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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 I was being railroaded. 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-striped 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 around 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. 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 Chest) 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 if I was imagining things, and it was driving me crazy. 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 from sheer nervous panic, 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. 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 how 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? What if he wanted me to make the first move? “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 she sees them.

Also, she’s not wrong.

By the time I’d recovered from having my eardrum 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 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.


Chapter 2

A while later, I sat on the curb, my knees drawn up to my chest, waiting.

After exiting the fun house, I’d run into Bobby—literally. He’d listened as I’d tried to explain. Then he’d handed me off to Keme, told Millie to call park security, and gone into the fun house. Keme had let me walk around for a while as my body tried to process the adrenaline still rushing through it. And then, when I started to tremble, he’d sat me at the edge of the park path. He’d put his arm around me, and while he didn’t exactly growl at the people who came too close to us, I was pretty sure once or twice he bared his teeth. Millie joined us, and she must have called Indira and Fox because they showed up a few minutes later, and then all we could do was wait.

I kept replaying it in my head: the disorientation of sound and shadow, the fun house mirrors, the twisted reflection of Hemlock House, my own low-grade panic that had sent me racing into Davy Jones’ Locker in the first place. And then seeing the woman. How still she’d been. The slackness of her face, and how I’d already known, even though I hadn’t wanted to believe it, that she was dead.

In case you ever have the same issue, let me tell you that finding dead bodies never gets any easier. Maybe it does for some people, I guess. For me, though, it was still a shock. I can’t honestly say that I felt grief or even pain—I had no idea who this woman was. I did feel, though, decentered, pushed out of my usually safe space at the center of the universe. And beneath that, a pang of awareness: that we were all mortal, that I would die too, and that this woman’s death, whoever she was, was a loss.

When I roused myself from those thoughts, I was surprised to find Keme rubbing my back. His face was still set in a warning glare, but I realized that it had been some time since someone had passed close to us. Millie sat on my other side, holding my hand, and Indira and Fox hovered nearby. The sounds of the park were distant, and it took me a moment to realize this wasn’t a side effect of the shock. Park security was cordoning off the area around Davy Jones’ Locker, under the supervision of a man wearing a blazer and carrying a crackling walkie in one hand. Then Deputy Dahlberg appeared, followed by Deputy Tripple. Dahlberg was great—she was blond, and she wore her hair (and there was a lot of it) in a bombshell blow-dry, but she was also kind and competent. Tripple, on the other hand, was bald and had a surprisingly wrinkly scalp, and he was…less so.

“Again?” he said to me. “Really?”

Keme started to stand up.

I caught Keme’s arm and whispered, “No.”

Keme didn’t break free, but he did follow Tripple with his eyes, and Tripple let out a little laugh as he headed toward the fun house.

Indira said, “He’s forty years old, and he’s still a sandbox bully.”

“He’s a coot,” Fox said.

(They didn’t actually say coot, though.)

“I think he’s insecure because Dash is so much better at solving crimes,” Millie said.

We all looked at her.

“What?” she asked.

At that moment, a golf cart rolled up, accompanied by the purr of its motor. The man driving it was white, on the young side of middle age, with a dishwater blond mullet. He wore an expensive-looking wool coat, and maybe that explained why his face was red and he was sweating—but I was pretty sure it had more to do with nerves. He exchanged a few terse words with the guy with the walkie, who pointed at me, and then he made a beeline toward us.

“Dagan Glass,” he said, stretching out his hand as I stood. Between this guy, Tony, and Chester, I’d done enough handshaking for the next six months. “I’m so sorry to hear you had a negative experience at Shipwreck Shores. We’re going to do everything we can to make it right.”

I honestly couldn’t come up with anything to say to that.

Apparently, Fox didn’t have the same issue. “He found a dead body. It’s not like he dropped his sno-cone.”

Dagan blinked. “Yes, well…We’ll see about that.” And then he fished around in his expensive-looking coat and came up with, I kid you not, six admission tickets for Shipwreck Shores. He even fanned them out like they were playing cards. “I hope you won’t let this negative experience keep you away from Shipwreck Shores. Please accept this gift of a complimentary visit for you and your friends, and if there’s anything I can personally do to make sure you have a great experience, please let me know.” He even smiled, although the sweating kind of ruined it. “Don’t forget to treat yourself to our chocolate-dipped strawberries, exclusively available during the Sweethearts Festival.”

Before any of us could say anything—before any of us, I was pretty sure, could even process that—he pressed the tickets into my hand and strode back to join the guy with the walkie.

“What a coot,” Fox said.

“Negative experience,” Indira said. “Honestly.”

Keme gave me a long look that was surprisingly effective at communicating what he thought about the whole interaction.

“He reminds me of one of those talking dolls where you had to pull the string and she talked,” Millie said.

“Chatty Cathy?” Fox asked.

“No.”

“Baby Loves to Talk?” Indira asked.

“No.”

“What was the one that was possessed and chopped up all those families in New England?” I asked.

Millie just rolled her eyes at that, but she said, “Furby. And no. You had to pull the string, and she talked and talked, and sometimes your mom said, ‘Okay, that’s enough,’ and then one time someone put her in the trash by accident?”

“Gabby Gabster,” Keme said.

It was always a surprise to hear his voice: not quite a man’s voice, but already pleasantly gravelly in a way that was going to drive people crazy (in a good way).

I was the first one to recover. “Really? This is when you decide to chip in?”

He made a very rude gesture.

“Oh my God, YES!” (Millie, obvs.) “GABBY GABSTER!”

I’d never seen law enforcement shush someone at a crime scene, but Deputy Dahlberg didn’t miss a beat.

Millie looked like she was going to continue sharing her memories of Gabby Gabster (albeit slightly more quietly), but at that moment, Bobby stepped out of the fun house. He didn’t look over at us as he moved to join Dagan Glass and the security guy. Bobby said something too quiet for me to hear, and Dagan and the security guy reacted in totally different ways. The security guy frowned, eyebrows knitting together. Dagan, however, flushed. The color deepened as he waved his hands and said something back to Bobby. The security guy asked a question too, although more calmly. Bobby answered and started to step away. Dagan turned, tracking Bobby’s movements. He put his hands on his hips. And then, loud enough for his voice to carry down the path, he asked, “Is this some kind of joke?”

Bobby didn’t answer. As he passed Dahlberg, he said, “Take a look, would you?”

Dahlberg nodded and moved into the fun house.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “What happened? I didn’t touch anything, I swear to God. I mean, I tried to find a pulse—”

“I know,” Bobby said. He was considering me carefully, and there was a slight pause before he said, “Tell me again where you saw this woman.”

“In the bedroom at the top of the stairs. You mean specifically? She was on the floor near the bed. Uh, facing the door, I guess, because I could see her when I stepped into the room.”

“The master bedroom?”

“Yes, the master bedroom. I mean, it’s not a real house, Bobby. How many bedrooms does it have?”

“One,” Bobby said, and then he rubbed his jaw. “And there’s nobody in it.”


Chapter 3

Bobby was right: the body was gone.

I walked through Davy Jones’ Locker with him. Someone from the park had powered down all the fun house contraptions and turned on the lights, and now it was a simple—and quiet—process to make our way to the bedroom at the top of the stairs. It was empty. The woman I’d seen lying on the floor had disappeared. Bobby promised he and the other deputies would search the fun house, but I could already hear the doubt creeping into his voice. He didn’t think they’d find anyone. And the rational voice inside my head agreed: bodies didn’t just get up and walk away on their own. Either I’d imagined her, which seemed impossible, or someone had moved her. If someone had moved her, they wouldn’t have left her where a park guest would stumble across her.

When Bobby escorted me out of the fun house, the security guy was talking to Deputy Dahlberg.

“We have people faint every year. It’s not the scares; it’s the stairs. Plenty of people aren’t used to that much exercise.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but Bobby squeezed my shoulder and murmured, “Keep walking.”

Bobby went with us as far as Fox’s van—an ancient brown behemoth full of “art” supplies (the scare quotes are on purpose) and an air freshener dubiously named either DRAGON MUSK or DRAGON MUST (I have no idea which one would be better). As the rest of the Last Picks loaded up in the van, he chafed my arms and looked into my face. The thing about Bobby is he’s so handsome that it’s a little upsetting sometimes. He’s got dark hair in a razor-sharp part. His jawline is scarily perfect. And he has these eyes that are a rich, earthy bronze. It would be awesome if he could get a zit every once in a while, but of course, he doesn’t. Heck, I’d settle for circles under his eyes after a long night.

“Are you all right?” Bobby asked.

“I’m fine.” But I couldn’t put any energy into the words. Before I could stop myself, I added, “Bobby, I didn’t make it up.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t imagine it.”

“I know.”

“And I know the difference between someone who’s dead and someone who fainted because they climbed too many stairs.”

“I know you do.”

“It’s a lot of stairs, Bobby. It’s a safety hazard. They should at least put in one of those chair lifts for patrons who, uh, require additional assistance.”

He shot his eyebrows.

“Or are tired. Or hate stairs. I mean, my God, Sir Francis Elevator invented elevators for a reason. It’s the twenty-first century.”

“You’re veering off course.”

I blew out a long breath. “I know what I saw.”

Bobby nodded. “I believe you.”

There didn’t seem to be anything else to say to that. He was still bracing me by the arms, still looking into my face like he was trying to read something there. The wind picked up and scraped the back of my neck, and I shivered. With one last brisk chafing motion, Bobby said, “Go home and get some rest. I’ll let you know what happens.”

Before another of those awkward pauses could happen, I climbed into the van. Bobby watched us drive off, and when I looked back, he was still watching—smaller and smaller. The light looked like snow on his hair. And then we turned, and he was gone.

We made our way home in silence. When we got to Hemlock House, there was something confusing about seeing the house again. I mean, I knew that it wasn’t really all that similar to the fun house, but the echo was still slightly disturbing. A few lights glowed in the windows, but otherwise, the house was a maze of shadows: turrets and decorative stonework and the steeply sloping roof. At night, with the moon at its back, it did look like a fun house or a crazy house or a thrill house or, let’s call it what it is, a haunted house. I wondered how many generations of Hastings Rock children had been simultaneously terrified and exhilarated by the old house on the hill. I also wondered, a little less poetically, how I was ever going to sleep tonight.

Inside, Hemlock House is a wonder. By some miracle of money and effort and stubbornness, most of the original Victorian furnishings had been preserved. (In some cases, like all the taxidermy birds, not necessarily a good thing.) It had beautiful wood paneling, damask wallpaper, cavernous stone fireplaces and blazing crystal chandeliers. It had God only knew how many oil paintings of horses. It was warm, it was full of people I loved, and it was, against any reasonable expectation, mine. As I headed inside, I felt some of the strain in my body loosen for the first time since I’d seen Tony.

“Who’d like some hot chocolate?” Indira asked.

“I think I’m going to call it a night,” I said.

“No,” Fox said, “don’t do that. Sleep is the little death.”

“I thought the little death was, uh—” I actually blushed, and I couldn’t help glancing at Keme of all people. “—never mind.”

Keme looked at me like I was hopeless.

“You need to tell us what you saw,” Fox said, “so we can find the dead woman and whoever’s covering up her murder.”

The best I could come up with was “You believe me?”

“Of course we believe you,” Indira said. “Although I don’t think we need to do anything. The sheriff and the deputies will do their jobs.”

“But they’re not going to find anything,” Fox said. “And they don’t believe Dash anyway. I mean, you heard Tripple. He already thinks Dash is always finding bodies because he wants attention.”

“Wait,” I said, “he does?”

“Everybody does,” Fox said. “And even if the sheriff does believe Dash saw something, she can’t afford to dedicate the man hours and resources to searching that park adequately—I mean, there have to be thousands of hiding places there.”

“Hold on,” I said. “Everybody thinks I find dead bodies because I want attention? Who’s everybody?”

“Not everybody,” Millie said brightly. “Not to mention the Sweethearts Festival only runs for a few more days, and then the park will be shut down, and the killer can retrieve the body from wherever they hid it, and there won’t be anyone around to interfere.”

Keme made a sour face and nodded.

“I don’t want to find dead bodies,” I said. “People understand that, right? I mean, it’s not like I like it. It’s certainly not something I want to do.”

“I’m not saying you’re wrong,” Indira said to Fox, “but before we stick our noses into this mess, we need to give the sheriff a chance to do her job.”

“And I hate attention.” I waved my arms because they weren’t listening. “Attention gives me hives. I have social anxiety.”

“Could you have it a little more quietly?” Fox snapped. “We’re in the middle of a conversation.”

“I thought strawberries gave me hives once,” Millie said. “But it was just my new body spray.”

Fox rolled their eyes and then said to Indira, “I’m not saying we march in and take over the official investigation. I’m saying we start our own investigation. Discreetly. On the side. Dash already has the sheriff’s blessing to do some snooping, and we don’t want to lose any time on this.”

“Who is the we in that sentence?” I asked. “I don’t want to do any investigating. I don’t want to do anything. I want to live my nice quiet life. I want to have my groceries delivered. I want to have my takeout delivered. I want to have a ten-thousand-volt electrical fence installed. I mean, if I wanted attention, would I want all that?”

Fox looked at me.

Indira looked at me.

Millie beamed at me like I’d earned a gold star.

Keme said, “You are a real donkey sometimes.”

“Again,” I said, “this is when you decide to contribute?”

He had a surprisingly rakish grin when he chose to use it.

“Keme,” Indira said, “be nice. Dashiell, stop pretending you don’t want to investigate. You’re a deeply compassionate young man with a gift for this kind of thing, and you have a powerful moral compass. You’re not going to let a woman’s murder go undiscovered—and unpunished—and there’s no point in sitting around, pretending you would.”

Well, what can you say to that?

I sighed, rubbed my temples, and tried to imagine that it was somebody else who was getting this headache. Then I said, “How about that hot chocolate?”


Chapter 4

If you’ve never owned a Class V haunted mansion, you won’t know that it comes with all sorts of antiquated things like, say, separate entrances, stairways, and even dining rooms for the servants—a nice little classist leftover. Since I’d come to Hemlock House, I’d eaten almost all my meals in the servants’ dining room. It was much cozier than the formal dining room—it was just the right size for all of us, with a well-worn table and chairs, and it had gingham curtains over windows that looked out on the sea cliffs.

Seated around said table, hot chocolate in hand, we tried to figure out where to start.

“Did you notice any shadowy figures?” Fox asked.

“I don’t suppose you saw her ID?” Indira said.

“What did she look like?” Millie asked.

That seemed like the best starting point. “It was hard to tell because the lights were low. I’d say she was in her forties or fifties, but I might be wrong. She looked like she’d lived a rough life—I mean, like she’d lived most of her life outside. Sun damage, that kind of thing.”

“Hair?” Indira asked.

“Short. Dark.”

Fox frowned. “Build?”

“Well, she was lying down…” I tried to picture her in my mind. “Average height? Maybe a little taller—I don’t know. Thin, though.”

“What kind of clothes did she have?” Millie asked.

“A coat, jeans, boots. It all looked like it had been cheap to start with, and it was all pretty worn out.”

“Did she look local?” Indira asked. “Had you seen her before?”

“I definitely hadn’t seen her before. And…no. Now that you say that, she definitely didn’t look local. I mean, she was wearing winter clothes, but she was tan—when was the last time someone in Oregon was tan?”

“1977,” Fox said promptly. “There was a solar flare.”

“But if she wasn’t local,” Millie said, “who was she?”

“That’s the question.” Indira ran her thumb along the handle of her mug. “Maybe the park will let us look at their security footage. If we can track her movements, maybe we can figure out who she was. Someone she talked to. Or a credit card charge, that kind of thing.”

Keme snorted.

Indira let out a laugh that sounded a little scandalized. “Keme!”

Aloof, teenage indifference was hard when you were trying not to smile.

“Even if they won’t let us look at their footage,” Fox said, “we can still ask around. I mean, the story is going to spread at the park. And it’s not that big. Someone will recognize Dash’s description of this woman.”

“All right,” I said. “That’s the plan. I’ll see if I can sweet-talk Dagan into letting us look at the security footage, and you guys will talk to people around the park and try to find someone who recognizes that description and can tell us who that woman was.” A thought had been stirring at the back of my head, and now I was starting to see the shape of it. “What if that’s not the question?”

“What question?” Millie asked.

“Who she is. What if the question we need to answer isn’t who she is, but why she disappeared?”

Fox and Indira shared a look. Keme rested his chin on one fist.

Millie made a sound like this was a mind-blowing question. But she spoiled it by asking, “But someone made the body disappear because they didn’t want to get caught, right? And anyway, don’t we still need to know who she is?”

“Kind of what I was wondering,” Fox said drily.

“I mean, yes,” I said, “we need to know who she is. And yes, maybe someone moved the body to keep from getting caught. But what if it were something else? I mean, it was such a strange place for me to find her. Why kill someone in a fun house? Why leave her there and then move her after someone found her?”

“I don’t suppose you could tell how she, er, expired,” Fox said.

I shook my head.

After a moment of silence, Fox continued, “All right. Well, if this were one of Vivienne’s mystery novels, it might be a way of gaslighting someone. The killer would want them to find the body, but then they’d move the body to make that person start doubting their sanity. Of course, there would be simpler ways of gaslighting you.”

“Please don’t explain how.”

“I’d buy one of those candles that smell like cookies, and I’d set the oven timer to go off, and then when you came downstairs, no cookies.”

“You’re a master of manip—”

“Oh!” Millie said. “Or I could say, ‘Wow, Bobby, you’re so sweaty from that run. You should get a towel instead of taking off your shirt to wipe your face.’”

I gave her my Level 10 glare.

“One time,” Keme said, “he tripped over the rug when Bobby was stretching.”

“That’s not even an example of gaslighting!”

Keme shrugged.

“Not to mention,” Fox said, “nobody would want to gaslight you.”

“Again, please don’t—”

“I mean, why would they? What would they want from you? What could anyone ever possibly want from you?”

I cranked my glare up to Level 11.

In a slightly too sweet voice, Fox added, “I meant that in a good way.”

“What possible ‘good way’ is there?”

“You’re not materialistic, dear,” Indira said. “If this were one of Pippi’s books, by the way, the body disappearing might be an accident.”

“How does a body disappear by accident?”

“Well, one time, the body was inside a crate, and the crate got loaded into a shipping container, and the body was accidentally gone. That was the whole point, you understand—it ruined the killer’s plan because the killer needed the body to be found. For the insurance money, I believe.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. “I’m not sure how someone could accidentally move the body in this case, but I take your point. Maybe the killer didn’t do it. Maybe someone else did. Maybe the fact that the body disappeared is actually a problem for the killer.”

“Like the case of the missing cookies,” Fox said, which made Millie and Keme dissolve into giggles. Even Indira looked like she was having a hard time keeping a straight face.

I tried to scowl. “I’m going to bed. I don’t have to sit here and take this abuse.”

“Of course you do,” Fox said.

Indira tutted (yes, really). “Stop teasing him.”

“It’s good for him. He had a horrible night; this takes his mind off it.”

“He likes it,” Keme said.

“I do not—”

“Plus,” Millie said, “we only do it because we love you.”

With friends like these, you know?


Chapter 5

The next morning found me up way too early. It also found me walking way too fast as I tried to keep up with Dagan Glass.

“I’m very busy, Mr. Dane,” he said.  

The sky was the same color as the clouds, and the day had the coast’s usual winter light, so wan and thin it felt like it could slip through your fingers. Dagan looked worse than he had the night before: pouches under his eyes, a day’s worth of stubble, his clothes rumpled. His dishwater mullet even looked dispirited and limp. In spite of what must have been a sleepless night, he walked so quickly he was almost jogging. I thought he was trying to give me the impression that he was surveying the park (which had opened less than an hour before), but it felt more like he was trying to run away.

Like Dagan, the park looked a little rougher by daylight. Flaking paint, boards riddled with dry rot, trash that had gotten caught in the flower beds. The night before, the strands of overhead lights had softened everything with their gentle glow—and, more importantly, had left some of the less appealing aspects of the park hidden in shadow. Now, though, the sun laid everything bare: the cracks in the asphalt, a gutter pulling away from a steel roof, a precipitously leaning fence around the go-kart track. The park still had a distinct charm—it was hard to argue with the swarms of giggling children who had turned out early today to take advantage of shorter lines—but this was reality, not last night’s wonderland.

Which, considering the dead body, might have been for the best.

“I’m sure you are very busy,” I said, “but you did say to let you know if you could do anything to help.”

Not exactly what he’d said, but close enough.

Dagan said something under his breath that didn’t sound particularly helpful, but finally he said, “I understand, after last night’s events, why you might be…curious. But there’s nothing to see. Our best guess is that someone fainted.” He laughed, and it sounded strained. “There’s certainly no—no mysterious cover-up.”

Which is what someone would say if there was a mysterious cover-up. On Scooby-Doo.

“I just want a few minutes of your time,” I said. And since it never hurts to shoot for the moon, I added, “I know it’s asking a lot, but if you could let me look at the security footage from last night—”

The park manager opened his mouth to respond, but before he could, a pirate whizzed overhead (eww, that really did not come out the way I intended). Flew overhead. Over us, to be precise. With another of those bloodcurdling screams. It startled me, sure, but Dagan flinched.

He muttered some more of those not-so-helpful words and then, clearly making an effort to pull himself together, he wiped sweat from his forehead and said, “As I told the police last night, Mr. Dane, there is no security footage. At least, none relevant to this—”

I swear to God, he almost said mysterious cover-up.

He recovered, though, and fumbled his way through “—bizarre incident. I’ve got a park to run. I don’t have time to sit around and chat. If you want to send a list of questions to my assistant…”

Instead of finishing that sentence, though, he trailed off, his gaze fixed on something behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a woman approaching us—Black, in her thirties, with her hair cut short and dyed a fading blue. She wore a coat embroidered with SHIPWRECK SHORES on the breast, canvas work pants, and steel-toed boots. The way she moved toward us—hands balled at her sides, in a stiff-legged stride—made me think she wasn’t coming to wish us a happy Sweethearts Festival.

“I need to talk to you about the Sea Snake,” she said to Dagan. Her gaze flicked to me, but only for a moment. “Right now.”

“There’s nothing to talk about—”

“There sure is. The brakes are shot. Listen.”

As though on cue, a chorus of delighted screams came from the direction of the Sea Snake, followed by the shriek of metal on metal. If that was the brakes, I decided not to take Bobby up on any future offers to ride the Sea Snake. (Oh my God, not what I meant.)

Dagan’s gaze slid to me, and he wiped his forehead again. “You know the policy at Shipwreck Shores: we keep every ride maintained to optimize passenger safety and ensure the continued safe functioning of the park.”

“Great,” the woman said flatly. “So, I can buy new brakes.”

“Submit a purchase requisition—”

“I am. Right now. In front of this guy. How would you like to ride the Sea Snake without any brakes?”

(To be totally fair to myself, it didn’t sound any better when she said it.)

“Jessica,” Dagan snapped. “Get back to work. Take care of the brakes. Don’t bother me again—that’s what I pay you for. Or do you want to find work at another park?”

This time, it was the woman—Jessica—who flinched. Then she tried to cover it with a sneer. “You think you’re going to find somebody else to keep this place running?” She let out a laugh. “Go ahead. Fire me. I’m not the only one who knows where the bodies are buried.”

She didn’t seem to mean anything by it—it seemed to be, as far as I could tell, nothing more than an infelicitous turn of phrase, especially considering last night. But Dagan went white and actually wobbled.

Jessica was still speaking, though, and didn’t seem to have noticed. “Now, about the go-karts, I’ve got to replace the tires on at least three of them—”

“I’m in the middle of something,” Dagan said breathily. “Mr. Dane is interviewing me about the park. We’ll have to talk about this later.”

“Oh yeah,” Jessica said. “We’ll talk about it later.”

Dagan gave her a furious look, but he hurried away without another word.

When I caught up with Dagan, I said, “So—”

“Everything in the park has passed the state-mandated safety inspection within the last twelve months.” And then, the words bubbling up with frustration: “No thanks to her. She got fired from her last park, you know. She’s lucky to have a job here.”

That was a tantalizing thread to follow, but I decided to focus on the matter at hand. “About last night—”

“Nothing happened last night.” Dagan stopped to pick up a waxed-paper hot dog wrapper. “How many times do I have to say that?”

“Okay, I understand. I wanted to know if anybody reported to the first aid area—you have an EMT on staff, right?”

“We do. We had a woman in her seventies who had an asthma attack, and we had an eight-year-old boy who threw up behind the corn dog stand. That’s it.” As he talked, his voice became less combative and more…pedantic, for lack of a better word. I got the feeling Dagan liked to hear himself talk. “Most of the issues in the summer have to do with people getting dehydrated, or with the heat, you know. The Sweethearts Festival is shorter, and it’s a lot calmer.” He gave me a dirty look. “Usually.”

“Nobody who reported a fainting spell.”

“No. But they’re not required to report it.”

“And you don’t have any security footage at all?”

“No, Mr. Dane.” He let out a tired and strangely twisty laugh. “Believe it or not, people don’t go into the amusement park business to make money. We thought those cameras were working. Looks like they’re starting to go out.”

“All of them?” I asked. And I couldn’t help adding, “Right now?”

A second dirty look told me I hadn’t managed to keep the skepticism out of my tone. “If that’s all—”

“Did anyone contact the park last night about a guest who went missing? I mean, maybe someone got confused and wandered off. If they hit their head—” I couldn’t quite bring myself to say the word amnesia, mostly because this wasn’t an episode of Days of our Lives, but—was there a medical term for getting whacked out of your gourd? Oh. Right. “—like, maybe a concussion?”

“No. Nothing like that. Nobody was reported lost. Nobody was reported missing. No calls to help locate a guest.” At the next intersection, a group of park employees in mascot costumes were loafing around (I counted two blue whales, two Dungeness crabs, and a mermaid who was losing her tail). Dagan waved the hot dog wrapper. “Mikey. Olivia. Get your—” He didn’t exactly look at me, but I sensed some on-the-fly editing. “—butts in gear. What’d I tell you about trash?”

The costumed employees exchanged looks (which was kind of impressive considering the oversized heads they were wearing), and then they separated. The mermaid hopped along, still trying to pin her tail in place.

“But doesn’t that seem strange?” I asked. “Nobody reported anything. I mean, I know what I saw—”

It was the wrong thing to say. Dagan spun toward me. “If you know what you saw, Mr. Dane, then where’s the body?” He didn’t wait for my answer. “Do you know what that little stunt cost me last night? People love Davy Jones’ Locker, and they weren’t happy that it was closed. If people aren’t happy, they don’t come back to Shipwreck Shores. Do you know how many chocolate-covered strawberries I had to give away?”

Early in our friendship—right at the beginning, if we want to get technical—Bobby had pointed out that I have a tendency to be a smart aleck. It’s mostly a one-on-one thing, since I hate crowds, hate being the center of attention, and hate, well, peopling. But it’s an unfortunate trait that does tend to come out at inconvenient times. Like, for example, when my own temper is starting to stretch thin.

Which is why I said, “Six?”

A flush climbed Dagan’s neck and into his face. He stalked away.

I went after him because his little rant had given me an idea. “What about another possibility?”

“You need to leave, Mr. Dane.”

“Maybe we’ve been thinking about this the wrong way. What if someone wanted that body to be found? What if they’re trying to ruin the park? Or they’re trying to frame one of the employees?”

Dagan grunted and kept walking.

“Can you think of anybody who hates you—or hates the park—enough to do something like that?”

“Are you crazy? Everybody loves Shipwreck Shores. We’re an institution. Family owned and operated for sixty years, Mr. Dane. We’re a tradition. Nobody would want to shut the park down.”

“What about you?” It wasn’t standard interview protocol to say something like because you’re a massive jerk, and maybe somebody was going after you. I managed to change it at the last moment into “I didn’t realize you grew up here—”

“I didn’t. And I’m out of time, Mr. Dane. I’ve got an important meeting, so if you’ll excuse me.”

“It would have been more convincing if you looked at your watch,” I told him.

He made an annoyed noise and picked up the pace.

“And it really would have been more convincing if you hadn’t used a similar line on Jessica,” I added. “In front of me. You need some variety in your excuses.”

Nothing.

“Like, instead of always pretending you have a meeting, you could say your child is sick. Or your dog. Or your grandmother.”

He wouldn’t look at me, but he growled, “You need to leave, Mr. Dane. Right now, or I’ll have security remove you.”

“Or here’s a wingding: you work at an amusement park. You could pretend it was a work-related emergency. Like, someone put Kool-Aid in the lagoon. Or the Magnetron is running backwards again.”

By this point, he was walking so fast that I was starting to lose him. Not because I was slow. Or out of shape. Or, um, in a long-term romantical relationship with Indira’s Kentucky butter cake. And definitely not because of all those mornings when Bobby woke me at an ungodly hour (why did somebody invent eight a.m.? why does it even exist?) to go for a run, and I drew deeply from my well of excuses. Which didn’t always work, unfortunately. Like the time I told him I’d eaten some bad shrimp and I had an upset tummy, and he said I hadn’t eaten any shrimp, I said he didn’t know everything, and then twenty minutes later I was running. Up a hill, for the love of Pete.

“But the all-time classic is a migraine,” I called after him. “Even Bobby can’t do anything about that one.”

Dagan didn’t look back. He certainly didn’t seem like he appreciated all the free advice I’d given him.

I could have taken that as my cue to leave. I could have called Keme or Fox or Millie; they were supposed to be canvassing the park to see if anyone recognized the woman I’d seen last night.

Instead, though, I kept following Dagan. In part because I was stubborn, and in part because now that I’d had my flash of genius about another potential motive (i.e., someone had done it to destroy the park, or to get back at Dagan, or both), I wanted to know a little more about Shipwreck Shores. Also, as a writer, I was a keen observer and student of human behavior. So, like, when somebody abruptly tried to end a conversation, I knew it usually meant he had something to hide.

Dagan had built up a good lead, but I still had him in my sights when he darted into an unadorned building on the edge of the park property. It was a single-story cinderblock structure with a flat roof. Overgrown juniper formed a kind of hedge that screened most of the building from view, but I could make out, on the other side, a hint of windows with battered aluminum mini blinds. The plaque by the door said PARK OFFICE.

The door wasn’t locked, so I let myself inside. The hum of a space heater met me. The front room was a small, utilitarian space: a particleboard desk, a couple of dinged-up filing cabinets, a faded SHIPWRECK SHORES poster that, by the look of it, had tried to capitalize heavily on the Goonies era. The air had that hot dust smell that a lot of space heaters give off. I was, for the moment, alone.

Two doors stood behind the desk. One was marked DAGAN GLASS – MANAGER. And the other said LYNDSEY ZEIMANTZ – OWNER. I padded around the desk. From Dagan’s office came the unmistakable sound of an angry voice, although the words were too muffled for me to make out. I listened at the next door but didn’t hear anything, and when I tried the handle, it was locked.

Maybe, in a gentler universe, it all would have ended there. Instead, though, I noticed a sign with an arrow. The sign said PARK SECURITY, and the arrow pointed down a hall that led deeper into the building. I passed two restrooms and stopped in the breakroom to consider the snack options. They had CHOCOLATE CAKE ROLL (compare to Hostess Ho Hos), and CINNAMON FLOP CAKE (compare to Hostess Cinnamon Streusel Coffee Cake), and BABY DONUTS (compare to Hostess Donettes). I know what you’re thinking: the importance of intellectual property. But here’s the thing—the knockoffs, I’d learned, were made by a local bakery, and they were phenomenal. Like, you wouldn’t believe how good they were. So, I took a package of Baby Donuts, because I needed to keep my strength up. And a Chocolate Cake Roll—I mean, who was I kidding? I skipped the Cinnamon Flop Cake because Indira makes a coffee cake that’s to die for.

Okay, I did take the flop cake, but only in case of emergency. A cake-related emergency. Nothing too serious, because I definitely did not need any more problems.

Sure enough, past the break room I found a door marked PARK SECURITY. The hallway continued until it ended in a fire door, which I assumed meant it led outside. Confirmation came in the form of a Magic Markered-sign that said NO SMOKING and the distinct smell of fresh cigarette smoke. Well, I thought, you can’t win them all. That was one of my new favorite phrases, mostly because I’d discovered by accident that it drove Keme crazy. Naturally, now I said it every time I beat him at a game (which, admittedly, wasn’t often).

