

“Except she’s not staying at the Rock On Inn,” Keme said. “Nobody knows where she’s staying.”

I jumped. Bobby didn’t jump (of course), but his head whipped around.

Keme had somehow snuck up on us, and now he wore a self-satisfied grin as he adjusted his hood.

I said a few words that would not have made it into a TV Christmas special. Bobby let out a slow, controlled breath.

“She isn’t?” I said (after, uh, venting my spleen). “How do you know that?”

“Mrs. Fryman told me. Did you know Ophelia was here last night?”

“Yeah, she and Marshall had a big fight. Nice to have that confirmed by an outside source. Keme, that was good work.”

He was obviously trying not to let his pleasure show, but he stood a little taller, and something dangerously close to happiness flitted across his expression.

I looked at Bobby.

He rubbed one eyebrow. “I’ll tell the sheriff.” Then, giving me a dirty look, he said, “You’re not thinking about going looking for her right now, are you?”

“For Ophelia?”

“Yes, for Ophelia. Obviously for Ophelia.”

“Uh, no?”

“That was the correct answer. I don’t want you talking to her until we’ve had a chance to check her out.”

“Okay, but—”

“But?”

I scratched my temple. “You know what? I forgot what I was going to say.”

“Funny how that happens.”

The thing about Bobby is he has these remarkable eyes. They’re this rich, earthy bronze, and even on a bleached-out day like today, they were bright and full of color. And they also had a way of making me very…aware of Bobby’s feelings.

“As a matter of fact—” I said.

Keme groaned.

“—I think I’ll go home,” I continued, “and take a look at this manuscript.”

“Excellent idea,” Bobby said.

“Are you going to be home for dinner?”

For the first time in our conversation, his gaze slid away from mine. “Maybe. I might swing by the gym.”

The announcement wasn’t a surprise; over the last couple of months, if Bobby wasn’t at work, if he wasn’t at the beach, he was at the gym. But somehow, it still felt like a surprise. And the wave of disappointment still felt like a surprise too. I managed to smile. “Okay,” I said. “Sure.”

“Drive safe,” Bobby said.

And then he stood there. And I stood there. And Keme stood there. And down the street, holiday lights began to blink on.

I wasn’t sure what broke the moment. Bobby headed back to the inn, and Keme and I got into the Jeep.

As we drove home, I couldn’t look at myself in the mirror, but it didn’t matter. Every time Keme glanced over at me, I saw the mixture of pity and disappointment in his eyes.


Chapter 7

Big surprise, Bobby didn’t make it home for dinner. I know because I curled up in the den, ostensibly reading a printout of the manuscript Elodie had sent me, where I could also keep an eye on the driveway.

Indira fixed a ragu with pappardelle, along with polenta and an arugula salad. It was delicious, as always, and after dinner, Keme and I cleaned up. That had become part of the deal—and, more than anything, it signaled how far Indira and I had come. The kitchen was her space, and the fact that she trusted Keme and me to wash and put everything away in its proper place said a lot.

I still occasionally protested that she didn’t have to cook for us, and every time, she reminded me that she was an adult, and that she didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to do. And, of course, I still worried. My coming to Hastings Rock had disrupted a lot of things, including Indira’s living arrangements. When Vivienne had gone to prison, Indira had lost her employer. Sure, as long as I owned Hemlock House, Indira would always have a home (her loft above the coach house, which I still hadn’t been invited to visit). And I knew she made some money picking up catering jobs and selling baked goods at the farmers’ market. But, as with most things in Hastings Rock, those were seasonal and depended on tourists. The few times I’d worked up the courage to ask about her financial situation, I’d been politely—but firmly—told to mind my own business, so I guessed she was fine. I still worried, though.

Fox showed up a little later (conveniently, after the cleanup was done, but that didn’t stop them from helping themselves to the leftover ragu), and Millie came over with candy cane-swirl ice cream that we proceeded to doctor up into sundaes. We all ended up in the living room, where a few weeks before, Fox and Millie and—to my eternal surprise—Keme had set up Vivienne’s enormous Christmas tree. They’d gone on a decorating spree, actually. Garlands hung throughout the house, filling it with their sweet, balsam scent. Little fairy lights were strung everywhere on the main floor. Keme had spent an entire weekend setting up a train track and Christmas village in the billiard room. I’d never seen him so focused: brow furrowed, biting his lip, slapping Fox’s hand when they tried to fluff some of the cotton batting that was meant to look like snow. I wasn’t a religious person, so to me, Christmas was more about happy memories of childhood, of family, and now, of friends. It didn’t hurt, of course, that it was the season of hot chocolate and sugar cookies. For our movie, Fox picked Gremlins, which I agreed was a Christmas flick even though Indira claimed it wasn’t. Millie was having too much fun trying to decide if it was pronounced grim-lins or grem-lins, and Keme just stared at her adoringly. So, we ended up watching it because the vote was two to one.

About forty minutes into the movie, Fox fell asleep (draped over the arm of the chesterfield and snoring gently), as did Millie (on Keme’s shoulder, of course, which meant the poor guy was frozen in this weird, shoulder-hitched position that had to have been killing his back, not willing to move in case it jarred Millie awake and broke what appeared to be the single happiest moment of his life). By the time Mrs. Deagle was about to take her final joyride on the stairlift, I decided enough was enough. I turned the movie off, ignored the murderous look in Keme’s eyes, and shook Fox awake. Their grumbling woke Millie, who laughingly apologized to Keme, and Keme accepted it with an indifferent shrug. I wasn’t exactly a communication wunderkind, but I was starting to suspect that there were other obstacles, besides the age gap, that were standing in Keme and Millie’s way.

“Does she have any idea?” I asked Indira as Millie and Keme headed for the front door.

“Oh God no,” Fox said. “That’s what makes it so entertaining. It’s not quite as fun as watching—” They cut off so abruptly that I gave them a closer look, and I was surprised to see a hint of color in their cheeks.

“As watching…” I prompted.

“Never mind,” Indira said, with a warning glance for Fox. “I think it’s time we all called it a night.”

Fox left in their van, and Indira went out through the back. On the other side of the window, she made a silhouette against the night sky. And then she was gone.

I made my way through the house, with only the gentle glow of the Christmas lights to see by. That was another of my favorite things this time of year: the soft, colorful light filling every room. Not bright lights. Not harsh lights. Just enough light, in fact, to smooth out the edges of everything. In Hemlock House, with its Victorian eccentricities, the effect was doubly magical. But even in my rather vanilla condo in Providence, Christmas lights had made the admittedly ordinary space into something a tiny bit wonderful.

The den had escaped most of the decorating, although someone had added a small Christmas tree to the corner—Keme and Millie, I figured, who had probably dug up yet another tree from Vivienne’s seemingly inexhaustible supply. I settled into what was quickly becoming my favorite chair, snuggled into my favorite blanket, turned on a reading lamp (no particular preference there), and grabbed Marshall’s manuscript, ready to pick up where I’d left off earlier that day.

It was actually pretty good. If I were being fair, it probably pushed over into excellent. I’d never been a big fan of Marshall’s stories—for some reason I’ll never understand, I didn’t connect with a six-foot-six, two-hundred-and-fifty-pound badass with hands the size of ham hocks. And over the years, the Chase Thunder stories had lost some of their zing. The Titus Brooks manuscript, though, was Marshall at his best—it was fresh, it was electric. It was, honestly, so much better than anything he’d written lately.

So, it wasn’t the manuscript’s fault that I couldn’t stay focused. I found myself thinking about Hugo. I’d done a decent job (at least, I considered it a decent job) over the last half a year of not doing too much second-guessing, fretting, or other generalized worrying about Hugo and the life I’d left behind. I didn’t stalk Hugo on social media. I didn’t even think about him some days, which, when I realized it, struck me as both strange and a little sad. I certainly didn’t spend time dreaming about what could have been.

But in that moment, a wave of something washed over me. Not sadness, exactly. Or maybe a particular form of it that I hadn’t experienced before. Because I knew what Hugo would be doing: he’d be wrapping presents, and he’d have a glass of eggnog, and he’d be listening to Ella Fitzgerald on vinyl (of course he would—that was Hugo). If Hugo was dating someone (and it was hard to believe he was still single, since he was charming and sweet and handsome), then Hugo would want to sit next to them on the couch, and they’d probably have matching Christmas pajamas, and in the morning (eleven-thirty was still morning), Hugo would wake them up and have pancakes and bacon and eggs ready, because that was something he liked to do. And they’d go to winter markets and candlelit dinners and Christmas music concerts. They wouldn’t spend the holidays in a house full of horse paintings, surrounded by brass globes and crystal gewgaws and the skeleton of a rat under a glass cloche, alone.

Knock it off, I told myself. You didn’t want to be with Hugo. That was a choice.

And that was true. In a life full of self-doubt, overthinking, and all-around waffling, breaking up with Hugo was one decision I’d never reconsidered. I hadn’t loved Hugo, and I wanted to love whoever I was going to spend my life with. Apparently, that person was nobody. Or a lot of mean-looking stuffed owls. I didn’t have any regrets about breaking up with Hugo, and I didn’t wish I were back with him, and I didn’t want to change that part of my life. But I was all by myself, and it was Christmas, and for a few minutes, I wanted…something.

A key rattled in the lock of the front door, and a moment later, the hinges creaked. I dropped the manuscript on the side table, kicked free of my blanket, and hurried out into the hall.

Bobby was already starting up the stairs.

“Hey,” I said.

He glanced over as he took a couple more steps. “Hey.”

“You’re home.”

This time, Bobby stopped and looked down at me. He seemed like he was a long way off—which was partly because that staircase was so freaking big, but partly something else. Finally, he said, “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Do you want to eat something? After you change, I mean.”

“I grabbed something during my shift.”

“Oh. How about some cake? I was about to have some.” (It wasn’t technically a lie. Every day of my entire life, I was always about five seconds away from having cake.)

“I’d better not. Indira’s cooking is starting to catch up with me.”

And that definitely was a lie, because even in the glow of the Christmas lights, there was no mistaking Bobby’s figure in that uniform, and it was, uh, poppin’. (Is that a thing the kids say?)

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll eat cake, and you can tell me about your day.” In a rush, I added, “Not the investigation. Just, you know, tell me how things went.”

He put one hand on the banister and ran it along the wood. “Actually, I was going to change and head to the gym.” He dropped his hand to his side again. “I didn’t have my gym bag.”

“You’re going to the gym,” I said. “Right now.”

“It’s barely ten, and they’re open until—”

“After you worked a full shift. Or did you work a double today?” He opened his mouth, but I said, “It’s hard for me to keep it all straight.”

Bobby closed his mouth. That sense of distance had grown. Hemlock House was a big house, but it wasn’t that big—and right then, it felt like Bobby was so far away that I had to shout. A small part of my brain wondered if maybe I was shouting. Maybe we both were.

“What’s going on?” Bobby asked.

“You’re going to the gym. After work.”

“I—”

“Again.”

The grandfather clock ticked.

“I don’t understand why you’re upset,” Bobby said.

“I’m not upset.”

“I’m going to the gym.”

“I heard you.”

“Why is that a problem?”

Because, I almost said, you’re always at the gym, or at work, or at the beach. You’re always gone. But that would have put me firmly in crazy-roommate territory. It might even have put me into stalker-obsessed-parasocial-relationship territory. Or, worst of all, it might just have reminded him of West.

Before I had to answer, though, the front door opened with a squeak of its hinges, a light came on, and a familiar voice said, “Now, we’re going to have to be quiet, but I wanted to give you an insider’s view of where the magic happens, so to speak. Hemlock House was built in 1897 by Nathan Blackmore, and since then, every owner has been murdered in their sleep by the new owner, creating what I like to call the bloodiest square footage in America. Don’t get me started on the ghosts!” (Pause for a laugh.) “Now, I want to start by showing you where we crack cases—we call it the deduction chamber.” Pippi’s voice—because it was, unmistakably, Pippi—changed. The stagey, mock-conspiratorial whisper reverted to her normal tone and volume as she said, “I didn’t like that last bit, Dylan.”

Her son answered with an enthusiastic “We’ll fix it in post. Just keep going—this stuff is gold.”

“This stuff is gold?” Bobby said from the stairs.

“Now,” Pippi said again in that affected voice, “I want to start by showing you where we crack cases—we call it the clue conservatory, and that’s where we’ve solved three—count them, three!—murders together, not to mention the one we’re working on right now—”

As Pippi spoke, she emerged from the vestibule into the hall. Her son Dylan came after her, with a camera trained on her. Pippi still hadn’t noticed me or Bobby because her back was to us, but Dylan spotted us right away.

“Cut!” He lowered the camera and gave a frustrated wave. “Come on, you guys. You’re right in the shot.”

“What’s happening right now?” I asked. “Is this a nightmare?”

Maybe it was, because Bobby turned and headed up the stairs without another word.

“Oh!” Pippi said, and she put on an enormous smile. “Dashiell—I mean, Dash! What a lovely surprise! Don’t mind us. We’re just going to poke about—”

“I do mind, actually,” I said. “I mind very much. What are you doing breaking into my house, Pippi? For the second time?”

“Mom,” Dylan asked in a low voice, “should I be recording this?”

“We’ll use it in the blooper reel,” Pippi answered in the same tone before turning back to me with another huge smile. “Dash, this is all a huge misunderstanding. I needed to get some B-roll. You know how it goes.”

I didn’t know how it goes; I didn’t know anything about anything, apparently, as that conversation with Bobby had recently proved. I didn’t know what had come over me, or why I’d acted the way I had, or what I was supposed to do now that I’d done it. Death by immolation seemed like a nice way to apologize; I already felt like my face was on fire.

Since it was easier to focus on Pippi than process what had happened with Bobby, I turned my full attention to the mother-and-son production crew. “Pippi,” I said, “what are you doing in my house?”

“We’re not breaking and entering,” she said a little too quickly. “We were shooting some footage of the exterior, you know, and then I thought people might like to see where we work together—”

“We don’t work together.”

“Of course we do! We’re working together right now. In fact, this is a golden opportunity to do some behind-the-scenes work. Do you have a minute? Great. Dylan, let’s get him set up for a—how does kitchen confessional sound?”

“Like you’re a genius,” Dylan said. And then he high-fived his mom. I was starting to get a sense for why none of Pippi’s sons had left the nest (or, as it were, flown the coop). “He’s pretty shiny, though. We’ll have to grab some blotting sheets—”

“I am not doing a kitchen confessional!” I didn’t mean to shout; it just kind of came out that way. “Or any kind of confessional. For that matter, I’m not doing anything with anyone.” (Jeez, that was a little truer than I liked.) “I want you to leave, and I don’t want you to sneak in through a window or conveniently force open a back door or anything of the sort.”

Throughout my little speech, Pippi was making frantic keep rolling motions to Dylan, who had the camera aimed at me again. As soon as I finished, Pippi said, “That was perfect. We’ll save that for when we need it. Now, let’s try something else. Ask me if I found anything today. But make it sound like a crime thingy.”

“Like an investigation?” I asked.

“A little louder,” Dylan said.

Maybe I was having a schizophrenic break. People with schizophrenia often believed they were being recorded on camera, right?

My pause must have gone on too long because Pippi gave Dylan a sideways “We’ll add it in later,” and then launched into “It’s been a long, hard day, but I think I may have turned up something crucial to our investigation.” And then she winked at me. Honest to God. I think maybe because she was so pleased she’d remembered to call it an investigation, and not a crime thingy. “Did you know Ophelia Crowe is right here in Hastings Rock? Now make your face look surprised! Dylan, can you do something about his eyebrows?”

“You want to shoot your eyebrows, Mr. Dane,” Dylan informed me, pulling away from the camera to demonstrate, his eyebrows rocketing up and then back down, up and then down, up and then down.

“I know Ophelia is in town,” I said, “and for that matter, the sheriff knows—”

“I always want to give the wife the benefit of the doubt—” Pippi said extravagantly.

“Why? Like, ninety percent of the time, the romantic partner is the killer.”

“—but it’s hard to ignore the fact that she’s staying not thirty miles from here under an assumed name!”

“Wait, you found her? You know where she is?”

“At the Wyndmere! No, wait. Dylan, was that too much?”

“A bit over the top,” Dylan agreed.

“She’s staying at the Wyndmere,” Pippi said. “And there’s only one possible reason she’d be staying under an assumed name.”

“So much better, Mom!”

“This is ridiculous,” I said, and I didn’t only mean Pippi’s second take. “The fact that Ophelia Crowe is staying at a nearby resort under an assumed name at the same time that she’s in the middle of an ugly divorce and then her husband is conveniently murdered, leaving her everything, might be a coincidence.” Although, when I said it all out loud like that, it didn’t exactly sound great.

“Great stuff,” Dylan coached, “but could you look into the camera at the end? And maybe say something ominous that will make a good cliffhanger before the commercial break? Think of something they’d say in Dateline, like ‘But was her name really Ophelia Crowe?’ or ‘But what did Ophelia Crowe’s friends have to say about all this?’ Or ‘But the real question is, was Ophelia Crowe acting alone?’”

“I’m not going to—” I began. And then it hit me. I sprinted back to the den, grabbed the manuscript, and began paging through it. Titus Brooks, merchant seaman security officer, was physically powerful, coldly analytical, and an irresistible ladies’ man. That last point was established a number of times in the novel—often, with a squirm-inducing level of detail. (It will surprise you to learn, I’m sure, that I have the emotional maturity of a thirteen-year-old.)

One of the women who, uh, succumbed to Titus’s advances also happened to be one of the Bad Guys (in a gender-neutral sense). She’d only slept with Titus, in fact, because she was trying to cover up the fact that she’d arranged the death of her husband—conveniently, the captain of Titus’s ship—with the help of a corrupt businessman. I want to say he was a shipping broker? And a part of me wondered if there was something…there. Prefigured, one might say, in the relationships of Marshall’s story: a recent widow with a close connection to her husband’s business partner.

“Okay, I know this is going to sound crazy,” I began.

“Roll tape,” Pippi whispered frantically. “Roll tape!”

“But remember how the Titus Brooks manuscript disappeared? I have an idea why someone might want to make it go away.” I summarized the plot as best I could and said, “What if—”

“It’s the very crime we’re investigating!” Pippi screamed (with excitement). “The wife and the agent conspired to kill Marshall!”

“It’s a stretch,” I began, “but—”

“And Marshall figured it out, and he put it all in his manuscript, only they still managed to murder him, and now this manuscript is the only evidence that points back to the killers! Dylan, how’s my chin?”

“B+,” Dylan said. “We’ll airbrush it.”

“Okay,” I said, “when you get all excited about it, I start to doubt myself.”

“This is genius,” Pippi said over me. “What if I stand on this side of him? Say it again, Dash. Oh, and—” She patted my tummy. “Suck in.”

“I will not—there’s nothing to suck!” (I really, really, really hoped Dylan wasn’t, as Pippi liked to say, rolling tape when I said that.) “And I’m not saying it again, and—you know what? It was a dumb idea.”

“That’s the kind of story that makes the front page, darling. A murdered author. His treacherous wife. Secrets buried in a literary masterpiece. It’s like The Da Vinci Code meets Days of Our Lives.”

“Everything about that sentence bummed me out. And I wouldn’t call Titus Brooks a literary masterpi—hey!”

That hey came when Pippi tried to snatch the manuscript from me. I managed to wrest it back, and I held it behind my back. “What are you doing?”

“Dashiell—Dash, I have to have the manuscript if I’m going to confront Ophelia with her treachery.”

“You’re not confronting anyone with anything. You’re going to go home—ideally, right now—and you’re not going to break into my house again, and you’re not going to try to steal this manuscript, and you’re not going to go to the Wyndmere tomorrow to talk to Ophelia. And do you know why? Because the whole point of this—this insanity was to clear your name, and you’re only going to make things worse for yourself if you go around with your own personal three-ring circus. No one is going to talk to you—certainly not Ophelia. No one will even take you seriously.”

Pippi drew herself up and fixed me with an icy stare. “Fine,” she snipped. “I see how it is. You’re cutting me out.”

“I’m not cutting you out of anything. I’m trying to help you!”

“Dylan, we’re leaving.” Pippi spun toward the door. Then she whirled back, stabbing a finger toward my face. “But you haven’t seen the last of me.” The moment hung, and then she glanced at Dylan. “How’d I do, sweetheart?”

Her son gave her a huge thumbs-up. “Aces, Mom!”

From somewhere inside myself, I managed to summon up words: “What is wrong with you people?”

“Our fans like a little drama,” Pippi said. “That’s going to make a fantastic teaser.”

I fought against the scream building in my throat.

“Everything okay?” Bobby asked from the doorway. He’d changed to joggers and an old blue sheriff’s office tee, which fit him, ahem, like a glove.

If my life had been a cartoon (not that far from the truth), Pippi’s eyes would have been as big as silver dollars. “Deputy Mai. Well, hello.”

“Oh,” I said, “no, he’s just—”

“Hi, Pippi.” Bobby offered a professional smile. “Hi, Dylan.”

“We didn’t know Dashiell—Dash!—had company.” Her gaze snaked toward me. “We’ll get out of your hair.”

“No, he’s not company, he’s—”

“See you tomorrow, darling.” And then, a bit archly (and very much like a character from one of her own books), she added, “See you tomorrow, Deputy Mai.”

“Don’t go to the Wyndmere!” I called after them, but they were already gone.

I was pretty sure I heard Pippi say from the vestibule, “Please tell me you were still rolling.”

“The Wyndmere?” Bobby asked.

“You realize she thinks—I mean, not that it matters—I mean, not that we’re doing anything wrong—” I finally managed to say. “Somehow, Pippi found out that Ophelia Crowe is staying at the Wyndmere.”

Bobby grunted.

“I know, I know. I promise I’ll be careful.”

“You should be careful. You know she’s dangerous, right?”

“I mean, I think everyone I talk to in this investigation is at least potentially dangerous.” I dropped the manuscript on the table. “Someone killed Marshall, and I’m sure they’ll do whatever they can to keep that secret.”

“Yes,” Bobby said. “And that includes Pippi.”

The wind picked up again, battering the house.

“You think Pippi killed Marshall?”

“I think that the sheriff is investigating Pippi because there’s enough evidence to justify it. And I think you’d be making a mistake not to take that seriously.”

“I do take it seriously.”

“It doesn’t seem like you do. It seems like you’re playing around with all this podcast stuff, and every time you open your mouth, you tell Pippi everything you’ve learned. That’s not exactly standard protocol with a prime suspect.”

Shaking my head, I said, “Bobby, I don’t believe she killed Marshall.”

“That’s the whole point. It doesn’t matter what you believe. Until you have the right person in custody, you have to treat all the potential suspects as legitimate possibilities. Instead, you two are making a spectacle of yourselves. And every time you tell her something, she blasts it out to her followers. What if the killer was smart enough to figure that out? It costs five dollars to get access to that stupid podcast. For a lousy five dollars, you’re sabotaging this whole investigation.”

It was his tone. It was the implication that I was doing this for money. It was, most of all, the fact that he was right. “I thought you were going to go to the gym.”

“I am.”

“Maybe you should go then.”

He didn’t, though. He stayed there, standing in the doorway: brows drawn together, eyes hooded, body tense. And then he stalked off.

I wiped my hands on my jeans and let out a shaky breath. After a couple of jerky paces back and forth across the den, I threw myself into my chair. I picked up the manuscript and tried to read, but the words swam back and forth, and I tossed it back onto the table. I thought about grabbing my phone, calling Bobby, and giving him a piece of my mind. Bits and pieces of the conversation flashed in my head: I didn’t even want to do that stupid podcast. No, that sounded like I was still doing it. She showed up here and started recording; I didn’t have anything to do with it. That was better. And Where do you get off, coming in here and talking to me like that? That was a little vaguer, but it had the right tone of moral outrage. Don’t talk to me about suspects and evidence. That had some zing to it. The one-liners zipped faster and faster, but it was hard to concentrate on them, hard to come up with what I really wanted to say. Mostly I sat there, sick to my stomach and a little shaky, because it turned out maybe I did still hate conflict. At least, some kinds of conflict.