The door to the security office looked like every other door I’d seen—a standard, hollow-core interior model. Kind of like that whole student of human behavior thing, being a mystery writer meant I’d spent a lot of time thinking about (and listening to my parents talk about) how to do any number of criminal things. Like, for example, get past a locked door. This one didn’t look particularly difficult—in fact, it looked painfully subpar as far as that sort of thing went. I thought I could probably bump the latch free and let myself in. I would have expected something more substantial for the park’s security office, but I was starting to suspect that money was tight at Shipwreck Shores, and a security upgrade wasn’t in the budget. Maybe that explained why the cameras had oh-so-conveniently malfunctioned during that crucial window of time before and after the murder. If Dagan had been telling the truth about that. If, for that matter, he’d been telling the truth about anything. Which was why I figured I should have a look at the recordings myself, just in case.

I grabbed the handle and got ready to hip-check the door—if that didn’t work, I’d try something else, but sometimes the simple things were best.

“Can I help you with something?”

The voice came from the end of the hall. A man stood there, the fire door resting against his shoulder, staring at me with hard, unfriendly eyes. Cold air rushed in around him, carrying the smell of cold concrete and, yep, cigarette smoke. The man looked familiar, and then I spotted the walkie at his belt and made the connection. I’d seen him the night before, putting up the cordon around Davy Jones’ Locker. He was a bluff-faced man, white, probably around the same age as Dagan. He wore his blond hair short and parted on the side, and his nose and eyes were red—from the cold, maybe, or the cigarette, but maybe from something else. He’d ditched the blazer and wore a white button-up with navy trousers, but the effect was more like a uniform than business casual—I was guessing there was a lot of polyester involved.

“Oh,” I said. “Hey.”

He kept staring. He wasn’t wearing a gun, but he was a big guy.

“You’re not supposed to be back here.”

“Sorry about that. There wasn’t anyone up front.”

In the pause that came next, I could hear the cold air rushing into the building.  

“You know what?” I said. “I’ll get out of your hair—”

His smile was a thin slash of teeth. “What’s your angle here, Mr. Dane?”

That answered one question—he definitely remembered me.

“My angle? No angle.” I showed him my empty hands. “I was—” Genius struck. “—looking for my Switch. I think I left it here last night.”

“You left your Switch here last night,” he said, and it didn’t sound like a question.

“Yeah. In the confusion, after, uh, everything, I forgot and—I don’t suppose you found a Switch, did you?”

The silence was longer this time. “You know what? I think I did. Why don’t we step into the office and take a look?”

“Uh, you know what? It wasn’t so much my Switch as it was Keme’s.” I took a step back. “And he already plays it way too much—”

But even as I was talking, the man unlocked the security office and threw open the door.

“—and since I’m an adult, I should probably, you know, let this be a lesson for him, something about responsibility—”

“You wanted something in the security office,” he said. “Let’s see if I can help you out.”

“Actually, I just realized I’m late for a meeting—”

(Don’t judge me. Dagan put it in my head.)

“Get in my office, Mr. Dane,” the man said. “Or do you want me to call the sheriff?”

“That sounds like a great plan. Let’s call the sheriff—”

From the front of the building came a crashing sound—a door being thrown open—and then raised voices.

“We talked about this!” That was Dagan, and he sounded furious. “I told you to stay away from here!”

“You told me to stay away? You told me?” That was a woman’s voice—equally angry and gilded with scorn. “I’ll do whatever I want.” A coarse laugh erupted, and she continued, “What are you going to do? Hit me? I’d love to see that.”

I was still looking at the security guard, and I watched as his face changed—the expression emptied out of it, and in its place came a rage so intense that it looked mindless. He stepped around me, his attention clearly fixed now on the argument between Dagan and the woman, and I saw my chance. I sprinted for the back door. It opened easily, letting me out onto a concrete pad. A bucket had been placed next to the door, the sand inside studded with cigarette butts, and the smell of smoke was even stronger. Beyond the concrete pad, a chain-link fence marked the perimeter of the park. Thick brown vines, winter bare, choked the fence; most of the year, it probably provided a nice privacy screen, but in the winter, it was easy to see that county road on the other side.

I sprinted around the side of the building and stopped behind the overgrown juniper that marked the edge of the path. I had a clear view of the woman who stormed out of the park office—and stormed was the right verb; she even slammed the door behind her. She was taller than average for a woman, although some of that was the heels, with a staticky bob of chocolate-brown hair. But it was the shape of her face that held me. The unmistakable familiarity of her mouth. The overbite that made me think of a rabbit.

She looked different in a dozen ways, but I’d seen this woman before. Last time, though, she’d been lying on a fun house floor, dead.


Chapter 6

That night, the Otter Slide was crowded. My favorite bar—and the closest thing Hastings Rock had to a gay bar—did steady business, even in the off-season. Seely, the owner and bartender, was friendly, and the drinks were reasonably priced, and the kitchen did this thing with cheese curds—I mean, if I tried to describe them, it would get pornographic quickly. Tonight, though, the crowd was bigger than usual. Part of it had to do with the Sweethearts Festival—people had gone to Shipwreck Shores and decided to make it a night out. And part of it had to do with the fact that it was the weekend, and in Hastings Rock, there wasn’t a lot to do on a Saturday night.

The Otter Slide wasn’t much to look at from the outside—shiplap siding, a built-up roof, the front windows blacked out, and, of course, obligatory Bud Light banners. On the inside, though, it was great. Pendants of green-and-gold glass give enough light to make the space comfortable. There was a pinball machine (Star Wars themed), a pool table, even a dance floor, although ever since Bobby had broken up with West, I’d made it a policy not to let myself get dragged out there. Seely had done the place up with little stuffed animals, and part of the fun of each visit was figuring out where she’d moved them and what she’d added. Tonight, the eponymous otter was perched on the pinball machine. It took me longer to find the unicorn, but that’s only because it was with the bottles at the back of the bar.

By some miracle, we’d gotten a table to seat all of us—Fox, Indira, Millie, Bobby, me, and even Keme, who was going to have to leave fairly soon, on account of the fact that he was, technically, still a minor. (Don’t try telling him that.) Bobby was still in uniform, which was, uh, distracting, and everyone else looked as tired as I felt. While Bobby had been at work, the rest of us had been at Shipwreck Shores, trying to figure out what we could about the woman I’d seen twice now—once dead, and once alive.

“She owns the park,” Millie was explaining to Bobby. “And her name is Lyndsey Zeimantz, and she’s married to Dagan Glass. He’s the park manager; you met him last night.”

Bobby nodded, but it didn’t change the flat look on his face. Bobby wasn’t exactly expressive—reserved might actually be understating it a bit. But once you got to know him, you knew that when he was extra quiet and controlled, it was because he was feeling big feelings. And I thought I knew what some of those feelings might be.

“And what was the name,” he asked in a painfully even tone, “of the guy who held you against your will?”

“He didn’t—” I tried. “You’re missing the point. The point is that he freaked out when he heard them arguing. That’s how I got away.”

Bobby continued as though I hadn’t spoken. “Because that’s false imprisonment. That’s a felony.”

“His name’s Tyler,” Millie said (unhelpfully, in my opinion). “Tyler Handy.”

“Go over that part of the story again,” Bobby said. “I want to record this.”

“Bobby, stop.” I grabbed his hand because he was trying to open the voice recorder app on his phone, and I held on even after he gave up because, well, it felt good. “He didn’t do anything—”

“He intimidated you. He held you against your will.”

“He didn’t—okay, I mean, he did intimidate me. Or he tried to. But I was fine, I promise. I could have left at any point if I wanted to.” And then, because none of this seemed to be helping, I added, “I really can take care of myself.”

Keme experienced a jaw-drop mid-cheese curd.

Bobby gestured as though this were proof of something and said, “Thank you.”

“Rude! Double rude!”

“Tyler Handy,” Fox said, “is a bully. He was a bully growing up. And he’s still a bully.”

“Wait,” I said, “you know him?”

Fox made a face. Tonight, they’d opted for a garment that I could best—and only—describe as quilt-bag: it looked like they were huddled inside a quilt-bag, in case that wasn’t clear (maybe it was a smock? That was a whole subgenre of clothing I wasn’t familiar with). No gewgaws. No clockwork apparatuses. Not a single bustier or corset or thigh-high boot in sight. Like yesterday.

“We grew up together,” they said. “Lyndsey too. They didn’t live in Hastings Rock, but the coast isn’t exactly overpopulated, you know.” Fox paused, as though considering their words. “Tyler is a few years younger, so I didn’t know him all that well, but the family is a mess. Tyler’s dad died a few years ago, but everybody knew what he did.”

“What’d he do?” Millie asked, almost in a whisper.

I shook my head, and Fox caught the gesture and grimaced. “Let’s just say that Tyler and his siblings and his mom had a lot of accidents. They were always falling down stairs and walking into doors, that kind of thing.”

“God.” Indira shook her head. “That’s awful. And nobody stopped him?”

“Tyler did, as I recall.”

“Good for him.”

“Yes, definitely. At the time, though, I didn’t appreciate it quite as much. Mostly because Tyler and his friends had recently scratched a lot of nasty words into the paint of my semi-new Volkswagen.”

Keme looked like he was desperate to get out of the booth. His shoulders were drawn in, his face was turned down, and he was trying, as much as he could, to make himself smaller. Indira was watching him too, I realized, and pain etched her face. I opened my mouth to say something—to ask if he was okay, I guess, although I have no idea what words would have come out of my mouth.

Before I could though, Bobby squeezed my hand. It was a shock—not just the squeeze, which was tight and urgent, but the fact that I was still holding his hand and had somehow, in the conversation, become so comfortable with it that I’d forgotten.

“It is awful,” Bobby said. “But it’s not an excuse for how he treated Dash. I think maybe Keme and I should pay him a visit. Make sure he understands that Dash has people looking out for him. What do you think, Keme?”

It was such an un-Bobby thing to say. It was showy. It was bro-y. It had way, way too much testosterone. And it was the first time, I was sure, I’d ever seen Bobby act like this.

But the effect on Keme was undeniable. Keme’s head came up. He was still flushed, and his face still held a hint of its guardedness. But when he met Bobby’s gaze, he nodded, and a hint of teenage swagger emerged. He even pushed his long, dark hair behind his ears. And then, because he was seventeen and had zero game (and no judgment, I mean, look who’s talking), Keme ruined all of it by checking to see if Millie had noticed.

She had. And she was beaming as she said, “Don’t you DARE! You two can’t go around beating people up! That makes you as bad as they are!”

“It’s less convincing,” Fox told her, “when you’re smiling.”

“Also,” I said, “I feel like I have to say this again because no one ever listens to me, but I can take care of myself.”

Bobby’s face became carefully noncommittal.

Keme scoffed.

And then the two of them bumped fists.

I would have followed up on that little display of machismo, but then something Fox had said earlier came back to me. “Wait, you know Lyndsey too?”

Fox nodded. “Of course. She grew up here too.”

“Were she and Tyler friends?”

“Not even close. I don’t know that she even had any friends, except maybe some of the theater kids. Or maybe someone at church. She was super religious, always going on mission trips, service projects, that kind of thing, although I always thought that was just to drive her dad crazy. It must have stopped being fun after a while, though, because she cut ties and moved east to live with some relatives out there. She definitely thought she was too good for the rest of us; her family has owned Shipwreck Shores longer than I’ve been alive.” They turned a warning look on Keme. “Go ahead and say something about that.”

Keme grinned and buried his face in his Coke.

“Would you—” I tried to figure out the best way to ask.

“Recognize her corpse?” Fox asked drily.

“Well, not in so many words.”

“But she’s not dead, is she?” Millie said. “Dash saw her today.”

“Lyndsey’s not dead,” I said. “But somebody who looks like her is. I wasn’t seeing things or hallucinating or having a fainting spell.”

“Like a Victorian maiden,” Fox murmured.

“We believe you, dear.” Indira frowned and brushed that witch-white lock of hair out of her face. “But what in the world is going on? Were they really identical?”

I hesitated a moment too long.

Disappointment darkened Millie’s face.

Keme grimaced.

Indira frowned.

Fox burrowed deeper into their quilt-bag.

Bobby studied me.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, you’ve been inside the fun house. You know what it’s like. It’s dark in there, and they’ve got those weird mirrors. The whole point is to disorient you. I saw her once, for a few seconds. But I got close enough to check for a pulse. I touched her.” I struggled, but the best I could come up with was “They looked a lot alike.”

Even I could hear how weak that sounded.

In the background, Bon Jovi was playing—“Livin’ on a Prayer.” Pool balls clicked against each other. The pinball machine dinged. At the bar, a cheer went up (who knows why?), and Seely called out, “This guy won himself a free drink!”

“I’m ruining everyone’s night,” I said. “I’m sorry. Let’s drop it. Forget about it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Indira said. “Could they have been twins?”

“I was thinking twins,” Fox said, and it was the first time in days they’d sounded excited. “But then I thought, we’ve already done twins.”

“I don’t know how many times I’m going to have to say this,” I said, “but we are not living in an episode of Law & Order.”

Fox brushed that away. “What if she’s faking her own death?”

“By pretending to be alive? If that’s the plan, she’s doing a great job—she was walking all over the park today after she ‘died.’”

“Don’t be glib, Dash. It’s not cute. I’m suggesting that she’s laying the groundwork so she can disappear. Like Vivienne. With you taking the fall.”

That struck a chord, but after a moment, I said, “I don’t know how that could be possible. How could she have planned for it to be me who found her? I mean, I wasn’t even going to go into the fun house until—”

I managed to choke back the words Bobby saw me with Chester, but only barely.

“I’m sure whatever that was, it was humiliating,” Fox said, “and under ordinary circumstances, I’d love to hear it. But right now, we need to focus. Maybe all Lyndsey needed was for someone to see her dead body. It could have been anyone.”

“I still don’t get it. Why show up at the park the next day? And what about that argument with Dagan? It sounded like he really didn’t want her at the park.”

“Maybe they’re working together,” Millie said. “Maybe they planned the whole thing.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“You said Dagan was acting suspiciously the whole time you were talking to him, didn’t you?” Millie brightened. “Oh my God, maybe he’s laying the groundwork. To kill LYNDSEY!”

“Maybe,” I said, since that seemed the safest response. “But that still doesn’t explain how I saw someone who looked a lot like Lyndsey, only she was dead.”

“Pod people.”

The words came from Keme, spoken with his usual quiet. We all stared at him.

“Oh my God,” Millie said. “I was going to say UFOs!”

“That actually tracks,” I said.

Bobby gave me a disappointed look.

“Or ghosts,” I murmured.

“Or GHOSTS!” Millie announced.

It wasn’t often that I got to be right. I decided to enjoy the look on Bobby’s face.

“I’m not sure we’re dealing with pod people,” Indira said.

Keme shrugged. Apparently, for him, the question was still open.

“That would explain how there were two of them,” Fox said thoughtfully.

Bobby made a noise that suggested a dwindling reserve of patience, so I said, “What does our esteemed officer of the law think about all this?”

“I think we should drop it,” he said. Before I could protest, he said, “You know I believe you. But I don’t like the way this guy, Tyler, was acting, and I don’t like how upset Dagan got when you were asking him questions.”

“But that’s the whole point,” I said. “There’s something going on. There’s a—there’s a cover-up.”

Okay, cover-up wasn’t exactly my best choice of words. But it was like the whole fake meeting thing; Dagan had gotten it stuck in my head.

“There’s always a cover-up with UFOs,” Millie said. “You know who you should ask? You should ask RYAN. HE HAS A TELESCOPE!”

I kid you not, in the wake of that excited ANNOUNCEMENT, even Bon Jovi sounded a little subdued.

“Actually, I took his telescope,” Bobby said, and he even sounded apologetic. “The last time I had to break up a fight between him and Paul.”

Millie’s brothers—like Millie herself—had a certain overabundance of energy. A zest for life. A…joie de vivre. (Can you call it joie de vivre if their favorite food group is Slim Jims?) Whatever it was, it resulted in the two brothers, who were best friends and inseparable, also scrapping and brawling pretty much every time they got in a disagreement. Which was about every other day.

“But I’m not talking about investigating,” I said. “I’m just trying to come up with a workable theory. How could I have seen two women who look so similar, but one was dead, and the other was clearly alive?”

“The most likely answer is that they’re related.”

I gaped at him. “Twins? Honestly, Bobby? That’s your answer?”

He gave me a long look before he said, “You already told us that, considering the weak lighting in the fun house, you’re not sure how closely they actually resembled each other. This could be a mother, a cousin, a sister—” He actually hurried to add, “Not a twin. It could be a weird coincidence. There are people who look a lot alike, and it’s not all that uncommon for them to cross paths. That’s how people came up with the idea of doppelgangers.”

“That’s a terrible theory,” I told him. “Pod people was a better theory.”

Keme’s face didn’t change, but he kicked me under the table.

“Ow! When are you going to start wearing flip-flops again?” It’s weird how satisfied Keme can look about causing agonizing pain. As I rubbed my leg, I made a face and said, “Okay, that’s not a terrible theory. But why kill this relative? And why make the body disappear? I mean, Lyndsey has to be involved, right?”

“I don’t know,” Bobby said. “Why don’t I talk to the sheriff tomorrow? I’ll tell her that you identified the woman as looking a lot like Lyndsey. There’s still not a lot we can do—no missing persons report, no evidence of a crime, nothing that gives us a reason to poke around the park.”

“No body,” Fox said dourly.

“But I’ll talk to her, and maybe we can do some digging about Lyndsey, try to figure out if she has family in the area.”

“She doesn’t,” Fox said. “She was an only child. Her mom died when she was young, and her dad died—God, I don’t know. Twenty years ago? She was at college. Get this: she didn’t come back for the funeral.”

“Why not?” Millie asked. “He was her DAD.”

A pained look crossed Indira’s face, and it was strange how Keme’s expression mirrored hers.

“Families are complicated,” Indira said.

“She was always strange,” Fox said. “And she and her dad never got along. She’d do anything to drive him crazy. Do you know what I think? I think she acted out to get attention.” Fox sniffed. “Can you imagine?”

This, coming from someone currently wearing a quilt-bag, was a lot to take in.

“What are we going to do now, Dash?” Millie asked.

“Wait safely at home,” Bobby said with a martyred look. “Write a book. Eat cake.”

I pointed at him. “Don’t use cake for evil.”

“For evil? I’m trying to—”

“I guess I need to talk to Lyndsey, right? I mean, I didn’t have any luck today, but I’ll keep trying.”

“They have a house behind the amusement park,” Fox said. “That’s where she grew up.”

Keme was already shaking his head grimly.

“I know,” I said to him. “If she’s caught up in this, she won’t want to talk to me. Even if I do manage to catch her, I don’t think she’ll say anything useful. But I’ve got an idea of someone else I can talk to as well.”

“CHESTER! Oh my God, Dash, that’s a great idea!”

My face didn’t actually catch on fire, but that felt like a technicality.

“Uh, no—”

“Oh my gosh, he’d be perfect. He works at the park. And he’s SO HOT. And he LIKES you!”

“In the first place, nobody likes me—”

“Chester likes you?” Indira asked.

“Why?” Fox said.

“Why?” I asked. With a tone.

“I just mean that boy is a Mars bar of scrumptious body and beautiful hair.”

“I don’t know what that means, but I think it’s rude.” I felt obligated to add, “To me. Not to Chester.”

For some reason, at that point, Bobby had to take a long drink of his beer (Rock Top Brewing’s seasonal stout). If I hadn’t known better, I would have said he was scowling. It reminded me that Bobby had seen (might have seen) me talking to Chester before I scurried into the fun house. It also made me think of how Bobby had acted with Keme earlier, and their little display of machismo.

“Can we focus please?” I asked. “I didn’t mean Chester. I’m not going to talk to Chester.” I tried to stop there, but despair made me keep going. “No matter how many times Tony tries to set us up on a date.”

The look on Bobby’s face was definitely a scowl now.

“Is that why he called to ask if you had any food allergies?” Indira asked.

And because this was Indira, it was impossible to tell if she was joking.

“I’m not engaging with that,” I said. “If Lyndsey won’t talk to me, I have someone else in mind—not Chester!” (I had to rush to add that because of the look on Millie’s face.)

“Keme and I can look at Lyndsey’s Instagram,” Millie offered.

Believe it or not, he perked right up about that.

“And Fox can do some inquiring about the family,” Indira said. “I know a few people who work in the park. I’ll ask around and see if they can tell me anything interesting.”

Bobby’s expression, to put it politely, was frustrated.

“I promise I’m going to be careful,” I told him.

“Careful doesn’t mean safe.” But he didn’t leave me time to respond to that. He straightened in his seat, and as he looked around the table, his face softened. “I guess we have a plan.”

“We?” I asked.

Bobby raised his eyebrows and shrugged.


Chapter 7

One of the perks of being an adult and also unemployed? If you wanted to spend an extra hour or two hanging out at a bar with your friend, you could. Instead of going home and working on a story that had you totally stumped. Even if past-Dash had promised future-Dash that he would.

Seely kicked Keme out, which went over better than usual because Millie said she needed to leave too. Indira called it a night as well, which left me and Bobby with Fox. The crowd at the Otter Slide was steady—more people, mostly locals from up and down the coast, were taking advantage of Saturday night to have some fun. And the Otter Slide was fun. It was loud, with talking and laughter and shouts and a man groaning about a bad shot in pool, and with The Killers (apparently on repeat) on the jukebox. It was warm and full of bodies, especially in the crush around the bar. The air had a yeasty, hoppy smell that, mingled with the aroma of onion rings and fried cheese curds, made my tummy happy. If I didn’t already feel at home here—and, to be honest, if I hadn’t had my own safe little seat in a booth—it all probably would have been overwhelming. But since I did feel at home here, and I did have my own little seat in a booth, and that seat happened to be next to Bobby—well, it was actually kind of nice.

After the conversation about the investigation had ended, the tension had gone out of the group, and the conversation had shifted to other things. At some point before Keme had left, I’d challenged him to a cheese curd-eating contest (mostly as an excuse to eat his cheese curds). Bobby had tried to stop me—his watchwords were cholesterol and medical intervention—and somehow the whole thing had turned into this ridiculous wrestle-fest, with Bobby trying to grab me as I tried to grab the cheese curds, which Keme was protecting with his life.

Now that Keme had gone home—and as I was polishing off what was left of the curds—Bobby gave me a look that was clearly aimed at disapproving but landed somewhere closer to wry amusement.

“Can I get you anything else?”

“Another of Seely’s brown sugar Old Fashioneds?” I nudged my empty glass.

“What’s going on inside your body?” Bobby asked. “Do you have frosting for blood?” But he was smiling as he said it, and he slid toward the end of the booth. “Fox, something for you?”

“A vodka tonic.”

“No, Bobby,” I said. “I was just joking. You already got drinks. I’ll get this round.”

I eyed the press of bodies around the bar as I said it, though. Safely ensconced in my booth was one thing; fighting through a Saturday night scrum was another.

Before I could insist, though, Bobby squeezed the back of my neck and gave me a little shake. “Next time.”

And then he was moving across the room.

I might—might!—have gotten caught up in appreciating the view.

“Does your jaw hurt when it hits the table like that?” Fox asked a little too innocently.

I tore my gaze away from Bobby (listen, you don’t understand: he has these shoulders, and this booty, and he has thighs), and I even managed to shut my mouth before I gave Fox an I-have-no-idea-what-you’re-talking-about look.

It only made Fox laugh. “You know he went to get those drinks because he knew you didn’t want to.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Dashiell,” Fox said.

“Yes, I know.”

“And you know what that means?”

“It means he’s sweet. And thoughtful. And considerate. And he pays attention. Did I say kind already?” Fox’s dark eyes remained disconcertingly fixed on me, and after a moment, I heard myself say, “I mean, it’s not any different from you buying me a drink.”

“It isn’t any different from me buying you a drink,” Fox echoed.

“Well…no.”

The chorus of “Mr. Brightside” swelled. I caught myself rubbing my knees. Fox was still looking at me. The sound of a good break came from the pool table, followed by a tipsy whoop, and Fox still didn’t look away.  

Finally I said, “What?”

“I’m just trying to decide,” they said slowly, “if you’re this dense on purpose, or if it’s some kind of natural affliction.”

It had Fox’s usually flippant delivery, but there was an unexpected sting to the words. I ducked my head so I wouldn’t have to look at them anymore. I was rubbing my knees faster now. Calm down, I told myself. Take a breath. You’re being oversensitive.  

And I was too sensitive; I knew that. About this topic, in particular. Because Fox wasn’t wrong. Dense might not have been the word I’d chosen—bewildered seemed to come closer—but the bottom line wasn’t all that different. I mean, this had always been the problem, the constant uncertainty, the worry, the doubt. Was I happy with him? Would I be happier alone? Was this a good relationship? Was it a bad one? Was he even interested in me, or was it all in my head? Did I love him?

Bobby’s voice broke through the welter of my thoughts. “A brown sugar Old Fashioned.” He slid the drink in front of me as he dropped into the booth. “And a vodka tonic.”

“You’re a saint,” Fox said, “you’re a miracle worker, a million blessings upon your head, and you have the hips of a young John Travolta.”

Bobby wrinkled his nose, that not-quite smile, and then stopped when he got a better look at me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said.

“I’m being a witch,” Fox said.  

(Notice: I’m paraphrasing.)

Bobby’s eyebrows went up.

With a sigh, Fox said, “I’m sorry, Dash. I didn’t mean to—to say that, I guess.”

“It’s okay.”

And it was okay, truly—I mean, I knew Fox hadn’t meant to be unkind. But maybe I didn’t sound as convincing as I’d hoped because Bobby’s hand settled on my back, and those remarkable burnt-bronze eyes took me in even more closely.

“No, it’s not.” Fox swirled their drink, staring down into the glass. “You’re my friend, and you’re always so kind, and I was trying to tease you, but it came out so much nastier than I meant it. I’m sorry.” They didn’t wait for me to answer. “I’ve been…going through a rough patch, one might say. If that rough patch were an untended acre of weeds and empty bottles of motor oil and shards of glass that had once, in a former life, been a stained-glass window in the shape of Rick Moranis.”

“I have no idea what any of that means,” Bobby said. “Do you?”

“Obviously,” I said. “I mean, kind of.”

Fox’s answering smile flickered and went out.

“Why don’t you tell us what’s wrong?” Bobby said.  

It was so characteristically Bobby—straightforward, genuine, earnest.

And, as usual, it worked.

Fox blinked. And for a terrifying moment, I thought they were going to burst into tears. Voice rough, they said, “It’s nothing, really. Garrett is being perfectly reasonable. And I’m being perfectly unreasonable. And that’s how we’ve always been, only now it seems like my being unreasonable is no longer what he wants.”

There was so much to unpack in that sentence. When I’d first moved to Hastings Rock, there had been a mention of an on-and-off-again romantic partner—someone referred to as the lumberjack. But my attempts to learn more had been rebuffed by Fox—including a memorable “Mind your own beeswax”—and so I’d left the matter alone.

“Garrett Wahl?” Bobby asked.  

Fox nodded miserably.

“Is this the, uh, lumberjack?” I asked.

Another miserable nod.

“Wait,” I said to Bobby. “You know him?”

“I know who he is. He has a place outside of town, keeps to himself. Why do you call him the lumberjack? I thought he sold mushrooms.”

That…actually fit way better with my mental image of who Fox’s romantic partner should be.

“I have no idea,” I said. “That’s what somebody else called him.”

“It’s all that stupid flannel,” Fox said. “I told him he needed to update his wardrobe. Almost everything that man owns is made out of wool. Wool!”

“What happened with Garrett?” Bobby asked. “Are you two dating?”

Fox drew themself up. “We are involved. Occasionally. When the mood takes us.”

“All right,” Bobby said. “What’s the problem?”

“The problem, as you so blithely put it, is that he wants me to move in with him.” Fox’s tone reached scandalized outrage by the end of the sentence. “He gave me an ultimatum: either I move in, or we’re done.”

“Okay,” Bobby said.

(Bobby did not sound scandalized. Bobby sounded…like Bobby. How many times can I say earnest?)

“It most definitely is not okay,” Fox snapped. “It’s outrageous. It’s antiquated. It’s…it’s heteronormative. And my God, Bobby, it’s vanilla!”

Bobby’s brows drew together.

I (helpfully) said, “I like vanilla. Vanilla gets a bad rap.”

Fox gave me a haughty look. “Vanilla is boring.”

“Boring gets a bad rap too. You know what boring is? Boring is your favorite pair of old sweats. Boring is Tillamook cookies and cream ice cream. Boring is perfect every time.”

Bobby said, “Of course you like vanilla.”

“Wait,” I said, “what does that mean?”

Bobby wasn’t the eye-rolling type, but I caught a whiff of that energy before he said, “What did he say when you told him you didn’t want to move in?”  

“We had a huge fight.” Fox rubbed their eyes. “I told him I didn’t want someone in my life trying to control me with threats.”

I winced.

Fox gave a weary nod. “Not my finest moment.”

The Killers finally faded. In their place came a song—I couldn’t think of the name, but it was Barbra Streisand, and it was, to put it in Millie-speak, SAD. Groans went up all over the bar, except for one tidily dressed little guy in a bowtie. He perked right up.

Suspicion washed over me, and I gave Fox a closer look.

“I bummed a quarter off Indira,” Fox confessed.

“So,” Bobby said in a tone I’d previously heard from him on such memorable occasions as You Promised Me You Were Writing: The Bobby Mai Director’s Cut. “You didn’t tell him you didn’t want to move in.”

“I made my feelings perfectly clear.”

“But you didn’t tell him.” Bobby must have heard how that sounded because he hurried to add, “I’m not passing judgment. It’s not easy for me, talking about that kind of stuff, and I’m not trying to pretend that it is. In fact, that was a big problem with West. All I’m saying is if you want things to work out, you need to talk to him. Tell him why you don’t want to move in. Help him understand.”

“What if I don’t understand?” Fox asked, wriggling deeper into the quilt-bag. “What if I’m just a Gladstone bag full of crazy?”

“Then you should wait,” I said. “In fact, I think even if you know what you want to say to him, you shouldn’t rush into it. You’re both in a lot of pain right now, and you both need time to calm down before you talk about this again.”

“But not too long,” Bobby put in. “Because avoiding it is only going to make it worse.”

“Time might also help you decide if—” I struggled for how to put this into words, and suddenly I had the feeling that I was walking a tightrope, and that the slightest misstep would send me into an uncontrolled fall. “—if this is real, I guess. For lack of a better word. Maybe it’s a whim. A passing fancy. Maybe he’s not really serious. But if you jump in with both feet, well, you’re putting both of you in a situation where you might not be able to get back to what you have.”

Bobby gave me an unreadable look. Then, in a different voice, he said, “Maybe. But it might not be a phase. It might not be a whim, I mean. If he’s serious, and if he means it, even if this conversation is difficult and scary and—and big, then you have to have it, because it’s the only way to move your relationship forward.”

“But relationships don’t always move forward,” I said. “Sometimes, if you try to force things, if you rush, they fall apart.”

He was looking at me even more strangely now, and that tightrope-walking sensation was back again. My heart was starting to beat faster. Sweat dampened my underarms. “True,” he said slowly. “But some relationships need to grow and evolve. Some relationships, if they stop growing, they die.”

“Neither of you is making any sense,” Fox said, “which is fine because I don’t need any advice. I’m an adult, and I’m perfectly capable of handling—oh Jesus!”

The last bit was a tiny, suffocated scream, and then Fox disappeared, quilt-bag and all, under the table.

I turned around. Standing at the bar, unmistakable with his bushy beard and muddy boots and, yes, flannel, was the guy I knew as the lumberjack—Garrett, apparently. He said something to Seely, impossible to hear over the cries for drinks, the shouts of excitement, Barbra’s wailing. A moment later, Seely passed him a brown-glass bottle, and Garrett headed toward the back of the bar.

“Is he gone?” Fox whispered.

“Yeah, he—”

Before I could finish, Fox wormed their way out from beneath the table and scooted toward the door. If a middle-aged human in a quilt-bag scrambling across the floor was an unusual sight in Hastings Rock, no one gave any sign of it. Yet another reason I loved this town.