Finally, the rational part of my brain reasserted itself. He’s tired, I decided. He’s tired, and he’s pushing himself too hard, and he’s legitimately worried about you. It just didn’t come out the way he intended. This is Bobby we’re talking about; if you talk to him—

But that was the whole problem, wasn’t it? Because at some point in the last few months, Bobby had decided he didn’t want to talk to me. Didn’t want to be around me. And there wasn’t anything I could do about that.

The whole line of thought was making me so miserable that I decided it was time for bed. I got to my feet, switched off the reading lamp, and the whole house went dark.


Chapter 8

For a moment, I thought I’d done something wrong. Every light in the house was off—not just the reading lamp, but all the holiday lights, the plug-in nightlights (this was, after all, a Class V haunted mansion), even the digital clocks. The power had gone out, a part of my brain told me.

I made my way into the hall. In the absence of the background hum of appliances, the wind and the waves seemed even louder. Even the whisper of my steps sounded enormous. My eyes were still adjusting to the dark, and all I could make out, in the faint ambient light that filtered through the windows, was the grand staircase. I shuffled toward it and prayed Fox hadn’t left any of their art supplies in the middle of the hall.

Power outages weren’t uncommon on the coast, especially in the winter. This time of year was famous for big storms, and all it took was one section of the power lines to go down. It would have been nice to get a generator installed for occasions like this, but since my current income was in the red, that didn’t seem like a possibility anytime soon.

As I approached the stairs, a sound made me look over my shoulder. A footfall. It was unmistakable in the house’s silence. And then, like a trick of the eye, I made out the figure. They were barely more than a shape in the shadows.

“Pippi?” I said.

The figure didn’t answer. They didn’t do anything. But my brain, which had been trying to pick up any clues it could in the pitch black, already knew. It knew in a way that didn’t have to do with reasons that could be put into words—it was instinct, or intuition, a realization that came from some deeper part of myself. It screamed at me that this wasn’t Pippi, and it wasn’t Bobby, and it wasn’t any of the Last Picks. It was someone else. And they weren’t here for some friendly caroling.

Option one: the safe room. But immediately I decided that wouldn’t work. It could only be accessed through the den, and the intruder stood between me and the doorway. Option two: the hidden observation chamber. Another no; it could only be accessed through the billiard room, and the intruder was blocking my path. My only real options were to run upstairs or to run toward the living room. If I circled around through the living room to the kitchen, I could slip out the back, get clear of the house, and call 911.

All of that flashed through my mind in an instant. I took an automatic step.

And that was the wrong thing to do.

Even in the dark, I sensed when the intruder shifted their weight.

I sprinted toward the living room. Behind me, the slap of rubber soles against the parquet told me the intruder was coming after me. Fortunately, the pocket doors to the living room were already open. I jinked right, cutting toward the dining room. Then I cut right again, catching the door to the butler’s pantry with my shoulder. I stumbled into even deeper darkness, the smell of spices, something floral, and a hint of Pine-Sol. Then I had an idea. I braced the door with my body and reached out, searching blindly with one hand. The butler’s pantry had shelving along three walls. If I could tip over one set of shelves, I could barricade this door and buy myself some time.

When I barked my knuckles against the side of the shelves, I barely felt the sting. I groped along the wood, found the edge, and pulled.

Nothing. The shelves wouldn’t move.

The intruder crashed into the door, and the force of the impact drove me back a step. I scrambled to brace myself. I grabbed for the shelves again, found them, and tried to rock them from side to side.

No movement at all.

The intruder threw themselves at the door again. The door shivered, and I felt myself lose a few inches.

Panic was lighting up my brain. It was an old house. These weren’t IKEA shelves. They weren’t particleboard and laminate veneer. They were real wood. They were heavy. And they were—I was starting to suspect—built in.

I reached out once more, praying I’d been wrong. I barked my knuckles again, and this time, something moved. Something small. I felt, rather than heard, a tiny click. And then the section of shelves closest to me swung away from the wall to reveal a hidden doorway.

Another crash sent me sliding across the floorboards. I gave up on the door, threw myself into the secret passage, and yanked the hidden-door-slash-shelves closed behind me. I felt the latch catch, and when I relaxed my grip, the hidden door stayed shut.

From the butler’s pantry came the sound of the door crashing open, the hard hammer of steps, which slowed and then picked up again. I could picture the intruder’s confusion, their hesitation, and then their race to see if I’d made it out of the house. I slumped against the wall behind me, my heart beating so fast I thought I was going to be sick. Then the sound of the footsteps came back more slowly. The steps moved into the butler’s pantry and stopped.

I could almost feel them on the opposite side of the hidden door. They were silent, but I knew they were there. Knew it in a way that made me clutch my jeans, bunching the denim in my hands, trying to keep myself motionless, trying to keep from making any noise at all. A single step came. And then another, slower. They were hesitating, considering possibilities.

Since I had no idea how I’d opened the secret door, I had no idea how easy it might be for the intruder to stumble across the same mechanism. I didn’t particularly like the idea of being alone in a secret passage with a murderer (I’ve done that before, thanks), so I forced myself to uncurl my fingers, take a deep breath, and begin examining the space around me.

It was a narrow cavity—too small to be called a room. A passageway, perhaps. Or—

I turned to face the wall opposite the secret door. If my spatial reasoning was intact, then the dining room was on the other side of this wall. I didn’t want to risk using my phone, in case the light gave away the secret door, so I ran my hands over the wall. It didn’t take me long to find the peephole. The slider was stiff, but I shimmied it free and looked out onto the dining room.

Well, that answered one question. This little cubby where I’d found myself was a mirror to an identical space attached to the billiard room. I thought of them as observation rooms—Nathaniel Blackwood, the original owner of the house, had apparently been a bit of a voyeur. He’d certainly given himself plenty of opportunities to spy on his guests.

Rapid footsteps moved on the other side of the wall—the intruder was retracing their path through the dining room, then the living room, returning to the front of the house. It seemed safe enough to take a few quiet steps of my own, so to confirm my suspicions, I padded along in the dark, one hand on the wall to guide myself, until I came to a second set of peepholes. When I looked through them, I had a perfect view of the living room, and I caught a hint of movement that was all I could make out in the dark.

Now the only question was how to get out of here.

My face heated as I realized the obvious solution. I took out my phone, unlocked it, and called 911. I reported the intruder in a whisper, and the dispatcher—tonight, it was Jaklin Ruiz—told me to stay where I was and “don’t do anything that could get you killed” (which I didn’t think was the most helpful advice).

I probably would have stayed where I was, nice and safe inside my hidey-hole, except I heard the front door open, the hinges protesting, and then Bobby called out, “Dash?”

The sudden stillness in the house suggested a coiled violence.

I pressed up against the peepholes and shouted as loudly as I could, “Bobby, someone broke into the house! Watch out!”

Several things happened at once: a door slammed, footsteps raced off into the distance, and Bobby yelled, “Dash? Where are you? Talk to me!”

“In here!”

(Admittedly, not the most productive thing I could have said.)

The sound of running came toward me. I fumbled to turn on my phone’s flashlight and made my way back to the secret door. On this side, it had a standard handle that turned easily. I inched the door open, but only empty darkness met me on the other side. No intruder. Nothing.

Bobby barreled into the butler’s pantry. He was carrying one of Hemlock House’s antique lamps like he meant to do some serious bashing, and his gaze spun immediately to me (and, more importantly, my phone, which was the only source of light).

“Are you okay?”

“Fine.”

“Get back in there and stay there.”

Before I could respond, he was off again, charging through the swinging door that connected to the kitchen. I caught a glimpse of marble and stainless steel, and then the door swung shut.

Instead of doing what Bobby had very sensibly suggested, I channeled my inner idiot and decided not to scurry back into my hiding place. I went after Bobby. I passed through the kitchen, where the windows let in the night’s weak light (still better than nothing), and then into the servants’ dining room. The back door stood open, and there was no sign of Bobby.

I opened the cellar door. Cold air rose to meet me, with the scent of stone and dusty wood and the old furnace. I decided maybe Bobby had been right about that whole “stay there” thing. Maybe I should have listened to him. And then, because abundant stupidity is my stock in trade, I forced myself to start down the stairs.

You might be asking yourself why. You might be wondering, Dash, haven’t you ever seen any horror movies?

The answer is yes. Of course I have. I’ve seen all of them.

My phone’s little flashlight only showed me a fraction of the cellar: the foundation of the house giving way to the cellar’s stone walls, and then the dark expanse at the bottom, the outline of shelves, the glimmer of glass—Indira’s jars of preserves, safely stored down here.

No one jumped out at me. No one rushed out from between the shelves. Of course not, I told myself and ran an arm over my face. Whoever had broken into the house they were gone now. They’d run out the back door. And Bobby was making sure they were gone.

All of which sounded perfectly sane and logical, and which didn’t help at all. Because I knew all about horror movies. I’ve seen all of them, remember?

Somehow, I made it to the breaker box without a) having a heart attack, or b) soiling myself. When I reached to open the box, I noticed the panel door was already ajar. That’s what a part of me had expected—the outage hadn’t been an accident.  

I flipped the main breaker on, and the house came alive again. Appliances kicked to life. The furnace made a long buzzing noise. I shut the panel door and made my way back upstairs.

I turned on every light as I made my way through the main floor. Every freaking light. Not just the Christmas trees. Not just the fairy lights strung overhead. Every. Single. Light. It was the only rational course of action.

When I got back to the den, I stopped in the doorway and stared. Maybe a part of me knew what I’d find. Maybe that’s why I didn’t feel surprised. Didn’t feel anything, really, except a numbness that was spreading quickly and comfortably through me.

The manuscript was gone. Someone had taken it.


Chapter 9

Deputies came. It was Salk and Dairek again. They took my statement. They looked around. Salk insisted they’d try to lift prints from the cellar and the butler’s pantry and the den—places where we knew the intruder had touched surfaces. I tried to explain that it didn’t matter because the intruder had probably been wearing gloves.

After my third, lengthy explanation—somehow, I felt the need to re-enact the part where I’d tried to tip over the shelves—Bobby put his hand on my arm and said, “I’m going to get him settled upstairs.”

Salk gave a commiserating nod. Dairek was trying to pick his nose without anybody noticing.

When we got to my room, Bobby sat me on the bed and turned on a single lamp. The glow washed over his face and threw long shadows.

“I should probably tell them about the peepholes—” I said and started to get up.

“You already told them about the peepholes.”

“I should tell them I didn’t see the intruder, though. Not their face, I mean.”

He pressed me back down. “You already told them that too.” I opened my mouth, but Bobby spoke first. “What you need to do is take a few deep breaths, have some hot chocolate, and let the adrenaline wear off.”

“What hot—”

Bobby produced a thermos as if by magic.

“Where did that come from?”

“Indira put it up here for us.” And that us was so disorienting that I couldn’t follow up on the comment. Bobby continued, answering the question I hadn’t asked, “You probably didn’t notice, but she came to check on you. That was while you were trying to show Salk how fast you could run.”

The manic energy that had been pumping through my body since the attack began to wane, and a vague memory surfaced of me forcing Salk to watch as I sprinted down the hallway. I groaned and dropped onto the mattress.

“I believe there was a stopwatch involved,” Bobby said.

“Bobby!”

He didn’t laugh, but I could sense his amusement in the soft sounds of his movements. He unscrewed the thermos’s cap. The sweet, rich, earthy aroma of chocolate bloomed. I took a deep breath, like Bobby had suggested, and then another. The muscles in my back and shoulders began to relax. I was suddenly aware that my hoodie had ridden up to expose an inch of skin, and I tugged it back down.

“Upsy-daisy,” Bobby said.

At his instructions, I wiggled around until I was propped against the headboard. He handed me the thermos’s cup, filled to a Dash-safe level. The hot chocolate was exactly what you’d expect: silky sweet decadence. As the sugar hit my bloodstream, more of that adrenaline-infused energy dropped off. The reality of the evening—the sudden darkness, the shadowed figure, the chase—suddenly pressed in on me. My hands started to shake.

Bobby took the cup from me. He wrapped a blanket around me. Then he stood there, his face lost in shadows. His breathing sounded like it was high in his chest, and the lamp’s weak light gave back only the glint of bronze from his eyes. Finally, he sat on the mattress, and for a single instant, when the lamplight touched his face, I saw the expression that had been hidden until now. Stiff. Blank. The look of someone who didn’t want to be here.

I closed my eyes against the sudden sting of disappointment. It was ridiculous, sure. I mean, I’d been chased through my own house by someone who probably wanted to kill me. The manuscript, which was clearly somehow significant, was gone (which, in hindsight, didn’t seem like such a big deal—I could print another copy). This glimpse of Bobby’s…annoyance, for lack of a better word, should have been nothing, compared to everything else. But it didn’t feel like nothing.

“How are you doing?” Bobby asked.

I swallowed. I even managed to sound like a real boy when I said, “Great. I invented a new form of cardio. It’s called murder-run. All the kids are doing it.”

It felt like a long time before he said, “Do you want to try that again?”

“Nope.” The threat of tears had faded, so I opened my eyes. “Please don’t tell me you picked up another shift and that’s why you came back. Or were you listening to the scanner? Or did you forget your, uh, weightlifting shake?”

“My weightlifting shake?”

“I’m pretty sure that’s a thing.”

“I came back,” Bobby said, “because I wasn’t happy with our conversation.”

I let my head drop back to rest against the headboard. “Ah.”

“With either of them, actually.”

“Got it. And let me guess: you want to continue those conversations?”

“Not right now.”

“Great, we’ll save them for later.”

“I’d like to know how you’re doing.”

“I told you: I’m gr-r-reat!” (Just like Tony the Tiger.)

“I want you to answer my question seriously. You’ve made a joke twice now, and that’s not what I’m interested in.”

“Oh. Sorry. It’s been such a silly, goofy night.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of his face. Annoyance looked like it was the tip of the iceberg.

“You should drink your hot chocolate.”

“I don’t want it.”

“You don’t want it.”

“Yeah, I don’t want it. Is that a problem?”

Bobby took a breath. “Why don’t we pack you a bag, and you can stay somewhere else tonight?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

“What’s going on right now?”

“Nothing. What’s going on with you?”

He was silent for what felt like a long time. The rhythm of the waves moved into that space between us, and then Bobby stood.

“Let me guess,” I said. “You can still make it to the gym.”

Now he wasn’t making any effort to mask his emotions. “I understand that you’ve had a bad night—”

“Don’t do that.” I sat up straight. “You were right. Is that what you want to hear? I was stupid to get involved, and I was stupid to agree to help Pippi, and I was certainly stupid for making it so easy for Pippi to tell the killer exactly what I’m doing. There, I said it.”

“I didn’t want to hear any of that. I didn’t say anything like that.”

“Of course you didn’t.”

“Why are you angry with me?”

“I’m not!” If that wasn’t a mixed message, though, I don’t know what would be. “I’m not,” I said again.

Maybe I should have said more, but I didn’t.

“I’m going to go,” Bobby said.

That made me laugh.

“If you need anything—”

“I won’t.”

He stood there, not quite looking at me. And then he left.

When the door shut behind him, I turned off the lamp and lay there in the dark, listening to the wind and the waves and the old, empty house. Maybe not so empty; Bobby was moving around, old floorboards creaking under his steps until, eventually, even that sound faded. A while later, I got up to lock the doors (the one to the hall and the one to the jack-and-jill bathroom). Movement in the hall made me freeze. And then I heard sounds that had become familiar over the last few months: breathing, the rustle of bedding, music playing so softly I might have been imagining it. It was Ariana Grande, of course.

I opened the door. Bobby had changed into pajamas (plaid bottoms and a gray shirt that was soft from millions of washings), and he was in the process of making himself a pallet on the floor: several blankets, sheets, and then more blankets. He knelt to straighten the corner of his makeshift bed. I must have made a sound, because he looked up at me.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Sleeping in the hall.”

I covered my eyes. “Bobby.”

“What?”

“Go to bed, please.” I dropped my hands. “In your bedroom.”

“I locked the doors; no one will be able to get into your room that way, not without making a lot of noise. I thought it made more sense for me to be out here.”

“You thought it made more sense.” I took a deep breath and managed to say, “I’m sorry.”

“What?”

“I shouldn’t have gotten so worked up. And I shouldn’t have yelled at you. I was—” Disappointed, I almost said. Or maybe devastated was closer to the right word. After all those weeks of distance, to have a moment where it felt like Bobby and I were back to…whatever we’d been. Friends, I guess. And then to catch that look on his face. To realize he didn’t want to be there. That was why he was never here; because he didn’t want to be. But that was way too much crazy to unpack, so I said, “—upset, and I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. I know you were trying to be kind.”

He adjusted his tee mechanically as he studied me.

“I’m terrible, by the way. To answer your earlier question.”

For some reason, that made him smile, but only for an instant. Then his expression softened. “I’m sorry too.”

“What are you sorry for, numbskull?”

His hesitation was actually adorable. “Going to the gym?”

“Oh my God. Please go sleep in your own room. In a real bed. I do not want to trip over a hunk of man when I stagger out of my room at some ungodly hour tomorrow.”

Bobby’s eyebrows shot up.

I heard what I said.

Spontaneous human combustion, I decided in that instant, would be a wonderful way to go.

“And on that mortifying note,” I told him, “goodnight.”

For the first time in what felt like forever, I got that real Bobby smile—the huge one that made him look like a total goof. “Goodnight, Dash.”


Chapter 10

At the ungodly hour of ten-thirty, I hauled my sorry keister out of bed. By noon, I was on my way to the Wyndmere.

It was one of those rare days that came during winter on the coast: the sky an immaculate blue so pale it could have been ice, the sun high and bright, and the ocean’s gray green looking like it went on forever. It was also freezing (for the coast, anyway), and I turned all the vents in the Jeep toward me as I drove south.

When I’d gotten up that morning, Bobby had already left for work (big surprise), and there was no sign of his impromptu campout in the hall. I wasn’t sure if he’d ended up spending the night there or not, but knowing Bobby, I thought the odds were good. Indira had gone out, but she’d been kind enough to leave me johnnycakes, which I ate until I thought I might be close to breaking a world record.

This was my first time going to the Wyndmere. I’d heard about it, but it wasn’t the kind of place I’d ever had a reason to visit. It was, technically, a hotel, although that’s a little like saying that the White House is a house. I mean, yes, people came to the Wyndmere for vacations, but the people who came to the Wyndmere weren’t the same people who got excited when they found discounted Halloween candy at the Keel Haul General Store. (Indira had to hide it from me after I made myself sick two days in a row.)

My first impression of it was a narrow private drive screened by hedges, where I left the state highway and slowly made my way in the direction of the water. After a hundred yards of weaving back and forth, I cleared the hedges and found myself staring up at what looked like a castle: a sprawling affair of granite, with towers and turrets and buttresses and so much stained glass. It was located on a bluff, with a perfect view of the ocean, and it looked like it could have eaten Hemlock House for dinner.

Everything about the Wyndmere was perfect. Perfect landscaping (admittedly, easier in winter). Perfect holiday decorations (leaning toward Christmas, yes, although still safely ecumenical). Even a perfect driveway and parking lot. If you ever find yourself the owner of a Class V haunted mansion located at the end of a long driveway, you’ll find that you suddenly have a new interest in—nay, passion for—blacktop.

I parked and went inside, and it was more of the same: thick rugs, fresh flowers, crystal chandeliers that hung from high, echoing ceilings. Christmas trees and garlands and what appeared to be a throne in red and gold where I figured Santa might hold court. A gas fire burned in a fireplace, and the light danced along polished brass and dark wood. The front desk looked like it was about a mile long, with several happy clerks waiting, presumably, to check you in. Maybe rich people came to the coast for vacation even in the winter. Maybe Christmas at Wyndmere was a tradition. Whatever the reason, the lobby seemed busier than anything in Hastings Rock.

The young woman who helped me was Native American, with an easy, practiced smile. Her nametag said SANDRA.

“I was wondering,” I said, “if it’s not too much trouble, if you could tell me which room Ophelia Crowe is staying in. She texted me her info, but my phone died on the drive over.”

(Note: There’s a fine tradition of detectives tricking unwary hotel clerks into revealing a suspect’s room number, but this never works in more modern mystery novels. Hotels have privacy policies, there’s the threat of lawsuits, etc. But hey, it was worth a shot, right?)

Just in case, I added my best smile.

“You’re here to see Mrs. Crowe?” Sandra asked.

“Uh, yeah.”

“Wonderful! Mrs. Crowe asked us to tell you that she’ll be out walking the bluffs. She likes the south trail. As long as you stay on the trail, you shouldn’t have any problem finding her.”

Okay, so that definitely never worked in mystery novels. But I wasn’t going to look a gift, er, suspect location in the mouth. I settled on “Thank you so much.” And I gave her a dose of the smile again. Maybe that was what Will Gower needed—a boyish charm.

Or maybe not, because she looked more closely at me and added, “And if you need something for your headache, I can offer you Tylenol or Advil.”

I found the trails without any problem—clear signage led me from the hotel’s front door to the sea cliffs, past the winter-dead gardens, a reflecting pool ruffled by the wind, and a gazebo where, I was sure, many a wedding had been performed (probably at sunset). I turned south. At the base of the cliffs, waves crashed, churned, and drew back again, filling the air with the sound of their restlessness. The wind didn’t let up either; it made a constantly shifting high-pitched note as it blew against me, and after about three minutes of the cold and the noise, I was ready to take Sandra up on some Tylenol. The sun stood high enough to banish shadows, and the world looked like an oversaturated photograph. Maybe a quarter mile along the trail, a lone figure dressed in black stood on an outcropping of stone, staring out at the water.

I didn’t have any objection to people dressing all in black, but after last night, it did raise some unpleasant considerations. I thought about calling Bobby. And then I thought about how weirdly horrible last night had been. That strange mixture of concern—the blanket, the hot chocolate—juxtaposed with the detached questions, the impersonal tone. Like I was one more victim for Deputy Bobby to take care of.

When I got closer, I saw that my first impression had been right. She was dressed all in black (she even had a veil), and when the wind blew, her long, blond hair floated behind her. She made me think of a Hitchcock character. The sound of the waves covered my steps as I approached; the ocean was choppy today, stirred by wind and tide to froth at the base of the cliffs. Farther out, the ridges of water moved like teeth.

“Mrs. Crowe?”

Ophelia Crowe glanced over her shoulder at me. Younger than I expected, but not young. Pretty in a put-together way: the hair, like I said, and the neat, dark lipstick. But what held me were her eyes. They were so dark, and the day was so bright, I could see myself in them like they were glass.

“Dash Dane,” I said. “Jonny and Patricia’s son. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Something changed in her expression—a hint of a frown that only touched her forehead—and then she said, “You’ve got your mother’s eyes.” The wind ripped the words away, but when she spoke again, it was in that same quiet tone. “I’d forgotten you lived around here. Marshall said something, but…”

It was hard to tell if she trailed off or if the words were carried away.  

“Mrs. Crowe, I know this must be a difficult time for you, but I need your help. I was wondering if you have a few minutes to talk.”

Her eyes still held my tiny reflection, and it made me think of the old term for a mirror: a looking glass. She gathered her hair, but when she released it a moment later, the wind spun it out into the air again. With a nod, she started inland.

As we moved away from the bluff, the crash and shriek of water and air faded, as did the salty tang of the sea. A whiff of something else reached me—a musky scent that seemed more like a man’s cologne than something I’d expect a woman to wear. When Ophelia pulled her hair over her shoulder, I caught the fragrance again.

“I hope you won’t think I’m out of line,” I said. “I’m sure the sheriff has talked to you about Marshall’s death. Maybe you’ve heard they have a suspect.”

“The woman,” Ophelia said. “The author. Marshall had her in his sights, didn’t he? And instead, the hunter becomes the hunted.”

It was such a strange thing to say that, for a while, I said nothing.  

“That was unkind,” Ophelia said. “I never thought of myself as an unkind person, but love can turn you into someone you never thought you’d be, don’t you think? It feels like love right up until the moment you realize it’s hate. Maybe it’s been hate all along. Maybe that’s been the real you all along. Do you know what I mean?”

Again, I had to think. And I found myself thinking again of Bobby, of the night before. Of how angry I’d gotten with him over—what? A look? A half-glimpsed expression on his face, which, if I were being totally honest with myself, might have been nothing more than shadow—and, of course, my imagination.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not particularly good at relationships, so I probably don’t qualify as an expert opinion. But I think there’s some truth to that. Love is a powerful emotion. Desire. Even friendship. And when we don’t feel like those feelings are returned, well, I think we all swing the other direction. At least for a little while.”

“Exactly,” Ophelia said, the word brisk with excitement. “Because those emotions are tied up with our sense of self. Because when we desire someone, when we extend friendship, when we offer love, we’re really offering ourselves. And being rejected, having your self be rejected—that’s true pain.” In a strange voice, she added, “It’s so much easier to be angry than to be in pain.”

When we reached the Wyndmere’s manicured grounds, Ophelia turned down a cobblestone path that led to a trellised walkway. Winter-brown vegetation climbed the trellises. Roses, I thought. In the summer, with a night breeze stirring up the perfume of the flowers, it would probably be magical. It was slightly less magical when I felt like my eyebrows were about to freeze off. Ophelia led me under the arched trellises, where the shadows felt twice as cold. When a particularly violent gust blew at our backs, the dead roses rattled overhead, and they sounded like pieces of bone shaken in a leather cup.

We emerged into a rectangle of pale winter sunlight, where a bench was sheltered from the wind. Ophelia sat and gestured for me to join her. In the lee of the trellises, the absence of noise created a silence that was still and smooth and profound, like a lake about to freeze.

“Is that what happened with you and Marshall?” I asked.

She studied me with those polished-glass eyes. And then she laughed—not loudly, and not too much. Amusement more than hilarity. A keen-edged amusement that made me shift in my seat until, suddenly, the thought came that maybe she was laughing at herself.

“You’re investigating,” she said, and that brisk excitement was back. “And let me guess: you think I killed him.”

Maybe it was that…enthusiasm that left me off balance, because I said, “Did you?”

“No. But I can see why you might think that.”

“Why would I think that?”

“Well, the divorce. The pre-nuptial agreement. The fact that I’m staying at another hotel, instead of with him. We argued the night he died. I was the last person to see him in private. I had access to his room, his medication, his scotch. He trusted me.” Her face had a strangely animated quality that seemed almost childlike. “What am I missing?”

“You are dressed rather dramatically as a widow.”

That made her laugh again.

My brain raced as I tried to take it all in. I’d meant what I’d said: the widow’s weeds were a little…over the top, especially for someone who had, presumably, followed her husband out here to get a divorce. And on top of that, she’d told me several key pieces of information that I hadn’t known. I might have guessed that, under normal circumstances, Ophelia would have access to his medication. But access to his room at the Rock On Inn? And even more interesting, her statement that she had access to his scotch. The sheriff had told me Marshall had been drinking, and they suspected the combination of alcohol and an overdose of diazepam had caused his death, but until now, nobody had mentioned scotch.

“The Wyndmere,” she said when she’d stopped laughing. “They put this whole outfit together for me when they heard what happened. Do you know, I think they found it a little fun? Almost like a challenge. And when I saw the veil…” Her mouth twitched. “I imagine you already know this, but I still find myself surprised every once in a while: money makes anything possible. It’s a little like magic in that way.”

I nodded. There was some truth to that. Another of my parents’ friends—a writer who will not be named—loved to do a trick when we went out to eat. He’d write something down on a piece of paper before dinner, and then, when we got to the restaurant, he’d order it. Even if they didn’t have it. He’d order salmon. He’d order king crab. He’d order a wagyu ribeye. He liked the server’s stammering attempts to explain that no, I’m sorry, it’s not possible. And he liked offering more money. And more. Until finally, the manager or the chef or somebody agreed that, yes, for that much money, they’d send someone to the store, and would the table like hors d’oeuvres while they waited? (Needless to say, I hated going out to eat with this guy.)

But I wondered if the Wyndmere’s staff had been happy—and excited—by another challenge. Like, maybe Ophelia had asked for an all-black outfit the night before. Maybe she’d asked, not so long ago, for a particular bottle of scotch.

“You mentioned an argument,” I said. “Before Marshall died.”

She nodded. “I don’t have an alibi; the sheriff knows, of course. I was in his room just before the reading. We said terrible things to each other. Screamed them, I suppose. And then I left.”

“That’s it?”

“Should I say, ‘You had to be there’?”

“What were you arguing about?”

“The divorce. Marshall had been dragging it out for years. He didn’t want to get divorced. He wanted to fight all the time. He wanted us to make each other miserable. But he didn’t want a divorce. Because women don’t leave Chase Thunder. Women get left by Chase Thunder.”

Which was true, from what I knew of Marshall’s books. But I also knew that Chase Thunder went for tall, athletic brunettes, and Ophelia didn’t fit any of those criteria.

“You were the one who wanted the divorce.”

“I was unhappy. I am unhappy, I guess I should say. Clinically, if you ask my legion of therapists and psychiatrists.” She shifted on the bench, hugging herself and chafing her arms, and for the first time I realized she wasn’t wearing a coat. The temperature on a thermometer probably hovered in the low fifties, and the sun helped, but it’s hard to explain that fifty degrees on the coast is very different from fifty degrees in, say, Arizona. I slipped out of my canvas jacket and draped it around her shoulders.

One blond eyebrow arched delicately. “Such a gentleman.”

“I regretted it immediately.”

A smile warmed her face. “I understand why it looks like I might have killed Marshall. I imagine that most people have trouble believing the same thing that Marshall couldn’t quite bring himself to believe: that I simply don’t care about the money. I grew up without money. I lived a happy life without money before I met Marshall—working as a secretary in an art gallery, working in an art supply shop, scraping by. For heaven’s sake, I even swept floors in a glassblower’s studio. It seemed natural to believe that I would be happy again once I was away from Marshall and his money, but my therapists tell me that this is a fallacy.”

As someone who currently did not have any money (although I knew I had a lot of privilege in the form of my parents), I was tempted to agree with the therapists. All I said, though, was “Is that why you came out here? To tell Marshall you’d accepted the terms of the divorce?”

“It took me a long time to realize that if I wanted to leave, all I had to do was leave.”

“And what did he say?”

“He was furious. I told you: women didn’t leave Chase Thunder, and Marshall never could separate himself from Chase. Did you know many authors have that problem? Their characters tend to be…unintentionally autobiographical might be a polite way to say it. Or maybe, better said, an idealized self.”

That made a little buzzer go off at the back of my head, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what, exactly, had raised the alarm. After a moment, I said, “Did he sign the divorce papers?”

“I’m not sure,” Ophelia said, her gaze moving away from me. “I left them with him.”

It was the first time I was sure she was lying to me.

“Mrs. Crowe, someone told me that Marshall kept a tight hold on his manuscripts before they were published. Only a few people had access to them. Is that true?”

“It is.”

“And were you one of them?”

A hint of a smile. “I was.”

“So, you read the manuscript of the first Titus Brooks novel?”

“Shadow Cargo,” she said. “I told him it’s a terrible title. Although I’m not sure what you’re supposed to call it when the plot is nothing more than a pretext for Titus to have sex as many times as he can with the wife of the captain. Marshall never shied away from a sex scene, but Shadow Cargo is closer to romantic suspense than an honest-to-God thriller. I told Marshall his readers were going to crucify him if he put it out.”

Maybe, I thought, but that kind of thing rarely fazed a publisher—because whether Marshall’s fans loved it or hated it, they’d still buy it, and that was what mattered.

“Do you know why someone would want a copy of that manuscript?”

She frowned. “There are always readers who want early access; honestly, there’s probably even a market for that kind of thing. And, of course, the manuscript would be even more valuable now that Marshall is dead.”

“But not that valuable,” I said. “I mean, someone wouldn’t be able to sell it to a publisher, pass it off as their own work, that kind of thing. It might be valuable to a collector for a few thousand dollars, but eventually, Marshall’s estate—you, I guess—will move forward with publication.”

“I’m not sure that I will, actually. As I told you, I don’t think it’s a particularly good book.”

I hesitated, trying to decide if I wanted to play my next card—what I hoped would be an ace.

“What if someone else had a reason to want that manuscript to disappear? Not forever—that’s not possible, because Elodie has a copy of the file. But what if someone wanted to keep the manuscript out of the investigation?”

That little forehead frown came back. “My first thought is that if you want something to remain unnoticed, then stealing it is a poor choice—it only draws attention to the object in question. But it’s also the kind of thing that might go unnoticed for a time, and someone might assume that, in the chaos, the manuscript was lost, or picked up by a fan, or thrown away by an overzealous custodian. If it were simply a matter of buying time…”

“But why? That’s the real question, isn’t it? Why would someone care so much about that manuscript?” I waited. The wind rustled the dead roses. “You can’t think of any reason why someone might want to make that manuscript disappear, if only temporarily?”

Ophelia opened her mouth. Then she paused, and when she spoke, that excitement came back into her voice. “But you know, don’t you? You already have an idea, and that’s why you’re asking me—to see if I’ll confess. Am I right?”

“I think there’s at least one possible reason.”

“Let me guess. There’s something particular about this manuscript—maybe it has fingerprints on it, or there’s biological evidence. No?”

“No, I don’t think so.” Because if that were true, I thought, someone wouldn’t have bothered stealing the copy I’d printed out at home.

“Perhaps it has an encoded message. Microdot technology, like they used in World War II. All that information packed into the dot of an i.” She paused like she expected me to laugh. When I didn’t, she said, “I’m getting closer.”

“Maybe.”

“The obvious answer is that it somehow incriminates someone. That narrows the range of suspects considerably, doesn’t it? Because only the people who have read the manuscript would know that it was incriminating, and as you said, that is a small pool of people. Elodie, of course. Hayes. Whichever editor acquired the book. A few writer friends who workshop stories with Marshall. And, of course, me. And since you’re here, talking to me, I assume that you believe it somehow incriminates me.”

When the breeze died, the smell of winterkill filled the air—the brittle climbers, the brown grass, a hint of vegetable matter wet and decomposing.

“Well,” she said. That briskness was still in her voice, but now there was a trace of something else. “What is it?”

“In the Titus Brooks story, do you remember who killed the captain?”

“Ah. The wife. Well, that does seem like a bit of a stretch.”

I shrugged. “Not just the wife. She has an accomplice. He’s a shipping broker, or something like that. Kind of a…business acquaintance, I suppose you could say.”

“Good God.” That amused little laugh. “You think Hayes and I planned to kill him. And he knew what we were planning, and he put it in that book, like a trail of breadcrumbs in case something happened to him. But you’ve made at least one assumption that’s wrong, you know. You assumed Marshall’s manuscript would stay the same. But they never did—he was always changing things, right up until the end. The wife might have become another victim. The shipping broker might have turned into a reluctant ally. He was notorious for changing the stories drastically—that’s why there’s a market for manuscripts of his novels.”

“All of that may be true,” I said. “But someone wants that manuscript, Mrs. Crowe. And they’re willing to hurt other people to get it.”

“You know, you might be on to something? It seems so outlandishly convoluted, but…” She straightened and hugged my jacket tighter around her. “Do you know who sold the Titus Brooks manuscript?”

“You mean his agent? I assumed it was Hayes.”

“Of course. Everyone assumes Hayes sold it, because he’s Marshall’s agent. But Hayes didn’t sell it. Marshall did. He sold it to the editor himself. Cut Hayes out completely.” She sounded slightly vexed as she said, “I honestly think he did it just to hurt him; Lord knows he didn’t need the money.”

That was certainly new information. In traditional publishing, the typical route was that an author acquired an agent, and the agent pitched the manuscript to editors at publishing houses, who then acquired the book. Agents received a percentage of the advance (the money paid to the author to acquire the book), and then, if the book continued to earn royalties, the agent would receive a percentage of those as well. In other words, making deals was how agents earned their livings. And while it wasn’t unheard of for an author to make a deal with an editor, without an agent, it wasn’t the norm. It certainly wasn’t the norm to make a deal that cut your current agent out of the process. I wasn’t even sure of the legality of it—publishing contracts had all sorts of bizarre clauses—but that didn’t seem to have stopped Marshall.

It also explained something that had puzzled me ever since my conversation with Elodie: why had Hayes flown out here, and why had his arrival been unexpected? Now I knew—because Marshall had dropped him, and Hayes was trying to win him back.

“Do you know who gave Marshall that bottle of scotch?” Ophelia asked.

Her words broke my reverie. I looked up. And then I frowned.

“Precisely,” she said. “Hayes knew what Marshall liked. He often brought gifts as…tribute, I suppose.”

The bottle of scotch again.

I opened my mouth to ask about the scotch—among other things, I wanted to know when Hayes had given it to Marshall, when Marshall had opened it, and the last time Ophelia had seen it.

Before I could ask, though, the wind dropped off, and a familiar voice rang out in the silence.

“Keep the camera on me, Christian.” There was no mistaking the sound of Pippi in full production. “That’s right, like that.”

“Her good side, dummy,” Dylan ordered.

“Don’t call me dummy!” Presumably, that was Christian.

“Don’t be a dummy then.”

“Mom!”

Like a lot of moms, Pippi apparently had selective hearing. “Carter, baby, you have to angle the reflector so Mommy gets the light. We want Mommy to look her best, don’t we?”

A bleating little answer, too soft for me to make out the words, suggested that baby Carter was not pleased with the feedback.

“What’s all that?” Ophelia asked.

“Trust me,” I said. “You don’t want to know.” And then a thought hit me: “Holy heck. You didn’t invite her, did you?”

“Invite whom?”

“You left instructions at the desk for where I could find you. But you didn’t know I was coming.”

Ophelia gave me a startled look. “I left instructions for the sheriff. She said she’d be stopping by.”

I fought off a groan and twisted to peer down the trellised pathway. Pippi stood a few yards off in a pose (and outfit) that could only be described as Carmen Sandiego meets a crusty 1940s newsroom editor—with a dash, maybe, of His Girl Friday. The trench coat and hat were Carmen Sandiego. The vest, suspenders, and (I kid you not) cigar—well, you get the idea.

“Now, I’m going to say, ‘Did you or did you not steal your husband’s manuscript to cover up your plan to murder him with the assistance of his agent, Jamie Hayes?’ And then Christian, sweetheart, you pan to Ophelia. Got it? This is very important. This could be Mommy’s big break.”

“You’re going to crush it, Mom,” Dylan said with (let’s all admit it) endearingly genuine enthusiasm.

Perfect, I thought. This was perfect. Sheriff Acosta would be thrilled to discover me and the entire cast and crew of Pippi Parker Productions (a Pippi Parker Company) turning the investigation into a three-ring circus and, in the process, ruining any chance at getting Ophelia to talk.

“We should probably—” I began as I turned back to Ophelia.

And that’s when I noticed she was gone.

I jogged to the edge of the trellis and peered out. Ophelia was already halfway to the hotel, and it looked like she was trying to break the land speed record for power walking. She certainly didn’t appear to have any interest in continuing our conversation, and I figured if I tried to follow up at the hotel, I’d be met with a wall of politely stony silence.

“No, Carter. On me, on me. You have to—not in my eyes!”

I slipped around the trellis, choosing discretion as the better part of valor, and bumped into Sheriff Acosta.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I said.

She gave me a long look, and then her gaze moved to the sound of Pippi’s voice. “That’s more or less what I was thinking.”


Chapter 11

The best part about Sheriff Acosta was that she didn’t yell. At least, not usually. It was also the scariest part. Because when she asked questions like “What exactly did you think you were doing?”, they were a lot more terrifying because they were delivered with a quiet, matter-of-fact rage.

“I know it got, uh, a little out of control with Pippi and—well, Ophelia running off,” I said. “But wait until you hear what we talked about.”

I ran through my conversation with Ophelia, and when I’d finished, the sheriff said, “We’re still waiting on tests from the lab, but there was a bottle of scotch in Marshall’s room, and it had some sort of residue at the bottom. Our working theory is that this was how he was poisoned.”

Which lined up with Ophelia’s statement that Marshall had started drinking at the end of their argument, and which also fit the timeline for Marshall’s death at the library. “What about fingerprints?”

“I don’t think so.”

“What? Come on, that means you have something, and you think it might mean something.”

“It means I’m not releasing sensitive information about an ongoing investigation.”

“But there was something significant about the prints. There’s something you can use.”

The sheriff touched the baby hairs gelled at her forehead, checking them without seeming to realize it, and finally she shook her head. “All I’ll say is that the bottle itself has not currently provided a valuable lead.”

Which meant—what? There were prints, but they all had some sort of other possible explanation. For example, Hayes’s prints were certainly on there, but that made sense since he’d bought the scotch and given it to Marshall. And Elodie, as Marshall’s personal assistant, might have carried the bottle for him—I remembered what she said about how he hated to carry things. And Ophelia had been in the room with him that night. She might have picked up the bottle to look at it. All sorts of casual explanations.

“What about the divorce papers?” I asked.

“There weren’t any,” the sheriff said. “Not that we’ve found, anyway.”

That felt like confirmation that Ophelia had lied to me—who else would have had a reason to get rid of those papers?

After being debriefed by the sheriff—which, to the untrained eye, might have looked a little like a dressing-down—I was free to go. The logical course of action would have been to continue the conversation by talking to Hayes. I had all sorts of great questions to ask him like: did you poison that bottle of scotch you gave Marshall? And, are you and Ophelia in cahoots, because she’s surprisingly difficult to read? But I didn’t know where Hayes was staying, and the sheriff didn’t know where Hayes was staying. Which meant that instead of going to find Hayes, I went home and ate linner, which is definitely a meal everyone should have on their schedule.

(M&M’s with cookies ’n cream ice cream. It hits three of the four major food groups: ice cream, candy, and cookies.)

For some reason, after linner I felt gross and sleepy. I called Elodie because she’d promised to try to contact Hayes for me. She didn’t answer. I thought about going over to the Rock On Inn, but instead, I dragged myself to the den, where I tried to write. Things had certainly changed over the last few months—in a lot of ways, and in particular, with my writing. Not only had I gotten another story completed and published—“Pickup at Pershing”—but it had received some good attention. A few agents had even emailed, asking if I had a manuscript for a full novel. That definitely wasn’t the norm in publishing, but I’d ended up on a lot of people’s radars because of the whole business with Vivienne. I guess it’s true what they say: there’s no such thing as bad press.

The problem, of course, was that I didn’t have a manuscript for a full novel. What I had was about three hundred starts to manuscripts, all of them featuring Will Gower in different…possibilities. Will Gower the ratcatcher. Will Gower the professional mourner (I still felt like that one had a certain amount of potential). Will Gower the gong farmer (nope, definitely not—I made it about three pages and had to spend the rest of the day watching Bravo to bleach my brain).

My current project was Will Gower the private investigator; I was starting to feel like I might be committed to that genre, if only because the two stories I’d gotten published had been in that vein. In this one, Will had haunted eyes, and when he wasn’t drinking highballs in a dark saloon, he was wandering the dark streets of The City, a broken white knight in a city of broken dreams. (Okay, that was good—I wrote that down.) He was investigating a sweatshop, but of course, it wasn’t really about a sweatshop, it was really about a—

And this was where I got stuck.

A gong farmer?

No, definitely not.

The usual options were blackmail, a smuggling ring, dirty politics, or (if you came from the honorable tradition of noir misogyny) a crazy but sexy broad. That last one had a certain amount of allure. A crazy but sexy, uh, fella. A hunk of heartbreak. Although I didn’t love the word crazy. Maybe he could have PTSD, only I couldn’t call it PTSD because they didn’t call it that back then. Maybe he could be shellshocked.

I was surprised, when I looked outside, that darkness was already settling down; true, night came early in the winter, and when you didn’t start your day until noon, you lost the light quickly. Still, it did seem kind of inconsiderate. But, since it was dark now, I decided I should probably make sure every single strand of lights was plugged in and functioning perfectly. And if it wasn’t, well, I’d have to check every single bulb. I could turn on the TV while I checked them. Just to have some background noise—

I caught myself at the door. No, I told myself. Absolutely not.

The danger of being a writer—particularly one like me, if you were a perfectionist, and you were indecisive, and you loved to procrastinate, and you had an unrivaled knack for weaseling out of the actual writing—was that when you were at home, and you were supposed to be writing, there were a million other things you could do that all seemed more urgent. Like checking every single bulb of every single strand of Christmas lights. Right. Now.

Back to my seat. I stared at the notes I’d pulled up for my Will Gower story. The problem, I decided, was that it all felt wrong. It was too dark. Too gloomy. And a year ago—heck, even six months ago—I would have thought dark and gloomy was the way to go. But now I was starting to wonder if it was too dark and gloomy.

For example, I thought—and I felt a little thrill at the escape hatch I’d given myself—what if Will Gower wasn’t a dour private investigator wandering the cat-black streets of The City? (Okay, I actually loved that too—so I wrote it down.) What if Will Gower was…a former big-city journalist who now ran a charming little bookstore called Chapter & Verse. My excitement built as I started typing. And instead of the urban wasteland of broken souls and broken bottles (God, I was on fire—write that down), instead of the dark streets of The City, what if it were…a charming (there was that word again) snow-covered town called Mistletoe Creek!

I don’t like to toot my own horn, but I thought I was on to something big here. Changing the premise so drastically would mean changing, well, everything—I might be able to keep the sweatshop (Santa’s elves, maybe?), but the bigger crime hiding behind it would have to be something different. Of course, the important part now was not to rush anything. Ideas needed time to cook. The subconscious needed days, maybe even weeks, to slowly digest the idea and give back flashes of genius. The best thing I could do for this story would be to let it sit. Maybe even for a month. I mean, nobody wants to write a book in January. I’d feel much more inspired by the time February rolled around.

And I decided to lift a page out of Marshall’s book (figuratively speaking—not plagiarism). When I finally decided to draft this story, I’d leave myself the option of changing whatever I wanted right up until the final draft. Maybe, if the muse whispered to me, my hunk of heartbreak would turn into Will Gower’s adorably apple-cheeked romantic interest who was a…I want to say baker?

It was such an intriguing idea—very, very promising—that I decided to contemplate it at greater length on the couch. With a marathon of Mama June: From Not to Hot in the background. For inspiration.

I’d only closed my eyes for a minute, swear to God, when voices roused me from my, um, brainstorming.

“Maybe he’s DEAD!” To Millie’s credit, she was genuinely trying to whisper, but apparently she was also overcome by ghoulish excitement.

The answering silence had a distinctly Keme-ish quality.

“Because I’ve never seen someone sleep with their mouth so wide open like that,” Millie whispered (at a normal volume for anyone else) in answer to some unspoken question. “And because you know how he was snoring SUPER loud, and then all of a sudden he cut off, and he made that noise like when Bubbles has a hairball?”

“Go away,” I said. And then, in a fit of inspiration: “I’m brainstorming.”

Millie’s answering giggles suggested mischief, but I resisted the urge to crack one eye. The sound of a struggle came next, and she was giggling harder—and slightly out of breath—when she said, “Keme is going to poke you if you don’t get up.”

“I can’t get up,” I said. “Doctor’s orders. Because of sadness. And general failure. And—oh my God, Keme, I think you stabbed my spleen!”

My eyes shot open. I sat up, hand pressed over my side, where doubtless many of my internal organs had been ruptured. That seemed to be key information.

“You ruptured my organs!” I told them.

But it was hard to stay angry because they both looked so cute. Millie was dressed in a beanie and a long coat that appeared to be the same material (color, texture, etc.) as a teddy bear. Her cheeks were pink from the cold, and she was beaming at me. And Keme, wonder of wonders, wasn’t dressed in board shorts, or joggers, or a hoodie, or slides. I didn’t see a single item of clothing from Quiksilver, Hurley, Ripcurl, etc. Instead, his hair was tucked up under a beanie (his was black; Millie’s was a dusty rose color), and he had on a pea coat over a hideous sweater that appeared to feature Santa dancing at a discotheque. He was wearing jeans. He was wearing real shoes—leather boots that looked like they’d keep his feet warm for once.

And I knew where those boots had come from, because I’d seen them before. In fact, as soon as I recognized the boots, I knew where it had all come from.

It only took me another second to understand the other thing I’d missed: they looked like they were on a date.

They weren’t, of course. Some gentle nosing around the issue, over the last few months, had clued me in to the fact that Millie thought of Keme as a younger brother—which, to be fair, he was a few years younger, and still technically a minor. None of that, apparently, had any stopping power with Keme, however. I could see it now in the way he looked at her. Maybe he sensed me watching him, because his eyes cut to me, and his expression shifted to a guarded embarrassment.