I stared after Fox. Bobby stared after Fox. And then his eyes came back to mine, and we both dissolved into laughter. Bobby’s was quiet and deep and—and solid, if a laugh can be solid. We were sitting shoulder to shoulder, and I could feel his laughter running through me, a sensation that was more than sound. My laughter was, let’s be honest, mostly giggles, but the longer I felt that ripple of sensation, Bobby’s amusement moving through me like my body was water, the harder it was to remember what was so funny. His hand, which had been on my back, now curled around my shoulder and pulled me against him until we collapsed against the back of the booth, laughing so hard we couldn’t sit up. But a part of my brain wasn’t laughing. A part of my brain was hyperaware of everything: the tightness with which he held me, the firmness of his chest, that sporty, masculine scent I’d come to expect every time I was around him, the scratchy polyester of his uniform.

Slowly, our laughter trailed off. We both got into a semi-upright position. I realized my drink was almost empty, and a clinical voice inside my head observed that I might, possibly, be getting drunk. That same voice observed that somehow, Bobby was sitting even closer to me now: the length of his thigh pressed against mine, his arm still around my shoulders, the warmth of his body making my own internal temperature climb steadily.

“God, I do not miss that,” I said, because I needed to say something. “Relationships make people crazy. This is why it pays to be single.”

Bobby made an amused sound, and his voice was playful when he spoke, but there was something under that playfulness I couldn’t read—like a second track playing at the exact same time, saying something I couldn’t quite make out. “I don’t know. Relationships can definitely make you crazy. But you’re forgetting the good parts.”

“Am I?” And I definitely must have had too much to drink because the next words flowed out of me. “I think maybe you’re forgetting all the bad ones. Are you telling me you’re ready for another relationship?”

Bobby gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Maybe.”

“Seriously? Bobby. No. No, no, no. No. No!” Okay, definitely too much to drink, especially because I started giggling again. It was nerves more than amusement. It was how he held me. It was the way his breath brushed the side of my face, slowly and evenly, sweet and chocolatey from the stout. I struggled to stay focused on what I was saying as I added, “You can’t, Bobby. You can’t rush into a relationship.”

The way we sat, side by side, made it awkward to look directly at each other, but that wasn’t stopping Bobby. He gave me another of those long, considering looks. His pulse fluttered in his throat, the faintest movement under that golden-olive skin, and I realized, with a start, that the day’s stubble was finally starting to show—barely a hint, of course, since he didn’t have much of a beard. I thought of what it would feel like, the delicate rasp, a hint of roughness in contrast to the softness of his mouth. Oh God, I thought dizzily, and I tried to corral my thoughts, bring them back into line. But all I could think was: Oh God.

When he moved, it was like the rest of the world was on a dimmer switch. The lights seemed to go down. The ching-ching-ching of the pinball machine, the roar of voices, even Barbra—they all grew quiet. It was Bobby and me on our little island. He was holding his beer with his free hand. His fingers brushed mine. He bumped his knuckles up and down. I thought he was smiling, but maybe he wasn’t.

“I don’t know,” he said so quietly that, even in that little pocket universe just for us, I barely heard him. “It’s not rushing if it’s the right person, is it?”

It’s hard to put into words what happened. Every circuit of my brain blazed to life. I was instantly, immediately aware of everything. My heart, which had already been beating faster, started to race. I’d already felt warm, but now I felt like I was burning up. Sweat dripped down my sides. The room seemed to spin, getting larger and larger. It wasn’t a pocket universe anymore. It was enormous, and I felt like I was at the bottom of that space. Panic filled my head like smoke—kind of like a cross between dizziness and a head cold.

Because he was flirting with me. Right? Or was this—was it not flirting? Was it Bobby being playful and cute because, let’s be honest, Bobby could be playful and cute sometimes. He was serious so much of the time that it was easy to forget that he was, at heart, a goof. Maybe this was nothing but…friendliness. We were comfortable with each other. We touched each other all the time. All night, he’d been touching me—holding my hand, rubbing my back, now with his arm around my shoulders. Maybe this little brush of fingers was another example. Maybe it was some nonverbal emphasis meant to add humor to the conversation—like the way some authors used italics.

No, another voice in my head said. He’s definitely flirting with you.

But he couldn’t be.

But he was.

But what if he wasn’t?

And then an even worse possibility occurred to me: what if he was flirting—but for all the wrong reasons? Because he was still amped up, still feeling macho, or whatever he’d been feeling. I thought about the look on his face when Chester’s name had come up, and the word territorial came to mind. And then, an even deeper undercurrent: jealous. Would he still feel this way tomorrow? Or would he—more likely—regret it? (Obviously for very good reasons.)

The words exploded out of me—sloppy, almost incomprehensible. “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m definitely not the expert on relationships.”

Bobby stopped that gentle bump of his knuckles against mine.

Somehow, I kept talking. “Honestly, I think I want to be single the rest of my life. Like, I think that’s for the best. Dating, relationships—it all makes me miserable, you know? I spend all this time in my head, worrying, trying to figure out if I’m going crazy, and then going crazy for real. Some people are meant to be single, I think.” I laughed, but it wasn’t me laughing. “It’s a good thing I like being single so much. I don’t have to share a bed, nobody complains about the pile of laundry that is getting dangerously high, unlimited tacos…”

The hurt on Bobby’s face was only there for a moment. And then it was gone. He was smiling again, and somehow, the expression darkened his face. When he spoke, I almost didn’t recognize his voice behind that smile. “Unlimited tacos, huh?”

“Oh yeah, that’s the best part. Just me, my tacos, and my friends. Thank God I’ll never have to be in a relationship again.”


Chapter 8

I was an idiot.

That was the conclusion I came to after a long, miserable night.

I was an idiot.

I was the world’s biggest idiot.

I was so stupid that I’d be doing the gene pool a favor if I just swam out to sea.

Except it was an ocean, not a sea. (See? Stupid.)

And even if I tried it, I’d probably mess it up somehow.

And Bobby would come rescue me.

And then I’d have to—I don’t know. Maybe I could find one of those places where they do face-swapping surgeries, and I could look like Nicholas Cage for the rest of my life.

I was so stupid I didn’t even know if Nicholas Cage was actually in that movie.

What I wanted to know—what I desperately wanted to know, in a way that made me sick to my stomach, made me twist and turn in bed, made me flush with humiliation even alone, in the dark of my bedroom—was what was wrong with me.

I’d never been good at dating. (SURPRISE!) But I’d never been this bad at it before, either. I mean, I’m a writer. I already told you I’m a student of human behavior, observer, watchful, etc. Not in a stalkerish way. I mean, not in a way that would meet any legal definition of a stalker.

But last night, all that student of human behavior BS had gone out the window. As soon as Bobby touched my hand, it was like someone kicked in the back of my head and absconded with my brains. I still didn’t know how I’d managed to say anything. I’d been so disoriented, so…so afraid, that it was like I’d gone on autopilot. And what had come out of my mouth? Literally the stupidest nonsense anyone has ever said out loud.

Some people are meant to be single.

I like being single.

I’ll never have to be in a relationship again.

Unlimited tacos.

Groan. I mean, honestly: what. was. wrong with me?

Now, after eight hours of nonstop beating myself up, I could see that the pressure of the moment had taken my rational brain offline. That was basic biology. I knew about that. Heck, my mom had written a whole book about a nanny—I think she was a nanny; maybe she was a dogsitter?—who had gotten away with murder because she used the old trauma-and-the-brain defense. But it was one thing to know about it, and it was another to find yourself buried under the weight of your own panic, watching this other you gleefully striking matches as he burned your world down around you.

The worst moments, during that long night, were when I remembered the hurt on Bobby’s face, and the awful smile that had come after. Almost as bad, though, was the nonstop back-and-forth, the questioning, the uncertainty.

Had he been flirting with me? Last night, I’d been convinced that if I reciprocated in any way, I’d instantly discover that I’d been wrong. I’d have humiliated myself. I’d have put Bobby in a situation where he had to respond, one way or another—and no matter how gently he let me down, it would have ruined our friendship. Worst of all, I would have revealed how much I liked Bobby.

Would that really have been so bad?

Yes, I told that stupid voice in my brain. It would have been terrible. Like, a churning cyclone of razor blades in my gut. That kind of terrible.

And if he had been flirting with me—well, that was almost worse. Because that meant Bobby was putting me in a position where I’d have to respond. And I knew how I’d respond: I’d fall even more in love with him than I already was, and then, in the not-too-distant future, I’d screw it all up, or Bobby would realize what a nut job I was, or someone better would come along, because everybody knew after a serious relationship, every guy needed a rebound—

Groan. Moan. A little bit of screaming.

I tried to get up the next morning, but I couldn’t. By the time sleep finally came for me, I was too tired to fight it, and so I slept. And slept. And slept. Later, a bleary-eyed glance at the clock told me it was three in the afternoon, and I decided I had to get up, or some enterprising young firefighter would chop down my door.

I dragged myself out of bed and showered. Indira had left cinnamon rolls on the kitchen counter. Here’s a trick: warm them up for about ten seconds in the microwave until they’re warm and soft and gooey again. Then eat twelve of them. Then feel sick because you drank that one glass of milk, and it was definitely the milk that made you sick, not the cinnamon rolls.

I tried to work on my story, but I quickly realized that I might have been poisoned.

As I recovered—on the sofa, with my eyes closed—my genius plan from the night before didn’t seem quite so genius. I did need to talk to Lyndsey, there was no question about that. But what was I going to say? Excuse me, ma’am, I can’t help but notice you’re not dead. Do you mind telling me about that?

Eventually, though, the toxic milk worked its way out of my system, and I could think more clearly. I decided that I’d approach the conversation with Lyndsey the way I’d dealt with Dagan, trying to discover if anything unusual was going on, if she had enemies, if someone wanted to shut down the park, etc. I considered having one more cinnamon roll before I left—I needed to keep my strength up—but then I decided that willpower was going to be my watchword of the day. Plus I remembered those turkey legs wrapped in bacon at Shipwreck Shores.

On my way, I called Tony, who let me talk to Chester. The poor guy sounded wary until he realized I wasn’t going to spring a date on him.

“She drives an Escalade,” he said. “I don’t know the plate, but it’s this awful lime-green color.”

“And Dagan?”

“Black Mercedes. Sorry, I don’t know his plate either.”

“No problem. This is great, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” He hesitated. “You know how in old movies, parents used to eavesdrop by picking up the phone in another part of the house?”

“I do.”

“Yeah, that’s kind of happening right now.”

A laugh slipped out of me; it surprised me, and even more surprising was how good it felt after the horrible night I’d had. “How? I thought this was your dad’s cell phone.”

“It is. He’s standing at the top of the stairs so he can hear me.”

Tony’s voice came from a distance: “Keep your pants on, Chester. I’m just looking for something.” And then, in what must have been meant to be a more discreet volume: “Tell him you like him.”

Chester groaned.

“He kind of spoiled it at the end, didn’t he?” I asked.

Chester’s laugh surprised both of us, I think—rich, full, and genuinely happy.

“You know what you should do?” I said. “Say something like ‘That sounds great! See you tonight!’ And then tonight, go treat yourself to a nice dinner, or go for a drive or something. Don’t tell him anything. It’ll drive him crazy.”

“Oh my God,” Chester said.

“I know. Genius, right?”

“It’s evil.”

“But genius.”

“I actually do have plans.”

“Even better.”

Chester laughed again, and in a louder voice, he said, “All right, sounds good. See you tonight.”

“Let him catch you humming something,” I said. “Maybe take extra time getting ready before you go out.”

“You’re the devil,” he whispered. “I thought you were supposed to be sweet; Dad thinks you walk on water.”

This time, I was the one who laughed. “Bye, Chester. Thanks again.”

All things considered, I felt remarkably better as I disconnected. It didn’t last long, of course. The memory of last night’s disastrously botched conversation loomed up again almost immediately. And while my rational side knew that it had been easy to goof around with Chester because I wasn’t interested in him (even if he was gorgeous), I felt a flicker of…resentment, I guess, that my friendship with Bobby, which had at one point been as easy and uncomplicated as joking around with Chester, had now become such a snarl.

Armed with my new knowledge, I headed out.

I found Dagan and Lyndsey’s house easily enough—it was, as Fox had said, on the same property as the park, although not inside the park itself. A peek inside the garage revealed a black Mercedes, but there was no sign of a lime-green Escalade. I considered a quick prowl around outside, but I didn’t even make it to the side of the house. Through the front window, I caught a glimpse of Dagan sitting on the sofa, watching something on TV. Before he could spot me, I hurried to the Jeep and skedaddled.

My next stop was Shipwreck Shores. At this rate, I decided I should probably buy a season pass—although, to be fair, there were only a few more days until the park closed again. Once that happened, I was sure that any chance of discovering the victim—and, for that matter, the killer—would vanish. I paid the admission and went inside.

The park’s magic started to work on me as soon as I stepped through the gates. The lights, the music, the perfume of funnel cakes. At some point, the afternoon’s gray had cleared up, and the bowl of the sky had been wiped clean, a blue darkening to purple in the east. The sun was already low on the horizon—dark came early this time of year; another hour, maybe less—but I could feel my body trying to churn out as much vitamin D as it could, like an even more prosaic version of make hay while the sun shines, I guess. I loved Hastings Rock, but I could have used a few more days of clear skies and sun.

I made my way through the thickening crowds. If anything, it looked like even more people had turned out today for the Sweethearts Festival, filling the midway with bodies and noise. A bell clamored at the duck pond game, and a boy started to scream with excitement, holding the little plastic duck he’d plucked from the pond upside down to show everyone in the vicinity the lucky number. At the cotton candy stand, a thirtysomething mom was laughing as she tried to help a little girl (her daughter, I guessed) clean her hands of the sticky, sugary fibers. A guy in a crab mascot costume was serenading a cute little hetero couple—they looked like they were all of twenty years old, and the guy was staring at the girl like he’d gotten clonked on the head with the Feats of Strength mallet. As I watched, the girl kissed him on the cheek, and a huge smile ran across his face.

I guess I should say that I felt like the Grinch, and watching that expression of true love (young love) made my bitter, jaded heart grow three sizes. I guess I should say I had a flash of insight into my own, uh, stupidity, and that everything suddenly made sense to me, and I knew exactly what to do to fix things. I guess I should have said I was happy for them. But I wasn’t happy for them. And I didn’t know what to do. All I knew was that I was a mess. And right then, the only thing I wanted was to find the whack-a-mole game and really whack some moles. (And that is not a euphemism.)

When I got to the park office, I wasn’t quite ready to walk inside—I had a vivid memory of my encounter with Tyler, the security guy. Instead, I crept past the juniper hedge and nosed up to one of the windows. Inside, I could see the reception area. The desk was unoccupied and the doors to Dagan’s and Lyndsey’s offices were shut. Both rooms looked dark, and when I scooted around to the side of the building, the blinds were down in both windows, and the lights were definitely off. If Lyndsey was in her office, then she was taking a nap. Maybe she had a Murphy bed in there, I thought. Which, actually, would be an amazing life hack and definitely something to consider adding to the den. It wasn’t clear to me why Nathaniel Blackwood—the lunatic who had designed Hemlock House, and who had insisted on adding a gazillion secret doors and rooms and passageways—hadn’t installed a single secret bed. I mean, even crazy timber barons needed the occasional power nap, right?

Before I could get too deep into my idea of tearing out the bookshelves in the den, a light moved on the other side of the blinds. It only took me a moment to identify the beam of a flashlight. It swept across the window again, moving closer. I scurried backward. As I began to wiggle my way through the privacy hedge, the window to Lyndsey’s office opened. A moment later, legs in a familiar pair of canvas pants emerged, followed by a torso in a work coat, and then a head with short blue hair: Jessica. She glanced around, slid the window shut, and scurried toward the back of the park office.

I started after her, but then I heard the whine of a golf cart drawing toward me. I scrunched down in the bushes again, trying to hide as best I could. Through the tangle of branches, I caught a glimpse of Tyler. He didn’t look happy as he hurried inside the park office.

I stayed where I was and counted to ten. I wish I could say I counted slowly, but you try counting slowly when you’ve just stumbled across another potential murderer. Because that’s what Jessica was—I was sure of it. I didn’t know what she wanted from Lyndsey, but she wanted it badly enough to break into her office.

After briefly considering taking a look at Lyndsey’s office myself, I gave up the idea. Not with Tyler in the same building. Besides, I didn’t know what I’d be looking for, and for all I knew, Jessica had already found it and taken it (whatever it was). I squirmed clear of the juniper bushes, picking up a few scratches for my efforts, and high-tailed it away from the park office. The music of the calliope drifted over from the midway. A pair of teenage boys “demonstrated” “parkour” for each other (notice the use of quotation marks), which mostly involved running toward one of the park benches and then pushing off it with one foot. They whooped with triumph every time and, of course, looked over to where a group of girls huddled in a circle, talking and playing on their phones and pretending to ignore the boys. A pirate buzzed overhead on one of the ziplines, calling out another bloodcurdling, “Ahoy!”

Eventually—no thanks to the pirate—my pulse began to slow. There was no sign of Tyler, hot in pursuit. Park security didn’t rush up and grab me (in my mind, they were a cross between police in riot gear and Imperial Stormtroopers). I ended up at the Kraken’s Den. Several of the food court options had seating areas, but I preferred a quick, no-nonsense service window for your on-the-go park guest who didn’t have time to eat his turkey leg sitting down.

As I waited in line (I mean, I needed protein), I tried to focus on the investigation. A normal murder investigation—and this was something I knew from long, heartwarming family discussions around the dinner table—usually proceeded in a few different ways. The scene of the crime was always the first place to start, with the hope that physical evidence and eyewitnesses would provide some clue as to what happened. If it weren’t an open-and-shut case at that point (which, kind of surprisingly, many of them were), police would try to learn more about the victim.

The problem, of course, was that in my case, I didn’t have any of that. I didn’t have a crime scene. I was the only eyewitness. I didn’t even have a victim. The closest thing I had to a victim was Lyndsey, who looked like the woman I’d seen in the fun house, but quite frankly, that put Lyndsey higher in the killer column than anyone else. And since I couldn’t seem to track Lyndsey down, and I couldn’t burgle her house, and I couldn’t snoop through her office—well, it was time for Plan B. Or C. Or D. Or whatever letter we were on.

I wanted to talk to Jessica. Her conversation with Dagan the day before had set my little detective radar pinging, as had Dagan’s eagerness afterward to throw Jessica under the proverbial bus. Added to that was the fact I’d just seen her rifling Lyndsey’s office. But the question was how to find her. And how to get her to talk to me.

Turkey leg (plus bacon) in hand, I decided to put one of my less admirable skills to work. If you’ve ever seen the show Avatar: The Last Airbender (and if you haven’t, you need to, because it’s amazing), you know that one of the premises is that there are all these people who can use magic to control the elements—air benders, fire benders, earth benders, etc. Well, like most writers, my magical ability was that I was a truth bender. And it was time to bend the truth a little.

I finished my turkey leg (it was amazing, by the way—crispy on the outside, juicy on the inside, and have you ever had bacon?) and stopped the first park employee I could find. This happened to be a young woman in a baby shark mascot costume (which looked like it was right on the edge of a copyright infringement).

“Sorry to bother you,” I said, “but Tyler sent me to find Jessica, and I have no idea where she is.”

I couldn’t see the girl’s face on the other side of the enormous mascot head, but I thought I sensed a puzzled stare.

“Jessica,” I said again and held my hand out to indicate her height. “Blue hair? Fixes things?”

“Emily,” the baby shark called to another girl, who was passing us in a park uniform. “Tyler told him to find Jessica.”

The girl in the uniform said, “Jeez, he can’t call her himself?” But before I had to answer—more truth bending—she plucked the walkie from her belt and said, “Jessica, go to four.” She did something on the walkie; it crackled, and then a familiar voice said, “What?”

“Tyler wants you.”

“I’m busy.”

The girl in the uniform looked at me and shrugged.

“He said right now,” I said. “Something about closing down the fun house again.”

The girl squinted at me. “Who are you?”

“Uh, an intern?”

(Master of Truth Bending, everyone.)

“You should change your major,” the girl said. “I’m doing Home Ec.”

“I thought they didn’t call it—”

But the girl spoke over me into the radio: “Tyler says they’re going to close the fun house if you don’t get over there right now.”

Jessica said a few things that were definitely not approved by the Sweethearts Festival, and then she said, “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“You know what you should be?” the girl told me. “An airplane driver. You’ve already got the hair.”

I honestly didn’t know what to say to that, so I mumbled thanks and hurried toward the fun house.

Yes, I did check my hair—it didn’t seem to be any worse (or better?) than usual.

Also, was an airplane driver a pilot? Or was this more of a tugboat situation?

And where had this girl been when I’d been in high school and I took a career aptitude test and I broke it? Literally, by the way. It said I’d changed my answers too many times, and then it shut down, and nothing Mrs. Helgarson could do would make it work again.

I was still considering these important life questions when I got to Davy Jones’ Locker. It was almost a shock to see the fun house in full operation: lights mysteriously changing colors in the windows, music ramping up and then fading again, fog snaking out over the steps.

Jessica showed up fifteen minutes later, scowling as she cut across traffic (an elderly man in a scooter narrowly missed her; he didn’t even slow down!). She headed toward the fun house, so I moved into her path, smiled, and said, “Hi—”

“Excuse me, sir,” she said and brushed past me.

“No, wait. I’m the one who called you over here.”

She considered me. And then she said, “I know you.”

“Uh, yeah. We met the other day when Dagan was showing me around.”

“You’re the one that said somebody got killed.”

I couldn’t help making a tiny face about that. “Well, somebody did get killed, but that’s neither here nor there. I guess actually it was here, you know. But not—”

“What do you want?” Jessica asked. She adjusted a bag on her shoulder that I hadn’t noticed until now, and metal clanked. “I already lost half an hour because some jagweed decided to take some of my tools, and then that girl’s hair got stuck in the carousel because she was trying to take a selfie, and I swear to God, if one more teenager tries to get inside the lobster tank in the Kraken’s Den, I’m going to open it myself and push them in there.”

“How big is the tank?”

Her scowl intensified, and she hoisted the bag up her shoulder again and turned toward the path.

“No, please don’t go.” I planted myself in her path. “I need some help, and…and I don’t know who to talk to. Dagan is acting super strange, and I know he’s not telling me the truth. And Tyler is acting even stranger—it’s scary. I can’t track down Lyndsey, and she’s the one I need to talk to because she’s supposed to be dead.” Part of me could hear how…insane that all sounded, so I took a deep breath and managed, in a more level voice, “You said something to Dagan about knowing where the bodies are buried. I thought, um…”

“I was being literal?” Jessica asked. It was hard to tell with the scowl, but I thought under the grumpiness, there was the faintest hint of amusement.

“I like to think of myself as an optimist.”

Her tools jangled as she shifted the bag again.

“Okay, full disclosure,” I said, “and I’m only saying this because I don’t want to start our relationship on a lie. Well, on a second lie. But I’m not an optimist at all.”

She let out a slow breath, still examining me. And then she said, “You got dropped a lot as a child, didn’t you?”

“I think I’ve got the world record.”

The scowl eased—although it didn’t go away completely. Her stance relaxed. “All right,” Jessica said. “What do you want to know? And before you ask, no, I don’t know anything about anybody getting killed.” She was unable to keep the curiosity out of her voice when she asked, “Did you see somebody get killed?”

“I didn’t see them get killed,” I said, “but I saw the victim. And she looked a lot like Lyndsey.”

“Really?”

I nodded. “Does that mean anything to you?”

Jessica shook her head. “I saw her today. She’s not dead, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I don’t know what I’m asking. I guess, first, I wanted to know what you meant when you said that to Dagan.”

“I already told you—”

“I know, I know. You don’t literally know about bodies being buried. But he definitely didn’t like it when you said that.”

Jessica was silent. The fun house music started over again, building toward its tinny crescendo, and the flash and shadow of the turbo lights played across her face. “They cut a lot of corners around here. It could mean trouble for them if it got out. Lawsuits.”

“Like, people getting hurt?” I asked. “That was one of the things I was trying to figure out: if somebody had a reason to want the park to be closed. Have there been any major injuries? Or even deaths? I mean, accidental, of course, because of the rides—”

“Nobody’s gotten hurt,” Jessica said. It was almost a shout, really—and the grumpiness flared up into red-hot anger. “And nobody’s gotten killed. I make sure the rides are safe, understand?”

“Okay—”

“Nobody! We haven’t had a single death in this park, and we never will!”

A mom and kids who’d been passing us on the path stopped to stare at us. Then she grabbed the children by the shoulders and steered them away.

“Got it,” I said. “No accidents. I understand.”

Jessica wiped one palm on her canvas work pants. It was hard to tell in the thickening shadows, but it looked like her hand was shaking.

“And I guess you can’t think of anyone who might want to do something like this?”

“Do what?” The words came out sharp, and Jessica made a face. In a more controlled voice, she asked, “I don’t even know what somebody did. They didn’t find a body, did they?”

“No, but there was one. I saw that woman. I touched her.”

Jessica was silent for a long time. Finally, she said, “I don’t know what you want from me.” But then, almost immediately, she said, “You say she looked like Lyndsey?”

I nodded. “Does that mean something? Is there somebody with a grudge against Lyndsey? Somebody who might want to hurt her?”

“How about most of the park? She’s a terror. She doesn’t even like the place, you know? The only time she’s in that office is when she’s trying to make a point—or trying to figure out how to squeeze more money out of this place. That’s all she cares about. She didn’t want anything to do with the park while her dad was alive—couldn’t bother to learn anything about it. It wasn’t until after he died that she came back, and that was only because she ran out of money.”

That partially tracked with what Fox had told me the night before: Lyndsey’s troubled relationship with her father, her pattern of acting out, the fact that she hadn’t come back for her father’s funeral. But the rest of it was a surprise—where was the girl who loved the theater and church mission trips, I wanted to know. She’d grown up, I guessed. And, like so many people, she’d found that the theater and mission trips didn’t pay the bills.

“That was before my time,” Jessica said, “but the way people tell it, the park was doing way better with Tyler running it; everything’s gone to pot since Lyndsey and Dagan moved back here and took over.”

“Tyler was in charge?” I asked. “And he stayed? Why? I mean, he was the boss. I bet that was hard to swallow.”

Jessica opened her mouth to respond. Then she grimaced and took out her phone. She answered, listened, and said, “Because someone told me you wanted me at Davy Jones’.”

“Tyler?” I whispered.

She flicked me an annoyed look and turned away. “He did what? I told him not to run train five. Are you kidding me?” Tyler must have tried to say something because she spoke over him. “I don’t care what he said; it’s my responsibility. How’s he going to feel when they fly off the tracks?”

She still had the phone pressed to her ear as she jogged off, and the sound of her frustrated replies faded as she moved away.

Which left me, all alone, outside Davy Jones’ Locker. I hadn’t gotten to ask her about her own relationship with Dagan. I hadn’t learned why she’d broken into Lyndsey’s office. But I knew more than I had before—including a few things I hadn’t expected.

I thought maybe I should go home, regroup with everyone, see what they’d learned. It was possible that they’d had a more successful day than me. But then I thought about having to face Bobby again, and that was enough to make me consider other options (like running away to Bali, maybe).

Instead, I gave Davy Jones’ Locker another look. It really did look like Hemlock House—the façade, especially, and the jagged roofline. Eerie lights flickered in the windows, and, on a timer, a crash of thunder reverberated through the fun house. And, as it had on my first visit, it looked abandoned. No park guests seemed interested in it—and why would they, when there were so many other things to do here? I waited a few more minutes, hoping some rebellious teenagers would come along and go inside (so I wouldn’t have to go alone). But rebellious teenagers are never around when you need them. I sighed and decided that yes, one more time, I was going inside.

It was how I remembered it: the darkened entry hall, the circus music, the air faintly slick against my skin and sweet from the glycerin of the fog machine. Again, I was alone, and as I moved deeper into the fun house, the sounds of the park faded. I stumbled on the gravity-tilt floor even though I knew it was coming. And when the animatronic parrot swooped out of the dark, I had to bite back a few words I’d picked up in the boys’ bathroom. I made my way carefully down the sloping corridor with the spinning walls. This time, at least, I was prepared for the glow-in-the-dark skeleton that lurched out at me.

Then I had to go up the mechanized stairs. They rattled and buzzed as I dragged myself up them. At the top, the mirrors met me—all the twisted versions of myself: taller, fatter, rippling snakelike reflections. Maybe one of these guys, I thought as I passed them, would have handled last night better. Maybe one of them had a clue about how to talk to boys.

I stopped when I reached the bedroom where I’d found the body. From the doorway, I considered again all the similarities to Hemlock House: the canopy bed, the damask wallpaper (definitely imitation), the cavernous fireplace. Through the blacked-out windows filtered in the sounds of voices and laughter and the park’s vast machinery in motion. Real people living real lives out in the real world—or as close to the real world as you could get inside Shipwreck Shores.

But this, in here, wasn’t real. This room wasn’t real. It was fake. The bed wasn’t a real bed. It was just a prop. Everything in this house was a prop—everything meant to set the scene that you’d wandered into a crazy house or a fun house or, around Halloween, a haunted house. Everything part of a performance. Like a stage.

The thought slowed me. Was it a stage? Had someone wanted me to find that body here? Had it been a performance for my benefit? Not me personally, obviously. But whoever had killed that woman—had they wanted a witness?

The frustrating part was that I’d already considered those questions. And now here I was, and I was considering them again—and coming up with the same lack of answers. In a mystery novel, you couldn’t use a fun house setting without it being significant to the plot. I couldn’t think of any examples, but I knew how mystery novels worked. Any time you had something different, something out of the ordinary, something that would catch the reader’s attention—for example, a fun house—then it had to be significant to the plot. The low-hanging fruit, I thought, would be the mirrors. Maybe the detective sees something in the mirrors that he’s not supposed to see. Another easy one would be all the animatronic characters. Kind of like hiding a body in a wax museum—maybe the killer would place his victim in with all the other animatronic figures, and that’s how he’d keep people from finding the body. Although that seemed like a stretch—I’d read a short story once about a killer who hid the body inside a prop statue for a movie, and I’d had the same doubts about the feasibility of that “ingenious” solution. (Also, that story was super long. I mean, you could have cut it in half and not lost anything.)

Since I hadn’t seen anything—revealing or otherwise—in the mirrors, and since I was sure the deputies would have noticed if one of the animatronic figures was a recently deceased woman instead of, um, a robot (were they robots? I had the distinct feeling Bobby and Keme would both be disappointed if I asked that question out loud), this was apparently another case where my abundance of knowledge about mystery novels was not going to prove useful.

I took out the flashlight on my phone, knelt, and began inspecting the floor. Sure, the deputies had come through the house. And yes, they would have noticed something obvious like a pool of blood. But they hadn’t treated this space like a crime scene—because, of course, as far as they could tell, there was no crime. Maybe if I could find something—a speck of blood would be ideal—I could get the sheriff to come back with a warrant and a bucket of luminol. At least then maybe they’d believe me that someone was killed here.

My search was agonizingly slow, but nobody interrupted me. That was the benefit of committing your homicides in the park’s least popular attraction—nobody was going to bother you. I started in the spot where I’d seen the woman, with my nose practically buried in the carpet, trying to see by the weak light of my phone’s tiny flashlight. This was, I was sure, a terrible idea. If I really thought I was going to find something, I should go home, I should get a decent flashlight, I should get a magnifying glass, I should get a deerstalker cap—no, wrong book.

Do you ever get a flash of inspiration when you’re bored out of your mind? Or when you’re doing something totally brainless—washing the dishes, or playing Xbox, or taking a shower? When you stop trying to force a solution, and all of a sudden, the answer just comes to you?

(Side note: I tried to explain this to Bobby once, and he—rudely—said, I guess that means you should stop sneaking off when it’s your turn to do the dishes.)

I was trying to squeeze myself under the canopy bed (no comments, please) when the idea came to me. I tried to stand up. I hit my head. I said, “Fudge flip gosh dang darn shoot.”

Kind of.

Rubbing my bruised scalp, I squirmed out from under the bed and stared at the fireplace.

This whole place was modeled on Hemlock House, right?

So, that meant…

I mean, right?

And if not, what was the worst thing that could happen? I’d be wrong? I was wrong all the time. I was catastrophically wrong on a regular basis. Exhibit A in the case of the people versus Dashiell Dawson Dane on the charge of being a total walking disaster: every single interaction, ever, with Bobby.

I moved toward the fireplace. It wasn’t real masonry, of course. The hearth was painted plywood, and the fireplace itself was foam bricks. I crawled into the opening, and I had a vivid memory of early in my time at Hemlock House, when Bobby—who, back then, had been Deputy Bobby—had found me in the fireplace in the den. But Bobby wouldn’t find me here tonight. I didn’t even know where Bobby was.

When I pressed on the back of the fireplace, the foam bricks compressed under my hand slightly, and then the panel behind them shifted. That was my answer—a faint seam that showed where the secret door opened. I spent a few wild seconds wondering who had designed this place and how they’d known about the secret passage at Hemlock House in the first place, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was figuring out how to open it.

I tried the usual places—pressing the bricks in the corners, testing the hearth for a loose board, etc. I was about to scoot out of the fireplace and start inspecting the wall sconces when I reached up, more for the sake of completion than anything else, and found a handle overhead. I turned it, and the back of the fireplace swung open.

The space beyond was as poorly lit as the rest of the fun house—I could only make out unfinished flooring and a ladder fixed to the far wall. It went up, presumably toward an attic space (which made me consider that I’d never been in Hemlock House’s attic), and down, presumably to the ground floor. Boxes were stacked on either side of the ladder, leaving only a small space to stand. If there were hallways that led off to other areas of the fun house, I couldn’t see them—behind the boxes, maybe.

As I began to crawl forward, a sound came from somewhere else in the house. I couldn’t name it. I wasn’t even a hundred percent sure I heard it, with the circus music playing on a loop and the grinding and rumbling of the fun house’s machinery making a constantly changing background noise. I stayed still, listening, but nothing came again. Maybe someone had finally gotten bored with the Sea Snake and the magnetron and the turkey legs wrapped in bacon and decided to visit Davy Jones’ Locker. But I still heard nothing. I dried my hands on my pants. I wiped my face with my sleeve. More of that yawning, white-hiss static of nothing—just the blood surging in my ears as I strained to hear. Maybe, whatever that sound was, I’d imagined it.

I wondered if the dead woman I’d found had thought the same thing.

A giggle—nerves, not humor—tried to work its way free. I clamped down on it and crawled through the opening at the back of the fireplace. When I got to my feet on the other side, the circus music was quieter, but the thump and hum of the machinery was much louder. I gave a quick look at the open shaft where the ladder ran. A few pallid work lights gave enough illumination for me to make out the ladder itself, but they left everything else in darkness, and I couldn’t tell where the ladder might take me. I rocked one of the boxes back and forth to test it. It was lighter than I’d expected—very light, in fact. I shimmied it toward me, worked open the flaps at the top, and came face to face with a lobstrosity.

(That’s a Stephen King word, and a fresh nightmare if you needed one.)

I barely stifled a shout. And then I whacked the box, partly because of the surge of adrenaline, and partly out of relief. The giant lobster mascot head was cartoonish now that I got a better look at it, but at first glance, there had been something terrifying about the surprise.

I set the box aside, reached for the next, and stopped.

Because on the other side of the wall of boxes was a dead woman.

My first thought was more frustrated than afraid: Not again.

I directed the weak light from my phone at her. It was Lyndsey; there was no doubt. I recognized the bob of chocolate-brown hair, recognized her face, recognized that hint of an overbite. She was dressed in a coat and sweater and jeans. It was hard to tell in the dark, but her clothes didn’t look hard used or worn out, the way the other woman’s had.

My hands were starting to shake. I brought my phone back toward me—the next thing was to call the sheriff’s office. As the angle of the phone’s flashlight changed, shadows rushed in. I turned back toward the secret passage; right then, the only thing I wanted was to get out of that cramped space.

Too late, I heard something move behind me.

I tried to get a look, but I was too slow. There was only the rush of displaced air, and then a hand connected with my back, and I stumbled.

Straight into the shaft where the ladder ran.

My foot came down on nothing. My weight pitched me forward. And I fell.


Chapter 9

Air whipped past me. Light and shadow spun. The ladder blurred.

I threw out a hand. My knuckles rapped against a rung. Then another. The pain was like a red bell sounding a long way off. Then my fingers caught metal.

The speed of my fall and my own weight placed a tremendous amount of strain on my hand, arm, and shoulder. Somebody was ringing that red bell like crazy. For a moment, I slowed. And then my momentum broke my grip, and I fell again.

It was a shorter fall this time. I landed on my back, and the impact caused my brain to reboot. I didn’t black out, but for what felt like a long time, I lay there, staring up into the darkness of the shaft. The work lights glittered like distant stars.

Slowly, pieces of thought came together again. Pain worked its way into my consciousness. My body ached in a hundred different places, but when I tried to sit up, I could. My legs moved. My arms responded. The palm of my hand was scraped where I’d tried to grab the ladder, but even that wasn’t too bad. When I rolled onto my hands and knees, the world did a lazy spin, but it settled down again after a moment. I stayed there, taking deep breaths. Hormones were running riot in my body, and the pain and the dark and the leftover terror of the fall made me squeeze my eyes shut and focus on counting my breaths, fighting the pinprick need to cry.

When I had myself under control again, I got to my feet. I felt a little unsteady, but the world stayed where it was. I checked the back of my head—no blood. I was, as far as I could tell, in one piece.

By pure dumb luck.

Let me tell you, I didn’t relish the thought of explaining this particular turn of events to a bronze-eyed deputy.

Somewhere between discovering the body and ending up down here, I’d lost my phone. More of those pathetic little work lights outlined corridors that led away from the ladder; in their weak glow, I could make out a few details of the backstage area: unfinished interior walls, with studs and drywall exposed; scaffolding and braces that suggested part of the fun of the fun house was its structural instability; arrows spray-painted onto plywood, with scribbled writing in carpenter’s pencil. I could, if I wanted to, find my way out of this place by following those directions. I mean, it wasn’t that big.

Instead, I gave the ladder a gimlet eye and, favoring my scraped palm, started to climb.

Maybe I should have been scared. But I wasn’t; I knew what I was going to find.

When I got to the landing, the stack of boxes had been knocked over, and they lay in a jumble. But it didn’t matter. Even in the low light, I could see what I needed to see.

Lyndsey’s body was gone.


Chapter 10

Bobby’s first words, of course, were “Are you okay?”

I nodded, although I recognized that I might have been fibbing. Just a little. I was shaking, and there was this little quaver in my throat that made me not trust my voice. One of the park’s security guards had given me a blanket, and even though I understood the effects of shock, even though I knew a blanket helped keep people warm while their bodies struggled to regulate their temperature, even though I knew, in other words, why giving the victim a blanket was a trope in books (and, even more so, in movies and TV shows), I was discovering—as with so many other things—that firsthand experience was vastly different from reading about it.

Bobby crouched to look into my face; he had to crouch because I was sitting on the curb (again), while deputies investigated the fun house (again). His brows drew together at whatever he saw there. He laid his hand on the back of my neck. For a moment, it felt like a pull—like he might draw me toward him. And then it turned into a squeeze.

I nodded again, mostly because I didn’t know what else to do. After a moment, Bobby stood and moved over to the crowd of deputies and park security. It wasn’t until then that I noticed he was in his civvies—his snazzy off-duty (expensive) sneakers, a pair of dark jeans, and his heavy coat. I was too wrung out to process what that meant except that someone had known to call Bobby.

After I’d made my way out of the fun house, I’d grabbed the first park employee I’d seen—a girl wobbling on the edge of adolescence, with about three thousand dollars’ worth of orthodontia and an enormous push broom. To her credit, the girl had kept her cool as I’d babbled, trying to explain that I needed park security, I needed the sheriff, and I’d lost my phone. I wasn’t sure how much sense I made, but she must have gotten the general idea. Or her instinct, when accosted by a lunatic, was to call for help. Either way, it worked out.

While I’d waited, I’d walked circles around Davy Jones’ Locker, trying to keep an eye on all the possible exits. It was definitely a horse-out-of-the-barn situation; the odds were good that the killer had already smuggled Lyndsey’s body out of the fun house, and I was watching an empty building. But on the off chance, I didn’t want to let the killer slip away.

Spoiler: I didn’t see anyone hauling a body out of there. I didn’t see anyone come out at all, as a matter of fact. All I saw were those stupid pirates on their ziplines—“Avast, ye scabrous dogs!”—and an acne-spattered boy driving one of the park’s golf carts. It was full of empty mascot costumes, and it made me think of old B-movies, when the monster dies and all that’s left is a furry skin-suit on the sound stage floor. (Maybe there was some Wizard of Oz in there too?)

By the time park security had shown up, I was less frantic, but I was also starting to shake. One of the men had sat me on the curb, and that was more or less where I’d stayed until now, watching more and more people arrive. They put up traffic barriers to keep guests away, but of course, this only drew the looky-loos. It didn’t help that, in a small community like this one, word of a murder (even one without a body) had inevitably leaked and, of course, spread like wildfire. Now people were thronging the barriers, drawn by the prospect of a second murder.

A few dozen yards away, Bobby and the other deputies were engaged in a kind of milling, freewheeling conversation with park security. The sheriff hadn’t arrived yet, and nobody seemed to know who was in charge. The same security guy who had made me sit on the curb seemed to think he was calling the shots. Even out of uniform, though, Bobby had a natural authority, and in response to whatever he said, Dairek (that’s Deputy Dairek, if you’re female, under fifty, and available) and Winegar, a sheriff’s office veteran, started off toward the fun house. (Still don’t believe me about Bobby’s natural authority? A few weekends ago, he had me vacuuming the rugs in the house. All the rugs. Even under the bed where you can’t see, so it doesn’t count. And Keme was in charge of dusting.)

The whir of a golf cart grew louder, and Dagan came into view. The park manager had the little cart’s pedal to the floor, and he zipped straight toward the barrier. At the last minute, he swerved around it, almost tipping the cart, and braked hard. I wasn’t sure you could leave tire tracks with the adult equivalent of a go-kart, but Dagan certainly gave it the old college try. He crossed the remaining distance to the deputies and park security at a jog, and as he came closer, I could make out the unhealthy color to his face, the great drops of sweat, the slightly pained hunch to one side.  

A strange thought flickered at the back of my head: why was he just getting here now?  

Maybe that was an unfair question; maybe he’d been asleep, or maybe he’d had his phone off, or maybe a hundred other things. But I couldn’t ignore the fact that when I’d last seen Dagan, he’d been at home, a grand total of five minutes away. Why had the deputies gotten here first?

And then, to make things even stranger, Tyler arrived. The park’s head of security looked like he was in just as rough a shape as Dagan—flushed, out of breath, a certain wildness to his eyes. He pounded out of the gloom at a run, blazer and walkie be damned.

That raised the same question: what had taken him so long?

A shout interrupted my thoughts. Dagan got in the face of one of the security guards, bellowing at him. “What do you mean she’s gone? How can she be gone?”

The poor guard—the one who, not so long ago, had thought he was in charge—tried to back away, but Dagan had him by the shirt and was shaking him, screaming the questions over and over. The turbo lights whizzed and spun behind them, and in that shifting glow, I could see the spittle flying from Dagan’s mouth, glittering green and blue and red in the air.

“Mr. Glass—” Bobby tried.

“What’s going on?” Tyler asked, elbowing his way into the cluster of bodies. “What happened?”

“That’s enough,” Bobby barked. “Mr. Glass, get your hands off him.”

But Dagan didn’t seem to hear him. His expression was less than human—eyes vacant, mouth flapping, chin shiny with spit. He was still shaking the poor guy like he was trying to make his head pop off.  

Bobby grabbed Dagan’s arm.

Dagan whirled around and threw a big, wide haymaker.  

Bobby didn’t dodge. He didn’t block. He was still holding Dagan’s arm, and he did something—set himself, pivoted at the hips, pulled—and Dagan went flying. But even that part was under Bobby’s control; instead of crashing down, Dagan hit the path with an audible—but not too hard—thud.  

A gasp went up from the spectators. Then silence. And then someone channeled their internal twelve-year-old and jeered.

“What the heck do you think you’re doing?” Tyler shouted, and he caught a handful of Bobby’s coat.

This, of course, was when Dairek decided to help out. His outraged “Don’t touch my boy!” was equal parts cringeworthy and, um, testosterone-y?

It probably would have gotten a lot worse after that, but a familiar voice called out, “Everyone stop it right now!”

Sheriff Acosta came around the barrier, her pace steady, her face dark. Salk—Deputy Salkanovic—followed. With that same authoritative calm, the sheriff said, “Deputy Landby, get your hand off your service weapon.”

Dairek dropped his hand to his side, shoulders slumped, doing a fairly good impression of a preschooler who’s been sent to the quiet corner.

“Deputy Salkanovic,” the sheriff continued, “check on Mr. Glass. Deputy Mai, wait for me over there. Sir, unless you want to be charged with assaulting a deputy, I suggest you keep your hands to yourself.”

Let me tell you: people. hopped. to it.  

Salk helped Dagan up and (probably correctly reading the sheriff’s subtext) walked him away from the cluster of park employees. Tyler let go of Bobby’s coat like he’d burned himself. And Bobby, his expression like glass, moved to stand next to me.

I got to my feet.

Okay, I tried to get to my feet. Mostly, I groaned as every muscle in my body protested, reminding me that I was, to put it in Millie’s terms, SORE.

“Good God,” Bobby finally said and gave me a hand up. Then he inspected me again. This time, I gave as good as I got, checking his face for a hint of what was going on inside his head. I was surprised to see a trace of a blush riding his golden-olive complexion. Every time I tried to catch his gaze, he cut his eyes away.

“Have I ever told you,” I asked, “that my favorite thing is when you beat people up?”

The blush deepened, but he stood a little straighter, squared his shoulders, and delivered a truly flattening look that showed what he thought of that particular statement. “He threw a punch.”

“I know.”

“He attacked me.”

“You don’t have to tell me.”

“I was defending myself.”

Even my teeth felt bruised, but I still managed to smile. “Next on the list is Billy Durant because—”

“I don’t want to know.”

“—in eleventh grade he said I had the same haircut as the donkey from Shrek. To be fair, I did. That was when my mom was researching hair salons for, um, I want to say the book was called The Stylist, but I honestly can’t remember. Anyway, she was sure she could cut my hair herself. This was a life lesson in trusting my mom and also in unearned self-confidence. Also, I thought I looked pretty cute. I’d make a great donkey.”

Bobby sighed and tried to give me the look again.

“And I realize,” I said, “I should have stopped that story about two sentences earlier.”

“Only two?” he murmured.

“Oh! And what are your feelings about beating up girls? Because in eighth grade, Marion Ward called me pancake butt. For the entire year. To be fair, I did have a pancake butt—”

“No more stories,” Bobby said. “I’m not beating anyone up for you.”

The tone was vexed. The arms folded across his chest suggested a degree of…finality. But there was a boyish satisfaction in his expression that he couldn’t quite keep submerged, and I decided I’d keep a list of names, in case he changed his mind.

When the sheriff said, “Bobby,” though, his expression hardened to glass again.

The sheriff led Bobby far enough away that when they began speaking, I couldn’t make out their words. I thought about scuttling in their direction, but a warning look from the sheriff changed my mind. In the other direction, Dagan appeared to have calmed down. Perhaps a better description was that he’d reined himself in—he stood there, running one hand over his mouth, his complexion still blotchy and dotted with sweat. Salk stood nearby, the right distance so that everyone could pretend he wasn’t there to keep an eye on Dagan. Tyler was grilling the security guards, apparently still trying to figure out what exactly had happened. That made sense, of course—he’d arrived right when Dagan exploded, which meant no one had been able to tell him until now. News of the park owner’s death (and disappearing corpse) wasn’t exactly something you put over the walkie. But something about Tyler made me keep watching him. The big gestures. The raised voice. Even the tone.

I found myself thinking about how frantic he’d seemed when I’d seen him earlier that evening, buzzing up to the park office in his golf cart. And I thought, too, about his call to Jessica.

“Mr. Dane.” The sheriff’s cool voice called me back to myself, and when I turned, she was waiting. “I’d like a moment.”

I nodded. Behind the sheriff, Bobby stood stiffly, his face unreadable. I held his gaze a moment longer, waiting to see if he’d give me anything. Then the sheriff tilted her head, and I moved down the path with her.

Before I could say anything, she handed me my phone, which I guessed one of the deputies had found.

“Have I ever told you you’re awesome?” I asked.

She gave me a small smile. “I understand you already explained what you saw, but I’d like to hear it from you.”

So I told her.

“Tell me about the first time,” the sheriff said.

I told her about that too.

She frowned. Without seeming to realize it, she touched the baby hairs gelled to her forehead, and her fingers lingered on the scar almost hidden there.

“I know it’s hard to believe—” I began.

“I believe you.” Her tone tilted toward amusement. “I’m annoyed, but I believe you.”

“That sounds like something a soon-to-be-ex boyfriend would say.” When her eyebrows went up, I hurried to add, “Not really the point right now, I know.”

“The problem, as I’m sure you can see, is that I don’t have a way to move forward with this investigation. The last time you saw something, Mr. Glass allowed us to search wherever we wanted. We didn’t find anything. We’ll try again tonight, but I imagine we’re going to have the same luck.” She was looking past me, out into the darkness of the park, where lights spun and flashed and the whole world was one big toy. “Whatever is happening, though, and whoever is behind it, I don’t like that you’re in danger. You could have been killed tonight.”

I opened my mouth to protest.

“You were hurt,” she said over me. “Don’t think I didn’t see how Bobby had to help you stand. I think your part in this is done for now. Do you hear me?”

“But Sheriff, someone is dead. Two people are dead.”

She nodded. “And I’m going to do everything I can to figure out what happened to them. What I don’t need, however, is for you to get yourself killed in the process and make even more work for me.”

“You should ask Dagan where his wife is. I mean, if Lyndsey’s not dead, he should be able to call her, right?”

“That’s an excellent idea.”

“And you should find out where he was tonight. And where Tyler was—he showed up way later than he should have.”

“Fantastic. What else should I do?”

“Uh—you know what? I bet you’ve got a handle on it.”

“Go home, Dash. Let me know if you need anything. And stay away from Shipwreck Shores.” In a voice that might have been amusement or might have been I’m-at-the-end-of-my-rope-ness, she said, “Any questions?”

I watched her walk away.

“Let’s go,” Bobby said. He stood next to me, his hand hovering close to my arm like he thought I might need the support. I waited, but he didn’t do anything, so I started walking. The next time I looked, his hand swung at his side.

We made our way out of the park. The midway was doing its usual business—if people had heard about the disturbance at Davy Jones’ Locker, they weren’t letting it ruin their night. A boy who couldn’t have been older than four or five made wild attempts at the ring toss, shrieking with excitement even when he missed. (Which was a good thing, since he missed every time.) A pair of older women—one of them, I noticed, was Princess McAdams—were taking turns at the shooting gallery. It was a particularly cute setup: brightly painted wooden ducks glided steadily along their track, and behind them was a row of rabbits, and behind them, red-and-white bullseyes. As I watched, Princess McAdams worked the lever on the rifle, and every single one of the red-and-white bullseyes went down. To judge by the look on the booth operator’s face—and, more importantly, by the pile of stuffed animals at Princess McAdams’s feet (I saw two crabs, a mermaid, and a pirate the size of a toddler)—this wasn’t the first time. At the candy apple stand, a pair of teenage girls were giving directions on how they wanted their apples prepared. They were both taking it extremely seriously, and the older man who was dipping the apples looked like he was trying to fight a smile. The air carried the smell of buttery caramel, of sugar heated and cooled again until you could crack it with a spoon, of the tangy sweetness of a good apple. The night was clear, and even beyond the flash and whiz of the carnival lights, the sky was busy with stars.

The strange part, of course, was that it was all happening to everybody else. I walked with Bobby, aware of his hand that had never quite reached my arm, and I had the sensation that I was in one of those aquarium tunnels, watching everything through glass walls that muffled sound, a faint sense of pressure building in my head like I needed to pop my ears. As adrenaline faded and exhaustion swept in, all I could think was, They’re all so far away.

Bobby helped me into the Jeep (passenger seat, of course), and we drove home. The pulsing glitter of Shipwreck Shores faded behind us. Then the hungry night swallowed it, and it was gone, and we drove through darkness broken only rarely: the illuminated green-and-white sign of a Sinclair; a tired old security light buzzing above an empty strip mall parking lot; headlights flashing past us in the other direction. That sense of distance made it seem like they were driving incredibly fast.

Our route took us along the outskirts of Hastings Rock, and from the state highway, I had a glimpse of the town that had become my new home. It was adorable, of course. It was always adorable. Main Street in particular, with its jumble of buildings—quaint beach cottages and stately old Victorians, everything postcard perfect—but even the less touristy parts of town, where ordinary people lived ordinary lives. Were happy, I thought. Where people were happy. Or at least, I hoped they were.

And then we were past the town, moving into the old spruce forest. The fog belt was thin tonight. Where moisture had collected on branches, drops of water sparked and flashed in the headlights. It made me think of eyes. Thousands and thousands of eyes, as though a flock of malevolent birds brooded in the trees, turning their heads as one to stare at us. And then the road curved, and those glass-bright bird eyes shut again, and the forest was dark except where the headlights skimmed the broken shoulder of asphalt, the sword ferns, and then the skeleton shadows of spruce and fir.

Hemlock House brooded too, hunkered on its hill. Usually, I loved coming home. (The thirteen-year-old boy in me still couldn’t get over the fact that I lived in a Class V haunted mansion, complete with secret passages.) I loved the sight of the sprawling mess of a manor picked out on the cliffs, with nothing but sea and sky stretching on forever behind it. Tonight, though, all I could feel was that sense of space, as though someone had flattened out the origami of the universe, and there was so much more of it now—as though it would be impossible, in this new space, to ever truly reach anything.

But we did, of course.

I was also starting to suspect I’d hit my head harder than I thought.

Bobby was fast; he got around the Jeep in time to help me down.

“Let me guess,” I said as we left the coach house. “One of the deputies is going to bring your car back.”

“Not tonight.” After a moment, he added, “The sheriff said I could pick it up tomorrow. Apparently, I need some time to cool my jets.”

As we crossed the lawn toward the house, the ever-present breeze met us: the bottomless tang of the ocean—salt and life and death. I shivered. “Did she really say cool your jets?”

“Nope.”

“I’m sorry, Bobby.”

“Why are you sorry?” He unlocked the door, and we stepped into the darkened vestibule. “I’m not in trouble.”

“She’s not happy with you.”

“She’s not happy with either of us.”

“But mostly with you. It’s important to focus on that part.”

He laughed as he helped me out of my coat. I think, if I’d let him, he would have taken off my sneakers, but I wasn’t a total invalid. I settled for my usual routine of kicking them into the closet and pretending I was scoring a winning goal.

“You weren’t an outdoor kid, were you?” Bobby asked.

“Rude!”

His hand found the back of my neck unerringly in the darkened hall. Just a quick squeeze, that was all. But his touch was warm and solid. A lot of that gaping cosmic distance fell away, and somehow, things felt normal again. As though we were both here. As though the vast, echoing dark of the house weren’t all that big, if you were with the right person. And then, of course, it was gone.

When we got upstairs, I turned left toward my room. Bobby’s room was to the right, but he turned left too.

When I got to my door, I said, “Okay, delivery is complete. Is there a form I have to sign? Do you need to scan a barcode?”

“Why isn’t Will Gower ever a smart aleck?”

“One time he was a wise-cracking private dick.”

“This is what I was talking about. What was gym class like?”

“I had a note from the doctor.”

His hesitation was slight, but long enough to know I’d hooked him.

“No, dummy,” I said. “I’m kidding. I loved gym.”

More of that silence. It was hard to see his face in the gloom, but I thought I saw the frown.

“I was kidding about that too. I hated gym.”

“What is happening right now?”

“I’m being charming and vivacious and…and spritely. Charmingly spritely.”

“What about organized sports?”

I burst out laughing. “I don’t have to stand here and take this. I’m going to sleep.”

But when I opened the door, Bobby started to follow me inside.

“No,” I said. “This is Dash’s room. Bobby’s room is over there.”

“I know,” Bobby said. And then, in his Bobby way, his only explanation was “I’m coming in.”

And I—in my Dash way—was immediately so flustered, bewildered, confused, and all-around discombobulated, that all I could do was let him.

He flipped on the lights.

One of the things about being an introvert with a charmingly spritely case of social anxiety? (Okay, charmingly spritely doesn’t really work there, but I like the phrase, so I’m leaving it.) My bedroom is one of my favorite places on Earth. And maybe that sounds sad. Maybe you’re an adventurous type. Maybe you can’t stand to be trapped indoors all day. Maybe you—to use Bobby’s vulgar turn of phrase—were an outdoor kid. But I’m guessing, since you’re reading this, that you weren’t. And that maybe you understand what it’s like to make a space your own, to feel safe there, to love spending time there.

The bedroom still had enough of the Victorian décor that it fit inside Hemlock House. It had the rich damask wallpaper. It had the beautiful, polished floorboards, the thick rugs, the big canopy bed. But I’d started making it mine, too. The giant horse painting was gone (I don’t want to get into the details, but it was giving off some seriously bad juju), and I’d replaced it with a watercolor of Hastings Rock. I’d gotten rid of an imposingly expensive-looking mantel clock, and now by the bed was a clock-radio. I’d added a golden pothos, a brightly colored throw pillow, and, most importantly, an enormous television. I mean, I love books, but sometimes I want to see things blow up.

(Also, there was this one home gym commercial that was, um, distracting. Although now I turned the TV off when it came on because one time Bobby had walked in when I’d been watching it, and both his eyebrows had gone up. Like, straight up.)

I loved Hemlock House, with all its quirkiness, with its brass globes and telescopes and pressed flowers, with its old books and heavy velvet curtain tie backs, with its glass cloches and taxidermy animals. (So many squirrels.) And if I were being totally honest, there probably wasn’t a more perfect house for someone like me. (And yes, I know exactly what Bobby would say about that.) But this was my room, my space, and as soon as I stepped inside, I felt safe.

“Take your shirt off,” Bobby said.

In that instant, I knew what Admiral Motti felt in his final earthly (well, galactic) moments. (He’s the guy Darth Vader chokes with the force, in case you’re an outdoor kid.) My throat closed up. Simultaneously, I choked on my spit. My whole body caught fire. My heart stopped. The floor gaped open, and my stomach plummeted to the cellar.

And Bobby just stood there. Waiting.

“Uh—”

Understanding, and then what might have been amusement, flitted across his face. “So I can take a look at your back.”

“Actually, remember how I said I was kidding about that doctor’s note? Well, see, the whole locker room thing—it’s not exactly, um.” The little editor who lived in my brain suggested that wasn’t a complete sentence, so I rounded it out with “Uh. Um. Uhhhhhhh.”

I should have expected a Bobby question.

“Am I making you uncomfortable?”

“More like I’m making myself uncomfortable. And I’m doing a great job, by the way.”

“I’m sorry.” His thick, dark eyebrows got a familiar wrinkle. “I didn’t think it was a big deal. We’ve gone to the beach. I’ve seen you without a shirt.”

“Right. Right. Right.” And then, because I was Dashiell Dawson Dane and sometimes I was possessed by some demonic nerdy spirit (like an evil Urkel, I guess—see? there it goes), I said, “Coolio.”

Bobby was many things. He was, above all, kind. “It’s all right. Here, I’ll get you something, and you can put it on. It should help you keep from stiffening up overnight.”

He walked into the bathroom before I could respond. It was the Jack-and-Jill kind, meaning we shared it. The house was big enough that we each could have had our own bathroom, but when Bobby had started sleeping at Hemlock House, he’d been in a bad place, and I wanted him close in case he needed something. Things had gotten better since then (hadn’t they?), but neither of us had made any attempt to change the situation. Maybe it was too much hassle—we were both comfortably settled in our spaces now, and our schedules were different enough (says the man who believes waking before noon is a sin) that we rarely got in each other’s way. Or maybe what had been true at the beginning was still true now. Maybe Bobby felt it too. That, in that cavernous old house, we both needed someone to be close to.

From the bathroom came the sounds of the mirrored medicine cabinet opening, things being picked up, set back again, moved around. They were ordinary sounds. Familiar sounds. Most mornings, the little noises of Bobby going through his routine were enough to wake me. He spent about twenty minutes in there every day, like clockwork. I’d rouse enough to recognize what had disturbed my sleep. Sometimes, I’d lie there, listening. Not in a creepy way. (Oh my God. Was it creepy?) I liked hearing him. Knowing he was there. If I needed anything. If I picked my head up from the pillow, still muzzy with sleep, and croaked, Bobby.

The flush prickled through my body again, pins and needles across my chest, under my arms, in my face. But before cowardice could win out (for a second time), I shucked my hoodie, pulled the tee over my head, and dropped onto the bed. I lay face down, because if it was only my back, it was okay. (Please, God, let it be okay.) I considered that, like nighttime monsters, maybe death by humiliation could be fended off by pulling a pillow over my head.

The sounds from the bathroom stopped. Then steps across tile. And then nothing. I wanted to say I could hear him breathing, but what I could hear was the toil of the ocean and the rise and fall of the night breeze. I thought I could feel it too—cold air ghosting across my back, raising goose bumps. I wanted to shiver. I thought I would die if I shivered.

And then he was there. No warning, just the mattress sinking under his weight, my body sliding incrementally toward him, like he had his own gravity. My hip came to a stop against his thigh. Even through layers of clothing, he was warm.

I tried to think about something else—anything else. How he’d gotten across the room without my hearing him. “Did you take off your shoes?”

“What?”

“Your shoes.”

“What are you talking about?”

I wasn’t sure. That earlier sense of distance had faded, and now everything seemed too close—the heat of his body, that cool, masculine scent, whatever sense was responsible for telling you that another body was near. The amount of sensation was bad enough; the intensity of my awareness of it, though, was staggering.

Somehow, I managed to say, “What happened to your shoes?”

“Nothing happened to them. I took them off.”

“Why?”

“To get comfortable.” And then—again, without any warning—he touched me. I’d felt his hands before. He’d squeezed my neck, for example. He’d held my hand. He’d steadied me. He’d brushed my arm in passing acknowledgment. He’d even grabbed me in anger before. But nothing had prepared me for this: for how vulnerable I felt, my back exposed to him, my face buried in the mattress. For how lightly he touched me, like I might break. For how long it had been since I’d been touched in any but the most casual of ways, and this—even if it was only friendship—reminded me of what it felt like to be touched with concern, even with love. A part of me, I realized, had been aching for it. Starving.

It got a lot less romantic when he poked me.

My head shot up. “Ow!”

“You’re fine,” Bobby informed me.

“I don’t feel fine.”

He said, “Hmm.”

“I feel like someone poked me right in a brand-new bruise.”

“Interesting,” he said in a tone that suggested it wasn’t all that interesting.

He poked a few more times, and he failed to respond to all my oomphs, whuffs, and other relevant noises I’d learned from comic books.

“Ka-pow?” he said.

“Like Batman. The really campy one.”

Maybe even Bobby had his limits because he said, “Head down.”

The click of plastic told me he’d opened something, and then came the whisper of his hands rubbing together. I caught a whiff of something—a strong, mentholated scent, but not exactly unpleasant. A moment later, he touched my back again. This time, though, his fingers were slick. He ran his hands slightly across my shoulders, where I’d taken the worst of the fall, and then down. He followed my spine, his hands gliding down the ridge of bone until he splayed his fingers at the small of my back. It was like someone had launched a rocket inside my head. Heck, it was like someone had unloaded a whole nuclear arsenal.

The noise I made wasn’t fit for public consumption.

“I told you you’d feel better,” Bobby informed me, as though we weren’t starring in a low-budget production of Tales from the Massage Parlor 3: The Back Room.

I must have made another incoherent response because he laughed quietly and kept working.

To spare myself some embarrassment, here are the bare bones:

Whatever the cream or lotion was, it felt like heaven—cold at first, and then warming, helping my battered muscles relax.

Bobby knew his business. He had strong hands, and he had a way of digging in just until it hurt, and then rubbing the ache away with more of those long, smooth motions.

I did, in fact, catch myself drooling. Twice. Fortunately, I was also trying to commit suicide by mattress, so I don’t think Bobby noticed.