“You look on fleek,” I told him.

Embarrassment changed into a scowl.

“What?” I asked. “That’s what the kids say.”

“No,” Millie told me, “they don’t. Come on, we’re going to be late.”

“Late for what?”

“For the lights, silly. Come ON!”

I’m still not sure if I moved of my own volition or if the sound waves rocked me off the old chesterfield.

Since I wasn’t trying to impress a girl—or a boy, or anyone, or anything, apparently ever for the rest of my natural life, kind of like one of those monks who walled themselves up in a single room—I didn’t change. My hoodie showed two reindeer competing at Pong, and my jeans were clean, and my Mexico 66s were dry. Since Ophelia still had my jacket, I grabbed a bomber from the closet.

By the time I returned to the hall, though, my better judgment had asserted itself. It was a Saturday night. It was the weekend before Christmas. The town was going to be swarming with people. The thought of all those bodies pressed together, the jostling for space, the constant noise—I could feel myself about to start sweating.

“You know what?” I said. “I think I might stay home.”

Keme gave me a look of staggering disgust.

“No, no, no,” Millie said, clapping her hands and jumping for emphasis. “You can’t! Dash, it’s so pretty. It’s magical and beautiful and wonderful, and it’s CHRISTMAS! And it’s your first Christmas here, and this can be a tradition, and we HAVE to go. There’s caroling and there’s the tree and there are s’mores.” But maybe she saw something on my face, or maybe my distress was palpable, because her smile faded. In a softer voice, she said, “That’s okay. We don’t have to go. You know what we can do? We can make s’mores here! Keme makes the best ones because he knows how to do the marshmallows the best. And we can watch a MOVIE! We can watch a really old one like Elf!”

That…hurt, I’ll admit it. But what hurt even more was the disappointment they were both trying to hide.

“No,” I said, “you’re right. We should go.” I even managed a smile. “Like you said, this can be a tradition.”

Although Bobby—and the rest of the Last Picks—had strong opinions about my driving in general and, more specifically, about my parking (if you don’t want me to park there, you need to make it clear; don’t just paint the curb red or put up a sign or have the words NO PARKING—I’m not a mind reader), we agreed to ride in the Jeep, since the alternative was being crammed into Millie’s Mazda3. The drive into town was like the drive any other night: following the winding road through the forest of spruce and fir and pine, the hint of their fragrance filtering into the Jeep, the gauzy stretches of mist that thickened as we passed through the fog belt.

But when we left the forest and Hastings Rock came into view, I saw that the town had been transformed. I’d been to Hastings Rock at night before, of course. I’d been there a few times that week—going to the Otter Slide, or running late errands. But the town that curled around the bay looked completely different now, magicked into a winter wonderland. Holiday lights outlined the steep roofs of the old Victorian houses. More lights splashed against the walls of modernist homes. Beach cottages and bungalows were trimmed with glowing icicles. And there were enough glowing lawn ornaments to light an impromptu runway for Santa’s sleigh.

My prediction had been right: the entire town was overrun with people celebrating the season. We ended up having to park in one of the visitor (aka tourist) lots on the outskirts—and that was after Keme made me move the Jeep twice for totally bogus reasons like “That’s a fire hydrant” and “That spot is only for an ambulance.” Then we walked to Main Street and followed it toward the waterfront.

The thing about Hastings Rock is that it’s beautiful any time of year. The motley architecture—everything from Cape Cods to, for example, Hemlock House—and the quaint shops and the natural beauty of the Sitka spruce forests and the sea cliffs and the blue-gray expanse of the Pacific. But tonight, it was…special. The town really had been transformed; that was the only word I could come up with. Lights were strung everywhere, of course. Red ribbons too. Mistletoe hung from the old-fashioned streetlights. The shops and studios that lined Main Street (and which were one of the big draws for the tourists) had gotten into the spirit as well. Window wonderlands celebrated not only Christmas but Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, and even Yule. And then I saw the snow.

It’s not that snow was impossible on the coast—Millie had once told me every memory she had of snow. (To answer your question, I was trapped and couldn’t escape.) It wasn’t common, though, mostly because it rarely got cold enough for the snow to stick. But as we moved toward the heart of Hastings Rock, I started to see it everywhere: dusting the tops of the streetlights, sprinkled on the roofs of shops and studios, even blown into neat little piles in the corners of doorways and windows. It reminded me, in the best possible way, of Christmas in Providence, and I’d never expected that.

“It’s fake,” Millie said, and she laughed at the expression on my face. “And it’s totally safe. It’s not plastic or anything! They make it from potatoes. The next time it rains, it’ll all dissolve.”

There were probably a few steps, I imagined, from potato to snowflake, but I honestly didn’t care. It wasn’t plastic. It wasn’t toxic. It was…magical.

Everything was magical, in fact. A group of carolers stood at the next intersection, dressed in (mostly) Victorian costumes. Bliss Wilson, going against the Dickensian current—and, for that matter, the weather—had chosen a steampunk-style corset, and she was belting out a solo of “Good King Wenceslas” that defied description. Althea Wilson, with her white hair down to her back, gave me an impish wink. Across from the carolers, Chipper (by day, Hasting Rocks’ only coffee shop, and also, no coincidence, where Millie worked) had fire pits and chairs on the sidewalk, and families were gathered around them: warming their hands, toasting s’mores (Keme could have taught some of the young’uns a thing or two), and drinking cider, hot chocolate, and in some cases, adult beverages. At the next cross street, families were lined up outside the library to see Santa, and I had a moment of goggling disbelief when I realized Mrs. Shufflebottom was playing the part of Mrs. Claus. As I watched, she bent down to whisper in the ear of a little girl who was visibly nervous. A smile burst out on the girl’s face, and a moment later, she let Mrs. Shufflebottom help her up onto Santa’s lap. For one magical night, it seemed, even librarians couldn’t be evil.

The real masterpiece, though, was the town square, where an enormous tree rose against the backdrop of city hall. The Fraser fir was strung with everything from strands of popcorn to ribbon to ornaments that I dearly hoped were shatterproof. More of the fake snow had been used liberally here. On one side of the square, Seely had apparently left the Otter Slide in other hands to tend a pop-up bar, where the drink of choice seemed to be either a mulled whiskey sour or something called pumpkin-pie-in-the-sky, which honestly sounded so good that I think I would have floated over there and gotten one except Millie chose that moment to proclaim: “HORSES!”

(The horses, by the way, did not seem to appreciate it; there was lots of whickering.)

Sure enough, lined up on the other side of the square were several horse-drawn carriages. The passengers appeared to be primarily couples, of course. It seemed like a couple thing to do.

Maybe that was why it was so disorienting when I turned and saw Bobby.

He was on the far side of the square, and he was in uniform, down on one knee as he helped a little boy—who had clearly been crying—put on a mitten. His dark hair was in its perfect part, and whatever product he’d used gave it a little shine under the streetlights. His face was fixed in its familiar earnestness. For Bobby, helping a child on with a mitten would get all of his attention and focus, in the same way that saving the neck of a snooping mystery writer would, or anything else he turned his mind to. Even—and the thought made me smile—writing a parking ticket. As I watched, Bobby said something to the boy, who beamed at him, his earlier tears now forgotten. The boy rushed to catch up with a woman who was waiting and turned to offer Bobby a wave. Bobby waved back. (As if there were any doubt.)

Maybe I should go say hi, I thought. Or maybe that was a stupid idea. Maybe Bobby was enjoying his night, without having me underfoot all the time. Maybe that’s why he spent so much time out of the house these days. Maybe he was just waiting for a chance to get his own place, to have some time and space away from me. Maybe he’d realized—as a fair number of people had—how frustrating it could be to live with someone as quirky as I was (to put it politely).

But a part of me kept thinking about how he’d made up a pallet in the hall, and how he’d poured the hot chocolate for me, and how he’d wrapped a blanket around my shoulders, and how his hands had felt around mine. A part of me kept thinking that the air smelled like cinnamon and fir trees and the clean winter sharpness of the ocean, and that Bliss and Althea Wilson and their company of carolers had switched to “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” and it was Christmas, and there was even, somehow, snow. And a part of me that absolutely refused to give up and die kept…hoping.

I found myself taking an automatic step; my body had apparently decided, before my brain could finish waffling, that we were going to talk to Bobby. Before I could take another, Bobby stood, and a man moved out from behind the giant Fraser fir, holding two steaming cups of something, one of which he passed to Bobby. Bobby took the drink—it couldn’t be alcohol, not while he was on duty—and the man touched his arm and said something. Instead of shifting his stance or pulling away or (my favorite option) throwing the steaming-hot beverage in the guy’s face, Bobby laughed, and the man moved in, closing the distance between them until nobody who looked at them could have any doubt what was going on.

“Dash, we brought you—” Millie said. “Oh my God, are they going to KISS?”

Keme made a gagging sound, which, to be fair, was probably at the general idea of anyone over twenty-five kissing anyone ever.

I was barely aware of Keme shoving a paper cup at me. It was warm in my hand and full of something decidedly tasty smelling—one of the mulled whiskey sours, my brain suggested. But all of that happened at a distance. All I could see was how close this guy was standing to Bobby, all up in Bobby’s space, and how Bobby was still smiling.

And then Keme poked me. Right in the tummy, too.

“Ow! What—”

Keme pointed at Bobby.

“Yeah, I know, thanks—” Before I could finish, Keme stabbed his finger at the two men again, and I forgot what I’d been about to say. Because the second man was Hayes. He looked even more handsome tonight, if possible: a gray cardigan, green gingham shirt, red bowtie, dark jeans. He said something to Bobby, leaning in to whisper, and this time Bobby’s expression changed. I recognized the politely fixed features, the public smile, the appropriately firm shake of his head. And I couldn’t help the surge of vicious glee.

Hayes said something else, to which Bobby offered another of those public-use-only smiles. Hayes touched his arm again, his hand lingering this time before finally, with a whispered comment, he turned away. Bobby didn’t watch him go; he moved into the crowd, nodding to Cyd Wofford. The town’s designated Marxist (or at least the most vocal one) had shown up for the festivities wearing a sign on a string around his neck; it said SANTA IS THE OPIATE OF THE MASSES. But he didn’t seem to remember he was wearing it. He was too busy running the toy drive barrel, and he was apparently doing a fantastic job—I saw two of the people he talked to dart into Tidepool Toys (open for business, of course, for last-minute holiday shopping) and return with carefully wrapped presents to place in the donation barrel.

Hayes, unlike Bobby, did look back. Several times. And if you could eat somebody up with your eyes, Bobby would have been missing several large chunks of himself by the time Hayes reached the edge of the square. A thought worked its way to the surface of my mind. Once he was out of sight, I’d have lost him—and I had no idea how to find him again. I needed to go after him. No, I should tell Bobby. Only Bobby already knew—that was the whole problem. I should call the sheriff. No, I should—

That was when my feet lurched into motion again, and I started after Hayes.

“Uh, Dash?” Millie said, trotting to catch up. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing. I don’t know.” That wasn’t super helpful, but my brain was still telling me how stupid I was—and calling me all sorts of names you can’t say at a town Christmas party. “I’m just going to see where he goes.” I jinked around Mr. Del Real (Swift Lift Towing), who patted me on the shoulder and called a “Merry Christmas” after me. “You guys stay here.”

By that point, Keme was loping easily at my side, his face a thundercloud.

“I don’t want to ruin your night,” I said. “Go have fun.”

“Are we TAILING him?” Millie asked. “Like SPIES?”

Not, I thought, unless some ingenious spy had pioneered the megaphone approach to following a suspect.

But the sound of the holiday festivities must have swallowed Millie’s words, because Hayes didn’t glance back. He didn’t seem to have any fear of being followed. Or, I decided, of approaching law enforcement. He had approached Bobby, after all—and that wasn’t the behavior of someone who was trying to stay out of the sheriff’s reach. All of which raised the question: why was Hayes still here? (Aside from his obvious interest in a certain deputy.)

We followed Hayes along Main Street. For the first hundred yards, I kept my head down, I scurried from lamppost to lamppost, and I ignored warm holiday wishes from Mr. Li (who had set up a kiosk and was doing caricatures), Dawn Skidmore (who was grimly handing out fun-sized candy canes and making sure no child tried to cheat her by getting two), and Oscar Ratcliff (who must have sensed some grade-A gossip because his nose was practically twitching as he watched us). In other words, I did some first-class skulking.

But after that stretch, I realized Hayes wasn’t looking back, wasn’t checking to see if he was being followed, wasn’t exhibiting any signs of conniving or skullduggery. He also wasn’t stopping to look at anything, and that struck me as strange as well. We passed the farmer’s market, which had been changed into a holiday market, where Indira had a line twenty deep of people waiting to buy her cakes and cookies (the trifles were already sold out). Fox was there too; they were dressed as a steampunk Santa, which apparently required a red top hat, a red tailcoat, and about a million watch chains and gears, plus goggles with Christmas-green lenses. They were doing some sort of candy ornament station, and as we passed the market, I heard them shouting, “Not up your nose, Tristan!” But Hayes moved past all of it, seemingly without any interest, which made me wonder—again—what he was doing, and why he was here.

“Oh my God,” Millie said with a longing look at the holiday market. “We’re missing Fox’s craft!”

My own resolve faltered when I saw the food trucks. Let’s Taco Bout Tacos had a huge sign advertising their Christmas tacos (pear and pomegranate!). Through the truck’s service window, I could see LaLeesha (who had added red and green glitter strands to her hair), and Sergey (who was dressed as the world’s butchest reindeer-slash-short order cook).

I managed to dig up some willpower. No tacos. Tacos were a reward for successful sneakery. As well as for making it to Fridays, or finishing a good writing session, or because it was Tuesday. Or anytime you were sad. Or if you weren’t sad, but a taco just sounded really, really good.

No, I told myself more sternly. Absolutely not.

“Go,” I said to Millie. “I’ll be fine.”

Keme gave me a look that suggested, in true teenage fashion, I was the stupidest person he’d ever met. Millie shook her head sadly and said, “No, we can’t abandon you in the middle of a mission. Besides, what if we have to FIGHT HIM?”

The question was accompanied by a vicious chopping motion (presumably inspired by some martial arts movie Keme had forced her to watch). It caught an inflatable, off-brand Frosty the Snowman right in the carrot nose, and it flipped him, uh, hoop over garters. That might not be a saying, but it was hard to focus. I mean, the tacos were right. there.

(Frosty was fine, by the way. Some of the kids even cheered, and Millie blushed like crazy and looked enormously pleased with herself. I’m pretty sure Keme fell in love all over again.)

I was about to suggest no more chopping, but before I could, Hayes gave a wary glance from side to side—the first sign I’d seen that he might be checking that he wasn’t being observed. As he started to turn back (where he couldn’t fail to see us), I grabbed Keme and Millie and forced them toward a living manger, where Mr. Cheek, owner of Fog Belt Ladies Wear, had cast himself as Baby Jesus. Instead of a manger, they were apparently using a waterbed.

“For my back,” Mr. Cheek was explaining to a woman who clearly wasn’t from Hastings Rock.

I’d never seen Baby Jesus in a bedazzled jumpsuit, but then again, neither had any of the out-of-towners, who were snapping pictures like crazy.

Have I ever told you I love Hastings Rock?

When I risked a look, Hayes was heading into one of the shops. Like many of the buildings on Main Street, it was a board-and-batten building painted dove gray and divided up into individual storefronts. Hayes had gone inside the middle unit, and I let out a groan because I knew that store. I liked that store. And I knew, like everyone else in Hastings Rock, who owned that store.

A Whale of a Tale Books and Curios was Hasting Rock’s only bookstore. The front window showed a display of holiday classics, complete with an adorable Christmas tree that had been made out of books with green covers. Packages wrapped in brown paper and stamped FROM THE NORTH POLE were arranged around the base. Beyond the display, I could see Hayes moving toward the back of the store, where the sales desk was located. And stationed at the sales desk was the owner and manager.

Who happened to be Stephen Parker, Pippi’s husband.

“Stay here,” I whispered to Keme and Millie and slipped inside the shop. (I was so stealthy, I even managed to keep the bell above the door from jingling.)

Inside, A Whale of a Tale Books and Curios was what every booklover wanted from a bookstore. It was a maze of bookcases, with every shelf filled to capacity. More books were stacked on the floor. There were books stacked on top of the bookcases. There were books stacked between bookcases. There were even books stacked on the stairs that led up to the loft. (Yes, there were more books up there—plus some amazingly comfy chairs where you could sit and read and look out at the town.) In the best possible way, the shop smelled like paper and leather and coffee, and although there were undoubtedly a few people who found the narrow, crowded space claustrophobic, it reminded me of happy hours in library stacks, with walls of words literally on every side.

I used some of those walls to my advantage now as I crept in the direction I’d seen Hayes go. I stayed low as I moved through the classics section, grateful for the formidable-looking Norton annotated editions and the big, foiled hardcovers that, I was fairly sure, kept this area free from casual browsers. As I moved closer to the back, I picked up the sound of voices. I inched closer, crouching lower (eye to eye with Trollope, as a matter of fact), and then I barely swallowed a scream as someone grabbed me.

It was Millie, and her face was alight with excitement. Keme crouched next to her, his jaw set as he stared at me, like he was ready to fight.

“What are we doing?” Millie whispered.

It was, for once, a fairly credible whisper.

And then, before I could answer, “THIS IS SO EXCITING!”

Not quite so credible.

Fortunately, neither Hayes nor Stephen seemed to have heard, and by that point, I no longer felt like I’d been scared out of my skin.

In a furious whisper, I asked, “What are you doing? I told you to wait outside.”

“I thought you were talking to Keme. And then when I wanted to come inside, Keme wanted to come too because he HATES being left out, plus he wanted to pet Katniss, but I told him you’d said to stay outside, and he said, ‘Fudge that,’ only he didn’t say fudge, he said—”

“Yes, all right, fine. Now please, please, please—” I drew in a deep breath and managed to even out my whisper. “—we have to be quiet.”

Although, I have to admit that the chagrin on Keme’s face when Millie had revealed that he wanted to pet Katniss almost made it all worth it. (Two points about that: first, Katniss is the bookstore cat, and all bookstores should have cats; and second, no, I was not consulted about the name.)

Somehow, miraculously, nobody seemed to have noticed the insanity that I’d tracked into the bookstore. I was fairly sure such would not have been the case if Mrs. Shufflebottom had been present. Although she probably would have given Millie a cookie.

I pushed that thought aside and strained to hear the conversation.

“—outrageous.” The voice had to belong to Hayes. “You’re making a huge mistake.”

“I think you should leave.” That was Stephen, and although his voice was firm, I thought I detected a faint quaver. “I don’t like bullies in my store.”

“I’m not going to ask again,” Hayes said. “I’ve played nice until now. Do you want me to stop playing nice?”

“I told you to leave,” Stephen said. “Don’t make me call the police.”

Hayes burst out laughing. It was a pleasant sound at odds with the nastiness behind it. “Be my guest,” he said. “In fact, maybe I should call them myself and tell them what I saw at the reading. I think they’ll be fascinated to hear how you and your wife—”

And then several things seemed to happen at once.

The door at the front of the shop crashed open.

The bell jangled.

Pippi charged inside, with the full Pippi Parker Productions team hot on her heels. Dylan was still directing, and Christian still had the camera. Little Carter, who looked like he’d been a biter when he’d been a child, had apparently been put in charge of the boom mic. Attention to detail didn’t seem like Carter’s strong point; as he chased after his mom, the boom mic swung wildly, knocking books everywhere.

And then Katniss jumped on Keme’s head.

Let me tell you: that boy can scream.

I honestly think, in hindsight, that the poor Siamese was probably scared out of her mind and just trying to reach a person she trusted. The actual execution, though, left a lot to be desired.

I reached for the cat, but Millie was faster. She yanked Katniss off Keme, and the cat wriggled free and sprinted into the maze of bookcases. Keme’s eyes were huge, but as far as I could tell, the worst that had happened was a little scratch near his hairline. Millie cried out, “YOU POOR BABY!” and she immediately started fussing over Keme. To judge by the look on Keme’s face, the boy was either in heaven or, more likely, concussed.

“What are you doing here?”

It took me a moment to realize the question was directed at me. Hayes was staring at me. As was Stephen. Apparently, popping up from behind a wall of film tie-in copies of Pride and Prejudice (the Keira Knightley one, a bit dated now) was not something either man had been prepared for. Hayes, in particular, looked unsettled.

But before I could (or had to) answer, Pippi charged into the fray. “Mr. Hayes, what do you have to say to our listeners—Pippi’s Pen Pals, patronage tiers beginning at only five dollars a month, join now at the Perils, Postcards, and Predicaments level for a bonus predicament box—”

“What the fudge?” Hayes said.

(You know what he said.)

“What do you have to say to our listeners, who have heard convincing evidence that you conspired with Ophelia Crowe to murder her husband, author Marshall Crowe?”

“I’d say that’s slander,” Hayes said, his handsome features settling into cold reserve. “And I’ll sue anyone who says it.”

Pippi seemed to lose some steam, but her gaze moved to Stephen and then back to Hayes. “What do you have to say about charges that you have tried to destroy the surviving copies of Marshall Crowe’s latest manuscript because it contains details of a plot to murder him?”

For a moment, I couldn’t make sense of the expression on Hayes’s face. And then he burst out laughing. “Are you out of your mind?”

Color rushed into Pippi’s face. Dylan glared at Hayes. Christian scowled. Carter nearly took off his head with the boom mic. And Stephen sucked his teeth behind the register.

“No,” Pippi said. “I’m not out of my mind. In fact, I know for a fact that you needed to get rid of Marshall, and you needed to get rid of him fast.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Over his shoulder, to Stephen, he said, “I’ll give you some time to think it over, but I expect a more reasonable answer from you before I leave town.”

As Hayes took a step toward the door, though, Pippi planted herself in his path and shouted, “Halt!”

(It’s one of those things, like pointing a finger and proclaiming J’accuse!, that’s absolutely amazing when it happens in real life.)

Hayes halted. Maybe it was the conviction behind Pippi’s command. Maybe it was just that the boom mic almost clipped him again.

“I know what you’ve been doing,” Pippi said. “And I know why you killed Marshall.”

“Do you know, I thought Marshall was being cruel when he picked on you? But now this little performance makes me think he wasn’t wrong. Do you really have your characters still record everything on a VCR?”

Pippi set her boxer’s jaw, and I had an instant where I wondered if she was going to bite off Hayes’s head. Possibly literally. But instead, she said, “You were stealing from Marshall. You’ve been stealing from all your writers, but Marshall is the most successful one, and you’ve been skimming from the royalties.”

Hayes’s jaw slackened. He stared at Pippi, speechless. And then, with what must have taken an effort of will, he managed to say, “That’s ridiculous—”

“It’s not ridiculous. Everyone knows. Your writers have been dropping you. Marshall dropped you. There are pending lawsuits.” Pippi smiled venomously at him. “All I had to do was call my agent, and she was more than happy to tell me all about it. You poisoned him, and then, at the beginning of the reading, you slipped out to destroy the evidence. You managed to get back to the reading before Marshall collapsed, but I noticed. I notice everything!”

“HE DID IT!” Millie popped up over the Dickens shelf and shook a fist at Hayes. (Another thing, like shouting, Halt, that you have to see to believe.) “YOU KILLED MARSHALL.”

After an understandably stunned look at Millie, Hayes appeared to pull himself back together. “This is ridiculous. I went outside to vape, and—and I don’t have to stand here and listen to this.”

He pushed past Pippi and her gaggle of a film crew.

“Mom!” Dylan was breathless with excitement. I hadn’t noticed until now that he carried a clapperboard (for post-production editing, a service of Pippi Parker Productions); it drooped in his hand now, forgotten, as he eyed Hayes. “Should I wrestle him?”

Before Pippi could answer, though, Hayes spun back at the door. For some reason, he stared at me. “You want to know who killed Marshall so badly?”

The moment opened into a question, and I managed to say, “Yes.”

“I can tell you right now: it was Elodie. And it wasn’t some convoluted…BS out of a pulpy mystery novel. It’s the same old story: famous writer meets girl; famous writer gives girl a job; famous writer sleeps with girl; famous writer gets bored. When he got tired of telling her he’d leave Ophelia for her, when he got tired of all her demands, he told her it was over. No job. No ring. And let me tell you, Elodie didn’t like that at all.”

“Say that last part again,” Dylan prompted. “But maybe more like ‘Elodie didn’t like that at all.’”

Hayes gave him a bewildered look, shoved open the door, and left, the bell jangling in his wake.


Chapter 12

We went home. We talked. We didn’t get anywhere, of course, and eventually Millie went home and Keme left (although I suspected he’d sneak back into the house before I made it upstairs). I dragged myself to bed and lay there.

The rational part of me knew that the spectacularly embarrassing scene with Hayes didn’t necessarily mean anything. If anything, it had furthered the investigation—Pippi had exposed an interesting motive, if she was correct about Hayes stealing from his authors. And Hayes’s reaction suggested that there was some truth to the accusation. It would explain why Marshall had fired Hayes and sold the first Titus Brooks novel without his help. And, of course, there was the very suggestive fact—if Ophelia were to be believed—that Hayes had given Marshall a bottle of scotch, which may or may not have been poisoned.

So, yes, all of that was significant. It was good information. But the reality was that I felt more lost than ever. There was no clear suspect because all three of them had both motive and opportunity: Ophelia had access to Marshall’s medication, and between the divorce and the affair, she certainly had enough reasons to want him dead. On top of that, Ophelia had admitted to the argument with Marshall before his death. Elodie also had access to Marshall’s medication, and if Hayes was telling the truth, then she also had a reason to kill him: he’d lied to her, used her, and ultimately abandoned her when he got bored. And I’d heard the tail end of her fight with Marshall—when he’d told her other people (presumably, other women) would have been thrilled to be in her position.

I tried walking myself through the facts, analyzing each one in turn, but my thoughts broke apart, spun, swooped. Like starlings, I thought. That sense of density, clarity, cohesiveness—and then boom, dissolving into a million moving pieces. I’d catch myself, in the middle of trying to map out all the ways Elodie, for example, might have drugged Marshall. And then I’d see Bobby kneeling on the sidewalk, helping that little boy into his mitten. I’d try to corral my thoughts, to focus on timelines, how long it would have taken Ophelia to get from the Wyndmere to the Rock On Inn, and instead, my brain would skitter off to show me Hayes’s hand on Bobby’s arm, how close he’d stood to Bobby. When I gave up and tried to watch TV, all I could think about was that not so long ago, I would have been downstairs, watching Netflix with Bobby on the sofa until I fell asleep. And I always woke up under a blanket.

One of my last clear thoughts was that I was lost. And I knew I was lost. And I had the sneaking suspicion that Marshall’s murderer was going to get away with it. (The only potential winner seemed to be Pippi, who was going to make a killing when she cashed in with all this true crime stuff—even if she did end up in prison.)

At some point, I fell asleep, but it wasn’t good sleep. It was miserable, effortful, exhausting sleep—if you’ve ever had a night like that, you know what I mean. A kind of desperate, half-conscious desire to stay asleep that translates into an entire night spent feeling like you’re trying to swim through sand. A knock woke me the next morning, and my whole body ached like I’d done something horrible to it. (Like exercise.)

“Bleh,” I said.

“Hi, Dash,” Fox said from the other side of my door. “Are you awake?”

“Blergh.”

“Wonderful! I was just wondering, you know, if it’s not too much of an imposition, if you could help me with, uh, something.”

“I can’t,” I said. That felt like a revelation, so I decided to expand on it. “I can’t help anyone with anything. Ever.”

“Now, that’s not true.” Fox’s heartiness, though, sounded hollow. “I’ve got these heavy, heavy, heavy boxes I need to load into the van, and I can’t lift them, and Indira can’t lift them, and even Keme can’t lift them. And Keme said you’d never be able to lift them, but I said I was sure you could.”

“I don’t know why everyone thinks Keme is so much stronger than me,” I said, throwing back the bedcovers as I sat up. “In the first place, just because you can see his muscles—”

But then I stopped because the animal part of my brain smelled a trap.

“Go on,” Fox urged. “You were saying something about his muscles?”

I stared at the door warily. “What’s in these boxes? Why are they so heavy?”

“Oh, you know. Things.” And then I suppose inspiration struck because Fox said, “My trousseau.”

“Your trousseau.”

“Yes, exactly. So, if you’d get out of bed and unlock the door, we could get them loaded, and we can pick up one of those delicious sandwiches you love—the one with the fried chicken and the hamburger patty.”

“You don’t think they’re delicious,” I said slowly. “You said those sandwiches are the reason every other country in the world hates America.”

“But I’m willing to give them another try. So, again, if you’d get out of bed—”

Several details began to penetrate the lingering fog. First, the light coming into my bedroom was definitely not morning light. Second, the TV I’d hung above the fireplace showed the Netflix screensaver, which suggested I’d passed out during another episode of Breaking Amish. (It’s an important sociological documentary, and I’m a more cultured person for watching it, thank you very much.) And third, my phone showed lots—and I mean a lot—of missed phone calls from Millie, Indira, and Fox. There was even one from Keme, which was oddly touching. And not a single one from Bobby.

“This is a trick,” I said.

“It’s not a trick. If you’d open the door—”

“Nope. Not going to work.”

A while later, someone tapped gently, and Indira said, “Dashiell.”

I didn’t say anything.

“I was wondering if you could help me with something,” Indira said.

“Ha! Fox already tried that one.”

That didn’t faze her. “I tried a new recipe, and I’m afraid it’s a disaster. They’re called hot chocolate cookies, and they’ve got the mini-marshmallows baked into them, and I need someone to give me their honest opinion—”

Swear to God, I didn’t even remember getting out of bed. I was halfway across the room before I caught myself. I forced myself to stop, pointed a finger at the door, and said, “Witchcraft!”

“Dash, dear, don’t be like that. I need the tiniest bit of help.” A beat passed, and then, in a voice that on anyone else I would have called seductive, she added, “They just came out of the oven.”

I took another step before I could stop myself. “No! This is a trick. You’re trying to lure me out of here so you can—so you can make me be an adult and deal with my feelings.”

The sounds of conspiratorial murmuring came before Indira said, “We’re worried about you. You’ve been in bed all day, and Millie and Keme said you were upset last night.”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I can lie in bed all day and—” I almost said sulk. “—watch TV if I want to. That’s part of being an adult.”

“Of course you can, dear. But wouldn’t that be more pleasant with some milk and warm cookies?”

“Get thee behind me, Satan!”

Fox, now making zero attempt to disguise their whisper, said, “Do you know, I honestly didn’t think he’d ever touched a Bible, much less read one?”

“I saw it on TV!” I shouted through the door.

“That tracks.”

For a while, everyone left me alone. Yes, I was being childish. And yes, there was something…satisfying, in that childish way, about having people worry about me and pay attention to me. I did feel bad about that. And I knew that eventually, I’d have to go downstairs and apologize and try to explain. But balanced against all of that was a general sense of heaviness, a weight pressing down on me, that made it hard to even think about leaving the room. Hard to think about doing anything. Although I thought maybe I could summon the energy to see if LaLeesha would take pity on me and deliver some tacos.

I should have immediately been suspicious when I heard Millie giggle. Then came the knock.

“Dash,” she announced, “I need your help wrapping presents.”

“I can’t help you,” I said. “I can’t help anyone with anything.”

“You already used that one, doofus.” (That was Keme at, apparently, his most supportive and encouraging.)

“My hands melted off,” I said. “All of me is melting. When I die, you’re going to have to cut me out of the mattress because I fused with it. And then there will be a Dash-shaped hole in the bed. Forever. And I’ll probably haunt the house like Adolpha the She-Wolf.” (Adolpha the She-Wolf was my favorite of the ghosts Millie claimed haunted Hemlock House, mostly because Adolpha the She-Wolf, in my mythology, could only be appeased by eating one of Indira’s perfectly seared ribeyes.)

Another whispered conversation took place. And then the doorknob rattled.

“Ha!” I said. “It’s locked—”

And that was when the door opened.

“OH MY GOD,” Millie said (that verb is being used in its loosest sense here), “LOOK, IT OPENED!”

She was loaded down with rolls of wrapping paper, shopping bags, tissue paper, and more. She had sheets of gift tags under one arm. She wore the tape dispensers on her fingers like rings. Keme was carrying several large boxes. He was wearing an ancient Quiksilver tank, and I had zero doubt in my mind that this was connected to my earlier comment about his muscles and, of course, to the fact that he was carrying heavy things for Millie. It was cute, in a psycho-teenage-boy kind of way.

“How did you—”  

Keme smirked—which meant that somehow, the little turd had been the one to get my door open, although I had no idea how. In the future, clearly, I was going to need some kind of medieval crossbar—the big heavy kind that could hold a cathedral door shut against marauding (teenage) vandals.

But maybe it wasn’t too late.

“You guys need to get out of here. I’m sick. I’m really, really, really sick.” And then, genius: “With a cold.”

Millie let the rolls of wrapping paper fall and beamed at me. “No, you’re not. You’re faking.” Then she sat, crisscross applesauce, and began unpacking the shopping bags. I opened my mouth to insist I was truly, violently, deathly sick, but then I got too caught up trying to match the gifts to the right people. Protein powder (Bobby, of course—I believe I’ve mentioned the muscles). A cookbook (way too easy). An Olivia Benson MetroCard (I mean, it was a Law & Order collectible, so Fox). She reached for the next bag and then looked up, and said, “Keme! No peeking!”

Keme looked like he was considering flexing.

“Shoo,” Millie said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Shoo.”

All that extra testosterone must have needed an outlet because Keme pretended to lunge at me.

And no matter what anyone says, I didn’t flinch.

Keme gave Millie some long, pathetic looks, clearly hoping she’d change her mind, but she was already unrolling wrapping paper (Santa in board shorts and a lei, surfing while he held a Mai Tai in one hand), and after another minute, he pouted his way out of the room. He didn’t slam the door, but I figured that was only because he was still trying—and failing—to play it cool.

It did, however, give me an idea. “I should probably go too,” I said. “So I don’t see my present.”

“I already wrapped your present, silly,” Millie said.  

“You did? Where is it?”

“Under the tree, duh. With all the other presents. Here, you can wrap Keme’s.”

She extracted a Switch game from one of the bags and handed it to me. I knew—anyone who had been around Keme for more than fifteen minutes knew—that Keme didn’t have a Switch, wanted a Switch, and would do anything for a Switch (including, I was fairly sure, sell my kidneys on the black market). Millie had gotten him The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild.

“But he doesn’t have a Switch,” I said.

“He will after he opens the one you got him.”

“I didn’t—” But I stopped and gave her a long, considering look. “Okay, how?”

“Little things,” Millie said. “You got that package delivered, and as soon as Keme came over, you made up an excuse to take it up to your room. And then you kept saying things like ‘Keme, did you see this new game for the Switch?’ and ‘If it were me, I’d really like to play this game on the Switch’ and ‘What about you, Keme? If you had a Switch, I mean?’ And then he twisted your arm, and you screamed.” She seemed to consider all this as she taped wrapping paper in place around the cookbook and then added, “Plus, Fox and I opened the box while you were napping.”

“Millie!”

“Fox and I decided it was officially sweet.”

“No, it wasn’t.” And then I had to ask, “What?”

“How you two are best friends. Indira said it’s the best thing that ever happened to you.”

“We’re not best friends. He beats me up. I mean, only because I let him. Because he’s a child, and I wouldn’t want to hurt him. And anyway, my best friend is—” And the weird thing was, I almost said, Bobby. But that wasn’t true. It had seemed like it might be. A few months ago, I would have agreed that, of all the people in my life, Bobby was my best friend. So much had changed, though. I finished lamely, “—Laura.”

“Laura. You’ve talked to her, like, twice since you moved here. Tape, please.”

I passed her another piece of tape as she finished wrapping Indira’s gift.

“There,” Millie said with satisfaction. She stuck a bow on the present, set it aside, and said, “That game isn’t going to wrap itself.”

Which was the very first time in my entire life that I realized Millie could be a taskmaster.

As I cut a section of wrapping paper (teddy bears dancing with candy canes—I chose it because I knew it would be the one Keme would hate the most), Millie began sorting tissue paper. She didn’t even bother to look up as she said, “And now we should talk about your FEELINGS!”

“Are you out of your mind?” And because I didn’t want her to answer that, I said, “No. No way. Absolutely not.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Well, in the first place, I’m one hundred percent neurotic, and I worry about everything, and if I start talking about my feelings, I’m going to sound like I’m insane—”

“No, you goose. What’s wrong right now? Are you disappointed Pippi got that big scoop on Hayes? Was it your dream to be a great detective, and now you’re convinced you’re not even a mediocre detective because a middle-aged woman with no training or expertise did a better job than you?”

It took me a moment—and a few deep breaths—to say, “No, Millie. But thank you for putting it—”

“Are you sad because Marshall was a stand-in for your own distant, demanding father, and now you’re aware that you want to patch things up with your dad, but you don’t know how?”

“What is happening? Did Fox make you watch Criminal Minds again? Did you accidentally eat a psychology textbook? Don’t answer any of that.” I folded the wrapping paper around Keme’s gift as I gathered my thoughts. There was something soothing about the activity. The crinkle of the paper. The memories of wrapping presents when I’d been growing up. There had been something about wrapping presents that made me feel like an adult. And, of course, there’d always been the childish fantasy that this year’s gift, whatever it was, would somehow, finally, change everything with my parents for the better. Okay, so maybe there was a little truth to the Dad thing. “I’m frustrated—a tiny, teensy, normal bit frustrated—with the case. That’s all. And I was feeling blah, and I slept in, and I didn’t want to help Fox move any boxes, and that’s it. Everything’s fine. We can finish wrapping presents, and you can go downstairs and tell everyone that I’m totally fine.”

“Oh good. Because we were all so worried.”

I taped the two edges of paper together along the back of Keme’s game. “I mean, the whole thing is such a mess. They all have a reason to want Marshall dead. They all had opportunities to drug him. And they all had the means—even if they couldn’t get to Marshall’s prescription, it’s not that hard to get a prescription for diazepam.”

“So, you keep digging, right? What would Will Gower do?”

“Will Gower would figure out what everyone else overlooked,” I said. “Something they took for granted. Something they assumed they knew the significance of. But honestly, that’s easy when you’re writing a mystery. The secret is you write the whole book, and then you hate every word of it, and then you delete it. And then the next time you write it, at the very end, when you think it’s finished, you realize you never put in any useful clues, and then you go back and add them. And voila, Will Gower looks like a genius. But unfortunately, I can’t travel back in time and add my own clues for me to use to solve this freaking impossible murder.” I grimaced. “And the worst part is that it feels like I’ve almost got it, if I could put the pieces together. This whole business with the manuscript, that’s what doesn’t make any sense. I mean, the whole idea that Marshall hid the details of his murder inside the story, in the hopes that—if he did get murdered—someone would figure it out—” I shook my head. “It’s ludicrous. But why else would someone steal that manuscript? That’s what I can’t get over, and it’s driving me crazy.”

Millie nodded as she finished wrapping Fox’s Olivia Benson MetroCard. And then, in the tone of someone who has received way too much nurturing and encouragement and love in her life, she said, “You can’t travel back in time yet.” She spared me having to respond to that by adding, “Now we should talk about Bobby.”

“No. Pass. Do not talk about Bobby. Do not talk about anything at all. Go directly to, um—jail?”

She looked up, her brown eyes soft, and said, “Dash, what happened?”

“Nothing happened.”

“What did he do?” When I didn’t say anything, she continued, “Because there was such a weird vibe last night when you saw him. Even Keme noticed it, and he’s a BOY!”

“He didn’t do anything,” I said. And unable to help myself, I added, “That’s the whole problem.”

Millie watched me, Fox’s present temporarily abandoned in her lap.

“Please don’t make me talk about this. Can’t we do something relaxing and fun, like find a snake inside the walls of the house or fall into a pit full of snapping turtles or let Fox give me a face tattoo?”

“Dash,” she said, “I’m so sorry.”

I don’t know why, but that almost did it for me. I had to blink rapidly. I had to snuffle and take some good, clean breaths. Millie didn’t make it any better by ditching the Olivia Benson card and hugging me, and it was so nice to have a hug that I was willing to overlook the fact that, with all her enthusiasm, it was closer to strangulation.

When she finally released me, I wiped my face on my shirt. “God, this is such an overreaction.”

“Don’t minimize your own feelings. You can feel whatever you need to feel. Do you want to break something? One time I ripped a pillow apart with my bare hands! Oh my God, do you want to SCREAM?”

“Uh, no. With my luck, I’d probably destroy an antique pillow that Nathaniel Blackwood drooled on one time, and then Indira would have me arrested for high treason.”

Millie giggled, but then she frowned. “And don’t do that either! You always make jokes to get out of hard conversations.”

“Okay, I know that crack about eating a psychology textbook wasn’t the nicest thing I’ve ever said, but seriously, are you taking a class or something?”

“What’s going on with Bobby?”

“Nothing! I don’t know!” And then the words rushed out of me: “He’s being so weird. He’s—he’s being a jerk, actually. He’s always at work or at the gym or going surfing. And I know it’s not safe for him to be surfing alone, especially right now. This time of year, the conditions out there are crazy, and I’m not just talking about the cold. When he does come home, he goes to his room and goes to sleep. If I catch him at mealtime, he’s always grabbing something to go. When I try to make plans, he either has an excuse, or—if I finally manage to pin him down—he bails at the last minute. Or he just doesn’t show up. And I’m not only talking about the reading the other night. We were supposed to get dinner last week, and instead, he picked up an extra shift, even though he knew we had plans. And a few weeks before that, when I finally convinced him to go hiking, he went surfing instead. I sat in the parking lot for forty-five minutes because I couldn’t get a hold of him.” When it all came spewing out of me like that, it sounded…not great. “I sound like one of those guys who can’t take a hint. Like—like I’m obsessed with him. Or stalking him. Oh my God, am I a stalker?”

Millie giggled again. “You’d be the world’s worst stalker because you’d be so polite and indecisive: ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, should I follow you right now? Do you want me to peek in through your window later? Would now be a good time to chop off this doll’s head?’”

“Uh, stalker, not serial killer—”

“‘When would be the best time for me to send you this collage of my baby photos?’ And you’d be naked in all of them because you were a baby.”

“This has taken a turn.”

“Keme is going to DIE when I tell him.”

“Millie!”

Her grin was surprisingly impish.

“Don’t—don’t tell Bobby,” I said. “Please? I’m not obsessed with him or anything. But he’s my friend. Or he was my friend. And everything’s been so weird lately.”

“You should talk to him.”

“No. Hard no. The hardest of noes. Talking is the worst. About anything. Ever.”

“Talking is the BEST! You get to tell him how you feel, and then he gets to tell you how he feels, and then you kiss—”

“Again, just friends, remember?”

“—and you get to spend the rest of your lives together, and you have a million babies—”

“Not sure about kids, actually. Kind of feels like I have enough of them in my life already.”

“—and they’re all beautiful because they all look like Bobby.”

“Excuse me?”

“Uh.” Millie gave me a look like she might have forgotten I was there. “With your, um, smile.”

“Fantastic save.”

“They’re going to be such beautiful babies.”

I didn’t want to get into the logistics of two dudes having a baby, so I decided to save that conversation for another time—preferably, immediately before I jumped off the cliffs behind Hemlock House. I did say, however, “I feel like I need to state again, for the record: just friends.”

Millie beamed at me and made a noise like I’d said something adorable, and then she said, “Dash, have you told him that you want to spend time with him, that you miss spending time with him, that you value his friendship and you miss having him in your life, in a way that goes beyond sharing a living space and occasionally passing each other the maple syrup at breakfast? I chose maple syrup because Indira said you two go through, like, a jug a day.”

I chose to ignore that last part. “No, I didn’t—I mean, Millie, I’ve invited him to do so many things. I invited him to watch a toothpaste commercial the other day, and even as I was asking him, I knew it was the cringiest thing I’d ever done in my entire life.”

“But have you told him why you keep inviting him to do stuff?”

“Well, no. But in my defense, I haven’t told him only because telling people things is the absolute worst.”

Millie’s look suggested that, in some ways, she might be much more mature than me. She opened her mouth to say something, but the sound of the front door and solid, familiar footsteps stopped her. Her eyes widened. Her whole face brightened. I honestly don’t know if I’ve ever seen anyone ever look so happy. (I didn’t take it personally, though, because she had looked just as happy the other day when Keme had given her some sea-glass he’d found on the beach. In case you’re wondering, Keme’s heart visibly grew, Grinch-style, but it wore off after about twelve hours.)

“HE’S HOME,” Millie whispered—the capitalization probably suggests how well that went.

“No,” I said. “Millie—”

“Now would be the perfect time to talk to him—”

“No, it wouldn’t. Because he’s tired. And I’m tired. And it’s, uh, the Lord’s Day—”

“—because it’s Christmastime, and Christmastime is when you tell people you love them.”

“You stole that from a movie!”

Millie drew in a deep breath.

“Millie, don’t you dare—”

But she did dare, of course. Because she was Millie. And honestly, that was one of the reasons I loved her.

She screamed. Not a regular scream. A Millie scream. My ears are still bleeding, actually.

Barely audible beneath the ongoing sonic assault, I could make out footsteps hammering on the stairs. A moment later, Bobby appeared in the doorway. He was in uniform, and he had his hand on his gun, and his eyes looked a little wild.

Millie cut off as soon as she saw him. She threw him a glowing smile and said, “Hi, Bobby. I was just practicing my screaming.”

And apparently Bobby was really starting to roll with the Last Picks, because that didn’t seem to faze him at all.

“Oh,” Millie said, “Dash wants to tell you something. Bye, boys.”

And with that, she bounced out of the room.


Chapter 13

In the aftermath of Millie’s scream—which I was starting to suspect had triggered a bout of tinnitus—all I could do was stare at Bobby. Bobby stared back at me. To be fair, Bobby was clearly waiting for something, since Millie had thrown me under the bus with her declaration that I had something to tell him.

“I wanted to tell you,” I said, “that I’m thinking about taking up screaming as well. As a hobby.”

His face…relaxed. That was the best word for it—like he’d been expecting something else, and now he could let his guard down. A hint of a smile touched the corner of his mouth. He glanced at the presents and said, “You’ve been busy.”

“These are Millie’s. Somehow I got drafted.”

“I guess I’m getting protein powder?”

“Stop! Don’t look! You have to pretend to be surprised.”

That time, I almost got the real grin—the big, goofy smile that was all Bobby. But his expression grew serious. “Are you okay? I heard about Pippi’s performance at the bookstore.”

“Have I told you enough times that you were right? I never should have agreed to help her.”

“Of course you were going to help her,” he said, and he sounded confused.

“I was?”

“Well, yeah. Dash, that’s what you do.” When I didn’t say anything, he added, “You help people.” And then, with a note that almost sounded wry, he continued, “If you hadn’t helped her, I would have thought you were sick or something. I just didn’t want you to get…hurt.”

That sank in for a minute.

While I was still trying to decipher yet another cryptic comment from the most cryptic man in the world, Bobby said, “When I asked if you were okay, I meant—well, the group text has been busy today.”

“Oh my God.”

For some reason, that made him smile. “Fox had a plan about boxes.”

“Oh my actual God. It’s like living with a bunch of well-meaning, busybody aunts and uncles. Who also happen to be twelve-year-olds. And who get a lot of adulting mileage out of Looney Tunes. Although maybe there’s some weird astrology stuff going on, because Millie has been eerily, uh, insightful lately.”

Bobby let it all wash over him as usual. And then he said, “So, you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”

He nodded and hitched a thumb at the hall. “I’m going to wash up—”

“I changed my mind.”

He didn’t groan. Well, not very loud, anyway.

“I’m not fine,” I said.

“Okay.”

“I’m feeling really, um, things.”

“You’re feeling really things?”

“And I might be stalking you.”

That made him blink a few times.

“Can you sit down or something? This is making me feel like I’m in the principal’s office, plus I’m getting a crick in my neck.”

“You’re stalking me, so I should sit down in your room?”

“Millie pointed out that I’d probably be a very polite stalker.”