My mind, though, had definitely gone melty. And the proof is that at some point, delirious with how good it felt as the pain eased and my body responded to Bobby’s touch, I turned my head to the side and mumbled, “This is why I need a boyfriend.”

Then I heard what I’d said.

Silence seemed to crack the universe in half.

Then Bobby chuckled.

“Oh my God,” I said and tried to sit up.

“Lie down,” Bobby said.

“Oh my God. That’s not what I meant.”

He pressed me back onto the mattress. “I said stay down. I know.”

“Bobby, I didn’t mean that.”

“I know. It’s okay.”

He must have decided I was no longer a flight risk because he resumed rubbing my back. Less of a massage now, and more—well, if he’d been my boyfriend, and we’d been doing this, I would have called it…intimate. The kind of easy touch that could be playful or sweet or both. An excuse for contact, more than anything else. The wind rattled the shutters and howled as it parted around the bulk of Hemlock House. I thought I could feel that draft again, the cold air whispering against the ultra-warm skin of my back, and this time I did shiver.

If Bobby noticed, he didn’t say anything. He kept rubbing my back, the speed and pressure unchanging. When he spoke, he sounded like he was trying to make a joke. “If you ask my parents, the only reason to date someone is so you can marry them. I honestly don’t think my parents have touched each other since I was born. And that’s the other thing—the only reason to get married is to have kids.”

Ladies and gentlemen, if I’ve never mentioned this fact before, I am an idiot. My only excuse is that, by this point, my brain was goop from the massage.

I said, “I like kids.”

Bobby made a sound like that might be interesting, but he didn’t say anything. Seconds passed. And then more. And I thought of how hard it was for Bobby to say the things he wanted to say. I thought maybe, even if he wanted to pretend it was a joke, he did want to talk about something.

“How are things with your parents?” I asked.

He didn’t answer at first. His hands slowed. And then, with a kind of renewed vigor, they began to move again. “Oh, fine. I mean, the conversations haven’t actually changed all that much. My dad says hi and passes the phone to my mom. My mom asks when I’m going to get married. Or she tells me I can’t have kids if I don’t get married.”

“Do you want kids?”

But Bobby didn’t seem to hear me. “I mean, it was the same stuff when I was with West. When are you going to get married? Will they let you adopt if you’re not married? I guess we’ve taken a couple of steps back now. My mom seems to feel the need to remind me that if I don’t date anyone, I’m not going to get married.”

“And then no kids.”

He let out an unhappy laugh. “You need to meet someone. Why can’t you meet someone? You should go to the club.” He shook his head. “Like she’s ever been to a club. She talks to her friends about it. Try this app. Try that app. You should be on Grindr or Scruff or Prowler. I actually don’t want to know what she’s been researching. Have you ever had to have a conversation with your mom about Grindr?”

“Are you kidding? My mom catfished me on Prowler.”

The best word for Bobby’s failure to respond was resounding.

“Okay, that makes it worse than it sounds,” I said. “But she did create a fake profile. Because I wouldn’t let her see my profile. And she wanted to see it. And then I messaged her fake profile because she’d picked this photo of a guy who was really cute. And then it was my mom, so, you know. Trauma.”

“Another piece of the puzzle,” Bobby said in an underbreath.

“Hey!”

He laughed. “Half the time, she wants to know why I can’t find a nice Viet boy. The guy who does my auntie’s hair is in the lead right now. He owns his own business, and that’s a big deal. Plus he’s very good to his mom.”

I couldn’t help it—Bobby’s tone of outraged, almost bewildered frustration—made me turn my face into the mattress and giggle.

He swatted my butt. “It’s not funny!”

Let me tell you: if you want to see Dashiell Dawson Dane jump.

The best I could come up with was “Bobby, you can’t do that! I’m a victim!”

“You’re a brat.” But he gave me a conciliatory rub through the jeans (a conciliatory rub is a phrase I will never, ever, ever use again in my life, because it does not mean whatever you think it means—and we both know what you think it means). His voice dropped, though, as he continued, “The other half of the time, she wants to know what was wrong with West. West was so polite. West bought me nice shoes.”

Whatever pressure that brief moment of humor had eased, it was back now. It was similar to what I felt when I was trapped in a crowd. Even more similar, as a matter of fact, to when I became the unwilling center of attention—everyone focused on me, everyone watching, everyone expectant. And this had that same energy: a pressure that built steadily with each passing second. To say the right thing. To do the right thing. Not to ruin everything. A flush prickled on my neck and up into my face. My heart started to beat faster. My tongue seemed way too big for my mouth, and my stomach was doing its best imitation of the Magnetron. Whatever I said, it was going to screw everything up. But I had to say something. Not saying something would be even worse than saying something. But what was I supposed to say? A joke, maybe. Bobby had started the conversation by trying to make a joke out of it. Maybe I needed to make a joke, to ease some of the tension.

“My parents want me to date a nice Viet boy too,” I said.

Bobby’s hands stopped on my back.

I heard what I’d said.

And then I said one of Will Gower’s favorite words.

“No,” I said, scrambling to sit up. This time, Bobby let me. I got onto my knees and turned to face him. “No, that’s not—I didn’t mean it like that—Bobby, I was just making a joke.”

He studied me, and the way those burnt bronze eyes fixed on me made me aware of the pit that was still opening in my stomach, of the unbearable weight of all that pressure bearing down on me—of the demand, since that’s what it felt like, to do exactly the right thing or face unimaginable consequences. I was suddenly aware of the fact that I was shirtless, my pants riding low on my hips. Aware of how thin my chest was. Of how skinny my arms were. Of Bobby’s solidly, perfectly muscular build. I caught myself crossing my arms over my chest. (Mostly, if I’m being honest, because of the nipple situation.)

In other words, it was all too much to bear; I spoke first. Again.

“I mean, what do you think? Do you want to start dating again?”

His face was unreadable. There was a pop as the old house settled, and then nothing but the wind. I thought he wasn’t going to answer, but then he said slowly, “I don’t know.”

And that was all.

It was like someone tightening the universe with a ratchet. Everything felt too close, like it was pressed up against my bare skin. Everything felt too much. I couldn’t seem to take a full breath, and the familiar white fog of a borderline panic attack filled my head.

Before I could make things even worse, Bobby continued, “I meant what I said last night. I don’t want to rush into anything.” He seemed to struggle to find the words, and the way he looked at me was…was pleading, I guess. That was the only way I could describe it. Like he was begging me for something. Only I didn’t know how to give it to him. In a voice so soft I could barely hear him over the wind, he added, “I want it to be right.”

It was my turn. I knew that. He was still looking at me. Still asking me for something with that pleading look. And that only made it worse. Because my whole life had been a series of misunderstandings, of missed social cues, or relationships that soured because I was unable to parse all the little clues. And I thought I knew what was happening—I really did—but I couldn’t get past the feeling that everything was moving too fast, that Bobby was charging ahead without taking time to think. He’d said he missed the good parts of a relationship; what if that’s all this was? He was lonely. He missed West. Was I supposed to say, Hey, I know you just broke up with your first long-term boyfriend a couple of months ago, so are you sure you’re serious? I didn’t want to risk our friendship because he was hurting and not thinking clearly. And, if I were being honest, I didn’t want to be his rebound, either. If I’d been a character in one of my own novels, the tagline of my little bundle of crazy would have been something like, The only mystery he can’t solve is himself. Which was weirdly not true, actually, because I couldn’t solve this whole mystery with Lyndsey either.

The strain of the moment, the unspoken plea, the expectation—it fed the panic inside me until my brain shut down. And the only way to be safe—the only way to make everything stop being so scary—was to play it safe.

When I started talking, it was like someone else was speaking.

“Yeah, definitely,” I motor-mouthed. “It’s got to feel right. But you’re never going to find it if you don’t try. I think you should do it. I think you should go for it. You know, make a profile. See who’s out there. I can even help you if you want, although honestly, you’d probably be better off asking Millie. Or—and I know this sounds crazy—Keme. Definitely do not ask Fox.” I ran out of words, and Bobby didn’t say anything. He stared at me. I thought, once again, I could trace the hurt: around his eyes, around his mouth, in the way he curled his fingers toward his palms. I braced myself, though. This was for the best. For both of us. For now, until the time was right for both of us. My mouth started running again. “You’re such a catch, Bobby. Any guy would be lucky to have you. We’ve got to get you out there. We’ve got to find you a great guy.” He still hadn’t said anything. And I couldn’t seem to stop. “It’s just like anything else,” I said. “You’ve got to play the game. It’s all about numbers. You keep trying until you finally meet the right match.” The wind had ruffled his hair, I saw now. His shirt was pulled askew from how he’d sat on the bed. He was wearing his grungy old straight-boy socks that were impossibly, improbably, unreasoningly cute. “Don’t worry,” I said, my tone so bright it felt like it cut the air. “We’ll find you someone.”

He didn’t say anything. The wind calmed, and I could hear Bobby’s breathing high in his chest. He slid off the bed. For a moment, the hurt rose to the surface, and I thought he was going to say—something. I wasn’t sure what. Something cruel, maybe. Something meant to hurt.

But this was Bobby we were talking about. His face smoothed out. He said, “Yeah.” And then, somehow, he said, “Thanks.”

I was aware then of how big Hemlock House was—all that echoing space around us.

“I’m going to call it a night,” Bobby said.

I nodded.

“If you need anything…”

I nodded again.

He took a step toward the Jack-and-Jill bathroom, the shortcut to his room on the other side.

“Bobby,” I said.

He looked back.

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. And then I said, “Goodnight.”


Chapter 11

After he left, I lay in bed with the lights on. I stared up at the canopy. It took a long time for the fear to leach out of my body. And when it did, the exhaustion that came in its place left me too tired for more than a distant, despairing awareness of how badly I’d messed up. Again.

Eventually, I dragged myself out of bed and turned off the lights. Mostly because I was terrified someone (Bobby) would notice they were still on and come check on me.

Then, in the dark, I lay there. I couldn’t think, but my brain had the dark restlessness of the ocean at night—not quite thought, but images, sounds. The way he had curled his fingers toward his palms. I couldn’t stop seeing that. The way he’d said, Thanks.

At the edge of sleep, the images became muddled. The pleasant warmth and relaxation from Bobby’s massage had evaporated under the fresh tension of that terrible conversation. I ached everywhere. I was exhausted. And I was sick. Sick of myself. Sick of always getting in my own way. Sick of being, once again, the same old Dash. They say you should never write a passive protagonist. Never write one who feels sorry for himself. That was good advice, I thought through those ink-blot thoughts. Who would want to read about that?

My last conscious thought was how empty I felt. Like a bird. My bones full of air. I remembered, not so long ago, watching the sunset with Bobby. It hadn’t been anything special; we’d both been relaxing in the sun parlor, which looked out on the cliffs and the ocean. A gull had floated on a thermal, looking weightless, untethered. And then it had turned, wings tilting, and that golden, end-of-day light lanced along its wings, and for a moment, it looked like something from another world, burning with faerie fire.

A heavy knock on the door woke me the next morning. I mumbled something that sounded like, “Kwuah?”

The knocking continued.

Even with a serious case of sleep-brain, I managed the process of elimination. Nobody had come bursting through the doorway, full of cheer, singing like a Disney princess. Therefore, it wasn’t Millie. And nobody had tried to lure me out from under the covers with promises of overnight waffles. (If you’re not letting your waffles rise overnight, you’re doing it wrong.) So, it wasn’t Indira. And I hadn’t heard a single complaint about how adulthood was a trap, or about how a certain someone should have listened to their father and become a lawyer, or about how attractive Jack McCoy was, but, quote, in a mean way. Which meant it definitely wasn’t Fox. 

And, let’s be honest, after last night it wasn’t Bobby.

All of which—combined with the unmistakable teen aggression behind this little burst of machismo—meant it was Keme.

I tried to tell him to go away, but what came out was less of a word and more of a smacking noise.

“Get up, you donkey,” came Keme’s gravelly bark.  

That, more than anything else, told me how serious it was. Not the donkey part—that was Keme’s love language for me—but the fact that he was willing to, you know, talk to me.

I got out of bed with a surprising lack of bodily agony—that massage had definitely helped—and gave myself a horrified look in the mirror. I decided no emergency was worth not brushing my teeth, patted my hair down again (no luck), and found a hoodie and a pair of joggers. I even managed socks. (They were mismatched, of course, but one was Jimmy Neutron, so I was basically an adult.)

When I tracked everyone down, they were sitting around the table in the servants’ dining room: Indira, Fox, Millie, Keme (sitting right next to Millie, mind you), and, of all people, Tony Lamb. Chester’s dad looked exhausted. He sagged in his seat, his face lined and sallow, one hand pushed into his thinning hair.

“What’s wrong?”

“They still can’t find Lyndsey’s body,” Fox said. “It’s gone.”

I nodded and dropped into the seat that had become more or less mine. Indira slid coffee and the plate of orange rolls toward me. Not a plate. The plate.

“I figured,” I said, although I’d have been lying if I said a part of me hadn’t hoped they’d find her.

“But they found blood,” Indira said.

“That changes things.” My gaze drifted to Tony again, but he still hadn’t looked up, and nobody had offered an explanation. “The sheriff promised she was going to take this seriously. I guess she is.”

“You could say that,” Fox said.

“They arrested CHESTER!” Millie said and burst into tears. “And he’s so SWEET!”

She was sitting right next to Tony, which might explain why his head bobbled slightly—the sonic boom effect. But he pulled himself together.

“Wait, they arrested Chester?” The coffee hadn’t hit my system yet, and I was struggling to connect the dots. “For what?”

Keme’s look of disgust was a partial answer.

“For—” Tony stopped and swallowed. “They think he did it. They think he killed her.”

“But that’s impossible.”

No one answered.

I took a swig of coffee, trying to knock off some of the rust. “Okay,” I said. “The sheriff’s not stupid. I guess the first question is, what did they charge him with?”

Tony blinked. It was more of a question when he said, “Murder?”

“Is that what they said? Did they tell him why he was being arrested? Who made the arrest?”

“Well, Deputy Dahlberg and Salk.” He seemed to consider something before adding, “They didn’t say they were arresting him. But they told him he had to come to the station. And Chester told me I had to get a lawyer.”

“So, they wanted to talk to him,” I said. “That’s not so bad. Maybe they think he knows something that can help them.” I didn’t say the next part out loud, but it wasn’t exactly a good sign that they’d picked him up.

But everyone traded looks as though I were missing something.

Millie was the one to speak. “But they found her clothes.”

“Whose? Lyndsey’s?”

Millie nodded. “The ones she was wearing when she was killed. They were—” She stopped herself and gave Tony a compassionate look.

“They were covered in blood,” Tony said in a thick voice. “And they were in Chester’s studio at the park. Mixed in with the rest of the costumes.”

“But that doesn’t make any sense,” I said.

“I know,” Millie said. “Chester would never hurt anybody.”

“More importantly,” Fox said drily, “why would Chester keep the clothes and put them in an absolutely terrible hiding place, but still get rid of the body?”

Keme shook his head at the question.

“Why were the deputies searching the photo studio?” I tried to draw a mental map. “I don’t even know where that is. Is it close to the fun house?”

“It’s not,” Indira said. “It’s on the other side of the park.”

“That boss of his,” Tony said, and his voice thickened with anger. “Dagan. He told the sheriff he knew why Chester killed Lyndsey. But it was just—I mean, he wasn’t serious.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. “What did he know?”

A flush made Tony’s cheeks hectic, and he pushed his hands through his hair again. “Chester loves Shipwreck Shores. And his mother and I have been…encouraging him to find steady work. You know, something to get out of the house more.”

Keme rolled his eyes.

“This job has been a godsend. Chester’s excited to go to work every day. He loves seeing how the park functions. He loves all the attractions, figuring out how they work, what makes people excited about them. They’re like puzzles, he says. Giant puzzles. And you know he loves puzzles.”

This last bit was directed at me; since my knowledge of Chester was mostly limited to Tony’s attempts to drag me kicking and screaming into a state of wedded bliss with his son, all I could do was give a bewildered nod.

“He was working on a business plan. Nothing on the scale of the park, but kids are always looking for something to do, and Chester was thinking about opening one of those escape room places near the college.” His voice faltered. “Or that’s what he told us. But Dagan said Chester wanted to kill them and buy the park. He said Chester had it all worked out. The sheriff showed me the paperwork. The business plan, I mean. I didn’t know what to say; Chester never told us anything about that. And then Dagan said he had security footage of Chester going in and out of the fun house when he was supposed to be in the studio, but he was with me—that’s when we saw you, Dash. I said it all had to be a misunderstanding, but the sheriff just asked me where Chester had been last night, and I said with you, and she said no, not with you.”

His voice broke at the end, and his big shoulders hitched in a sob. He dropped his head and covered his eyes. To my endless surprise, Keme put a hand on his shoulder.

I tried to think through all the revelations. I remembered, on my first visit to Shipwreck Shores, seeing Chester emerge from Davy Jones’ Locker. He’d been a way off, but I thought I’d seen him wiping his hands, and he hadn’t offered an explanation of why he’d been inside the fun house. But I couldn’t wrap my head around Chester as the killer. The business plan was a surprise, but it wasn’t exactly damning evidence.

But Fox must have been reading my thoughts because they said, “It gives him a motive.”

“A weak one,” Indira said. “It’s too elaborate. And what about the first woman?”

“Easy,” Fox said. “A mistake. Dash told us he couldn’t see the woman very well in the dark, and he said the women resembled each other; they weren’t identical. He killed the wrong woman first, assuming she was Lyndsey. Then, when she wasn’t, he had to try again.”

Tony brought his head up to stare at us.

“Chester didn’t kill anyone,” Millie said. “I’ve known Chester my whole life. Plus he’s too handsome to be on Dateline.”

Keme didn’t exactly look happy about that.

“Handsome people can be murderers,” I said.

“But they can’t be on Dateline,” Millie said. “It’s not believable.”

That felt like a losing battle, so I forged ahead. “Chester told me he had plans last night.” I omitted the part about my plan to play a little joke on Tony since I now felt SUPER GUILTY, in Millie speak. “I’m sure that when the sheriff asks, he’ll explain where he was, and he’ll have a solid alibi. I don’t know what to tell you about the business plan. It’s a motive, yes, but the sheriff would need a lot more evidence before she could convince the county prosecutor to charge him.”

“Like the murder victim’s bloody clothes,” Fox suggested.

Oh. Right. I’d forgotten about those.

Keme caught my eye and spread his hands in the universal sign for a question.

“I think Keme’s right,” I said. “I think the question is why frame Chester.”

“Because the killer is afraid of getting caught,” Indira said. “It’s one thing for Dash to claim he found a body in the fun house. It could have been a mistake. He might have been confused. But for it to happen twice?”

“And they tried to kill YOU TOO,” Millie added with unnecessary enthusiasm. “Remember, Dash?”

“Yes, Millie. I do, in fact, remember. But—” And this was the strange part. “—I’m not sure that’s what they were trying to do. Pushing me down the ladder shaft could have killed me. But if the killer had really wanted me dead, they could have made sure. I was pretty out of it for a while. I made an easy target.”

Keme raised his eyebrows. I thought I knew what that meant, and I chose to ignore his suggestion that I pretty much always made an easy target.

“Here are the things I don’t like,” I said. “I don’t like that both killings happened in the fun house. And I don’t like that both bodies disappeared. I don’t like the fact that the security cameras don’t work when it would help us catch the killer, but when the killer needs to frame someone, well, footage is easy to come by. I don’t like the fact that Dagan had a story ready to tell the sheriff about why Chester might want to kill Lyndsey. And I don’t like the fact that someone was able to get into Chester’s studio and plant those bloody clothes.”

“If you don’t like that,” Fox said, “then you’ll hate this. Dagan tried telling the sheriff that Lyndsey was flying back east, to visit her cousins. He had a whole song and dance about how he forgot. And then, when they found the blood, he changed his story again.”

“Good Lord,” Indira said with disgust.

“That’s another thing,” I said. “Last night, it took a long time for Dagan to get there. I saw him at home before I found Lyndsey’s body, so maybe he was trying to establish an alibi, but that’s, what, five minutes to get from their house to the park? And it took even longer for Tyler to show up. You’d think that someone finding a body would motivate the park manager and the head of security to, you know, find out what’s going on.” A memory surfaced from the night before. “The first thing that Dagan said was ‘What do you mean she’s gone?’ Or something like that.”

“Gone?” Millie asked.

“Yeah. Not ‘dead.’ ‘Gone.’ And the other day, he acted super guilty when I tried to talk to him—I mean, he practically jumped out of his underwear when Jessica said something about knowing where the bodies are buried.” I drew a deep breath. “On the other hand, last night, he seemed…terrified. And confused. I mean, maybe he’s just a really good actor, but I’d bet money that he was genuinely frightened.”

“Whatever the case,” Fox said slowly, “I imagine he knows more than he’s telling the sheriff.”

“Could he and Tyler be working together?” Indira asked.

“God, no.” Fox shook their head. “They hate each other. Ever since Dagan and Lyndsey came back, those two have been like cats and dogs. I’m honestly surprised they didn’t fire him—or that Tyler didn’t leave.”

“There was something else,” I said. “Tyler’s behavior was strange last night too. He kept acting like…like he was acting. Like he knew how he was supposed to react, and that’s what he was trying to do.”

“Like he already knew Lyndsey was dead?” Millie asked.

I nodded. “But the super weird thing was before that. When I was talking to Jessica, Tyler called her. I didn’t really think about it at the time; I was frustrated that Tyler interrupted our conversation. But the strange thing was that he called her.”

“Is this like Marshall’s manuscript?” Millie asked, referring to a murder from a couple of months before. “Old people call each other on the phone all the time.”

“Okay, in the first place, Jessica’s, like, thirty, and thirty isn’t old—” Millie’s impish smile, and Keme’s more blatant look of genuine disgust, made me reel myself in. “No, Mildred,” I said, struggling to watch my tone. “My point is that everyone in the park uses walkies. When I was trying to find Jessica, the staff used walkies to get in touch with her. So, why would Tyler call her?”

“Because he had something to say that he didn’t want everyone else to hear,” Indira said. “Do you think Tyler and Jessica are working together?”

“I saw Jessica searching Lyndsey’s office,” I said. “That makes two people who have some beef with Dagan and Lyndsey, who know the park inside and out, and who both would jump at the chance to run it the way they think it should be run.” I spread my hands in a silent question.

Fox grimaced. “That’s an unpleasant possibility. This is all quite a mess, isn’t it?”

I nodded. A mess was putting it politely. There were so many obstacles to a traditional investigation—starting with the lack of a victim. Sure, sometimes a murder was prosecuted without a body. In Lyndsey’s case, the sheriff might eventually charge someone. But defense lawyers, from my understanding, had a field day with the fact that no one could actually, you know, prove someone was dead—that kind of thing worked wonders when it came to creating reasonable doubt in the jurors’ minds. A traditional investigation typically attempted to establish motive and opportunity. In our case, we had an abundance of motive, but opportunity was going to be almost impossible to prove. We didn’t even know when these women had been killed, for starters.

“What are we going to do now?” Millie asked.

Tony sucked in a wet breath. The sound startled me; I’d almost forgotten he was there. Wiping his face, he looked at each of us in turn before his gaze came to rest on me. “You can help him, can’t you? Chester, I mean. You can prove he didn’t do this.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Tony, it’s not always that simple—”

“You can,” he said. His voice was full of an unbearable hope. “I know you can.”

“Let’s see what happens. It sounds like the sheriff hasn’t arrested Chester yet, and for all we know, she’ll release him after they’ve questioned him.”

The light in Tony’s face dimmed. Indira gave me a disappointed look. Keme balled a fist in threat. Millie beamed at me, apparently already convinced I was going to do the right thing—whatever that was.

Fox said, “This song and dance again?”

“I’m not doing a song and dance,” I protested. “I’m just saying—”

In a broken voice, Tony said, “Please.”

I mean, I’m not made of stone.

I rubbed my eyes. I took a deep breath to tell everyone that I wasn’t Columbo or Miss Marple or even Vivienne Carver. I was the human equivalent of a cyclone in a trailer park, as my string of recent fiascos with Bobby proved. How was I supposed to help Chester when I couldn’t even figure out if a boy liked me or not?

The only mystery he can’t solve is himself.

Somehow, the ironic distance of that was enough to shake me out of my self-pity.

“Okay,” I said.

I kid you not, Millie actually cheered.

My glare bounced off her unnoticed.

“The problem, though, is that there’s not necessarily a straightforward solution. If Chester has an alibi for last night, he’ll be fine. If not—well, we can try to find evidence that he’s being framed. Or we can try to prove someone else killed Lyndsey.”

“It sounds like Dagan was prepared,” Indira said. “I mean, after they found that blood, how long did it take him to start pointing the finger at Chester?”

I frowned. “Was Chester having problems at work? Did he say anything about arguments with Dagan or Lyndsey? Or maybe the opposite? Maybe they were being too friendly, or someone was making him feel uncomfortable.”

“Everyone makes Chester uncomfortable,” Tony said with unexpected grumpiness. Then he seemed to remember himself and added, “Not you, Dash. He thinks you’re perfect.”

This, of course, was when Keme chose to contribute to the conversation by announcing, his voice filled with horror, “Gross.”

“Uh—”

“It’s not gross,” Millie said. “It’s beautiful.”

“It’s none of our business,” Indira said.

“It’s confusing,” Fox said. “That’s for sure.”

“It’s very sweet,” Tony informed the rest of them. “And don’t you think they’d look cute together?”

“They’d look precious,” Millie said.

“We’re not a pair of porcelain dolls,” I said.

“What time of day are we talking?” Fox asked. “Because if you’ve ever seen Dash in the morning—hold on a second, I saw this GIF of a cartoon racoon chewing through a power cord.”

“Oh, Chester doesn’t like mornings either,” Tony said proudly.

“Why don’t we talk about something else?” Indira tried.

“Is he dying?” Keme, apparently, considered this the only possible explanation. Except for possibly: “Is there something wrong with his eyes?”

“Here it is,” Fox said.

I saw the GIF.

I mean, I’m not going to say they were wrong. But it was definitely uncalled for.

“That’s not what I look like in the mornings,” I said, not quite honestly. “And anyway, it doesn’t matter because Chester and I are—”

“He’s going to say they’re just friends,” Fox said.

Millie made a sound like that was adorable. And then she said, “Oh my GOD! Do you know who Dash should date? That guy who had a SCREENPLAY!”

“That guy was the worst—” I tried.

Indira was frowning. “I thought he liked that young man on the unicycle.”

“I don’t like anyone!” I couldn’t help myself, though. “And he couldn’t even juggle!”

“Chester can juggle,” Tony said in a painfully bad attempt at an off-hand tone.

Keme looked like he was trying not to throw up.

“And for the record,” I said, “Chester and I are just friends,” I said. They all looked at me with varying mixtures of pity and appeasement.

“Oh!” Tony said. “I remembered something!”

“What?” I snapped. “That Chester plays classic video games? That Chester reads mystery novels? That Chester loves to take long walks on the beach? Everyone loves to take long walks on the beach!”

“Not me.” Fox displayed one thigh-high boot. “Gout.”

I refused to engage with that. “I appreciate that you think I’d be a good match for Chester,” I said to Tony, “but maybe I’m not looking for a relationship. I’m not ready for that yet. Maybe I’ll never be ready. Maybe not everyone has to have a partner to be happy. Maybe I’m better off alone. I don’t know. But I do know that I don’t need people putting pressure on me to—to rush into anything!”

A lot of very wide eyes stared back at me.

The only sound came when Keme dropped the orange roll he was holding.

Tony had to try twice before he got the words out, and even then, his voice was small. “I was going to say, I remembered Chester said someone broke into the studio.”

No one spoke.

“You asked if anything strange happened,” Tony said apologetically. “This was the other day. After you found that woman in the fun house, someone broke into the portrait studio the same night.”  


Chapter 12

Chester’s keys got me into the park through the staff entrance, and the sound of my footsteps echoed up the path ahead of me. It was late; I’d waited until night for this particular round of sleuthing, and Shipwreck Shores was dark and empty. Clouds had moved in again, swallowing the stars and the moon. Occasionally, security lights broke up the night, but most of the attractions were swallowed in shadows. Doors were shut. Roll-down security grates protected windows. The smell of cotton candy and bacon-wrapped turkey legs and funnel cakes had faded, and what was left was the heavy smell of the day’s oil, emptied from the deep fryers.

The portrait studio was located inside the Treasure Chest, which was Shipwreck Shores’ theater. In the summer, I’d been told, you could see all sorts of programs. Regional student choirs traveled here to perform. College kids majoring in acting and musical theater put on shows. From what I gathered, the productions tended to be nostalgic revues meant to appeal to older guests who might not be interested in traipsing from ride to ride (and who, like yours truly, preferred the idea of a dark room, a tub of popcorn, and a gallon of soda). But there were shows for kids, too, and even the occasional one-act play, often written specifically for Shipwreck Shores. Needless to say, I got the impression there was a lot of stuff about pirates.

I found the Treasure Chest first. It was a rambling, two-story building that looked less like a theater and more like a wharf-front warehouse—which, considering the park’s theme, was probably the point. It had a plank veneer painted a fading blue. Thick ropes (I wanted to call them hawsers) provided part of the décor. Ship’s wheels were another common element. On one decorative balcony, an old cannon was aimed at an imaginary enemy. Sun-faded posters announced such enticing performances as Skull Island: The Curse of Shipwreck Shores and Ship Shape and Bristol: Remembering the British Invasion (hopefully, I thought, the musical one), and even Parakeet Pete and X Marks the Spot (for kids eight and under). I decided that I was going to take Keme to that over the summer. I’d make it a surprise. Because friends did that kind of thing for their friends.

Around the side of the building, I found the portrait studio. Signage with such snappy advertising as GET YOUR PORTRAIT HERE was one clue. Another was PIRATE PHOTOS THIS WAY. Equally informative signs told me to DRESS LIKE A PIRATE and REMEMBER YOUR TRIP TO SHIPWRECK SHORES WITH A CUSTOM PIRATE PORTRAIT and DON’T FORGET SOMETHING SPECIAL FOR MOM AND DAD. My mom and dad would probably love it if I started dressing like a pirate. For them, it would probably be a sign of my long-dormant genius finally manifesting. But hey, I had something better to think about. Because guess where else I was going to take Keme?

Once again, Chester’s keys opened the lock without any problem. The hinges squeaked, and I froze. But nobody came running, and nobody shouted, and nobody from a guard tower shone a spotlight on me. (Maybe because I wasn’t escaping from a World War II-era prison camp.) I eased the door open a little farther and slipped inside.

It was darker here. The windows left me exposed to the street, and a passerby would be able to see my flashlight. But I couldn’t think of any other option. So far, the park had been deserted. All I could do was hope that my good luck would hold. (I know what you’re thinking: what good luck?)

When I flicked on my flashlight, a man was staring back at me.

I swallowed a scream.

Mostly.

For about half a second, my body tried to decide whether or not to go into cardiac arrest. And then I realized I was staring at a mascot costume on some sort of stand. It was a pirate, of course. And it was staring right at me with its big, blank eyes.

I panned the light past it and found the sales counter, complete with a register and a glass display case full of pirate-themed photo albums, frames, etc. Overhead, a large display was dark—presumably, where you could see pictures of other guests who were having a fantastic time dressing up like pirates.

An opening led off from the room, and I followed it deeper into the building. My shoes squeaked on the linoleum. The next room was clearly the studio itself and—thank God—it didn’t have any windows. It was easier to sweep the beam back and forth without having to worry about being spotted by an errant security guard. Someone had made a token nod toward continuing the pirate-themed décor—I saw a ship’s wheel, more rope, and some seashells—but this was clearly a utilitarian space. The majority of the studio had been given over to the shooting space, complete with backdrops (currently, what appeared to be the captain’s quarters on an old ship). To one side, little curtained cubicles provided changing areas. The curtains were tied back, otherwise I might have been worried about what was hiding in there. On the other side of the space, racks of costumes—regular ones, as well as the full-sized mascot costumes—were interspersed with prop boxes. I saw some wooden legs, several brass compasses, and a lot (I’m talking a boatload, PUN!) of plastic parrots. Two doors on the far side of the room were closed.

The first one led into a small restroom. The second was locked, but Chester’s keys let me into what must have been the office-slash-editing room. The space was cramped with filing cabinets, a desk, and a clunky old computer. Framed photos covered the walls. The smell of toner hung in the air, mixed with the mustiness of a closed-up, and slightly damp, space.