Another smile teased the corner of his mouth as he came across the room to sit on the floor, but it had faded by the time he crossed his legs. “All right,” he said. “What’s going on?”

It’s hard to put into words how scary it felt. I mean, this was Bobby. He was my friend—at least, he would be until the end of this conversation. But I’d never been good at relationships, and that included friendships. Had I read everything wrong? Had I made a mistake? Worse, what was he going to think once I started talking? Because now that I thought about what I wanted to tell him, it didn’t just sound stalkerish. It didn’t just sound obsessive. It sounded insane. Bobby wouldn’t just be weirded out; if he had any brains at all, he’d run for the hills. Or maybe he’d take pity on me and shoot me. I couldn’t seem to draw a deep breath, and a pit opened in my stomach. The room started to spin.

But I’d changed a lot since I’d come to Hastings Rock. And I was trying to be brave.

“Did I do something wrong?” And then I was swept up in the current of emotion. “Did I weird you out somehow? Or hurt your feelings? Or—I don’t know, Bobby. I honestly don’t know.” There was shock on his face, and then, a moment later, nothing. Absolutely nothing. Just like the night before, when he’d come to my room. And the words were still coming. “We used to spend so much time together. I saw you almost every day. And that was when you were dating West. And now you’re single, and—” My voice got scratchy in spite of my best efforts, my frustration (and other emotions) roughing up the words. “—I mean, my God, Bobby, you live here. And I never see you. We never spend any time together. You’re always…gone. And when you’re not gone, it’s like you’re avoiding me. You go straight to your room. When I finally corner you, you find an excuse to get away. And if we do make plans, you bail at the last minute, or you don’t even bother to cancel.” I had to wipe my eyes, and I took a breath that managed to be extremely shuddery and still somehow not feel like it brought any oxygen to my lungs. “And I realize this is a lot. And I’m definitely going full stalker. So, I promise I’ll leave you alone, and I won’t bother you, and you can stay here as long as you want, and I won’t make it awkward or anything. I mean, I won’t make it any more awkward because this is definitely awkward. I actually don’t know if it can get any more awkward. I guess we’ll find out.”

His pupils were huge, darkening the bronze of his eyes. A hint of a flush climbed his throat. And yes, although Bobby was the one with the gun (literally) in this situation, the realization was making its way through my thick head that he might be feeling a little…overwhelmed by this flood of revelations. If not outright terrified.

“Also,” I said, “that was the scariest thing I’ve ever had to do. And that includes the time in seventh grade when we played spin the bottle and I had to kiss Whitney Davis.”

If anything, Bobby’s eyes got even wider. But he breathed something that might have been a laugh. And then, wrinkling his nose, he said, “A girl?”

“It was traumatizing. They made us go in a closet. And afterward she told everyone I tasted like Fritos.”

“Because you’d been eating Fritos.”

“God, so many. Out of pure nerves. And because they’re delicious.”

He made that little breath-laugh again. Outside, the waves crashed against the cliffs, and there was something rhythmic about the sound that seemed to slow everything else: my heartbeat, the sound of our mingled breaths, the whole world.

And then he said, “Dash, I’m so sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“What?” He stopped, and there was something funny about his face. Like he was trying to smile, I guess, only it was all wrong. “I’m glad you said something. I—” He stopped again. The silence felt longer this time. He was looking at me, and it was like he was asking some question I couldn’t quite hear. Like he needed me to answer. And then he rubbed his eyes and said, “Do you remember when West and I—do you remember I told you that sometimes I open my mouth, and I can’t say anything?”

I nodded, and then I realized that wasn’t super helpful, so I said, “Bobby, it’s okay. You don’t have to say anything. I mean, yeah, some of this is because I’m such a mess. I already feel…God, insecure is the absolute worst word in the entire universe, but I feel really insecure and, uh, vulnerable about relationships in general right now. Because of Hugo, you know? So, I know a lot of this is my insecurity, and I promise I’ll work on it. I just—if I did something, though, I want you to tell me. And I want you to know that I miss spending time with you, and I’d like to spend more time with you. I know you’re busy, and I don’t want to make your life harder or more complicated than it already is. But our friendship means so much to me, and I enjoy spending time with you, and I miss you.” He wore that funny-not funny expression that was a smile-not smile again, and I heard myself add, “Also, I need you to know that getting adulting advice from Millie screwed with my fundamental beliefs about how the universe works.”

For only an instant, that big, generous, open, goofy smile flashed out at me.

“Want to help me wrap? You can do the protein powder because it’s such a wonky shape.”

I thought maybe he’d say no, and his voice was thick when he asked, “You’re making me wrap my own present?”

“I’m testing your acting abilities. Christmas morning, you’re going to play the role of a lifetime.”

He eyed the plastic tub of powder and said, “I’m going to need a lot of tape.”

We set to work. I finished Keme’s game, and then I picked up Fox’s Olivia Benson MetroCard, which Millie had left half-wrapped, and I finished that too. Bobby set to work wrapping the protein powder. I put on Kacey Musgraves’s Christmas album and got out the presents I’d bought for my parents: books on mental health (for my mom, of course), and a laser sight (for my dad). Oh, and I’d found this weird novelty egg timer at a flea market with Bobby, and I sent them that too—because of all the chickens. When the timer was done, a chick burst out of the egg, and it looked like it was screaming. It was the kind of thing nightmares were made of (especially chicken nightmares, presumably).

Bobby chuckled when he saw the timer and went back to taping a seam in his wrapping paper. When he spoke, some of that roughness still clung to his voice. “I haven’t been trying to avoid you,” he said softly. “And you didn’t do anything wrong. Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here. I think you might be the best thing that has ever happened to me.”

He meant letting him stay at Hemlock House, of course. I knew that. Maybe he meant having a friend he could talk to.

Before I could think about it too much, he continued, “I feel so messed up. I know West and I—I know I made the right decision.” Struggle flickered on his face, and I could hear the strain as he forced himself to say, “But I feel bad. All the time. I feel so bad I want to—” His hands were unsteady as he applied the next piece of tape, and he left wrinkles in it. “I just want it not to feel like this anymore.”

“Bobby,” I said.

He shook his head.

“Give me that.” I took the tape from him and set it aside. And then I hugged him. His body was stiff, but even so, tremors worked their way through him. “Of course you’re sad,” I said. “Of course you feel bad. You went through something awful, and even though it was your choice, it’s still a loss, and you’re still allowed to hurt and to grieve and to take your time to heal. God, I’m so sorry. I should have figured—it’s just you were always gone, and I’m so in my head about, well, everything, that I figured it had to be about me, and I didn’t even think—”

I cut off because that really was the bottom line: I hadn’t thought. Or rather, I hadn’t thought about him. I’d done plenty of thinking (and overthinking) about myself. Plenty of feeling sorry for myself. Bobby’s body relaxed. He adjusted his arms around me. I felt the weight of his chin on my shoulder. The hot brush of his breath on my neck.

“I’m sorry it hurts right now,” I whispered. “But it’s going to get better.”

He nodded into me.

I rubbed his back. “Also, I decided I’m mad at you.”

He let out a tiny groan.

“I am,” I said. “Because you can’t keep working yourself into the ground, Bobby. And you can’t keep taking risks. The surfing, I mean. And no more gym. At all. Zero. You have way too many muscles as it is.”

His laugh vibrated through me, and suddenly I realized how dangerous this was. How incredibly stupid I was being. I loosened my arms, but Bobby held on to me, and he kept holding on until I was afraid—

What?

But then his embrace slackened, and he let his arms drop, and when I sat back on my heels, I pretended to fix my glasses so I wouldn’t have to see whatever was on his face.

“I know I haven’t been handling this well,” Bobby said. “I wish I were like you. I wish I knew how to—how not to feel so overwhelmed all the time. It’s so much sometimes that I feel like I’m drowning. So, it’s easier to do something else, something I have to focus on. And it’s easier, if I’m being honest, when I’m so tired I can barely keep my eyes open.”

“No more gym. I’m serious. Doctors say you shouldn’t get more than twenty minutes of exercise per week.” I blew out a breath and said, “Bobby, I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s going to get better. Every day, a little bit. But I do think you need to find a way to—to be with your feelings. Not all the time, if that’s too much. But it’s not healthy to pretend they’re not there.”

He nodded.

“It’s scary,” I said quietly. “I know it’s scary.”

“My whole life, I’ve been fine. I mean, growing up, I got angry, or I got sad. It was hard with my parents when I came out. It was harder when I told them I wasn’t going to med school. But it wasn’t like this. This is so much, and it never lets up, and I just feel so…so out of control. Sometimes I feel like I’m losing my mind.” He shook his head, looked up at the ceiling, tried for a smile. “You must think I’m insane.”

“I think I’m insane,” I said. “I’m currently tag-teaming an investigation with Pippi, remember?”

He laughed quietly.

“Full disclosure,” I said. “I might have, uh, projected some emotions. The other night. After that person broke into Hemlock House. I was so sure you were, you know, avoiding me, and I thought you were annoyed with me, with having to deal with me. So, in the spirit of apologies, I’m sorry I didn’t react well. And I never want you to sleep on the floor again. Next time, just let me borrow one of your guns.”

“Not a chance,” Bobby said. And then in that same matter-of-fact tone he said, “I wasn’t annoyed at you. I was angry.”

“Hey!”

“Not with you. I mean, not specifically with you. Not only with you.”

“This is getting worse every time you open your mouth. You realize that, right?”

“Someone attacked you, Dash. Someone tried to hurt you. That made me—it made me freaking furious.”

(You can probably guess what he really said.)

“What if they’d hurt you? What if you’d been killed? I mean—God, Dash, do you have any idea—” He shook his head and took a deep breath. Words tight, he said, “This is what I’m talking about. It’s so much, it’s like I can’t even take a breath.”

“But you can,” I said. “Here, lie down.”

He resisted, but only a little. After a moment, we were both lying on the floor, presents forgotten. Our heads were next to each other. Our feet pointed in opposite directions. The floor wasn’t exactly comfortable (that’s why some genius invented beds), and I was painfully aware of Bobby’s mouth inches from mine.

“Instead of trying not to feel things,” I said, “instead of trying to explain the feelings away, or rationalize them, or analyze them, try this: take a deep breath down into your tummy—”

“My tummy.”

“Fine, your belly, Mr. Macho. Take a deep breath. Slowly. And then you exhale slowly. And you just…notice.”

With a distinctly un-Bobby-like grumpiness, he asked, “Notice what?”

“Everything. You can start with your body if you like. How does it feel? Move from your toes to your head, or your head to your toes, or pay attention to the parts of you that don’t feel good right now.”

“That’d be pretty much everywhere.”

“If that’s not helpful, you can pay attention to what’s around you. The sound of the wind against the house. Do you hear how that one shutter rattles like crazy right before the wind dies? Or the waves. The feeling of the floor underneath you. What gravity feels like, the weight of your body.”

I stopped talking, and for a few seconds, we lay there.

Bobby broke the silence when he murmured, “I can hear you breathing.”

Answering that didn’t feel safe. Nothing right then felt safe. Not when I could hear his breathing too, hear it slowly evening out.

After a few more minutes, I said, “How’s that?”

Bobby’s answer was a guarded “It’s okay.” But he must have sensed the eye roll-inducing quality of that statement because he muttered, “Thank you.”

“It gets easier with practice,” I said. “Take it from someone who used to have regular panic attacks when it was time to turn in a story. And if you ever want someone to be with you because it’s—” I tried to choose the right word; he’d been so careful not to say that he was afraid, so I said, “—overwhelming, I’m literally right next door. Plus it’s like the next best thing to a nap.”

He breathed out an amused sound, and then we were both still. The old house creaked and settled. The wind picked up again. The afternoon sun was warm on my face, and the room smelled faintly of leather and gun oil. My body felt loose, and it was so unbelievably easy to have Bobby here, to be with him again, as though that awful chasm between us from the last couple of months had vanished.

Maybe he was thinking the same thing because he said, “Are we okay?”

“We’re great.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too.”

I wasn’t prepared for it when his hand settled against my cheek. His palm was callused, his fingers rough. His thumb swept along the side of my face, and I shivered in spite of myself.

“You’re a good friend,” he said and took his hand back.

And where he’d touched me, the feeling lingered, and I couldn’t think of anything to say.

He sat up. I sat up. I messed with my glasses some more because it’s the perfect excuse not to look at someone who has crawled inside your head and taken up every inch of available brain space. “So,” I mumbled because I had to know. “Are you, um, going to see Hayes again?”

Bobby paused. And then he said, “Why would I see him again?”

And that’s Bobby Mai, everyone. The man who can make an earnestly sincere question into something so mind-bending that you want to spank somebody. (That’s not what I meant! I thought it was an expression.)

Bobby must have noticed I was at sea and taken pity on me because he picked up one of the mental health books and said, “Are these for your mom?”

I nodded.

“Look at you,” he said. “I still have to figure out what to get my parents.”

“What do you normally get them?”

“Something disappointing.” He laughed, and it was his real laugh—easy, quiet. “Last year, I took them to this place—it was outrageously expensive. The whole time, my mom told us what was wrong with it: the service was slow, the napkins were folded sloppily, the salmon was overdone. When we left, my dad gave West twenty dollars.” He held up his hands in bewilderment. “I guess because he thought that’s how much the meal cost? Or he was paying for the valet? Or he felt sorry for West? No idea. This year, I’m going to get her Little Caesars and a gift certificate to the mall.”

I burst out laughing. “Do they even have gift certificates to the mall anymore?”

Bobby shrugged and grinned.

“Well, I’m a standout in the parental disappointment department. My mom probably owns all those books already. My dad will say thank you for the sight, but in a few months, when he forgets I gave it to him, he’ll tell me about a better one he bought for himself. Oh, and my presents will definitely be late at this point, so on Christmas, I’ll get to have the joyous experience of coming up with an explanation for that, too.”

“Thank God you’re a writer.”

“To be fair, my parents are equally terrible at giving gifts. They have no awareness of time, I think—one year when I was in college, a package arrived from them on my birthday, and I was so excited that they’d remembered. Turned out it was their edits on one of my manuscripts. You know, an extra special birthday surprise, what every little boy wants to get.”

“I thought you said you were in college.”

“Excuse me—right now, I don’t need editorial input. I just need you to be supportive.”

I thought there was a smile hiding under Bobby’s serious nod.

“Would you believe me if I told you that the only thing they really want for Christmas is a manuscript? Maybe I should team up with Pippi and hammer out a draft of our true crime adventures in lunacy. I could print it off, get it framed, overnight it to them—”

It was such a stupid, offhand thing to say. It had been a joke, that’s all. But I heard the words coming out of my mouth, and I thought about what Elodie and Ophelia and Hayes had told me. And about how my parents were old school that way. How they always did revisions by hand. And suddenly, I knew. Not all of it, but enough.

“Dash?” Bobby said.

I said a few things Jolly Old Saint Nick never said (at least, not out loud). And then I said, “I am going to kill them.”


Chapter 14

A Whale of a Tale Books and Curios was slow on Sunday afternoon. The bell jingled as we stepped inside and were met by the comfortably familiar smells of paper and a dusty furnace. Warm afternoon light washed over the display in the storefront windows: the featured holiday titles, the books with green covers stacked in the shape of a Christmas tree, the carefully wrapped packages from the North Pole arranged around the tree. Katniss lay in an oblong patch of sun, cleaning one paw. She looked up lazily and twitched her tail at us.

Bobby and I made our way down an aisle (Fantasy on one side, Science Fiction on the other, with a frightening amount of Robert Heinlein brooding on the shelves), and as I drew closer to the sales desk at the back of the shop, the familiar sound of the old cash register reached me. A woman said something, the words too low for me to make out, and then Stephen said, “If you don’t love it, bring it back and we’ll find you something else.” A moment later, the woman passed me on her way out—not local, I was sure, based mostly on the sweatshirt that featured a crab in a Santa hat (SANDY CLAWS printed above it).

When I stepped out of the aisle, the cash register chimed again. Stephen caught the drawer as it slid open, and he began organizing the bills—tucking some of the larger bills under the tray, his face intent with his silent tallying. I considered him for a final moment. He seemed like such a nice man. So quiet, especially in contrast to Pippi. So dedicated to his family. So genuinely (and, in my opinion, confusingly) in love.

“Hi, Stephen,” I said. “Do you have a minute?”

He jolted. His head snapped up. Then he wheezed a laugh and shut the register with his hip. “You scared me. Hey, guys. What’s the good word? Dash, I meant to call you—I think I found a copy of that out-of-print book you wanted, Strachey—right? Let me check the price, and you can tell me if you want me to order it.”

He turned toward a door behind the counter.

“Stephen,” I said, “stay right where you are.”

“What—” He tried to laugh, but his mouth was too stiff. “What is this?”

“This is a friendly conversation,” Bobby said. “Right, Dash?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “It depends on what Stephen tells us.”

“Tell you?” The question wasn’t even close to believable; his terror made it almost unintelligible. “What would I have to tell you?”

“Why you stole Marshall’s manuscript? Why you broke into my house? Why you attacked me? Why you killed Marshall Crowe?”

He was so white, I was sure he was going to pass out. “I didn’t kill him. I didn’t kill anybody.” He stared at me, bug-eyed, until he seemed to think to say, “I want you to leave. Right now.”

“All right,” I said.

I headed for the door.

As Bobby followed me (dodging a display of Octavia Butler books along the way), he said, “That’s it? You’re giving up?”

“Nope. I’m going to prove he killed Marshall and stole the manuscript.”

Behind us, Stephen sounded like he was speaking on the phone as he said, “Turtledove, they think I killed him.”

“Turtledove?” Bobby said. “Please don’t tell me you’re planning on searching this place. We don’t have a warrant, and I’d like to keep my job, plus there’s the tiny fact that it would take you forever. You’d need a team of officers and a month to make a dent in it.”

“I don’t need a team of officers or a month,” I said, and inside, I sent up a little prayer to the god of gay-boy amateur sleuths that I was right. “Where do you hide a pebble?”

“Why do you want to hide a pebble?”

“No, just—where would you hide it?”

“Well, you could hide it behind a wall plate, or behind a baseboard, or—”

“Bobby!”

“What? Those are good places. You could tape it to the inside of a P-trap.”

“I swear to God you do this on purpose. You hide a pebble on the beach.”

“Like, under all the sand?”

I swallowed a scream and moved over to the display window. “You hide a pebble with other pebbles, Bobby. My God, it’s like you want me to have a stroke. And where do you hide a Christmas present?”

“How big is it?”

I took several calming breaths—and ignored what I thought was Bobby’s struggle to hide a smile. I reached into the display window, grabbed a familiar-looking parcel, and held it up. “You hide a stolen Christmas present with other presents.”

“That was very impressive,” Bobby informed me.

“I can’t deal with you right now. Go shoot something.”

He didn’t, of course; he tagged along as we made our way back to the sales desk. Stephen was clutching a phone in one hand, and if anything, he looked even paler.

“You can’t—” he said when I picked up a pair of scissors from the desk. “That’s private property—Bobby, you’ve got to arrest him!”

I slit the package open, and a manuscript slid out.

Stephen gasped. Like, an old Hollywood starlet gasp.

At the front of the shop, the door crashed open, and the bell jangled madly. Footsteps raced toward us, and a moment later, Pippi was there. Her hair was limp. She only had eyeshadow on one eye. And she had only a single member of her production crew today; Dylan was back to being jack-of-all trades as he trained the camera on her and said, “You look so beautiful, Mom! Action!”

“It was me,” she announced. “I did it! I killed Marshall!”

“Sure,” I said as I bent over the manuscript. “Tell us how.”

“Mr. Dane,” Dylan asked, “can you look at the camera when you say that?”

“I’m starting to suspect nobody in this room killed anyone,” Bobby said, “so why don’t we—”

“No!” Stephen’s voice trembled, but he made up for it with volume—projecting for the camera, I suspected. “My turtledove never could have hurt someone. I did it. I killed Marshall Crowe.”

“Good Lord,” I said.

“Hold on, I had the camera on Mom—”

“It’s not true,” Pippi’s words throbbed with, uh, emotion. “My turtledove never could have harmed a soul. It was me. I am a foul murderess! What’s done cannot be undone.”

The manuscript was definitely Titus Brooks. It was covered in my dad’s familiar chicken-scratch, most of it red ink. “We’re going Shakespearian, I see.”

“A little help, please,” Bobby said. “Or should I arrest both of them?”

“Well, they can either go on arguing about which one of them did it, or they can tell us what really happened.”

“Turtledove, this is all my fault,” Stephen moaned.

Dylan whipped the camera toward his dad a moment too late.

“No, turtledove.” Pippi pressed forward. “This is all my fault.”

Dylan whipped back to Mom.

“Enough with the camera, Dylan,” Bobby said. “In fact, go wait outside.”

When Pippi gave a nod (and a whisper to “get some B-roll”), Dylan trotted out of the shop. The bell jangled again. The door shut. And then we were alone.

“What do you two have to say for yourselves?” I asked (and I sounded way too much like my mom).

They shared a guilty—and surprisingly tender—look before Stephen let out a pained breath. “It’s all my fault. I took the package from the stage. I didn’t mean to, I promise. I was picking up, trying to help, and then everything was such a mess. I figured it wasn’t a good time to try to figure out who to give it to; I’d return it the next day, or I’d give it to the police. But I swear, I didn’t kill Marshall. And neither did my turtledove.”

Pippi looked a bit put out as she admitted, “I didn’t kill Marshall.”

“But?” I asked.

This time, it took her longer to answer. “I…opened the package. Just a little.”

“How can you open something ‘just a little’?” Bobby asked.

“I taped it up again, see? But once I saw that it was one of Marshall’s manuscripts—a draft, I mean—I realized, well…”

“We realized,” Stephen said, “it could be valuable. Especially since Marshall had, uh—”

“Died?” I said.

“Passed,” Stephen said.

“I was going to tell you,” Pippi said, “but then you’d gotten a copy of the manuscript from Elodie, and it didn’t matter anymore.”

“You realize this is stolen property, don’t you?” Bobby asked. “How were you going to explain it when you tried to sell it?”

“There are…discreet buyers,” Stephen said, and his eyes shot to Pippi.

Pippi spoke over him. “We would have offered it to Marshall’s estate, of course.”

“Very convincing,” Bobby murmured.

“That’s it?” I asked. “Why’d you break into my house?”

“We didn’t,” Stephen said with a hint of outrage.

“What did you do with the manuscript he was going to read from?”

“Nothing,” Pippi said. But she kind of ruined it when she immediately added, “We were keeping it safe.”

I believed that much; they would have tried to sell that one too. The very manuscript he was holding when he died. They were quite the pair, these two turtledoves.

“How did Hayes know you had it?”

Stephen and Pippi exchanged a look that, for once, looked genuinely confused.

“I heard him demanding you hand it over,” I said. “The night Pippi confronted him in here.”

“Oh that,” Stephen said. “No, he thought I’d picked up something else. He was sure Marshall had been carrying some sort of financial paperwork, and he was convinced I’d stolen it. I mean, I’m not a thief.”

Aside from the last part—Pippi and Stephen were clearly a match in self-delusion—the rest of it sounded plausible. The chain of events seemed simple: Hayes had been stealing from his clients; Marshall had found proof and fired him; and, after Marshall had died, Hayes had been desperate to recover any sort of financial paperwork that might point back at him. It certainly explained why I’d seen him trying so desperately to get into the Rock On Inn the other day.

“Why don’t you two go stand by the display window,” Bobby said, “where I can see you? I’d like to have a word with Dash.”

Pippi huffed, as though this were outrageous, but Stephen patted her hand and soothed her as he led her down the aisle.

“I don’t think they killed anybody,” Bobby said. “Mostly because this is about the stupidest explanation I’ve ever heard.”

“Their cheeses done slid off their crackers.”

“I love Fox, and I say this as a friend, but I think you need to start spending less time together.”

“I don’t think they killed Marshall either,” I said, “but God, I really thought I’d figured it out.”

“Well, I’ve got to tell the sheriff what happened,” Bobby said. “I don’t know if she’ll press charges, but these two blockheads made this investigation so much harder than it needed to be.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe. I still have no idea if the manuscript helps or not. Someone wanted it—that’s for sure, because someone broke into my house and tried to get it, and it wasn’t Stephen and Pippi.”

“Maybe it was Dylan,” Bobby said, and it was hard to tell if he was joking.

“I mean, this looks like an earlier draft, and my dad did give Marshall a lot of feedback, but it’s not feedback…” I trailed off as a thought came to me. More softly, I said, “It’s not feedback he got a chance to use.”

“They seriously send manuscripts back and forth like this?” Bobby asked. “They don’t just email them?”

“Don’t get me started. This is why I can’t check the mail; I have a phobia.”

“You told me you can’t check the mail because the mailbox is so far away.”

“Bobby, it’s at the bottom of a hill!”

“I’m going to call the sheriff,” Bobby said in the tone of someone who might need a break from me. (Trust me, I’ve heard it before.)

His steps moved away, and I bent over the manuscript. I couldn’t stop thinking about the incongruity of the timeline. My parents had sent this manuscript by mail. Marshall had never seen my dad’s changes. And yet, at some point, Marshall had made edits. Because even a casual glance showed me that the manuscript he had sent to my parents was different from the one Elodie had given me. The changes were small. In fact, if I didn’t have a good memory for stories (one of my few talents, including making a Grim Reaper puppet out of the sleeve of my black hoodie), and if I hadn’t read the story in the last few days, I probably wouldn’t have noticed them.

I flipped through the pages, scanning for differences. They were all so minor. Even, it seemed, pointless—they didn’t change the story in any significant way. There wasn’t a drastically different murder suspect, or murder plot, or murder victim. Nothing that might explain why someone might want the manuscript to disappear. In one scene, for example, Titus Brooks holed up in a cheap motel for the night. In the version Elodie had given me, he had flipped channels before falling asleep. In this version, he scrolled Netflix until he fell asleep.

Or, in another spot, Titus Brooks went to a rave in an abandoned building. One of his thoughts was that the rave had a weird energy—intuition that was borne out, a few pages later, when it turned out half the guests there were trying to kill him. (It would take too long to explain, trust me.) In this version, he had the same intuitive reaction to the rave—but he thought of it as a bad vibe.

There were so many little things like that. At one point, when he was looking at a suspect’s phone, he opened their Facebook account to look through their pictures. In this version, though, he looked at Instagram—

And then it hit me.

I shoved the manuscript back into the package and ran for the front door, calling for Bobby.


Chapter 15

Elodie answered the door on the first knock. Her eyes were red rimmed, her face sallow. She was dressed in what I now (thanks to Millie and Keme, the youths) recognized as a tradwife aesthetic—what I’d taken for the Carter schoolmarm era: high-waisted navy trousers with a windowpane check; an old-fashioned belt; a crisp, white blouse. No pearls, but the black pumps were definitely on brand.

“Mr. Dane?” she said. “Can I help you?”

The Rock On Inn was quiet in the late afternoon. From the street came the clank and growl of an old diesel engine, but the sound was attenuated, and it was already fading. Beyond Elodie, the light coming into the room was low and thin—winter light, at the end of a winter day.

“Elodie, we need to talk. May I come in?”

She’d straightened her room since the last time I’d been here. The bed was made. Her bags were packed. A faint hint of something—body spray, perfume—covered up the smell of the sea, and the air was humid, like she’d showered recently. And yet, I thought as she directed me to the only chair, she’s still here. She hasn’t left.

“I know you killed Marshall,” I said.

She didn’t laugh. She didn’t look away. Her voice sounded dry, like cracked snakeskin, when she said, “No.”

“Yes, you did. You killed him because he was going to end your relationship. And you killed him because you knew he was going to get rid of you sooner or later. But mostly, you killed him because he’d stolen your story.”

She didn’t say anything. She didn’t even blink.

“He did, didn’t he?” I asked. “You wrote Titus Brooks.”

Still nothing. She shifted her weight on the bed and brought one hand to her throat, where it rested, pale and stiff.

“Elodie, there’s no point trying to deny it. The sheriff already knows. She’s going to get a warrant. She’ll have experts take your laptop apart, and they’ll find the files—the drafts of Titus Brooks, the earlier versions. They’ll look at Marshall’s laptop too. They’ll find the exact moment when he took your story. They’ll have forensic linguists analyze his stories and yours, and they’ll be able to prove, beyond a reasonable doubt, that the two books were written by different authors.” She was still staring at me, her hand touching her throat. My own mouth was starting to feel a little dry. “I could tell the first time I read it, by the way, although I didn’t realize that’s what I was noticing. The Titus Brooks story felt so much more alive. So much more vibrant. Fresh, if that makes any sense. Full of passion.”

Her mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. “They’re already talking about it on the discussion boards. They’re saying it’s the best thing he’s written in years. And they’ve only heard the readings; they haven’t even read the book yet.”

“Hayes told me that you met Marshall through your writing.”

“I’d always wanted to be a writer. Marshall told me how talented I was. That’s how—” A hint of a blush rose in her cheeks. “The first time. After that, he didn’t have to try so hard.”

I nodded. “I’m sorry that he treated you that way. I’m sorry that he stole from you. I want you to come down to the station with me; everything will be better if you do this yourself, instead of waiting for them to drag you out of here.”

“I didn’t kill Marshall,” she said, and her voice still had that snakeskin rasp. Her fingers fluttered over her throat. “I never would have killed Marshall. We agreed that I would be an uncredited co-author. Like a ghostwriter, you know? Marshall had been struggling…” Her voice faded before she picked up again. “He’d been struggling to write something new.”

“Elodie—”

“I didn’t want Marshall dead. I needed him alive. We’d write the next book together. He was going to help me to get my own series, once the Titus Brooks books were doing well. So, it doesn’t matter. All that stuff you said—the forensic analysis, the laptops, the drafts—it doesn’t matter. Because I admit it. I wrote the book. It doesn’t prove I killed Marshall. It doesn’t prove anything.”

“I’m not sure anyone is going to believe that story,” I said. “Certainly not anyone who knew Marshall. You can try it in court if you want, but there’s one problem, Elodie. You made a mistake.”

Those restless fingers settled at her throat, and she was perfectly still. Her hands drifted down to fold in her lap.

“You—”

She stood up so abruptly that I cut off and leaned back in the chair.

“I changed the manuscript,” she said in a dead voice. “I changed that stupid manuscript. And I was the only one who could have changed it.”

“Okay, yes, but I was kind of building up to that—”

“I knew it was stupid. I knew—I knew that I was only making things worse. Taking the manuscript from his portfolio, that was bad enough. But I was so afraid; he stood there in front of everyone, making those awful jokes about Pippi Parker’s books. All the anachronisms. The landlines and voicemails and cell phones. And with every word that fell out of his mouth, all I could think was how the Titus Brooks manuscript sounded so much…younger than Marshall’s Chase Thunder books. I knew—I knew—whoever looked at that manuscript would notice it immediately. And then they’d know I’d written it. They’d know Marshall stole it from me, the way he stole everything from me. And it was too late to change anything—he’d already drunk the scotch, the diazepam was in his system. I was watching a dead man stand there, making jokes that were going to help everyone figure out who killed him.”

“So, you did the only thing you could think of. When I came around asking for a copy—”  

“I’d already changed it. I’d been up all night making sure it sounded like—like a fifty-year-old man had written it. Making it sound like the Chase Thunder books.”

“For real? I was about to say that.”

“And as soon as you walked out the door, it was like—it was like I had a fever. Because you’d reminded me about the package, the one from your parents, and I knew. I knew what was in it. Your dad always sent his edits by mail. I didn’t know what had happened to it at the reading. I thought maybe you had it.”

“So, when you came to Hemlock House, you weren’t trying to steal the copy of the manuscript I’d printed off. You were trying to get the one my parents sent. You saw the manuscript in the den and assumed—”

“It was just lying there! Right out in the open! And I knew I didn’t have much time.”

I said some non-Santa-like words under my breath.

“But when I got back here—” Elodie continued, pacing toward the windows that looked out on the town. Not on the ocean, I thought. Because Marshall hadn’t wanted to pay the extra to get her an ocean-view room. “—it was the one I’d given you. And that’s when I realized how stupid I’d been. It was like a fever breaking.”

“If you’d left it alone—”

“No one would have cared! No one would have even thought twice about the book!” She braced herself with her hands on the windowsill and sounded like she was trying not to cry. “But he had to make those stupid jokes.”

As gently as I could, I said, “Elodie, I know you’re sorry for what you did. If you hadn’t been, you would have packed up and left. But you stayed; I think you stayed because you wanted to take responsibility for what you did. You just didn’t know how. Why don’t you take a minute to get yourself ready, and we go down to the sheriff’s office?”

Wiping her eyes, she nodded. And then she unlatched the window and slid it open. Cold air, sharp with the ocean’s tang, blew hard.

“Hold on—” I began.

She threw herself against the screen. It held, but only for a moment, and then it was forced out of its frame. The top half of her body was already out the window by the time I got to my feet.

I caught her by that wide, old-fashioned belt. For another moment, she continued to fall, and the sudden resistance of my grip almost jerked my arms out of their sockets. Then she hung there, the windowsill supporting her weight like a fulcrum, as she scrabbled and kicked and screamed for me to let her go.

“Bobby!”

The door crashed open, and a moment later, the sheriff was there, and then Bobby took my place. They dragged Elodie back into the room, wrestling her through the window when she tried to clutch the frame. As soon as she hit the floor, Bobby snapped the cuffs on her wrists.

And then it was over.


Chapter 16      

I’d planned ahead, of course, and managed to record the whole thing. All in all, the sheriff seemed pleased. And Bobby seemed…not angry, which I considered a win. The deputies who had come to process the scene all told me what a good job I’d done. Salk, who was like a Golden Retriever in a twentysomething guy’s body, even rubbed my shoulders like I was a champion boxer between rounds. Bobby looked as confused as I felt, so maybe it was a straight guy thing.

Eventually, Bobby drove us home. I was too wired to eat, so I walked around the house, trying to burn off some of the energy that made me feel like I was plugged into a hundred and twenty volts. Bobby walked with me. He didn’t say much. Neither of us did. And when the crash finally came, he helped me upstairs and put me to bed.

I woke to an unusual sound, and I lay there with my eyes closed, trying to decipher it. Shuffle. Tap. Rustle. Rattle. I must have forgotten to close the curtains the night before because, even with my eyes closed, I could feel daylight on my face. It was probably way too early for any human to be awake. It was probably some ungodly hour like nine o’clock. Some grizzled old farmer somewhere was probably just getting out of bed to milk Bessie. Shuffle. Tap. Rustle. Rattle. I decided it had to be a bird. One of the crows, maybe, roosting on the roof of Hemlock House. Sleep seemed a long way off now, so I opened my eyes and grabbed my glasses.

On the other side of the window, the day looked cold and dull and misty, like it couldn’t decide whether to be rain or fog. The ocean moved in huge slabs of gray. Some days, I felt like I could see forever—until the horizon anyway. But today, there was no horizon. There was only this slate-colored light that showed me maybe a quarter mile, and then the world dissolved into nothing.

That was when Bobby’s head appeared, upside down, in front of my window.

I screamed.

Bobby jolted, and a skittering sound came from the roof. Then he caught himself, and the look on his face rolled back and forth between vexation and reluctant amusement.

My only rational thought was, My hair.

He gave a tiny wave.

“What is wrong with you?” I screamed as I scrambled out of bed—it wasn’t clear to me yet if I was going to shut the curtains or run into the bathroom (to fix my hair, obviously).

Bobby’s eyes widened, and it took me a moment to realize it had nothing to do with my outrage and everything to do with, well, my underwear.

They’re cute boxers, if I do say so myself. They’re Minecraft themed. And if you’ve never played Minecraft, you might not know that Minecraft has a deliberately pixelated look. And Minecraft is all about tools. And in this case, on this particular pair of boxers, one particular tool was printed, uh, in one particular spot. Not to put too fine a point on it.

“Oh my God!” I screamed (again) and jumped back in bed.

But even with the covers pulled over my head, I could hear him laughing.

He was putting up the lights, in case you were wondering. On Christmas morning. On a cold, misty, miserable day. Nobody had asked him to. Nobody, as far as I knew, had even mentioned it to him. The rest of us had decided that the exterior lights were too much of a pain. But I guess Bobby had different ideas, although as I’d learned—with excruciating clarity—I wasn’t all that good at knowing what was going on inside Bobby’s head.

Although I had an idea of what had been going on inside his head when he saw those boxers.

Maybe I had a hope.

Oh my God.

What was wrong with me?

Since Bobby didn’t conveniently fall to his death, and since my bed didn’t turn out to be one of those you sometimes read about in classic Golden Age mysteries—you know, the kind that has the canopy that slowly lowers and crushes you to death, and then the innkeeper steals all your possessions, and presumably the bed is easy to clean or the inn has an excellent housekeeping staff because the next victim is never suspicious about stains or anything—I eventually had to face the world. I showered. I picked a nice, family friendly pair of boxers (pixelated reindeer). I found my old Legend of Zelda Christmas sweater, which Hugo had forbidden me from wearing, and I paired it with my favorite joggers. I checked my hair and then—better safe than sorry—I checked it again.

And then, because I’m a sucker, I went outside and helped Bobby with the lights. Helping is a nice, broad term, because in this case, I mostly talked to him while he clipped the lights to the gutters, and I occasionally plugged something in and then unplugged it and one time I pretended to get electrocuted, which Bobby didn’t think was funny at all, but Millie and Keme had a great laugh about. (Come to think of it, they might have been laughing at me.) I also did that thing with the ladder where I pretended to jostle it. Bobby didn’t think that was funny either, but he thought it was freaking hilarious when he faked almost slipping. Keme and Millie thought it was funny too.

“Laugh it up!” I told them. “Don’t mind me; I’m just having a heart attack.”

After we finished the lights—which turned out to be a much bigger project than I realized—it was time for Christmas dinner (which was being held at the very reasonable, in my opinion, hour of two o’clock in the afternoon). Indira had outdone herself. A turkey roasted to perfection. A honey-glazed ham. Dressing and Brussels sprouts and cheesy potatoes. And mashed potatoes. And sweet potatoes. (You really can’t go wrong with a potato.) There were rolls. There were buttermilk biscuits. By the grace of God, there was macaroni and cheese.

And the desserts.

Cranberry cake. Peppermint bark. Pavlova (which, let’s be honest, would have been disgusting if it had been made by anybody else, but somehow Indira made it delicious). There was a pecan pie. There was tiramisu. There was a cookies-and-cream trifle. And, of course, bûche de Noël.  

We used the formal dining room, as we’d begun to do on holidays. And, I had to admit, after we all cleaned up, we weren’t a bad-looking bunch. I changed into my 8-bit Mario Christmas sweater (which made Keme roll his eyes), and I even struggled into a pair of chinos. Bobby had on a Fair Isle sweater that might have been painted on him, and it wasn’t fair to us mortals. Millie had come in a plaid button-up with a sequined skirt that gave Christmas in Wonderland vibes in the best possible way. Keme looked handsome in a button-up and jeans I knew had come out of Bobby’s closet, and when he wasn’t staring at Millie (his eyes were liable to fall out of his head), he was checking his hair, which someone (again, presumably Bobby) had helped him put up in a man bun. Honestly, he was kind of rocking it. Fox had gone with a red-and-black combo that suggested 19th-century brothel madam meets Annie Oakley. They even had candy cane revolvers strapped to their hips. Millie pronounced it “the true spirit of Christmas,” and who was I to argue?

But as we ate, my gaze kept coming back to Indira. I honestly don’t know how she’d made all of this—let alone, how she’d done it without any help. She didn’t even look tired; she wore a cream sweater dress and a few delicate pieces of gold jewelry, and as I watched her from the other end of the table, she laughed at something Fox said. She ought to have been crabby and sweaty and deep in the eggnog. Maybe she really was a witch. Or maybe, as with so many things, love made the impossible—well, slightly less impossible. I found myself thinking of Bobby up on the roof, in the misting cold, to hang lights the rest of us had given up on.

The gong of the doorbell made us all look at each other.

“It’s your house,” Fox finally said—which I did not appreciate.

When I answered the door, Ophelia stood there. She was still in her widow’s black—although minus the affectation of the lacey veil—and she huddled inside a wool coat, her blond hair artfully disheveled. She handed me a paper bag; inside was my canvas jacket, the one she’d been wearing when she’d run off the other day.

“Do you know what I don’t understand?” she said, as though we were in the middle of a conversation. “Why’d he do it?”

I ignored the question. “Did you take the divorce papers with you after Marshall signed them?”

“Of course. And I destroyed them as soon as I heard he was dead.” She continued as though we’d never changed the subject. “I mean, he was still selling books. He would have gone on selling books for a good while before Chase Thunder petered out. He could have written something else, and it would have sold. It might not have been as good, but it would have sold. He didn’t need to steal her book, that’s what I’m trying to say.”

She was right. At a certain point, sales simply became a matter of momentum—when you were as big as Marshall, your book got big press, big print runs, big distribution, and so the sales followed. It was less about talent or skill and more about sheer volume.

It was a question I’d thought about too. I thought about the way the salt air had rushed into Elodie’s room. The way her belt had bit into my hand as gravity tried to rip her away from me. Her struggles to get free.

“Maybe it’s like you said,” I told Ophelia. “Maybe love and hate are two sides of the same coin. Maybe he thought if he didn’t have a way to hold on to her, she might leave.”  

I left it unsaid, but Ophelia spoke the words for me: “Like me.”

With a shrug, I said, “I think both of them were…conflicted. Letting go of someone is hard. And it’s harder when your feelings are tangled. We all want to hold on to the things that are familiar because, even when we’re unhappy, it makes us feel safe.”

The mist was settling in her eyelashes now, prismatic in the light from the house. She turned her head as though looking off into the distance, fixed her hair, touched the collar of her coat. A hint of red colored her cheeks. I could see now, under the lipstick, where she’d chewed her lip raw. When she looked at me, her eyes were so dark they were almost purple. “It makes us feel safe,” she said, “until one day, it makes us want to die.”

Footsteps padded behind me; Bobby was coming across the vestibule, frowning.

When I checked the porch, Ophelia had repeated her disappearing trick: she was already moving down the drive at a steady clip, a small black shape fading into the dusk.

“Everything okay?” Bobby asked.

I nodded as I shut the door.

Maybe that wasn’t as convincing as I thought, though, because when I turned around, he braced me by the arms and looked into my face.

“Everything’s fine,” I said and gave a tired laugh.

That didn’t seem to convince him either. He’d shaved, I realized. And he smelled like that clean, masculinely sporty scent that was now part of my daily life. His hands were warm, and he moved them slowly now, like he was chafing me after I’d been out in the cold.

“I feel sorry for them,” I said. “For all of them. Even for Elodie, I think. That makes me a pretty terrible detective, I guess.”

In his silence, I could hear the whisper of his hands as he continued to move them up and down my arms, the sound of their slow passage over my sweater. It was like something building, like electricity. Static, I thought. If I touched a light switch, I’d probably explode.

“You’re too hard on yourself,” Bobby said in a voice almost too quiet to be heard. “The world could use more compassion.” And then a smile ghosted across his face. “Especially in its crime-fighting superheroes.”

I rolled my eyes.

“And Will Gower was kind to that man he caught in your Emerald Express story. Very understanding. The first thing I thought, when I read that, was that of course you would write a detective with a kind heart.”

“He doesn’t have a kind heart,” I said. “He’s tough as nails.”

“Hmm.”

“He’s hard-boiled.”

“Okay.”

“He’s dour and grim and marginally misogynistic, and the only way he can fend off the terrors at night is with the bottle of whiskey—oh my fudge!” (I did not say fudge.) “You read that story?”

“Of course.”

“But—” The best I could come up with was “You can’t!”

“But I did.” Bobby wrinkled his brow. “And anyway, why not?”

“Because it’s private!”

“They printed it in a magazine.”

“But people who know me aren’t supposed to read it. People who—” The rest of that sentence was headed into dangerous territory, so I veered off into “You aren’t supposed to read it!”

“I think you need more eggnog.”

“I do need more eggnog. I need lots and lots of eggnog.”

I expected—something. One of Bobby’s endearingly earnest questions, like How much eggnog? Or maybe, if I were lucky, that big, goofy grin. But instead, the moment seemed to slow, unfurling like a flower until it opened to hold us. Just us. The two of us.

“Are you okay?” he asked. The question meant a million different things, and I heard all of them. Elodie, of course, and Marshall. The craziness of the last half year. Hugo. My parents. Christmas on my own for the first time, although not really on my own. Even my writing (which I didn’t have to do today because holidays were an exception, thank you oh-so much). And Bobby was asking about all of them. Not because he was ready to fix something. Not because he was trying to make a point. Because he actually wanted to know. And that was such a Bobby thing that I smiled.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m great, actually. Don’t tell Keme, though. He’ll think I’m getting too big for my britches.” I wanted to stop there, but all I could think about was that this must be hard for him too—not only was he living in a Class V haunted mansion, not only did he have to put up with me every day, but it was his first Christmas since the breakup. I didn’t know how to put all of that into words, but the silence had a kind of scratchiness that made me say, “How are you?”

He didn’t say anything. But something changed. The tiniest slant to his eyebrows. A fresh tension around his mouth. Like he found something funny. His hands slowed, stopped, rested on my arms, but I felt that spark again, like if I moved too fast, I’d get shocked. The vestibule seemed very dark. And then—because it was Christmas, and Christmas was a time for magic—lights bloomed outside. Bobby’s lights.

His eyes went up, and I followed them.

There, hanging over us, was a sprig of mistletoe.

“Huh.” He smiled that big, beautifully goofy smile. “Look at that.”
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Chapter 1

Tonight, I was going to kiss Bobby Mai.

Probably.

I mean, not because I wanted to.

Not that I didn’t want to.

The problem, though, was that it didn’t even feel like my choice. The universe was conspiring against me. Exhibit A: The Sweethearts Festival at Shipwreck Shores.

If you’ve never heard of Shipwreck Shores, don’t worry—neither had I. It’s an amusement park a little up the coast from Hastings Rock, and, as you can probably guess from the name, it has a decidedly nautical theme. The park was usually closed in the winter, because most people didn’t enjoy swinging around on Mr. Octopus in freezing weather. But, as my friends informed me, Shipwreck Shores opened every year for a single week in February to celebrate, of all things, Valentine’s Day.

See? This is the kind of conspiring I was talking about.

Night had already fallen as my friends and I entered the park. We passed the turnstiles, which were set in a plywood façade meant to look like the prow of an old ship, and were met on the other side by a wall of light and sound. The midway stretched out ahead of us, lined on either side by candy-stripe booths that held games of chance: the ring toss, the shooting gallery, “Gone Fishin’”. Overhead, strands of lights cast a warm yellow glow over the scene, and an enormous banner announced SWEETHEARTS FESTIVAL. (I’m telling you, it was the whole universe out to get me.) People milled on the asphalt paths, many of them Hastings Rock natives. Normally, I’m not much of one for crowds—cue my endearing little case of social anxiety—but the park was big enough that it didn’t feel crowded, and, more importantly, I knew and liked a lot of these people. Mr. Del Real (of Swift Lift Towing) won a teddy bear from the milk bottle toss as we passed him, and a little girl hopped up and down next to him, screaming with excitement. Althea and Bliss Wilson were bundled up against the cold, and they stopped at a heart-shaped photo backdrop so Althea could plant a giant smacker on Bliss. Mr. Cheek, who owned Fog Belt Ladies Wear, broke off his conversation with someone in a whale mascot costume long enough to wave at us as. He even cooed, “Bobby! Over here!” which was pretty impressive—I’d never seen someone coo long-distance before. (Bobby pretended not to hear him.)

Beyond the midway, the flash and spin of turbo lights picked out the frames of a roller coaster and a Ferris wheel, and several other buildings glowed with their own illumination, although it was hard to tell what they were at a distance. Keme had insisted I study a map of the park before we came—amusement parks were apparently a thing for Keme, or maybe it was just Shipwreck Shores—and I half-expected to be quizzed. So, I thought one of the buildings was probably the theater (called the Treasure Box) and another was the fun house (Davy Jones’ Locker), and another was the pirates’ equivalent of a food court (the Kraken’s Den).