I caught a better look at the photos on the wall. They showed people in costume, but they weren’t inside the photo studio. They were all over the park. They were working cash registers. They were running rides. They were dressed as pirates and lobsters and anatomically incorrect merfolk. They were young. They were old. In some photos, the colors were saturated, and the kids had their hair done like the Partridges. In others, they wore lots of neon and had hair like they’d stuck a fork in an outlet. Staff photos, I realized. It was kind of cute, actually. They’d started the tradition when the park opened, it looked like, and it was still going. A few empty nails showed where they were already planning to hang future pictures. In last year’s photos, I recognized Dagan and Lyndsey and Tyler, not to mention a handful of local kids I’d seen around town.

Staring at the pictures wasn’t going to help me figure out why someone might have broken into the portrait studio. Or how they’d framed Chester. So, it was time to do some sleuthing. I started in the office. Just for kicks, I checked the desk drawers and found the usual mixture of office supplies (hey, somebody still used Wite-Out!) and junk (hey, somebody loved Cup Noodles!). (Okay, I also love Cup Noodles, so there’s zero judgment.) Next, I tried the filing cabinets. I found a lot of paperwork. I didn’t know a portrait studio located in a small regional amusement park could generate so much paperwork. But apparently it could. And did. And some of it, I quickly noticed, went all the way back to the ’80s, when the portrait studio had opened.

Then I moved into the studio. I spent a long time looking at the racks of costumes. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular, but I was hoping I’d find something that might give me a clue about who had framed Chester. A bloody fingerprint, maybe. Or a shoe print. Those felt like long shots. Honestly, everything felt like a long shot at this point. This was so different from anything I’d ever tried to investigate. How did you solve a murder when you couldn’t even find the bodies?

But I tried anyway. Because Chester seemed like a good guy. And Tony clearly loved his son. And, if I’m being fully honest, I did it because I had been, to use Keme’s favorite word, a donkey about the dating stuff. I knew Tony was a nice guy who also happened to be a little overbearing when it came to his son. I also understood why Tony acted that way; he was worried about Chester. I knew my friends had been teasing me. And I liked that they teased me. And I liked teasing them. I particularly liked it when Keme did something like try to sit down in a chair that wasn’t there because he was so busy staring at Millie. (It had been like an early birthday present, if you want to know.) I was embarrassed that I’d lost my temper with the people I loved most in the world. And I was embarrassed, if I dug down and faced the truth, that it hurt so much because I was so insecure about dating in general. And, more specifically, about certain recent developments.

I tried not to think about that stuff as I conducted my inspection of the studio, but it was hard. The thoughts came again and again, battering down my best defenses. I knew my friends would accept my apologies; I knew they’d forgive me. But that wasn’t the real problem. The real problem was that I still didn’t know what to do about Bobby, and it felt like every passing minute brought another turn of the screw, the pressure growing and growing until my panic was at a constant simmer. Maybe, I thought, this would be the ideal time for a vacation. Maybe I could go to the Bahamas and be the world’s worst pool boy. Maybe I could drive a moped.

In the midst of these productive thoughts, a crash interrupted me. The sound had come from somewhere else in the building, and if I weren’t mistaken, it had come from glass breaking. I held my breath and listened, but nothing came.

Go home, a voice in my brain said. Get out of here.

And a different voice said, Call Bobby. Call the sheriff. Call park security. Call anybody.

And a third voice—wearier than the others—said simply, Not again.

I tried to think rationally. One perfectly logical explanation was that a custodian or security guard had broken something—a mirror, a light, a window. And that was it. End of story. But, I thought, what if they’d fallen? What if they’d had a heart attack or a stroke or a seizure, and they were unconscious, and they needed help? What if—and this was the one I couldn’t shake—it’s like the fun house? It seemed impossible for the killer to be here again, at the same time I was. But was it? I mean, the whole reason I was here was because someone was determined to frame Chester. Maybe the killer had come back to finish the job. I was frozen, trying to decide what to do. If I called someone for help, they might arrive too late. But if I went out there, I was giving the killer another chance to put a permanent stop to my snooping.

I was still arguing with myself when I realized I was already moving toward the noise. I found a door in the office that led out into a carpeted hall. The only light came from emergency fixtures spaced far apart. This part of the building was clearly meant for guests—there was more of the pirate décor, including spyglasses and starfish and, I know what you’re thinking, yes, more ropes. I turned off my flashlight and moved in the direction I thought the sound had come from, my sneakers whispering against the carpet.

When the hall turned, I found myself in what had to be the lobby of the theater itself. There were more of the emergency lights here, pushing back the gloom. The ambience had been ramped up to a ten. In decorative areas fenced off from the public by imitation piles and fishing nets, treasure chests held glittering (imitation) gold coins, along with barrels marked XXX and more cannons. Sails hung overhead, and as I moved under them, the air displaced by my passage made them ripple. Old maps hung on the walls, along with more of those posters I’d seen outside. These ones advertised what must have been vintage offerings. Salty Sue and the Swinging Swashbucklers appeared to have been a particularly popular choice from—guessing by the hair—the time of the first Bush presidency. (In case you need to know, Salty Sue wore a costume that could best be described as billowy. Also, there was a whip.) The smell of popcorn saturated the space, stale, hinting at rancid. A wide flight of red-carpeted stairs led up, and a sign indicated BALCONY.

There was no sign of what might have made the noise I’d heard. The doors were still shut, their glass intact. The concessions counters were undamaged. I stood and tried to listen, but all I could hear was white noise—the hiss of blood in my ears.

Even though I hated the idea, I knew what I had to do next. And it was going to be stupid. But I couldn’t think of any other option.

This, a voice informed me, is why it’s probably best that you never have children.

I didn’t particularly appreciate the input, but the voice wasn’t wrong.

Under my sneakers, the thick carpeting on the stairs barely made a sound. Above me, another emergency light shone on the wooden figurehead from a ship. As I continued up, I could make what appeared to be a second lobby, complete with a smaller concession counter. I had the brief thought that maybe I needed a snack. Something small, just to keep my blood sugar up. I’d pay for it, of course. But the risk with movie concessions was that some places still stocked all those horrible ones like Sno-Caps or Jujyfruits or (vomit) Raisinets. If I want a moldy old grape covered in chocolate, I can make my own moldy old grape covered in chocolate, thank you very much. Now, if they had Sour Patch Kids—

I reached the top of the stairs and saw the body.

In the dark, it was nothing more than a crumpled shape, but I knew what it was. I turned on my flashlight. It was a man in a dark coat. The back of his head was to me, and I could see where he’d been hit. On the floor next to him lay a bloody hammer. I stayed where I was for a moment, but the man didn’t appear to be moving. I circled around the body to get a better look.

It was Dagan.

For a moment, that didn’t make any sense. Dagan was the killer—I was sure of it.

But there was no mistaking the man on the floor in front of me. I knelt to check his pulse, but I couldn’t find one.

As I started to rise, I noticed the photos. Framed photos covered the walls here too, like in Chester’s studio. These pictures, though, showed the cast and crew of the Treasure Chest’s various theatrical productions over the years. I spotted one of the framed photos beneath Dagan. He’d fallen on top of it, cracking the glass, but the photo itself had survived. It had to have been thirty years old, and it showed the cast of yet another pirate-themed production I didn’t recognize. I had already dismissed the photograph when something caught my eye. A familiar face—much, much younger, with that unfinished look of adolescence. But the overbite was unmistakable. A young Lyndsey beamed at the camera. The girl who had hated the park but, apparently, had loved theater enough to take part in the productions at the Treasure Chest.

Then something else caught my eye. A torn scrap of paper lay beneath Dagan’s hand, as though he had dropped it when he fell. It looked like the top of a letter, with a business address printed in the corner, and it had been dated from almost ten years before. The business was SKYLINE ADVENTURES, and the letter began:

To Whom It May Concern:

I cannot in good conscience recommend Jessica Figueroa for any position in your company. My lawyers would skin me if they knew I was putting this to paper, but if someone got hurt, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. These are the same lawyers who tell me that we wouldn’t be able to prove her liability for the deaths that resulted from her mishandling of and inattention to—

It broke off there.

The deaths that resulted from her mishandling of and inattention to—

The deaths.

It wasn’t thought; it was memory: I flashed back to my first and only real conversation with Jessica, when I’d asked her about people who might have a grudge against the park, about any past injuries or deaths. She’d gotten angry and defensive. And I thought about the conversation I’d overheard between her and Dagan, the strange sense I’d had of a conversation between the two of them that I wasn’t part of. I thought of the night before, when I’d seen Jessica searching Lyndsey’s office. Looking for something. Looking, I suspected, for this. This letter, or what was left of it, explained some of what was going on, but not all of it.

I reached for my phone. I was going to call Bobby, and then I was going to stay right here until the sheriff showed up. There was no way I was going to let a third body—

Somewhere off in the dark, a door opened. The squeak of the hinges wasn’t all that loud, actually, but in the silence, it carried. And so, too, did the scuffing step that followed it. And the next. Moving toward me.

A braver man might have stayed to catch a glimpse of the killer. But a braver man might have gotten himself killed. I gave the upper lobby a panicked glance. For a heartbeat, I thought I might be able to hide behind the concessions counter and get a look at him. But the steps were moving directly toward me, and to get to the counter, I’d have to walk right in front of the killer.

Behind me, though, was a restroom. I scurried backward, slipped into the men’s room, and caught the door before it shut. A tiny gap remained, barely enough for me to squint through. I watched as a dark shape moved closer. They stopped at the edge of a pool of shadow. I couldn’t tell how big they were. I couldn’t make out their clothes. I couldn’t tell anything except that, with an animal sense, I knew they were there. Standing only a few feet away. I thought, maybe, I could hear them breathing.

And then they looked at me.

In the dark, it was just the barest suggestion of movement when they turned their head. But there was no mistaking it. Some primal sense inside me blared a warning, and I knew they were looking at me. That they had seen me.

I let the door fall shut. It was designed to open in, toward me, with a brass pull that glinted in the faint ambient light. I had a half-formed thought about an impromptu barricade, but anything I did would take too long. So instead, I planted my feet and set my shoulder to the door.

A moment later the door shifted as the killer tried to open it. The pressure vanished as quickly as it had come, but I knew what I’d felt. Then there was nothing. Silence from the other side of the door. No sound of movement, no sound of breathing. It was too much to hope that the killer had left—

The door slammed into me. Even though I’d been braced and ready for it, the force of the impact almost knocked me off my feet. The killer crashed into the door again. And then again, throwing their full weight against it. I staggered. My sneakers tried to grip the tile underfoot, but I felt myself being forced back, and each time, the men’s room door opened a little farther.

And then the assault stopped. Shoulder aching, I shut the door all the way again. My body buzzed with adrenaline, and the blackness crawled in front of my eyes. I forced myself to take a breath. And then another. They sounded loud and gaspy in the stillness, but I made myself keep sucking in air until the spots in my vision faded.

How much time had passed? A minute? Two? It was hard to tell, with my pulse pounding in my head. Long enough, though, that even through the fog of my thoughts, I was starting to wonder what was happening. Had the killer gone to get a gun? Or was there a separate entrance for custodial staff? I had a momentary vision of the killer riding the ziplines and crashing through the window and had to fight off panicked giggles.

Still nothing.

And then I heard the sound. It came from the other side of the door, but farther off. It was low and whispering, and it made me think of fabric brushing fabric. Then a grunt punctuated the noises. It took several long seconds before I thought I recognized what I was hearing: the killer was dragging Dagan’s body away.

No. Way.

Not again.

It probably wasn’t my smartest moment. Okay, it definitely wasn’t my smartest moment. But all I could think in that moment was that I wasn’t going to cower in this stupid bathroom while the killer made yet another victim disappear.

I eased back from the door with the idea of opening it an inch—not too far, in case this was a ruse, but enough to get a glimpse of the lobby. But when I grabbed the pull, the door wouldn’t move.

That was probably because I was starting to shake. I wiggled my fingers, got a better grip, took a few deep breaths, and pulled.

The door shifted. But it wouldn’t open.

I tried again, pulling as hard as I could this time. And still nothing. Somehow, the killer had secured the door, and I couldn’t get it open.

Straining to hear over the sound of my own ragged breaths, I thought I could make out the sound of Dagan’s body being dragged away. But the sound was growing more distant, and it wasn’t long before I couldn’t hear anything at all. My pulse spiked again; if the killer was going to come back, they’d do it now. But one long minute bled into the next, and that one into the next, and eventually, I decided the killer wasn’t coming back. I gave the door one last try, but it refused to move.

I was trapped.


Chapter 13

I called the sheriff’s office.

Park security came.

Deputies came.

The sheriff came.

I hung out in the men’s room and waited while they talked in the lobby.

“All right, Mr. Dane,” the sheriff called through the door. “We’re going to remove the obstruction.”

A scraping noise came, and then the door swung open. The sheriff poked her head in and gave me a considering look. I had a moment of disorientation; I’d been expecting Bobby, but—well, I wasn’t sure. I mean, it wasn’t like I’d heard him out with the other deputies. I’d just assumed—I mean, it was always Bobby.

“You all right?” the sheriff asked.

I nodded.

“Why don’t you come out of there?”

That sounded like a great idea.

It was a push broom, I discovered. The killer had slid it between the door handle and the frame to keep the door from opening.

“Not exactly a criminal genius, eh?” Deputy Tripple said with something like glee.

“Sorry about the delay,” the sheriff said as though Tripple hadn’t spoken. “We didn’t want park security contaminating any possible prints.”

“Of course,” I said. I checked the spot where I’d found Dagan. The fallen photos and broken glass lay where they’d been. So did the bloody hammer. But Dagan’s body was gone, and so was the scrap of paper.

“Why don’t we step over here,” the sheriff said, following my gaze, “and you can make your statement?”

So, I did. I told her everything.

And she, in turn, explained what she had meant when she’d told me to stop investigating.

She described.

She clarified.

She gave extremely vivid examples.

Dagan was missing, I learned. No one had been able to find him at home, and he wasn’t answering his phone.

Not exactly a big surprise, considering I’d found him with his head bashed in, but good to know nonetheless.

During my narration, Tyler came up the stairs and looked around.

I broke off my story to ask, “When did he get here?”

A little crease formed in the sheriff’s forehead. “Mr. Handy? I’m not sure. Why?”

So, I told her what I’d noticed last time—how Tyler had called Jessica on her phone instead of using the walkie, how he’d arrived late after I’d found Lyndsey’s body, even the strange vibe, as though he’d been faking his surprise.

“I’ll take that into consideration,” the sheriff said, which was a polite way of responding to someone who sounded slightly unhinged.

“What about the hammer?” I asked.

“We haven’t even begun processing this area, let alone tried to match the blood or lift prints—”

“No, why is it still here? The killer made the effort to hide the body, and they took that letter, but they left the murder weapon? That doesn’t make any sense either.”

The sheriff nodded.

“I mean, what was Dagan even doing here anyway? Hanging photos in the middle of the night? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“We’ll look into that.”

“And we’re supposed to believe, what, that he was so focused on hanging one of those photos that he didn’t hear someone come up behind him, pick up the hammer he was using, and clonk him?”

“Mr. Dane,” the sheriff said—kindly, but firmly—“we’re working on it. I’m going to have Deputy Dahlberg follow you home. Is that all right?”

That wave of disorientation tugged at me again. I wanted to say, But Bobby always makes sure I get home.

Only Bobby wasn’t here.

“Yeah,” I said a beat too late. “Sure.”

“Deputy Dahlberg,” the sheriff called.

Dahlberg led me toward the stairs. She smelled like strawberry body spray, and she gave me a nice smile and patted my arm, the same way she would have, I suspected, if I’d won a junior deputy award.

As we were going down the steps, Tripple stuck his head out over the rail above us. He was grinning, and his forehead did that disturbing wrinkly thing that went straight up into his shiny scalp. “You know, there are easier ways to get Bobby’s attention.”

It took a moment for me to realize that he’d really said those words out loud, here, where everyone could hear him.

“Get back to work,” Dahlberg said.

“All I’m saying is there’s no need for all this. The big production, I mean. Heck, I thought you two lived together. How about this? The next time you want a big, strong deputy to rescue you while you bat your eyelashes at him, you trip on the stairs. Save the rest of us a whole lot of trouble.”

The shock came first. Then the humiliation. Not because Tripple thought I was making this up—although yes, some of that. But because they knew. They all knew. Not just Tripple. I could see the secondhand embarrassment on Dahlberg’s face. They knew. About—about me and Bobby. No, I thought numbly, that wasn’t right. They knew about me. How obvious was it? Tripple’s words—batting my eyelashes. The flush made me so dizzy that for a moment, I thought I was going to pass out.

“Hey!” Dahlberg snapped. “Knock it off!”

“Tripple,” the sheriff barked from the lobby.

Still grinning, Tripple withdrew his wrinkled scalp, and Dahlberg nudged me to get me moving on the stairs again.

It all seemed to be happening a long way off. Like I’d taken a step backward inside my own body. My brain had gone offline—anxiety flaring up into panic, and panic shutting down everything but the emergency systems. Later, I’d come up with a thousand zingers I should have shot back at Tripple. Right then, though, I couldn’t string together two words. A sharp, visceral pain made it difficult to walk. Psychosomatic, sure, but pain nonetheless. Anticipatory pain. Telling my body to draw tight, contract, shield itself. Stay safe.

The walk to the parking lot seemed to happen in outer space. And as I drove, I was only distantly aware of the rumble of the Jeep’s engine, of the slight vibration that transmitted itself through the seat and the steering wheel, of the wind battering the glass. The world was dark and quiet. The clouds were thick and low. The headlights bent and curved along the wet pavement, and when I passed through the tunnel of spruce and pine, they gave snapshot illuminations of the rest of the world: a doe among the ferns, head raised warily, frozen in that moment of startlement; a broken branch that hung crooked against the sky; the flash of wild eyes deep in the brush.

I parked in the garage, and when I came out, Dahlberg was waiting for me, window down.

“Bobby’s not on duty tonight,” she said gently.

I nodded. A traitorous part of me asked: then where is he? Because he hadn’t been home. I hadn’t seen him once today.

Dahlberg spoke once more. “Don’t let him get to you, Dash.” It was meant as kindness; I understood that, even as she delivered another mortal blow. “Everybody thinks you two are so cute together.”

I didn’t think it could be worse, but somehow, it was. Everybody. Everybody knew.

Knew what?

That I liked Bobby. Liked liked.

From a long way off, I could recognize that my embarrassment was linked to my terror. They had a shared root in that gut-wrenching sense of vulnerability. It was an animal thing, a pre-rational thing. I’d had a secret, something I’d kept safe and hidden, and now I learned that everyone knew about it. I felt exposed—all the parts of me that could be injured so easily, where I had been hurt so badly in the past, were on public display.

Everyone knew. Everyone.

Everyone meant Bobby.

I felt like I was on autopilot—all I registered was the cold flick of the salt-breeze against my cheek, the sudden increase in volume of the waves crashing against the cliffs. Dahlberg’s face was mostly shadow in the soft light from the dash. She looked tired and older and sad. And then she turned her head, and the shadows shifted, and she drove away.

I went inside.

Hemlock House was quiet. It was full of quiet, actually—packed with the familiar silence of an empty space. I stood there in the dark, smelling the scents of furniture polish and old books and the little plug-in air fresheners that gave a faintly floral hint. I thought about going upstairs and trying to go to sleep. I was still jittery from my encounter with the killer, but worse was the thought of lying in bed, listening to the house creak and groan, catastrophizing about the revelation that everyone knew. Everyone.

Hemlock House had a history of people falling (or being pushed) from the balconies. I figured if I tried to go to sleep, I’d probably become the first person to willingly throw himself out one of the windows. So instead of going to my room, I went into the den.

During my time at Hemlock House, the den had become my unofficial office-slash-writing room. It was beautiful—built-in bookshelves full of rare books, wingback chairs, a window that looked out on the lawn and the long driveway. I had my laptop and my scribbled notes, and I’d even figured out the absolute most comfortable position, which was when I worked myself into the corner of the chair, my feet up on a hassock, snuggled under the world’s coziest blanket (trademark pending).

I got myself settled and tried to write.

Writing had always been an escape for me. Which was funny, considering how much effort I put into finding ways not to write. But as a child, writing had been a place for me to go where I had friends, where I went on adventures, where I could be brave. And as I grew older, writing became a place for me to go when I had a broken heart, when I was lonely, when I felt powerless.

Finishing stories wasn’t my strong suit, but there had always been a magic to dropping into the words, falling through the page into the world of my imagination, where I was wiser, bolder, better. In a story, I could take as long as I needed to make a decision; in a story, no matter how fast paced the scene, the hero was never truly rushed. It didn’t take a psychiatrist to see that one of the things that I loved about writing was that it made me feel safe. In control. When I was writing, there was no risk. There were no precipitous decisions, fraught moments, irreversible turning points. Because I could always hit the backspace key and do it again. Better. But that wasn’t the only reason I loved writing. I loved it because it was a way to know myself better—to learn things about myself, in moments of startling discovery, that I had never expected. And I loved it because, when I was doing it right, it was fun. It was pure creation, and that carried its own kind of joy.

The less said about actually, you know, publishing said moments of pure joyous creation, though, the better.

I had been wrestling with one particular moment of pure joyous creation for the better part of the last month, trying to hammer this short story into shape so I could send it out. (The novel was currently on hiatus, and no, I don’t want to talk about it.) “Second Impressions” was my take on a Chandler story—one of his best-known novels, The Big Sleep. And The Big Sleep was Chandler’s take on that old mystery staple, the missing person story. Aside from the raging homophobia and misogyny, The Big Sleep was a remarkable book, with Chandler’s signature lean prose and the gritty noir aesthetic he refined and stylized. One of the plot threads has to do with a husband, who, rumor has it, has run off with a mobster’s wife, but it doesn’t seem all that important—clearly secondary to all the blackmailing and pornography and rampant homosexuality that poor old Philip Marlowe has to deal with.

When you find out what really happened, of course, then you realize it was crucial to understanding the whole story. It turns out (spoiler alert) that the crazy nymphomaniac femme fatale who has been hounding poor old Marlowe, desperate for some male attention (see? the misogyny!), killed her sister’s husband because he refused to sleep with her. (MISOGYNY!) Marlowe figured it out, obviously. But it’s a great twist the first time you read it. (Unless I just spoiled it for you.)

In “Second Impressions,” I was trying something different. Intrepid private investigator Will Gower has been hired to find a body—a victim of a serial killer. But the victim is very much alive. (Twist!) So, kind of an inversion of Chandler. Which was fun. And it was kind of turning into my thing—in short stories, anyway. Which was all well and good, except I still had to figure out who this guy was and why he was alive and, oh, why he’d been pretending to be someone else this whole time.

I was pecking away at the keyboard, trying to fall through the page and, more importantly, ignore those pesky questions, when headlights swept up the drive.

Do you know when you’ve got it bad? When you’ve got it really, really bad for a guy?

When you recognize his headlights.

(That’s not a euphemism.)

I knew those headlights. I knew that was the Pilot, and Bobby was coming back home from wherever he’d been. Not on duty. Somewhere else. Somewhere he’d gone without telling me. Not that he had to tell me. Not that I was keeping tabs on him.

The panic, which had been lulled by the writing and mostly fallen asleep by that point, jerked awake again. A series of increasingly implausible but terrifying possibilities presented themselves to me. After dropping me off, Dahlberg had called Bobby to tell him what had happened. No, worse, Tripple had called him to rub it in—that stupid old Dash had been desperate for some male attention, and he’d called in another false alarm. (In my defense, a strident voice said inside my head, at least I didn’t shoot anybody for not wanting to sleep with me.) Or, even worse, word had already spread. In a small town like Hastings Rock, it was certainly possible. Bobby had been out somewhere (where, that insistent voice in my head wanted to know—and with whom?), and someone had mentioned what had happened, and now he knew, and he was going to be furious.

Because I hadn’t called him.

Because I’d embarrassed him, mooning around after him, making a joke out of him at his place of work.

I didn’t even think about it. I scrambled out of the chair and across the room, found the right book, and pulled.

The house’s original secret passages, from what I understood, dated back to Nathaniel Blackwood—the eccentric (and apparently lusty) timber baron who had built Hemlock House. But Vivienne hadn’t been shy about adding her personal brand to things, which was why the book that opened this secret door wasn’t old or rare. It was a copy of her Pulitzer-nominated true crime book, The Nightingale Murders. When I pulled on it, a section of the built-in bookcase swung open, and behind it lay a hidden passage.

I darted through the opening, pulled the secret door shut behind me, and fumbled for the light on my phone. Mr. Blackwood had been a big believer in lamps and lanterns and candlesticks, and as far as I knew, Vivienne had never had electricity run down here. (Probably because doing so would have meant revealing one of Hemlock House’s secrets to the masses.) I turned on my phone’s flashlight, gave my eyes a moment to adjust, and started down the stairs.

They led to the Victorian equivalent of a safe room—where Mr. Blackwood must have planned on holing up if things ever got bad. (He didn’t, however, plan on his child-bride pushing him off a balcony.) A complete living room opened up at the bottom of the stairs, with a tufted chesterfield and oil paintings and, yes, a fireplace, and shelves full of books and brass telescopes and a taxidermy stoat dressed up like Ulysses S. Grant (my interpretation) under a glass cloche. I could spend the rest of my life down here, I decided, sneaking in and out through the hidden doors, eating whatever food Indira left lying around, doing a lot of moping, brooding, and—God, it’s so embarrassing to write—pining. Kind of like a cross between a mole person and the Phantom of the Opera. With less dramatic organ music.

I was still fleshing out this new life plan when a figure rose up from the chesterfield.

I screamed.

Fox screamed.

I managed to cut myself off and, in a furious whisper, demand, “What are you doing?”

“I’m hiding from my problems like an adult,” Fox snapped. “What are you doing? Besides scaring innocent people to death!”

I took a deep breath and got a better look at Fox. They didn’t look great. The quilt-bag was gone, replaced by what I would have called a Tolstoy-era peasant’s smock, and a lacy little bit underneath that was giving Bordello of Blood. As with so many things with Fox, it was confusing.

So, I explained my new plan.

“You can’t even play the organ,” Fox said.

“I said with less organ music!”

“We don’t even have an organ.” And then, a note of doubt entered their voice. “Do we?”

I clumped down the rest of the stairs and threw myself onto a velvet-upholstered chaise. If you’re a fan of self-sabotage, devastating psychological tailspins, and general crisis-ing, here’s a tip: a velvet-upholstered chaise really takes it all to the next level.

After a while, Fox said, “Could you go be sad somewhere else, please?”

“No.” And then, in a spurt of defiance: “It’s my house. I can be sad wherever I want.”

“Well, you’re too sad. And it’s everywhere. It’s making me sad, and I’m trying to feel sorry for myself.” But before I could say anything, Fox said in a different voice, “What’s going on?”

Maybe, another day, I wouldn’t have told them. But the hurt and the humiliation and, perhaps strongest of all, my own disappointment in myself won out, and I found myself telling Fox all of it: my inability to tell if Bobby felt the same way I did; my fears that if he did have feelings for me, I’d screw it up; my fears that if he didn’t, I’d screw that up too; my fears that either way, I’d lose his friendship because of how I felt about him; our disastrous close encounters over the last few days, with each one seeming to leave things worse between us; how the pressure of those moments seemed to make it impossible for me to think or act or speak rationally; and then tonight, and Tripple’s nasty little jab, and the fact that everyone knew.

“Of course we know,” Fox said. “You’re in love with him.”

That familiar, slow churn of panic started again in my gut.

“You spend pretty much every waking minute together,” Fox said. “And do you have any idea how much you smile at him? One time, he was telling you about a bad traffic accident, and you had this huge grin on your face, nodding along. It would be adorable if it weren’t so disgusting.” As though delivering the ultimate, indisputable proof, Fox added, “Dash, you go hiking with him. You walk up hills for him. Voluntarily. You. The same person who I once heard announce that he wasn’t going to have nachos because the plate was too far away.”

“Okay, but that was mostly because I’d already eaten so many tacos.”

Fox gave a little laugh, and somehow, even through the pain, I found myself smiling. I didn’t remember the traffic accident thing, but I knew how I felt when Bobby walked into the room. It was like my whole body became lighter. And he was so handsome, it would be stupid not to smile when I saw him. And while hiking did occasionally involve hills, and almost always was conducted at a rate that could most generously be described as “vigorous,” I barely even thought about it because it was time with Bobby. Time for just the two of us.

“Do you know why I’m down here?” Fox asked.

“I believe we’re both hiding from our problems.”

“I’m down here because, even though I’m an adult, I’m afraid. I’m afraid that if I move in with Garrett, I’m going to be giving up my autonomy. Or that I’m going to be losing the upper hand in our relationship. Or that he’s going to treat me terribly, and I’m going to be trapped.”

“Fox, you know you can always come here, right?”

“That’s very sweet,” they said, their voice thick. “You’re missing my point. I’m afraid if I say no, that it’ll be over, and I’ll have lost my last chance at a meaningful relationship. I’m afraid that if I say no, it’ll be because—because of me. Because there’s something wrong with me. I’m afraid if I say no, that I’ll lose something I’ve valued for years.”

I tried to figure out what to say to that, because I knew that nothing I said would make it better. But that was the wrong way to think about it. Something my friends had been teaching me—trying to teach me—was that some things were more important than words, which was (obviously) hard for a writer to swallow. Sometimes you didn’t need to make things better or fix things or—or do anything, I guess, except be a friend, and show someone you loved them. And if there was anyone who understood how hard it was to feel torn by a difficult decision, to feel swamped by indecisiveness and anxiety and fear—well, you’re looking at the world champ.

It wasn’t the smoothest move ever, of course. In the process of making my way to the chesterfield, I thumped an armchair, half-fell over an ottoman, caught myself on a console table (and almost took it down), and barely saved a solid brass candelabra. Finally, I dropped down next to Fox and hugged them.

They didn’t say anything for what felt like a long time. They just hugged me back tightly, their body stiff. And then, in a scratchy whisper, they finally said, “That was horrifying to watch.”

I chuckled and hugged them closer and said, “I love you.” Why was it so easy to say it to them, I wanted to know. Because we were friends? Because I knew there wasn’t any risk? “I’m sorry. That sounds awful, and I hate that you’re stressed and unhappy. Is there something I can do to help? Do you want me to tell Keme to beat him up?” But the joke seemed small in the dark, and I said, “Sorry. I just meant—we all love you. We want you to be happy, and we want to do whatever we can do.”

Fox gave a breathy laugh and, patting my back, released me. “No, thank you. There’s nothing anyone can do. And I love you too, you know. I’m very…grateful to know you.” I thought I heard a smile as they added, “Not least because you’ve made things quite a bit more interesting since you arrived. But this is just one of those things I’ll have to get through on my own.”

We were both quiet for a while. Down here, I couldn’t hear the wind or the waves. The air was faintly musty with the smell of old leather, old textiles, old paper, old taxidermy stoats.

“All right,” Fox said thickly. “Enough about me. Let’s hear the rest of it.”

I thought about how to put it into words, but what came out was “Do you think Bobby likes me?”

“Oh yeah,” Fox said. “He passed a note to Keme in math class last week. He’s crazy about you.”

Face hot, I laughed. “Okay.” It took a moment for the sting to fade. “I know that’s—juvenile, I guess. But you know how I am. I mean, I can’t even decide which breakfast cereal to eat.”

“Cinnamon Toast Crunch.”

“But it gets soggy so fast, and—” I drew in a deep breath and laughed a little more. “I don’t want to make the same mistake I made with Hugo. I thought I loved Hugo. I wanted to be with Hugo. And then—and then I was wrong. And my life imploded. I don’t want to be wrong with Bobby. He’s so important to me. I don’t think I could handle it if I’m wrong.”

“In your perfect scenario, what happens?”

I laughed again.

“I’m serious,” Fox said. “Let’s say none of this had happened. Wipe out everything from the last few days. How did you want it to go?”

“I don’t know. I guess I thought it would be the way it had been—we’d keep being friends, and we’d keep spending time together, and eventually…”

Fox’s reply was the teensiest bit waspish. “Eventually what? Fade to black, and you’d wake up in bed next to him?”