Music played in the background (“That’s Amore” wasn’t any less cheesy on a calliope, but it also wasn’t any less romantic, and it was another sign that Someone was trying to seriously mess up my life with all this Valentine’s business), and the air was sweet with the fragrance of the cotton candy machines. I started to drift toward a booth that sold turkey drumsticks (I mean, they were wrapped in bacon—how could I resist?) when a hand caught my arm and dragged me down the midway.

I opened my mouth to protest, but Keme pointed toward the back of the park and kept dragging me.

“But I’m hungry,” I said.

“You ate dinner before we left,” Bobby said behind me.

“But I’m hungry for bacon.”

“I used to be hungry for bacon,” Fox said. It sounded strangely mournful, and I gave them a look. They’d opted out of their usual steampunk attire, and tonight, they wore nothing more, uh, dramatic than an insulated parka with a faux-fur-lined hood. “I used to be a slut for bacon.”

“You’re still a slut for bacon,” Millie told them. She was trying to look at everything as we walked, her face alight with happiness. “You’re still a slut for lots of things.”

“I’m not,” Fox said mournfully. “I’m not a slut at all, not anymore.”

“Circling back,” I said, “I’d love to make a quick stop—”

Keme huffed an annoyed breath and tightened his grip on me.

The farther we went into the park, the more impressed I was. First, by the crowds—I couldn’t believe this many locals had turned out, and I was starting to wonder if the Sweethearts Festival drew a regional crowd. I wouldn’t be surprised if people drove out from Portland or down from Astoria for something like this. Because honestly, the park was nice. I’d been expecting some sort of decaying 1950s wasteland that would have been the perfect setting for a Stephen King novel about a haunted carousel (like, in the very first scene, one of the carousel horses bites someone on the rump—Mr. King, if you’re reading this, I own that idea). But instead, Shipwreck Shores was lovely. It was well maintained. It was clean. It didn’t have the perpetual miasma of puke and cigarette smoke I remembered from a certain park I’d visited, which will not be named. I mean, this place wasn’t Disney World, but it was adorable.

Something flew over me. I only had a moment to glimpse the glitter of metal, and then someone let out a bloodcurdling scream.

My first reaction was to get away. I only made it a few feet before Bobby caught me and wrapped me in a bear hug. My heart was racing. Adrenaline ran through me like pins and needles.

Keme burst out laughing.

And then my brain caught up with my body. In the distance, someone in a pirate mascot costume was flying overhead—and the fading whirring sound suggested a zipline. As I watched, the pirate let out another scream and slashed the air with a cutlass. JaDonna Powers (who has what I think of as church hair) put both hands over her head and said, “Ryan, don’t you dare mess up my set!”

Ryan the pirate answered with a bellowing, “Avast!” and kept going on the zipline.

“Oh Dash,” Millie said in what, I suspected, was not one-hundred-percent-genuine concern. “Are you okay? We should have told you.”

Keme laughed harder.

“We should have told you,” Indira said, with a pointed look for the children. Indira was looking particularly lovely tonight in a wool coat, and the white lock of hair was extra witchy (maybe that was still the rush of adrenaline talking). “I’m sorry, Dash. I forgot—the first time Keme brought me here, those stupid pirates about gave me a heart attack.”

“I’m going to have a heart attack,” Fox said. “The big cheese. The last enchilada.”

“I love enchiladas,” Millie announced.

“Uh,” I said, “are you okay?”

“I’m great. Oh my God, it was so funny when that pirate almost chopped off your head, and they were like—” Her demonstration nearly took off Keme’s head, which honestly, would have served him right. “And then you fell into Bobby’s arms, and it was the most precious thing ever.”

Keme snorted to show what he thought about that.

It was a good reminder that Bobby was still holding me in a bear hug. And now that my attention had been drawn to it, I couldn’t think about anything else. Bobby was a little shorter than me, but he was a lot stronger, and I was instantly aware of his body pressed against mine. I swear to God, I could feel his muscles even through all the layers of winter padding.

I wriggled free with a grateful-slash-apologetic-slash-God help me smile for Bobby. “No, I meant Fox.”

“I’m fine,” Fox said. “Never hope or pray or want anything, children. The Buddha tells us that desire is the root of all suffering.”

“Did something happen?”

Bobby shrugged. Indira frowned. Millie and Keme were lost in their own world—Millie was trying to chop Keme, and Keme looked so happy he was probably about five seconds from going to the great Ferris wheel in the sky.

Fox drew themselves up and declaimed, “Life happened.”

I thought, if they’d had a scarf, they would have tossed it over one shoulder, but they settled for moving away from us in a slow, dignified walk.

“Is that an Oscar Wilde quote?” I whispered to Bobby.

“Not everything I say is an Oscar Wilde quote,” Fox snapped without looking back.

Bobby gave me another Bobby shrug. Indira was still frowning, but before I could ask her what was going on, she hurried after Fox.

And that left Bobby and me to bring up the rear. Alone. Together. After he’d hugged me.

This is what I was talking about—I didn’t have a chance.

We trailed after the others—Keme and Millie were still fooling around, and it looked like they were playing some version of tag, because they kept sprinting away from each other and then back together again. Millie hid behind someone in a lobster mascot costume. Keme took a shortcut through a gift shop selling pirate-themed jewelry. (Bobby didn’t want to get his ear pierced—I asked.) Millie tried to do parkour on a trash can. Keme died instantly, on the spot, out of a mixture of laughter and puppy love.

As Bobby and I walked, the silence grew…prickly. That was a new development. Over the last eight months, we’d spent a lot of time together—first as friends and then, more recently, as roommates. And one of the things that I’d liked about Bobby from the beginning was that he was so easy to be with. He was quiet. He was kind. He never felt the need for small talk, but he was happy to chat if I wanted to.

But after Bobby and West had broken up, things had started to change. And then at Christmas, after some bad communication, Bobby and I had talked. Nobody had said anything about dating or romance or even liking each other (like, like like; I mean, obviously we liked each other), but I could feel it again, something changing between us. My sister had dropped in unexpectedly at New Year’s, and that was the first time I’d admitted, out loud, that I might want more than friendship from Bobby. If that’s what he wanted. Not rushing into anything, of course—but when the time was right.

Because that was the whole problem: I couldn’t tell. Sometimes, like right now, Bobby and I might be doing something perfectly normal—walking through an amusement park while our friends acted like goofballs—and all of a sudden, the air would feel charged, like I’d shock myself if I moved too fast. It made goose bumps break out on my arms. It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. It made my heart galomp-galomp in my chest until I thought I was going to be sick, and then I inevitably thought about how if Bobby tried to kiss me, I might legitimately puke, and then I’d have to move to one of those leper islands and spend the rest of my life making my clothing out of coconuts.

But Bobby never actually did anything. Bobby was just Bobby. He was friendly. He was sweet. He could listen to me yammer on about my writing without his eyes glazing over. And he was maddeningly, infuriatingly, confusingly impossible. I’d spent almost an hour the day before explaining the pros and cons to making Will Gower, my fictional detective, a blond, and Bobby, with the patience of a saint, had endured all of it. When I’d finished, he’d said, “I think his hair should be brown like yours.”

??!??!?!??!??!

Why? Why would he say something like that? What did it MEAN?

(I recognize I might have veered into Millie’s lane there for a moment.)

So now, as we walked under the strands of lights (no more flying pirates, thank God), with the calliope music following us and the scent of funnel cakes making my stomach grumble (yes, I’d eaten dinner—that wasn’t the point), I was trying, once again, to decide if it was all in my imagination. It certainly didn’t feel like it was in my imagination. It felt like there was this invisible electricity building in the space between us, and if I reached out and touched him, my hair would stand straight up and start smoking. All I could think about was the way he’d held me. How solid he’d felt. The unmistakable lines of his body. The strength in his arms. The slight hint of the sporty, masculine scent he carried. The way he’d moved his head, and the stubble on his chin had rasped against the sensitive skin on the back of my neck.

That, of course, was when Bobby said, “Want to ride the Sea Snake?”

I stared at him. I had no words. Zero words. I mean, my God, I am not responsible for what went through my head at that moment.

Apparently, my silence went on too long because Bobby added, “The roller coaster?”

“Oh.” I sucked in some drool, coughed, and managed, “Oh!” I had a vision of the two of us jammed next to each other in one of those tiny roller coaster cars. Our knees touching. Our elbows touching. That unmistakable scent. What if he kissed me? God, what if he didn’t? “Uh—”

“But I don’t want to ride the Sea Snake,” Millie told Keme. “It’s too LOUD.”

She was kind of undermining her point, but I seized it as an opportunity. “How about you and Keme go? And Millie and I will stay here.”

Keme nodded and started for the roller coaster.

Bobby, however, lingered. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, go on.”

“Because we could still go together.” He added, “Keme could ride by himself.”

“Uh, no. No. You guys go ahead. I’m going to scout out some hot chocolate.”

Bobby’s hesitation had a slightly bemused quality, but finally he said, “Okay.”

A moment later, he and Keme had gotten in line for the ride.

“Dash,” Millie said—right in my ear, by the way—“he wanted to ride with YOU.”

“Oh no, I think Keme would kill me because I get too scared—”

“Not KEME! BOBBY!”

I was starting to wonder if you could get a concussion from sheer volume.

Millie didn’t wait long for a response, thank God. She folded her arms and said, “You’re super bad at this stuff. I’m going to look at this jewelry! Come get me when they’re done with the ride.”

Well, say this for Millie: she calls them like sees them.

Also, she’s not wrong.

By the time I’d recovered from having my ear drum blown, I realized Indira and Fox were gone. Hopefully, Indira would get to the bottom of whatever was going on with Fox. I knew now that, in hindsight, I should have been worried when Fox showed up without a single visible strap, buckle, or goggle.

I turned in place, considering the path, trying to recall the map Keme had made me study. The Kraken’s Den would have hot chocolate, I was pretty sure. And I could get one for Bobby. And for Keme, too. And Millie. I mean, it would be weird if I just got one for Bobby, right? But would it be weirder to get them for everyone? I mean, people could get their friend a hot chocolate. Couldn’t they? Or was that crossing a line? Or did it mean something? Like, maybe getting someone hot chocolate was code for something else. The way “Netflix and chill” was a code. Which I hadn’t known until Keme’s eyes got really, really wide one time.

After another moment of indecision, I started off in the direction I hoped would take me to hot chocolate, Dippin’ Dots, and maybe—if I were lucky—a bacon-wrapped turkey leg. But I didn’t get far, because as I passed one of the lit-up buildings I’d noticed from the midway, my steps slowed, and then I stopped to stare.

In crooked, mismatched letters, the sign said Davy Jones’ Locker, and there was no mistaking the place for anything but a fun house: the windows didn’t line up, the door was out of true, smoke billowed behind the drifting curtains, and music floated out into the night. It didn’t appear to be a popular attraction; no one went in while I was watching, and it looked, even more than the rest of the park, a bit run down. One of the park’s many ziplines hung from the roof, and I imagined that in the summer, it would be an easy launch point for a pirate to go sailing overhead. But what held me in place was the unmistakable fact that, aside from the shake siding and the steel roof and the overall wonkiness of the place, it had clearly been modeled on Hemlock House. It had the same sprawling Victorian shape—all you had to do was add some brick, tack on a few dozen chimneys, and you’d have my Class V haunted mansion.

I was still thinking about what that might mean—was it a nod to local architecture? a kind of inside joke? nothing but a weird coincidence?—when a familiar voice called out, “Dash!”

I immediately looked around for an escape, but of course, nothing presented itself. No magic wardrobe to Narnia. No getaway car. Not even a nice little patch of lava to throw myself into.

Meanwhile, Tony Lamb hurried up the path toward me. Tony was a big guy—you could tell he’d been an athlete, even if he was easing into middle age now. His hair was starting to thin. His beard was going gray. He was always unfailingly friendly and polite, which only made things worse. The first time I’d met him, he’d cornered me at the Otter Slide and—well, propositioned me sounds a little too much like Pretty Woman, but he’d tried to set me up with his son, Chester.

So far, I’d managed to avoid being talked into an actual date with Chester—who, from what I’d gathered, lived in Tony’s basement, fought with his mom, and loved puzzles, board games, and photography. I got the feeling that if Chester ever had to go out in the sunlight, he’d hiss and shield his eyes. (Although, let’s be fair—look who’s talking.)

“Wow, Dash, talk about luck!” Tony beamed at me as he pumped my hand. “We were just talking about you.”

The we in that sentence was petrifying. “Hi, Tony. Sorry to run, but I told Bobby I’d get him some hot chocolate—”

“Chester’s not going to believe this!” And then, before I could wrench my hand free and sprint away, he called over his shoulder, “Chester! Come meet Dash!”

Along the side of Davy Jones’ Locker, a shadowy figure was wiping his hands. He gave a start, stuffed the towel—or whatever it was—into his pocket, and looked over. Then, shoulders slumping, he made his way toward us.

I’d taken him for a brunet at first, but as he got closer, I saw he was more of a dark blond, his hair faded on the sides and, on top, textured into a perfectly imperfect mess. His beard and mustache were an even darker honey color and neatly trimmed. He had blue eyes the color of a winter morning, and he was built with an athlete’s lean muscle—how Tony must have looked, I thought, thirty years ago. He was the kind of handsome that made people accidentally walk into traffic, and he smiled as he reached us.

“Hi,” he said. Quiet, but assured. Tony dropped my hand, and Chester seized it—he had a nice, strong grip. “Chester Lamb. Pleased to meet you.”

This was Chester Lamb? This walking hunk of…hunk? Where was the sunlight-avoidant nerd who spent his life in a basement doing puzzles and taking pictures of people with his telephoto lens? (Okay, maybe there was some Rear Window in there.) Where was the scrawny, socially awkward man-child trapped in perpetual adolescence? I mean, for heaven’s sake, where was the geek? It was suddenly a little harder to breathe, and a white hum started in the back of my head—and not because he was so attractive. Or at least, not only because of that. I’d spent a lot of my life getting better at handling my social anxiety, but being thrust into what felt like a high-stakes conversation without any warning was certainly triggering it.

“Dash,” I finally managed. “Hi.”

Tony was beaming at us like this was the single greatest social encounter in human history.

“I know my dad’s been pestering you,” Chester said, and now his smile had a different quality, like we were both in on a joke. “Sorry about that.”

“What? Oh, no. Not at all.”

“I promise I’m not a stalker.”

“Of course you’re not a stalker,” Tony said with a little too much enthusiasm. “Dash, Chester’s working at the park now. He’s so good they’ve already promoted him!”

“From sweeping the floors to taking pictures,” Chester said.

“He manages the portrait studio! He’s so talented. Chester, you should show Dash some of your photos sometime.”

The voice in my brain that never turned off wondered why Chester, if he was the manager of the portrait studio, had been wiping his hands near what appeared to be a service entry to the fun house.

Before I could follow the thought, Chester shot his dad a warning look. Then, to me, he said, “Taking pictures of tourists in pirate costumes is less about talent and more about getting kids under nine to hold still.”

“He’s doing great,” Tony said. “He’s going to be employee of the month.”

“They don’t have an employee of the month,” Chester said, and now his tone was strained. “They’re not even open the whole month.”

An uneasy look flickered on Tony’s face, and then it was gone, and in the same hearty tone, he said, “But I bet they’ll make an exception for you! Chester’s so special. Everyone knows it. They can tell as soon as they meet him.”

Something that I wanted to call rage darkened Chester’s face, but with what looked like an effort, he smoothed out his features. His voice was still tight, though, when he said to me, “Sorry. I know he’s a lot.”

“No,” I said, and I meant it. The fact that Chester seemed so…normal, and that he was clearly frustrated with the situation, actually took the edge off my own distress. “It’s all right. I mean, it’s not exactly how I grew up. One time, I went to a bookstore with my mom, and she took off her glasses, and she completely forgot about me. I stood there while she looked at all these books, and then she turned to me, like she was surprised somebody was there, and asked me to check for some titles on the computer. I guess she thought I worked there?”

Chester burst out laughing. It was a nice laugh, infectious, and it gave him an adorable dimple.

“I knew you guys would hit it off,” Tony said. “Didn’t I tell you? Listen, Chester’s got a break coming up. Dash, I know you said you wanted some hot chocolate. Why don’t you and I walk over to the Kraken’s Den, and Chester can meet us there when he clocks out?”

I had a momentary vision of being trapped at the Sweethearts Festival on what would be the equivalent of a middle school date. Tony would probably buy our food, and then he’d sit at a nearby table and pretend not to listen while Chester and I made awkward small talk. Maybe we’d even go roller skating like in a John Hughes movie. (Did they go roller skating in any of John Hughes’s movies?)

“Actually, I can’t,” Chester said. “Somebody called in sick, and I have to do the ring toss.”

“That’s great, though—” Tony tried.

But before he could finish, Chester touched my arm and said, “It was nice to meet you, Dash. Sorry this was super weird.”

With a wave, he trotted off down the path.

Tony called after him. “You should trade numbers.”

Chester didn’t look back.

For a moment, Tony looked flummoxed. Then he said, “How about this? We’ll find the ring toss, and you can play the game while you chat with Chester and get to know him better. My treat!”

And that was it. The official eighth-grade date.

I opened my mouth to say something—or possibly just to scream—and that’s when I noticed Bobby. He stood along the path in the direction of the Sea Snake, and he was staring at us. How long had he been watching? I tried to play back what had happened. Chester shaking my hand. Chester smiling. Chester touching my arm. A frantic voice insisted I hadn’t done anything wrong. Bobby was too far away for me to read his expression.

If you’re not prone to bouts of social panic, you might not understand why my brain suddenly shut down. It was the same way I felt when I was trapped in a crowd, the same way I felt back when I’d been (disastrously) trying to date, the same way I felt when I had to make small talk with a stranger. It was like something snowed out all rational thought, and the only thing I could think about was getting away from there.

Somehow, I managed to mumble, “Excuse me.”

“Wait,” Tony said, “Chester’s free tomorrow night. Why don’t you come over—”

But I was already darting toward the fun house. Thoughts of Bobby chased me. What if he’d seen? What if he’d thought—

But I couldn’t put it into words. If I put it into words, it might become real.

For once, sensory overload turned out to be a blessing. When I stepped into the fun house, music washed over me—circus music. You know it: Julius Fucik’s “Entry of the Gladiators,” although when most people hear it, they probably think of a cartoon character walking a tightrope or juggling or doing a magic trick. The entry hall was dark, with barely enough light for me to make out the passage ahead. The smell of old wood and the perpetual seaside damp hung in the air.

I kept moving into the house, still on autopilot. A fun house wasn’t exactly my idea of fun anymore (something about the threat of being stampeded by overexcited children), but at one point, I’d thought they were awesome. Davy Jones’s Locker had all the classic elements: a fog machine hissed as a haze built in the air; illuminated skulls glowed overhead; the circus music picked up its frenetic tempo. When I stepped into the hallway, the gravity-tilt floor rocked underfoot, and I had to throw out a hand to steady myself.

With the floor rocking back and forth under me, I made my way to the next room. Deeper in the house, a scream rang out, but I barely noticed the sound effect. I felt another of those moments of unreality wash over me. This room looked like the living room at Hemlock House. The dimensions were smaller, and of course, the furniture and decorations were different (and clearly knockoffs). But the layout of the fireplace and the built-in shelves and the papered-over windows was the same. A wavy mirror over the mantel gave back a distorted version of me, and it felt like I’d stepped into a nightmare.

I shook it off and kept going. The floor plan wasn’t identical to Hemlock House, but it was clear that whoever had designed this place had been familiar with the interior of Nathaniel Blackwood’s famous home. After the living room, I had to go through a dining room where the floor dropped suddenly, and an animatronic parrot shrieked and flew across the room. Then there was an even darker corridor where the walls spun around me (one of those revolving barrels), and a glow-in-the-dark skeleton lurched out unexpectedly, cutlass slashing, jaw juddering with recorded laughter.

A flight of stairs led up, and these were motorized—they shifted and shook, and even with the circus music still playing, I could hear the machinery struggling. When I came out at the top, I found myself moving along a hall of mirrors. Some of them made me look small. Others made me look enormous. Others rippled, splitting me up into disjointed parts: a huge mouth, an enormous hand, a swollen sneaker.

When I reached the end of the mirrors, a doorway led into a bedroom that had clearly been modeled on the master at Hemlock House. It didn’t have Vivienne’s personal touches (that would have been too creepy), but it was still hard not to be wigged out when I saw the canopy bed, the balcony, even the stone fireplace that had caused me so much trouble when I’d first come to Hastings Rock. From the windows, the sounds of the park filtered into the fun house—excited voices, music (different from the circus music in the house), even a bellowed “Ahoy” as one of the zipline pirates zoomed overhead.

And then I saw the woman.

She lay prone on the floor, her face turned toward me. The light was so low that it was hard to tell more than that she was white and had short, dark hair.

“Hello?” I said. And then, “Are you okay?”

Nothing.

It was one more piece of the fun house, I told myself. As soon as I got close, she’d jump up and scare me. That was part of the fun—although how much fun was debatable. But even as I tried to convince myself, I knew I was wrong. This wasn’t an animatronic parrot. It wasn’t a glow-in-the-dark skeleton. It wasn’t even a guy in a mascot costume zipping overhead with a sword.

She still hadn’t moved.

I crossed the room and crouched next to her. Up close, I could make out more details: she was tan, her face lined, as though she’d spent much of her life in the sun. Dark hair. An overbite that made her look slightly like a rabbit. Her coat was worn at the cuffs, and the shirt underneath looked threadbare, as did her jeans. The soles of her boots were thin enough that they had cracked in places. She wasn’t breathing, and when I tried, I couldn’t find a pulse.

I got to my feet and ran.


Acknowledgements

My deepest thanks go out to the following people (in reverse alphabetical order):

Wendy Wickett, for helping (as always) with weeding out the repetition, for her advice about Corpse Bride, and for reminding me that sugar is basically a vegetable.

Mark Wallace, for help with those rascally grammatical errors, double-checking merry Christmas, and giving his honest opinion of the book.

Tray Stephenson, for help with pronouns, typos, and most importantly, James Fenimore Cooper.

Nichole Reeder, for her help with missing words, continuity (Millie, not Pippi!), and for asking about Hayes.

Pepe, for helping me revise for clarity, for suggesting a reminder about Dash’s first disaster in the library, and for catching my typos along the way.

Cheryl Oakley, for Valium vs. diazepam, for reminding me about Dash and the intruder, and for her important question about why the poisoning happens now.

Brett McMillan, for catching so many of my blunders, for sharing my love of Ms. Deagle, and for supporting Will Gower’s recasting as a gong farmer (bonus: and for “feeling a colon”).

Ravkiran Mangat, for her feedback on Bobby’s behavior, for her help clarifying some ambiguous moments, and for spotting that stray Marshall at the end—which nobody else (including me) caught!

Raj Mangat, for asking about the missing manuscript, for reminding me that the house was dark, and for pointing out that Dash probably would have recognized Hayes (even though I ended up leaving it the way it was).

Marie Lenglet, for her help with the chase through the house, for so many wonderful suggestions on clarity and continuity, and for suggesting I reconsider the pacing of chapter two.

Austin Gwin, for his excellent suggestion about Christmas in Providence, for asking about Dash’s natural intuition, and, of course, for help proofing the text.

Winston Eisiminger, for help clarifying several ambiguous moments, for his feedback on breaking the fourth wall (successfully and not so successfully), and for making me laugh with his pun.

Meg DesCamp, for so much help with copy edits, plot holes, begging the question vs. raising the question, and being willing to put up with brown roses.

Savannah Cordle, for her kind words about Dash’s shiny new spine, for asking a great question about the fingerprints, and OF COURSE (cue Millie) asking about why Dash would print off the manuscript.

Jolanta Benal, for her help with hyphens, for copyedits and fine-tuning, and for the correct spelling of madam (brothel-specific).

And special thanks to Raye and Crystal for final edits to the ARC.


About the Author

For advanced access, exclusive content, limited-time promotions, and insider information, please sign up for my mailing list at www.gregoryashe.com.

OEBPS/font_rsrc21E.otf



cover.jpeg
GREGORY ASHE

ROKEN
¥ B LN






OEBPS/image_rsrc21N.jpg
BROKEN
BIRD

ICKS ﬁiBo
Tug LAST PIEES FHE0Q, 4

GREGORY ASHE
H&B





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