“I mean, is that not an option?”

“Dashiell!”

“I don’t know. I guess at some point we’d talk about how we felt. But later. Maybe after we’re married, and it’s an ironclad contract, and he can’t run away?”

The answering silence was, to say the least, disapproving.

“I know,” I said. “I know that relationships mean, you know, talking about things. I know I need to tell him. It’s just—I’m not ready. Can’t I wait a little bit longer?” And what I wanted to say, although I managed not to add it out loud was, until it’s safe.

“You can wait as long as you want. But you can’t make Bobby wait too.”

I closed my eyes against their sudden stinging.

“Do you know what I’ve been telling myself?” Fox’s voice had a bitter amusement at odds with their usual tone. “Throughout this whole mess, I mean. I keep telling myself that I’m an adult of a certain age. I don’t have to put up with relationship drama. What dignity I have, I’d like to keep. I’m certainly not going to throw away my self-respect and give into Garrett’s childish demands. I’ve seen enough people make fools of themselves over men—including you.”

“Hey!”

“I’ll keep my pride, thank you very much.” Fox must have shifted, because the springs in the old chesterfield creaked. “And it’s all such bunk. Do you know why?” They didn’t wait for me to answer. “Because the bottom line is that I’m afraid. Afraid of making a fool of myself. Afraid of taking a risk. Mostly, afraid of being hurt. That’s one of the things about growing older. We get so much better at protecting ourselves. We call it dignity and self-respect and pride, and those things do matter. They should be valued and protected. But too many times, those words are excuses not to do something scary.” I could feel my heartbeat in my face as the moments ticked by. And then, in a strange voice, Fox said, “We’re all afraid of taking risks, Dash. But if you try to play it safe forever, one day, it’ll be too late. And I don’t think you give yourself enough credit. You’re a very brave young man. It’s time to be brave again.”

When I answered, I spoke into the dark. “I don’t feel brave.”

“That’s because you’re also an idiot.”

A laugh escaped me, but it faded quickly.

“I guess I should be more like Bobby,” I said. “All that stuff he said about dealing with things head on, trying to make things right. I’m sorry I told you to wait and see what happened with Garrett—I mean, look how well that’s been working for me.”

“Dash, it wasn’t bad advice. Sometimes, you do need to let your partner have their space. Sometimes, it’s important to wait, to give things time instead of rushing and forcing and trying to make things work. And sometimes, like Bobby said, you have to handle things more directly. The problem is that both of those approaches can become ways of protecting yourself, and then they’re a problem and not a tool. Why do you think Bobby stayed with West so long? Why do you think it was so hard for him to let go, even though he didn’t love West, and even though he wasn’t happy? Bobby Mai is many things, but one of them is that he’s terrified of feeling powerless. He wants things to be clear and definite and certain. No ambiguities, no messiness, no confusion. And so he’s convinced that if he can stay in control, if he can work hard enough, he won’t get hurt.”

“But that’s not Bobby. Bobby’s so…strong.”

“Bobby is strong. But, not to put too fine a point on it, he’s also a mess.” Fox paused and then asked, “How well is his particular approach working with you?”

I hadn’t thought about it that way. I hadn’t even considered the possibility that Bobby might be…what? Trying too hard? Pushing a little too fast? I’d been so focused on the fact that I was busy messing up my own end of things.

“But he’s not trying to pressure me,” I said. “He’d never do something like that.”

“Except he is,” Fox said. “With the best of intentions, I’m sure. But Bobby isn’t an idiot. He’s known you long enough to know how you react under pressure. He knows that you need time and space to process your feelings. He knows—believe it or not—that you don’t trust your own judgment, and that you’d like a clear, unmistakable sign of his feelings for you. But consider that Bobby is coming out of a serious relationship, and underneath all those muscles, he’s still hurting, and he’s disoriented, and like all of us, he doesn’t want to make himself any more vulnerable than he has to. And that’s why he keeps coming at this whole thing sideways: because he’s terrified, and he can’t help himself from trying to get everything safely under control.”

I lay there, breathing in the chill, stale air. It probably doesn’t sound pleasant, but it was strangely comforting. It reminded me of air-conditioned libraries, the way dry paper crackled. Libraries, like stories, had been a refuge for me. I’d been doing a bit of storytelling myself lately, I recognized. It was easy to make Bobby into something he wasn’t—to make him into a storybook hero, to idealize him, to assume he always felt confident and secure, that any misunderstanding or failure in communication was on my part. But that wasn’t fair to Bobby. And it certainly wasn’t true. One of the first deeply personal things that Bobby had told me was that it was difficult for him to talk about his feelings. At the time, our friendship had made me an exception, but I was aware that since then, our relationship had become more fraught. Now, I suspected, Bobby struggled with talking to me about anything significant because our relationship had deepened, become more meaningful—and charged—for both of us. My problem, on the other hand, was just plain old paralyzing self-doubt. Oh, and I was a certified nutcase.

The idealist in me wanted to believe that if I held on a little longer, things would work themselves out. Maybe not in the fade-to-black scenario Fox had described (rather ungenerously, if I’m being honest). But Bobby could have his rebound. And I could keep being his friend. We’d trust each other more. Our feelings—if there were feelings on both sides—would grow deeper, more profound. And eventually, it would be the right time.  

But that was a fantasy—more of that storybook world I’d inhabited for so long. The future, like a book, was safe because it wasn’t real. And the less-than-idealist part of me suspected that Fox was right. Bobby wouldn’t be able to leave things alone; it wasn’t his nature. And I, in my typical Dashian way, would continue to get flustered, to panic, and to mess everything up. And eventually, Bobby would decide he’d been wrong about me, and he’d stop trying. Fox was right: if I kept trying to play it safe, one day, Bobby would move on. No one would wait forever.

“Oh my God,” I said, “I’m going to have to talk to him.”

“Uh huh.”

“About my feelings,” I groaned.

Fox laughed. “Uh huh.”

“I changed my mind. I’m going to buy an organ.”

But that was reflex more than anything. (Plus, I definitely couldn’t afford an organ.) The truth—if I dug deep—was that I knew Bobby was kind. Earnestly kind, in a way I’d never encountered before. To a degree, honestly, that felt like a miracle. And he was patient. He had to be, because otherwise, he probably would have killed the lot of us by now. When I talked to him—when I finally worked up the courage—I knew that no matter what happened, even if I was wrong about Bobby, and about us, about everything, even then, he would be kind, and it would be okay.

“I know this is going to sound crazy,” I said, “but hear me out. Instead of a mature, adult, respectful, face-to-face conversation, what if we do it in a confessional booth?”

“I appreciate the irony of me being the one to say this—I promise I do—but I really can’t believe sometimes how nerdy you are. This is when I wish Keme were here to beat you up.”

“Or through a hole in the wall, like in all those Renaissance plays?”

“And somehow you manage to outdo yourself. Hemlock House has a million hiding places, you know. You could have hidden anywhere.”

“Even in one of those mascot costumes,” I said. “Basically anything so, you know, he can’t see my face.”

“How old are you again? Eight?”

“I could just shout it to him while I blow past him on a zipline,” I said. “I mean, I wouldn’t say, ‘I love you,’ because that would be way too cringe. But maybe I could say something about how I, um, feel something. Inside me. When I look at him.”

“Like indigestion.”

“And then he wouldn’t even have to say anything back, because I’d be on a zipline, and I’d already be zipping away.”

“You’re going for the theme park model of healthy relationships, I see.” Fox sounded like they might have said more—in fact, I was pretty sure I’d given them enough ammo to get them through Memorial Day—but their phone buzzed. They looked at it, and then they sat up, making a disgusted noise in their throat.

“What?” I asked. “Oh God. Is it Garrett?”

“Jessica’s on the run.”

The change in subject caught me off balance. “Jessica? The ride mechanic?”

“The hammer matches the tools in her toolbox, and they’re already trying to match prints. Tyler called her to get her over to the park, and when she didn’t answer, one of the deputies did a drive-by. She’s gone.”

“What—” I regrouped. “How in the world do you know all that? Who’s texting you?”

“Millie, obviously.”

“How does—” But I didn’t even bother asking. “But that’s ridiculous. I mean, sure the letter looks bad. But she wouldn’t go to all the trouble of moving the bodies but leave the hammer. That doesn’t make any sense.” Something from my conversation with Jessica floated back to me, and I rubbed my eyes. “She told me someone had taken some of her tools.”

“So,” Fox said, “either someone was planning on framing her, or she was setting up an early defense.”

I sat up on the chaise. And then I stood and began to pace (which involved bumping into a lot of things in the dark). “Nothing about this makes any sense. The hammer means someone is framing Jessica. It has to be Tyler—I mean, that’s standard mystery novel stuff, process of elimination, economy of story, all that. He’s the only significant person we’ve run across who’s left. Dagan’s dead. Lyndsey’s dead. Jessica’s on the run. Chester—I mean it can’t be Chester. He’s clearly a subplot.”

“Aren’t you the one who always reminds me, quote, ‘This isn’t an episode of Law & Order’?”

“Because it’s not! And it’s not a mystery novel—I know that. I’m venting my frustration through my own particular worldview.”

“Oh, that’s a relief. Because it sounded like your cheese done slid off your cracker.”

I would have said something about that, but I bashed my shin against something—a side table or display stand, something with something wobbly and doubtless precious balanced on top of it. By the time I’d kept everything from crashing over—and spent some time rubbing my bruised shin—I’d moved on to more important things. “Maybe Tyler is framing her. I mean, we theorized they were working together.”

“Why frame someone at all?” Fox asked. “If the point is to get away with murder by hiding the body, why can’t they do the decent thing?”

“Please don’t tell me—”

“Dissolve the body in acid and get on with your life.”

I took a deep breath. And then I stopped.

Because Fox was right. One of the questions to ask—especially if you were Will Gower, and you were a grizzled FBI profiler, and you were hunting a serial killer who also had an obsession with breakfast cereal (Phil, my parents’ agent, said Cereal Murder was too cutesy a title for a story about someone who chopped people up and turned them into Teddy Grahams)—was: what did the murderer do that they didn’t have to? (Coincidentally, this is also the same question you should ask about art.) I couldn’t quite put my finger on what that was, though. I wanted to say it was making the victims disappear, but it was obvious why the killer had gotten rid of the bodies. No bodies meant it was much more difficult to prove a crime had been committed. And although I still didn’t understand why someone had killed that first woman, I wasn’t sure that was the loose thread that was nagging at me.

“There’s no motive,” I said. “Is that it?”

“Jessica has a motive,” Fox said. “They were blackmailing her, remember? For the park where everyone died?”

“Not everyone died. And I didn’t mean Jessica.”

“Tyler has a motive too. He wants to run the park. He did it for all those years before Lyndsey and Dagan showed up; it was practically his, and they took it away from him and stuck him in that security job.”

“No—the first killing. The woman who looked like Lyndsey.”

“We talked about that too. The murderer made a mistake; they couldn’t see her well in the fun house, and they thought she was Lyndsey.”

That loose thread—that piece of the puzzle that no one had asked about—was so close. I groped to put it into words. “In a traditional murder, you examine the body for evidence. You examine the crime scene. You investigate the victim and work your way through the victim’s life. You look for places where those elements intersect. You identify people who had a reason to want the victim dead. You identify people who had an opportunity. And then you try to match all those things up to identify the killer.”

Fox was sitting up now too—only a shape in the dark, but staring at me. “But we can’t do that. We don’t know who the first victim was. And we haven’t found anything at the crime scenes until the hammer. And since we don’t know when exactly the killings happened, it’s impossible to pin down opportunity.”

“It all comes back to the bodies. If we could figure out—if we could figure out how the killer hid the bodies.” Excitement made me walk straight into a Victorian console, but I barely felt it. “How. Not why. How did they get the bodies out of the fun house? Because it’s not an investigation.” I could feel myself speaking faster and faster. “It’s not an investigation. It’s a puzzle. It’s a locked room mystery!”

I could hear Fox’s frown even if I couldn’t see it. “Didn’t we already have one of those?”

“Because that’s the real problem here. How did they get the bodies out of the fun house? Nobody saw them take the bodies. And the park was busy both nights. The deputies searched that place from top to bottom.”

“You realize the fun house wasn’t actually, um, locked.”

“But it’s the same idea. It’s all about the appearance of the impossible. And the trick with a locked room mystery is figuring out the assumption. Okay, the most obvious solution is that the bodies are still inside the fun house.”

“Definitely not,” Fox said. “Like you said, the deputies searched it.”

“Okay, then some of the other standards are—a secret passage. Are there tunnels? Some sort of hidden underground system beneath the park?”

“That seems like something the sheriff would have caught.”

“Let’s see. Sometimes there’s a wall that’s not really a wall.”

“Also something the sheriff probably would have noticed.”

“Or the person was never inside the room to begin with.”

“But you touched the bodies.”

I visualized the fun house. The churning throngs of guests on the park paths. And for a moment, despair welled up. It was impossible. How could someone get a body out of there without everyone in the park noticing?

“Oh, do you know what?” Fox said. “In one episode of Law & Order, I think the killer disguised himself as one of the first responders. Was that the one where Stabler took his shirt off?”

“But we’re not trying to figure out how the killer—”

And then I stopped.

I remembered my first visit to Shipwreck Shores. The gleeful chaos. The constant movement. The noise. The press of bodies.

“Oh my God,” I said.

Fox was frowning. “Wait, has Stabler taken his shirt off, or is that just my vision board?”

The bodies had been removed without anyone seeing them. But, of course, we had seen them. We’d all seen them. We’d looked right at them and watched them go past.

And then it all started to come together. The break-in at Chester’s portrait studio. Dagan’s body in the theater’s upper lobby, and the crumpled picture of a young Lyndsey in a pirate costume, performing at the Treasure Chest. Lyndsey, who had been a loner when she’d been growing up—except for her theater friends. Lyndsey, who had wanted to move away from here, who wanted nothing to do with the park. Lyndsey, who had wanted to make the world a better place through her mission trips. Who had moved out east with cousins. Who hadn’t come back for her own father’s funeral. Who hadn’t come back for years, not until she and Dagan showed up to take over the park.

“I know how they did it.” I stumbled toward the stairs and managed to crack my knee against an enormous (and invisible) globe. “I know how they did it, and I know why, and they’re going to get away with it unless we stop them tonight.”

“Wait, what?” Fox’s voice sounded thin and far off. “Dash, slow down. We have to call the sheriff—”

“That won’t work,” I said. “They won’t be able to get a warrant. Even if they could, it’d be too late.”

“Then call Bobby—”

I definitely was not going to call Bobby, not after how weird I’d made things. I said, “Don’t tell Keme or Indira where I’m going.”

“Dash, wait!” And then, with obvious frustration: “I don’t even know where you’re going.”

But I was already sprinting up the stairs and out into the night.


Chapter 14

“You’re sure you know how to turn this on?” I asked.

Chester didn’t answer immediately. The park was dark. The turbo lights had stopped spinning and flashing. The neon signs had been turned off. And in the shadows, it was impossible to read his expression. Above us, the sinuous iron spine of the Sea Snake was barely visible against the sky—a dark line scrawled against the backlit clouds.

“Chester,” I prompted.

“I don’t know what—”

“I just need you to turn it on. That’s all. Can you do that?”

He’d been reluctant to talk to me when I’d shown up at his house unannounced (in the middle of the night). And even more reluctant to come with me. Beyond reluctant, actually. He’d looked exhausted, which I knew was one of the effects of spending a day being interviewed by law enforcement. And he’d been scared, which was another effect. I didn’t blame him; I’d been in his position before, and it was scary. But I’d been persuasive enough to get him to accompany me this far. Now I needed to get him the rest of the way.

“Please, Chester. I promise that’s all. Turn it on, and then you can leave. Get out of the park. Drive yourself back home. Go to bed.”

“What about you?”

“I’m going to—what’s the politest term you can think of for snooping?”

He seemed to consider this, and he slowly said, “But what if the killer is still here?” And then, with a trace of bitterness, “The real killer, I mean.”

“That’s why you’re doing this.” I’d brought a crowbar with me, and I turned it in one hand, the metal cold and hard beneath my glove. “The real killer is still here. And he’s got eyes everywhere. So, I need you to give him something to look at while I find the evidence that’s going to clear you.”

“Dash, these rides are dangerous. I can’t leave it running.”

“The park is closed. Nobody’s here. Turn it on and then go. I’m not joking; you need to get out of here as fast as you can.”

“What about you? You should have some backup.”

“I’ll be fine.” I tried to swallow my rising frustration. “You trusted me enough to come this far. Please trust me now.”

I thought his silence was going to be his answer, but then, to my surprise, he spoke, and his voice had a kind of dry amusement. “I didn’t come because I trusted you. I came because you told my dad it was a ‘pop-up date,’ which isn’t even a thing, and when I said no, he said I either had to go or get kicked out of the house.”

“Okay, first of all, pop-up dates are a thing, because I invented them right now, and second of all, this is the rudest of the rude because you should be thrilled to go on a pop-up date with me.”

His laugh was breathy and nervous, but it was a laugh.

“Just turn it on—” I began.

“And get out of the park. I know.” He nodded, the movement barely visible in the dark. “But I still think you need someone to watch your back.”

“Thanks,” I said, “but I can take care of myself.”

“The most confusing part is that you genuinely seem to believe that.”

I chose not to respond.

I hurried away from the Sea Snake as Chester went to work. At first, in the silence, my footsteps sounded too loud as I jogged along the darkened pathways. The world had that strangely deep ultra-stillness of the small hours—it was almost three in the morning, although it didn’t feel that late (but that was probably because I was buzzing with adrenaline). Ahead of me, a park employee had untied one side of a Sweethearts Festival banner, and it drooped across the path. The vinyl rustled and shifted, dragged this way and that when the wind picked up. Tomorrow, the staff would be back to finish the job. The Sweethearts Festival was over, and they’d spend a day or two shutting the park down before it opened again for the summer months. Packing things up. Conducting routine maintenance. Cleaning.

Which was why it had to be tonight.

Then, behind me, the Sea Snake exploded into light and sound.

Even though I’d been expecting it, I still had a small heart attack. There’s nothing quite like having the darkness and silence shattered to get the blood flowing.

I picked up the pace, pursued by the dinging bells and upbeat music of the Sea Snake. My first stop was Davy Jones’ Locker. I was ninety percent sure that what I was looking for wasn’t going to be here, but I didn’t want to leave anything to chance. When I got to the fun house, it was nothing more than a shadowy bulk. I used the crowbar to force the door open—which, I discovered a moment later, hadn’t been my best plan. My brute strength had splintered the jamb, and now the door wouldn’t latch.

A problem for future Dash, I decided.

Using the flashlight I’d brought with me, I did a quick search. My footsteps rang out in the empty house, and as I moved deeper into the maze of rooms, the music of the Sea Snake faded. It didn’t take me long to verify what I’d already suspected: what I was looking for wasn’t here.

I left the fun house and shut the door as best as I could, wincing at the squeak of hinges. The door wouldn’t stay closed, but again, that was for future Dash to worry about.

I followed the path I’d taken earlier that night and came again to the Treasure Chest. It seemed impossible that I’d been here only hours before; exhaustion and the unreal quality of being awake, alone, with nothing for company but the distant screeching and hissing of a mechanical snake-themed roller coaster, made it seem like finding Dagan’s body had happened to someone else.

I made my way around the building until I reached the portrait studio. I let myself in again with Chester’s keys and made my way through the dark, into the office, and then through the connecting door that led me into the Treasure Chest proper. This time, though, I turned away from the lobby and moved toward the backstage area. I knew I was going the right way when the pirate-themed décor disappeared, the carpet transitioned to serviceable linoleum, and I started coming across signs that said EMPLOYEES ONLY and NO GUESTS BEYOND THIS POINT. I went slowly, aware of the sticky sounds of my sneakers, using my flashlight to read the little plaque by each door.

I stopped when I found WARDROBE.

Cue brute strength and, more importantly, crowbar.

(Hey, at least I managed not to break the jamb.)

The room was larger than I expected. Colder, too. I played the light around, trying to get an impression of the place. Ironing boards. Worktables. Storage lockers. And, of course, clothing racks, shelves full of accessories, garment bags draped over vanity counters. The beam of my flashlight bounced off mirrors and showed my shadowy shape in the doorway. The place smelled like spray starch and sweat, a combination that probably wouldn’t ever make it as an air freshener.

It only took me a few minutes to be sure that what I wanted wasn’t here. I hadn’t expected it to be—there was too much risk here. But, on the other side of the room, I found a door marked STORAGE, and guess what? My special key worked just fine on this one too.

The next room was clearly much bigger; even before I shone the flashlight, I could tell by the sounds that came back to me—the hint of my movement echoing back from a large, empty space. I moved into the dark, sweeping the flashlight back and forth. This area was clearly an addition—a warehouse with metal walls and a metal roof. Every sound I made whispered back to me; this was probably what it would feel like to live inside a maraca. Racks and racks of clothing filled the space. All the costumes from all the seasons of productions at the Treasure Chest. And, of course, all the costumes for the park employees.

I spotted the fire door at the back and made my way toward it, following an aisle between the racks of clothing. It was like one long, horrible march toward Narnia, only with a lot more synthetics. (I guessed the professor had only used natural fabrics. Come to think of it, I was pretty sure the Narnia animals would have had some hard feelings toward the professor if they’d known how much fur he owned.)

When I reached the back of the warehouse, I started checking each rack. The costumes here were the ones that must have been rarely or never used. It was kind of fun, guessing which show they had belonged to. Pirates of Penzance, that was a gimme. And a Mary Martin-era Peter Pan. Even a full set for The Swiss Family Robinson (lots of plunging necklines for the boys, confusingly).

And then, mixed in with all of those old theater costumes, I found them. Mascot costumes. One was a pirate. One was a lobster. And one was a shark. They’d been wedged between a series of puffy-sleeved blouses that must have been used in a truly terrible production. While the mascot costumes weren’t quite invisible—I mean, you couldn’t help but notice that they weren’t, like everything around them, puffy-sleeved blouses—it would have been easy to miss them. I wasn’t sure if the killer had consciously tried to hide them. I didn’t think so; if the killer had suspected that the costumes might be incriminating, it would have been a simple matter to destroy them. No, I guessed that the costumes were back here simply as a matter of expedience. And, of course, as a side effect of being rushed—it wouldn’t have been easy, trying to slip in and out without anyone noticing while carrying a full mascot costume. Which was why the killer had used the warehouse’s rear entrance. And, therefore, why the mascot costumes were all the way in the back.

I started by inspecting each head, which had been tossed under the rack. The fabric rustled softly as I picked up each one. I didn’t like those great, cartoonish eyes staring up at me, and I really didn’t like how the shadows jumped and twisted when I moved the flashlight. I didn’t see anything inside the pirate head. And whoever had worn the lobster head had a serious case of dandruff, which might or might not be criminal. But inside the shark head, several dark splotches—blackish red, the color of a dead rose—marred the lining. Dark, brittle-looking hairs were trapped in the dried blood. I took out my phone. I didn’t exactly have unlimited time, but I figured Tyler would be busy dealing with the Sea Snake—

A hanger chimed on a rod, and I spun around.

About halfway down the warehouse, one aisle over, a familiar chocolate-brown bob was barely visible above the intervening racks.

For a moment, all I could do was stare at Lyndsey.

She stared back at me.

She wasn’t dead.

Her body hadn’t mysteriously disappeared.

She was, apparently, alive and well—and right then, she sprinted toward me.

The crowbar fell from my hand and clanged against the concrete slab. The sound jarred me back to myself, and I tucked the shark head under my arm and ran.

The warehouse’s fire door was only a few feet away. I caught the crash bar with my hip and barreled out into the night. A narrow alley ran between the warehouse and the park’s chain-link fence. Perhaps a hundred yards away, the pale wash of security lights revealed one of the park’s main pathways. I sprinted toward it.

The slap of my sneakers ricocheted back from the steel walls of the warehouse. I’d only covered half the length of the alley when the warehouse door crashed open behind me. Lyndsey let out a wordless shout, and then gunfire split the night open. The clap of the shot was followed instantly by a spray of sparks where the bullet struck the warehouse. The stink of gunpowder rolled over me.

When I reached the corner, I jinked to the right. At the same time, Lyndsey fired again. The hard crack of the gun swallowed up every other noise for a moment. I didn’t see sparks this time, and a confused voice in my brain wondered if that was because Lyndsey’s aim had been true. I didn’t feel anything, but maybe that was because of the adrenaline. Or because of shock. Or maybe, somehow, I’d been lucky again.

Since my body seemed to still be working, I kept running. As the thunder of gunfire faded, Lyndsey’s screams sounded closer. A quick glance back told me I wasn’t imagining it: she was maybe thirty yards behind me and closing.  

Listen: I know I’m not the most athletic guy in the world.

In the state.

In Hastings Rock.

Okay, I wasn’t even the most athletic guy in my house. (It probably went something like this: Bobby, Keme, Indira—scarily fit—Millie, Fox, me. Or maybe Fox, then that really muscular statue in the billiard room, and then me.)

But I wasn’t in bad shape. I mean, I wasn’t in terrible shape. I was young. Ish. And I was highly motivated not to get shot.  

So it was really. freaking. annoying. that Lyndsey was only twenty yards behind me now and didn’t show any signs of slowing down. I mean, she hadn’t looked like she was in good shape, but apparently, she was even more motivated than I was. Maybe, if I had enough time, her burst of energy would wear off, and I’d be able to leave her behind. The only problem was that she had a gun. All she had to do was get close enough for one good shot—

The gun barked again behind me. Metal clanged. To my left, the sign for a funnel cake stand spun wildly.

No, I definitely didn’t have enough time to wear her down.

A familiar roofline rose above the rest of the park: Davy Jones’ Locker. I cut right, darting between a gift shop and a restroom. The narrow space magnified the sound of my panting breaths. A moment later, the fun house stood in front of me: dark and still, barely more than a shadow. I thought about screaming for help, but no one would hear me over the distant music of the Sea Snake. The same way no one would notice the muzzle flash of Lyndsey’s shots—not with the whirring turbo lights of the roller coaster drawing everyone’s attention.

Please, God, I thought. Please don’t let an overzealous security guard have secured the door.

I hurdled up the steps, threw the door open, and flew into the darkness. And it was dark. Pitch black, almost, with only the faint, ambient light that filtered in through the doorway to see by. There were no windows in the fun house. And with everything powered down, there were no spooky lights, no fog machine, no glowing skeletons. There was no circus music to mask the drumming of my steps as I sprinted deeper into the house.

When the gravity-tilt floor rocked underfoot, I rolled my ankle and almost fell. The pain was so sharp that for a moment, I thought I’d broken something. I hit the wall with my shoulder and somehow managed to stay upright. My blood pounded in my ears. Adrenaline pushed me forward, but on my next step, pain lanced up my leg, and I bit back another cry. I tried another step. The pain roared back at me. I stayed upright, but running was out of the question. Still, maybe I had enough of a lead to find somewhere to hide.

As I hobbled forward, though, floorboards creaked at the front of the house.

“Mr. Dane?” I recognized Lyndsey’s voice, even though I’d only ever heard her speak once. “Are you all right? It sounded like you hurt yourself.”

I limped toward the doorway at the other end of the gravity-tilt room, careful not to let the floor rock under me again. My breaths came in tight, controlled bursts.

“I’m afraid this has been a huge misunderstanding,” Lyndsey continued. Her voice still sounded like it came from the front of the house, but it was moving closer. “I thought you were an intruder.”

You knew my name, I thought as I eased my weight into the next room, but you kept shooting.

It was like Lyndsey was reading my thoughts. She laughed, the sound low and amused, and said, “Shoot. I guess I shouldn’t have said, ‘Mr. Dane.’ Well, it was a long shot anyway.”

The next room had the dropping floor, and I lost precious seconds testing it. With the fun house powered down, I didn’t think the floor would move—but the last thing I needed was to jar my bad ankle. After another waffling moment, I started shuffling forward again.

“What gave it away?” Lyndsey asked. When I didn’t answer, she added in a plaintive voice, “Don’t be like that. Show me how smart you are. Tell me what you figured out. And then tell me what it’s going to cost to make this all go away.”

As I moved deeper into the house, the weak light that had filtered in from the park faded until I moved through total darkness. In the next room, I bumped something—a table, I thought. It caught my hip, and I said a couple of words that the pirates of old probably would have approved of.

“Everything all right?” Lyndsey asked. Definitely closer.

“Fine,” I snapped, but I was thinking some more of those pirate words.

“Mr. Dane, this doesn’t have to be a big deal. We can work something out. Nothing happened here. No one can ever prove anything happened. As far as the sheriff’s concerned, there hasn’t even been a crime. I’ll destroy the costumes. I should have thought of that sooner, but in my defense, that was Dagan’s idea, and he was an idiot. And then everyone can go back to their lives. What’s it going to cost for all of us to go back to living our lives?”

It was a nice try, I thought. I adjusted the shark head under my arm as I shuffled forward. I swept my other hand back and forth, checking for obstacles—I still had the flashlight, but that would have made me a perfect target for Lyndsey. My progress was painfully slow. If I could get upstairs, I could barricade myself behind the secret passage in the fireplace and call for help. But I needed to buy myself some time.

“What’s your real name?” I asked.

Silence. Then a whisper that might have been a footfall.

“I know you’re not Lyndsey Zeimantz,” I said. Ahead of me, I sensed an opening—a doorway, I hoped. “Not the real Lyndsey, I mean. The real Lyndsey is dead. Dagan—”

“Dagan killed her,” Lyndsey broke in. “Because he’s an idiot.”

“He killed her because she came back from wherever she’s been all these years, and she wanted—”

“She wanted everything. The park. The house. She wanted all of it.”

“Okay, well, you asked me to explain—”

“She was insane. She’d been gone for decades. She didn’t exist anymore, that’s what she didn’t understand. She wasn’t a real person. I told Dagan she was already dead. If we’d wanted to, we could have had her declared legally dead years ago.”

“She wasn’t dead, though. She was alive. And she—”

“She came back.” Lyndsey hissed in frustration. “And do you know the worst bit? She didn’t care about any of it. She never had. She never wanted to live here. She never wanted to run the park. All those years in Africa, all her projects and NGOs, all the years we sent her money for her stupid nonprofits—money that we could have been using for the park. She was happy enough for a while. We were doing her a favor. She didn’t hesitate when I said I needed a copy of her birth certificate. When I needed her Social Security card. Whatever I needed, she gave it to me because the alternative was having to deal with the real world herself. All she wanted to do was live her little fairy tale.”

“When you moved here with Dagan,” I said, “everyone—”

“Believed me! They didn’t even bat an eye.”

“If I could finish, like, one sentence.” But that was when I bumped into the flying parrot, and I had to swallow a scream.

By the time the flash of terror faded, I’d missed some of Lyndsey’s words.

“—looked like her. Everyone said we looked like sisters, even though we were only cousins. Every time she came to visit. And then she didn’t want to live out here anymore, and she moved out east to live with us, and it was like we were sisters. She told me about everyone back home. I knew their names. I knew their families. I knew the park employees best, of course.” Her voice took on a strange defensiveness. “It was Dagan’s idea, you know. Lyndsey had been gone for so long. Letters kept arriving from lawyers. Probate. The estate. It had been years since her father died, and Lyndsey still didn’t want to have anything to do with any of it. And then Dagan said we should do it for her. He was the one who convinced her. The money could help, right? Help her. Help all those kids in Africa. And help us, too. You should have heard her when he suggested she fly back so we could arrange all the paperwork. She practically begged me to pretend to be her. We were doing her a favor, see?”

Sure, I thought as my hand found the edge of the doorway. I limped through it and found myself at the base of the moving stairs. You were doing her a favor right up until you bashed her head in.

It was still hard to believe that Lyndsey and Dagan had carried off the impersonation so successfully. But then, I hadn’t counted on the real Lyndsey being part of the fraud. If she had supplied all the relevant paperwork, it wouldn’t have been difficult for the fake Lyndsey—whatever her real name was—to carry it off. The two women looked enough alike, and it had been a long time since anyone in Hastings Rock had seen the real Lyndsey. She’d been a teenager when she left. It was only natural that when she returned all those years later, a grown woman, she would look different.

“Until she wanted more,” I said. “Let me guess: she was going to—”

“To sell everything,” Lyndsey cut in.

“Right, but it’s my turn now—”

“The house. The park. She even wanted to sell the cars, and I tried to explain that we bought the cars. We bought them with our money. She didn’t care. If it was in her name, she wanted to sell it. She had a vision, she said. She had a dream.” Disbelief marred the words. “She was going to build schools. I mean, schools.”

I dragged myself up onto the first step. It meant putting more weight on my injured ankle, and pain bloomed in my vision: big, black clouds of it. I slumped against the banister, trying not to pass out. When I came back, Lyndsey was talking, and her voice was even closer.

“—right in the office. I wasn’t there, or things never would have escalated so far. We told her not to come to the park. We told her that could cause a lot of problems. But she knew we’d been dodging her, and she wanted that money. Dagan said she was already worked up by the time she got to the office. Angry. She couldn’t stop talking about how she’d had to pay money to get into her own park. That was all she cared about, money. That’s a bad way to live.”

Which was definitely a pot-and-kettle situation if I’d ever heard one.

“Dagan freaked out. He was sure somebody was going to recognize her. I told him that was stupid; she didn’t take care of herself. She looked a lot older than me by then—I mean, sun damage is real. So, there she was, standing in his office. They argued. And things got…out of control.”

The slight hiccup was the only giveaway. It was like listening to someone edit in real time—a pause, scrubbing out the ugly bits, and then rolling forward with only the faintest trace of a disturbance. And if she caught up with me, no matter what she promised, I knew I was going to be another of those little hiccups. She might promise to talk. She might promise we could work things out. And then things would get…out of control, and I’d disappear just like the others.

Climbing the stairs on my bad ankle was clearly not going to work, so I started to crawl. It was even slower than walking, but at least I didn’t feel like I was going to black out. The carpet felt cheap and rough under my hands. The stairs were uneven—frozen mid-shift when the fun house had been shut off. Soft steps came from the room behind me.

“She tried to run away,” I said, “but Dagan—”

“Wouldn’t let her. No, by that point, he was too frightened. He was sure if she left, someone would see her and start to ask questions. And even if someone didn’t recognize her, she’d eventually get a lawyer, try to claim the park belonged to her. I told Dagan it wasn’t a sure thing. I mean, we had the paperwork. We’d been living here for decades. But he thought someone would believe her.”

“Someone like Tyler,” I said. “Someone with a grudge. So, he went after her—”

“I don’t know why she came in here,” Lyndsey said. “Maybe she thought she could get away.” And then she paused.

Neither of us said it, but I could hear it in the air: like you.

With forced cheeriness, Lyndsey continued, “It was bad luck that you found her. Dagan was only gone for a few minutes; he knew he had to get rid of her. I told him later that he should have moved her backstage right away, but I can’t blame him. He was in shock. You don’t know how hard he took it.”

I had to fight down a giggle. Lyndsey honestly seemed to expect me to feel bad for Dagan, and the realization was so surreal that I almost lost control as I dragged myself the rest of the way up the steps.

“Now, I have to give Dagan credit. Most days, the man didn’t have enough brains to find the bottom of a paper bag, but he was quick on his feet that day. He heard you raising a ruckus, and he knew he had to get her out of there before Tyler showed up—or God help us, the sheriff. He couldn’t have anybody see her—not only because she was dead, you know, but because someone might recognize her. That man didn’t have a lot of good ideas, but he came through in a pinch.”

I dragged myself onto the landing at the top of the stairs. I could feel my earlier surge of adrenaline fading; pain was rushing in, and behind it, exhaustion. Even in the dark, I caught a sense of movement. Panic sparked, and then I remembered the mirrors. It was too dark for me to see the reflections, but there was enough ambient light that the suggestion of movement was there. I tried to get myself upright, but my ankle was starting to stiffen, and it wouldn’t bear any weight. And then, from the bottom of the stairs came Lyndsey’s voice.

“There you are.”

I dropped.

The gun fired.

Plaster exploded overhead. Chunks of it thudded to the floor as finer particles sifted down.

Guess what? I got a nice little spurt of adrenaline and started to crawl.

As I did, I shouted back, hoping she’d start talking again, “He put her in the shark costume and sent her down the zipline.”

Lyndsey laughed. “Isn’t that a hoot? I mean, everybody saw her go by. Everybody. She went right down the zip, and nobody looked twice. If they did—if they saw her slumped over, or something like that—they must have thought she was just a dumb teenager messing around. And Dagan walked right out of the fun house. Nobody noticed him—he’s in and out all over the park, always roaming around, sticking his nose in.”

And that much, I knew, was the truth. I’d seen him doing exactly that when he’d given me my “tour.”

“He got her down, put her on a golf cart with a couple of extra costumes, and got her out of there. All anybody saw was Dagan moving a bunch of old costumes around.”

“Where is she now?”

Lyndsey’s only answer was the creak of a tread as she came up the stairs. She was so much closer than I’d expected. In the dark, I couldn’t tell how far the bedroom—and, more importantly, the secret passage—were, but I knew they were too far for me to reach before she got to the top of the stairs. I cast a frantic look around the hall. Around me came that blur of movement—the hint of dozens of reflections copying my movement.

I had an idea.

It was a bad idea.

In fact, it was a terrible idea.

But it was my only idea, and I had run out of options.

“When did you decide to fake your own death?” I asked as I dragged myself toward the closest mirror (at least, I hoped it was the right direction in the dark). “Was Dagan going to turn on you?”

“Turn on me.” She scoffed, and another tread creaked. “Dagan loved me. But he was freaking out. You’d seen Lyndsey. When you saw me, you put two and two together. You weren’t going to give up. He got jumpy. He wasn’t sleeping. The man was a wreck. I told him it was all going to blow over, but he couldn’t leave well enough alone. He got up in the middle of the night when he remembered all those staff photos in the portrait studio. Tried to make it look like a break-in. I told him people are going to get more suspicious if there’s a break-in. I tried to tell him he was making things worse, but he couldn’t stop. Then, last night, he remembered Lyndsey had been in some of those cast photos in the theater. He about had a panic attack. What if someone sees them, that kind of thing. What are they going to see, I asked him. But he wasn’t thinking straight anymore.” Another of those little edits happened; it was barely more than a click in her throat. “That’s when I realized it was going to be better for everyone this way.”

And that, I decided, told me everything I needed to know about the woman who called herself Lyndsey Zeimantz.

“Once I knew I wasn’t going to be able to stay, it was all simple. I was going to have to disappear. You made it easy—wandering all over creation, talking to the employees, getting Jessica on the walkie. As soon as I knew you were here, I knew you were going to take another look at Davy Jones’. I was slow, though. You were already poking around in the bedroom by the time I got there, and let me tell you, I had to scramble to get into position.”

“And I found you, just like you wanted. Then, when my back was turned, you pushed me down the shaft.”

“I thought at least you’d break your leg, but you’re like a cat. Didn’t matter, though. You’d seen me, and you did exactly what I wanted: told the sheriff I was dead and my body was mysteriously gone. Boy, I wish I could have seen Dagan’s face.”

The memory flashed in front of me: Dagan’s panic outside the fun house. I hadn’t understood it at the time, but now I did. He’d killed the real Lyndsey, and it must have been terrifying not to know who had “killed” his wife and made her disappear.

Lyndsey kept talking. “Then I made Dagan disappear. I figured the sheriff needed somebody to blame, and Jessica did kill all those people at that park in Wyoming. She’s only getting what’s coming to her; it’s a bit late, is all. Had to improvise when you showed up, but we were already in the theater, so I made it work. All those costumes lying around. Talk about luck.” I couldn’t see her in the dark, but I heard the creak when she reached the top of the stairs. There was a grin in her voice when she added, “I almost got you, though, didn’t I?”

So much for we can work this out.

Before I had time to respond, though, she fired the gun. The muzzle flash painted everything in a moment of light. A mirror exploded. The dark dropped again. I threw myself to one side.

“Come out,” she sang, and she sounded a little like the park’s old animatronics—scratchy, unbelievably artificial. Then her voice snapped down a register: “Come out right now! If it weren’t for you and Tyler, I’d already be in Venezuela.”

“He figured it out, didn’t he,” I said. “When you faked your own death. I could tell he knew something.”

“Once you blabbed about finding Lyndsey, it was like he was obsessed. He spent every minute searching the park, thinking he was going to find her. I honestly think he figured it out; he just didn’t know how to prove it.”

“That was why he was late. He was trying to find her body.”

“He’s always been a pain in the keister. Like you—I knew you wouldn’t take the bait with Jessica. I knew you wouldn’t leave things alone.” Her shout was harsh, almost raspy. “You ruined everything!”

Slowly, I rose out of my crouch. It accomplished what I wanted: that rippling blur of movement crossed the other mirrors. As Lyndsey swung around wildly, I flattened myself to the floor again. Another shot cracked the air. The muzzle flash strobed the hallway. I was painfully aware that for a moment, I was visible. When that lightning strike illumination vanished, I scrambled away on the carpet, ignoring as best I could my screaming ankle.

Lyndsey was laughing, and that wind-up doll voice came again. “I see you,” she crooned. The stink of gunpowder filled the air. I thought I could feel the particulates, raspy against the sensitive lining of my nose and mouth and esophagus.

Another mirror, I thought. How many cartridges could she have left? Was it a revolver? No, the odds of that seemed low. A semiautomatic, then. This was table talk with my parents. Nine rounds? Sixteen? Another of those near-hysterical giggles tried to work its way up inside me. I didn’t think I could keep this up for another sixteen rounds. For one thing, I didn’t have enough mirrors.

“Stand up,” Lyndsey barked, and it sounded like she was directing the words at me. “Stand up right now!”

I chose not to reply. Discretion and valor and all that.

She let out a wordless shout, and the gun clapped again. The mirror above me shattered. Shards of glass tumbled down. They fell into my hair. They pattered against my jacket. A few sliced the back of my neck and hands. They registered as little lines of heat.

“Stand up!” she shouted. “Or the next one is for you. Stand up, and give me that mascot head, and then—” She actually sucked in a breath and let out a weird noise it took me a moment to process as a giggle. Like this was all a game. “And then I’ll let you go.”

I was starting to suspect that, to borrow another Fox-ism, Lyndsey’s biscuits weren’t quite baked. I also realized I had no idea where the shark head had gone—I’d forgotten about it as soon as the shooting started.

“Get up,” she said, and there was no mistaking it—she was talking to me. Looking at me. “Right. Now.”

There was probably something smart or clever or brave I was supposed to do, but I couldn’t think of anything. My head felt empty. My body was like the skin of a drum, stretched so tight that when an eddy of air brushed me, I felt myself vibrate. I wasn’t going to see Bobby again. That made me sadder than anything else. I wasn’t going to get to tell him goodbye.

And then a voice called out, growing louder as the speaker sprinted up the stairs. “Get away from him!” Chester was barely a shadow, rising into view as he reached the landing. “I already called the sheriff, so just get away—”

Lyndsey spun. In the dark, it was only a shift of shadows, but then she fired. The muzzle flash painted everything in red-gold light: Chester’s face frozen in shock; Lyndsey’s backlit face twisted in rage. And then the muzzle flash was gone as quickly as it came, and the darkness was complete. Chester let out a noise that was part surprise and part pain. And then I heard a thump, and then another, as he fell down the stairs.

I was already on my feet, though, sprinting toward Lyndsey. I barreled into her, and we both went crashing to the floor. She twisted under me, and I grappled blindly in the dark, trying to find her arms. And then I had her. I pinned her down, and no matter how she moved, she couldn’t get free. I gulped air, but I couldn’t get enough, and as adrenaline surged up inside me again, I thought I was going to be sick or pass out or both.

“Chester?” I called. “Chester!”

When he answered, his voice was dazed. “She shot me.”

Lyndsey thrashed and growled under me.

“It’s okay,” I said. “You’re going to be okay.”

A voice from the front of the fun house shouted, “Sheriff’s Office.”

Relief made my eyes sting, but somehow I managed to answer, “Back here!”


Chapter 15

The rest of it happened more or less as you’d expect. Chester was rushed off in an ambulance. Lyndsey was arrested and taken away in a squad car. I gave my statement a million times, explaining who had been killed, and why, and the part about the ziplines and the mascot costumes, and how Lyndsey had faked her own death. Even after the adrenaline burned out, a jittery energy made it impossible to sit still, or to talk at a normal pace, or, apparently, at a normal volume.

Finally, the sheriff said, “Mr. Dane, I think you need some sleep. Let’s get you home.”

Bobby was there, of course. He didn’t say anything, but he put his arm around my waist as he walked me to the Pilot, and we drove back to Hemlock House in silence. He waited in my room as I washed my face and brushed my teeth. When I came out of the bathroom, he was sitting stiff-backed in an armchair, and his face was unreadable.

“Do you want to have a fight?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“Then get in bed.”

I did. He turned off the lights and went back to the armchair. The darkness was like something I kept falling into, over and over, and the sound of his breath was like velvet rubbed the wrong way. A few times, I jerked awake at the brink of sleep, as my body flashed memories at me: glass shattering, the explosive discharge of the gun, Lyndsey’s laugh.

The chair clunked and thunked and scraped until the sounds were right next to the bed. And then, out of the dark, Bobby’s hand found mine, and I slept.

Full disclosure: I did get up once to pee, and he was totally passed out in the chair. It was kind of adorable, actually—he’d wedged himself into the corner of the chair, and his legs were sticking straight out, and I won’t tell anybody if you don’t, but he was drooling. Just a little. I got an extra blanket and covered him with it and went back to bed.

I did, for the record, hold his hand again.

When I woke, he was gone. The day had a fiddly kind of grayness to it, unable to settle on rain or not, and the smell of the sea was stronger than usual. I had a noonish breakfast with Indira, Fox, Keme, and Millie, and I caught them up on everything. (Breakfast, for those who need to know, was heart-shaped pancakes, and they were red velvet, with a cream cheese, uh, syrup? Okay, it was frosting, but that doesn’t sound breakfast appropriate.)

Indira said, “Next time, I want you to take my gun.”

“I really don’t think I should be carrying a gun,” I said.

Keme nodded. His face was dark, and he kept pushing his hair behind his ears. He couldn’t quite look at me as he spoke. “Yeah, you definitely shouldn’t be allowed to carry a gun.”

“Well, I mean, I think I’d be pretty responsible—”

“You also shouldn’t be allowed to drive. You shouldn’t be allowed to talk to strangers. For that matter, you shouldn’t be allowed to leave the house without a babysitter, you donkey!”

(I had to clean it up a little—there were, uh, some more colorful turns of phrase in there.)

Before I could respond, he pushed back his chair, the legs screeching on the floor, and ran out of the house.

Indira sighed.

Fox helped themselves to another pancake.

Wiping her eyes, Millie said, “He’s upset because you could have gotten hurt.”

“You know what would make him feel better?” Fox said. “You should let him break your nose or something.”

“Break my nose?” I asked.

“Or something. You know, punch you in the face. Oh! Or he could give you noogies, or an atomic wedgie, or humiliate you in front of a prospective romantic partner by wrestling you and showing how weak you are.”

I stared at them.

“I’m helping,” Fox explained.

“That would be cute,” Millie decided. And then her face lit up. “JUST LIKE BROTHERS!”

“No,” I said, “it wouldn’t—”

Indira said, “I think Keme would make an excellent big brother.”

My jaw dropped. I finally recovered enough to say, “I’m ten years older—”

“That’s the vibe,” Fox said over me. “I couldn’t put my finger on it, but Keme’s definitely the big brother.”

At that point, I took my pancakes to my room.

A rap at the door a moment later, though, interrupted my solo pancake festival. (Which, now that I hear it out loud, sounds like it should be an indie band. Or a spiritual practice, like a meditation retreat.)

“I’m not moving in with Garrett,” Fox said as they came in.

“What?” Then I swallowed my pancakes and said more clearly, “You aren’t? Oh my God. Are you okay? What’s happening?”

“I’m fine,” Fox said with a small smile. “But I wanted to tell you because we’d talked about it, and because…” They didn’t finish, but I knew why: because Fox was reminding me that I’d made a commitment too. “We talked this morning. Really talked. I’d been…making some assumptions. And, it turns out, so had he. He wanted me to give up the studio. He wanted me to help him with his business. He wanted me to get rid of the van.”

That last one probably wasn’t the worst idea in the world, since Fox’s van was a deathtrap on wheels, but all I said was “Did you break up?”

They gave a little, twisted smile.

“Oh Fox, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. Millie and Indira will tell you that you should be thrilled. They are not fans.”

But I studied their face. And then I hugged them (careful of the pancakes) and gave them a kiss on the cheek.

“It’s settled, anyway,” Fox said. “That’s the important part.”

“You were brave. That’s the important part.”

That little smile again. And then Fox said, “Thank you again. For listening.”

“Anytime. I love you. We all love you.”

Fox hesitated. And then, as they left, they said, “Dash?”

I made a questioning sound around more pancakes.

Their eyes searched my face, and finally they said, “Please don’t be an idiot.”

With that advice hanging over me, I finished my pancakes. They didn’t taste quite as good now. Then I spent some time working on my story. “Second Impressions” was starting to come together—now that I knew the twist (the other dead person they were looking for wasn’t dead either!), it was easier to start tying up the rest of the plot. I decided I’d wait a few days to write the big shootout scene at the end. For some reason, I couldn’t quite dredge up my usual enthusiasm.

As I wrote, my thoughts kept turning to Bobby. To last night, of course. To his bottomless silence. To that unreadable face. And to my own thoughts when I’d been facing Lyndsey, sure that I was going to die. My realization that what I wanted, more than anything else, was to see Bobby one more time. The force of that realization was as strong as ever, and it had a dreamlike clarity. I forgot about the story. I stood. I tried to pace, but my ankle was killing me. I got a glass of water and forgot how to drink it and choked. And as I bent over the sink, trying not to throw up (and to remember how to drink a glass of water), I realized with rising horror that I’d been right. What I’d said to Fox was right.

I was going to have to talk to Bobby.

About my feelings.

It was like an intersection of all my nightmares. Like being naked in a pit full of spiders. Only the spiders were also super judgy about your body. And they were taking pictures. Oh, and they’d read all my stories, and they knew my writing was crap. See, you thought the spiders were the worst part.

I was looking at airline tickets, trying to find a reasonably priced one-way flight to Borneo, when the doorbell rang.

Chester was, against all odds, even more devastatingly handsome in the day’s drab soapy light, and he had his arm in a sling.

“You’re okay!” And then I blushed and asked, “Are you okay?”

Chester laughed quietly and nodded. “Could I talk to you for a moment?”

A horn blatted, and I peered past Chester to see Tony sitting in the family station wagon. He waved and shouted, “Hi, Dash!”

My wave back could best be described as dispirited. “Hi, Mr. Lamb.”

“Great job on catching another murderer!”

I tried to smile.

Tony gave me a thumbs-up and an enthusiastic nod. “And did you notice Chester saved your life?”

“I did notice that, Mr. Lamb. Thank you!” And then, at a more appropriate volume, I said to Chester, “Actually, I haven’t said that yet. Seriously, thank you. How did you know where I was?”

“He saw you running away from that woman!” Tony shouted from the car. “He called the sheriff, and then he ran in there to save you!”

“I am so sorry,” Chester murmured as he nudged me into the vestibule.

“I’m going to shut the door,” I suggested.

“Great idea.”

But it didn’t feel like such a great idea once I’d done it, because then it was just Chester and me standing there. He smelled good—something with ginger, but pleasantly faint. He had unbelievable bone structure. He had eyes the color of the first morning of winter. He had a beard, like, a really good one, perfectly trimmed. He could have been, I thought with something like despair, a beard model.

“The sheriff said they were no longer considering me a person of interest,” he said. It sounded like he was struggling with the words, and color had come into his cheeks. “They caught up with Jessica, and she told them how Dagan and Lyndsey were blackmailing her with what happened at her last park. And I guess Tyler had his own suspicions about what was going on once Lyndsey disappeared. The two of them are helping the sheriff put together a case against Lyndsey. Janea, I mean.”

“Janea?”

“That’s her real name, I guess. It came up when they ran her prints.”

“Oh.”

Yes, this is the kind of witty repartee that make men flock to my door. Finally I managed to come up with “What’s going to happen to the park?”

For the first time since I met him, Chester brightened. In fact, he looked dangerously close to happy. “Well, it’ll keep running on its own for a while—I mean, there’s not much to do until summer. But I—” He hesitated, and then the words rushed free. “I might buy it. Or try to, anyway. I mean, I have my business plan, you know? And I met with a friend to help me run some of the numbers, and I think it would work. That’s where I was the other evening, when I told you I had plans.”

“That’s where you were?”

“Unfortunately, he left to go camping the next day, so—” A hint of annoyance slipped out. “—no cell service when I needed an alibi.”

“Isn’t that always the case?”

That made him grin. “I was planning on something a lot smaller, but Shipwreck Shores is already right here. It’s an institution, and people love it.”

“You really care about that place, don’t you?”

“Are you kidding? It’s great—the games, the special effects, all those moving parts.” He glanced around us. “I don’t know if you noticed, but the fun house was modeled after Hemlock House because the park’s founder wanted the park to be unique—special to Hastings Rock, you know? Not enough people go in there, but I’m minorly obsessed.”

“That’s why I saw you there,” I said. “That first night of the Sweethearts Festival.”

“Oh. Yeah. I wanted to show my dad how they did the barrel room.”

I smiled. “I think Shipwreck Shores will be lucky to have you.”

He shrugged. “I know it won’t be that straightforward. The estate is a morass, and it’ll take time. But I’m excited about it. It’s the first thing I’ve been excited about in a long time.”

“I’m so happy for you. If I can help, just let me know.”

“Yeah, about that.” Chester switched tracks with a sickly smile. “My dad wanted—” He stopped again. “I was hoping you could come to dinner—”

“I don’t want to date you.” I blurted the words before I realized what I was going to say, and my face caught fire. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say it that way. I’m so grateful for all your help. For saving my life, actually. But I made a decision to try to be, um, braver. And more honest. And I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression or led you on or…stuff.”

It was, admittedly, not my best speech. Or apology. Or rejection.

Chester’s eyes were huge. And then, like he wasn’t quite sure he’d heard me: “You made a decision to be braver?”

“Well, yeah. But it was only about ten minutes ago, so I’m not sure it’s really taken yet.”

That made him smile. It wasn’t until he relaxed that I realized how tense he’d been. And then he covered his eyes with one hand.

“Uh, Chester?”

When he spoke, his voice was so low I almost couldn’t hear him. “I’m ace.”

“Oh.” And then, even more eloquently: “Uh.”

He laughed, but it sounded closer to tears. “Sorry. I did not mean to say that, but I—I had to tell somebody. I feel like I’m going to explode.”

And then he did start to cry.

Listen, I had made a goal to be braver. But I hadn’t planned on actually, you know, implementing said goal quite so soon. So, it took me a few extra seconds to scuttle up to him and give him a hug.

His answering embrace was solid and strong and surprisingly pleasant. He didn’t cry for long, and when he finished, he patted my back, and I let him go.

“You know how my dad is. He’s so…proud of me.” He said it with a mixture of bewilderment and resentment. “For absolutely no good reason. I haven’t done anything. I’m not special. And I have no idea why, but he’s determined to get me married.”

“Yeah, I got that part,” I said.

“He’s so excited about it. About me having a boyfriend and a husband and a family. About me having kids. And I don’t want that. I’m ace. I’m aro. I like my life the way it is. And it’s going to crush my dad when he finds out. Totally gut him. And my mom—I mean, I don’t get along with my mom for a lot of reasons, but this definitely isn’t going to help.”

“Chester, I’m so sorry.”

He shook his head as he wiped his eyes. “Talk about first-world problems.”

“Hey, this is a big deal. You’re allowed to feel like it’s a big deal.” I considered him for a moment. “Your dad loves you.”

He rolled his eyes and nodded.

“No, Chester. I mean, your dad loves you. That’s why he’s proud of you. You’re smart, and you’re interesting, and you’re kind. And also, you’re a total babe. You’re, like, human perfection. You’ve got all these muscles, and your eyes, and I know this is veering off topic, but blond with a beard is, like, maybe the best combination—” I heard what I was saying. I saw how big Chester’s eyes had gotten. I managed to squeak, “I’m just saying, you know, um, objectively.”

That made him grin.

“My point,” I said—although the recovery was definitely not my strongest—“is that it’s easy to let yourself get trapped into living a life you don’t want—living someone else’s life—because it’s safe, or because it feels easier, or because you think, if you can put up with it long enough, you’ll eventually get what you want. And I can say that because I’m the master of doing things because they’re safe. But we should be living our own lives, the lives that are right for us. And your dad wants you to be happy, Chester. That’s why he cares about you getting married. That’s why he wants you to have kids. If you tell him, he might be disappointed. But he’ll still love you. And he’ll redirect all that dad energy into finding other ways to make you happy.” I frowned. “Like maybe he’ll buy you a better—uh, what do you buy someone who loves photography?”

Chester burst out laughing, but he had to wipe his eyes again. “I don’t know,” he said, and I could tell he was talking about more than just a potential gift. He was talking about himself and his family and his future.

“That’s okay. You don’t have to make a decision right now. But I think, when you’re ready, he’ll be more understanding than you expect.”

With a nod, Chester seemed to consider the words. He said slowly, “Thank you.”

I shrugged. “That’s what I’m here for. General life and relationship advice. Because, you know, I’m so good at it myself.”

The little grin that streaked across Chester’s face wasn’t exactly flattering, but he hugged me again and whispered, “Thanks.”

When I looked over, Bobby stood in the hall. He was dressed in his running gear: a long-sleeved shirt, shorts, tights, shoes that had way too many miles on them. His hair was windswept, out of its usual part, and his cheeks had a hint of red. I wanted to believe it was from the cold. He watched a moment longer, and then his eyes met mine and ricocheted away. He turned and headed up the stairs.

“I guess I should try to be braver too,” Chester said.

It took me a moment to find my voice. I was still seeing Bobby, still seeing those burnished bronze eyes, the hard, flat reflection before they flicked away.

“When you’re ready,” I said. “No rush.”

“I’ll tell my dad to leave you alone.”

“You should tell him I’m a huge jerk.”

Chester laughed. “He won’t believe that.”

“You should tell him I’m secretly married to a woman.”

Chester laughed so much about that, it was kind of insulting.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Thank you,” I said. “You’re the one who saved my life.”

The corner of his mouth quirked in a smile. “Good luck,” he said in a different voice. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I hope it works out.”

I gave a half-shake of my head because I didn’t know what he was talking about.

The smile got bigger. “You know, Dad’s right. You’re cute, but you’re a little thick sometimes.”


Chapter 16

When I got to Bobby’s room, the door was open.

Retreat, my brain said.

Instead, I froze. I might have stayed there forever except Bobby appeared in the doorway a moment later. He’d taken off his running shoes, but otherwise he was still in his athletic apparel. The tips of his ears were red. The tip of his nose, too. A hint of warm body and clean sweat hung in the air, mixing with Hemlock House’s familiar scents of furniture polish and books and sea salt.

Bobby tilted his head toward the door as though in explanation and said, “I wanted to talk to you.”

“Oh. Okay.” And then—in a pure Dashtastrophe of eloquence—“Um, I wanted to talk to you too.”

That definitely had an effect. His dark brows knit together. He set his jaw. He said, “I’m angry with you.”

(Bobby Mai, ladies and gentlemen. Master of direct, honest, mature communication. So much for all that bunk about not being able to discuss his feelings.)

“You know what?” I said. “I changed my mind.”

“Come in here so I can close the door.”

“That sounds like there’s going to be yelling involved.”

“Right now.”

I slunk into the room. I imagined if I were ever buried alive, the sound of the coffin lid falling shut would be a lot like his door closing.

In spite of my rising—what’s a word for terror, but you’re also 99% sure you love someone?—I found myself greedily taking in details. In the months that Bobby had lived here, I could count the times I’d been invited into his room on one hand and not use all my fingers.

It looked like it was uninhabited. It had all of Hemlock House’s usual décor: a huge fireplace, a massive oil painting (I want to say a stallion?), a canopy bed, a marble-topped vanity, a wardrobe, and so many candlesticks. He hadn’t left any clothes on the floor. (Mama Mai had raised him right.) He didn’t have any personal effects on the nightstand. There was no messy pile of books on the floor, no stack of loose papers, no errant Xbox controller that had somehow wandered upstairs. For heaven’s sake, I didn’t even see a charger for his phone. With something like outrage, I realized he probably rolled it up and put it away in a drawer every morning.

My first thought was hurt—I had invited Bobby to make this his home. I had told him he could stay as long as he wanted. But he’d kept everything he owned in storage, aside from his clothes, and he lived like this was a motel, and every day might be checkout. It made me wonder, yet again, if I’d misread everything. If I was wrong. Not about how I felt—the last few days had done nothing if not clarified my own awareness of my feelings. But what if Bobby didn’t feel the same way? What if it had all been in my head?

But that way lay madness. I knew, if I went down that path, I’d lose myself again in the doubts and uncertainties. In the fear. In the need to protect myself. So, I thought about what Fox and Keme had tried to tell me about Bobby. About what I’d intuited all on my own. The stoicism. The control. And behind it all—what? Fear. Maybe I wasn’t all that intuitive. After all, Bobby had tried to explain it to me himself, not so long ago.

When I turned around, he stood in front of the door, arms folded.

“I guess I’ll go first—” I said.

“I can’t believe you did that last night.” The words were low and hard and, yes, angry. The color in Bobby’s face didn’t have anything to do with the cold. “We’ve talked about this. You knew you could have gotten hurt. You knew you could have gotten killed. I feel like I’m going crazy sometimes. We talk about this stuff, and then you do it anyway. I think I’ve done a good job of explaining that I don’t expect you not to get involved. I know these things matter to you. I know you’re good at finding the truth. Those are some of the reasons I—” But whatever he’d been about to say, he didn’t say it. Something flashed in his eyes, and his mouth twisted, and he drew a deep breath through his nose. “I also feel like I’ve done a good job of communicating that I want to make sure you’re safe, and I’ll do whatever I can to help you.”

That wasn’t the opening I’d expected, but it was better than nothing. I nodded. “I know. You have. You’ve been wonderful, Bobby. I think most guys would write me off as crazy, but you’ve always been a good friend to me. I care so much about you; I would never want to upset you or hurt you.”

I broke off because there were tears in his eyes. He blinked them away, but they left an unfamiliar shine in his eyes, as though the rich, earthy bronze had caught fire. “You say that. But you knew. You knew I wanted you to talk to me, and you didn’t. And you knew how it would make me feel. God, do you know what it’s like, getting one of those phone calls? Or being on duty and hearing it come over the radio? It’s like I can’t breathe.” He stopped. He swallowed, and I realized, after a moment, he couldn’t go on.

“I know—” I began.

“If you know, then why do you do it?” The words verged on a shout. From a long way off, filtering through my shock, I realized Bobby had finally reached the end of his remarkable control. “Maybe nobody’s ever told you this before, so I’m going to tell you right now. That’s a bad way to treat anybody, but it’s a really bad way to treat—” His voice sounded scraped back, raw, scornful. “—a friend.”

I could feel all the old signs: my scrambled thoughts, the feedback loop inside my head, the way words—which were always close—became distant. I’d talked about this enough, with enough therapists, to recognize that the pressure of the moment was creating panic, and the panic was taking my higher order brain functions offline, my body redirecting its energy to try to keep me alive.

“I thought you were mad at me,” I managed to say. “I should have called, but I thought—I thought maybe you didn’t want me to call you anymore.”

“Why would I be mad at you?”

“The other night,” I said. It was more like babbling—the words flowing out. “When you brought me home after I fell. I don’t know—we were talking, and I thought I felt something, and—and Bobby, you’re my best friend, and I was so afraid of screwing that up.” I could hear myself. Hear the disjointed sentences, the gaps in logic, all the places I needed to say something more. Or something different. If it had been a story, I could have gone back and revised, but all I could do now was stumble forward, the words pouring out of me. “I thought maybe you wanted—I don’t know. But I know I messed up. I got so scared, Bobby, and I know that’s not an excuse, and I’m sorry I—I didn’t say the right thing or do the right thing.” The words I was playing it safe didn’t quite make it to my lips, but somehow, I said, “I should have been braver.”

I didn’t understand the hurt I saw in Bobby’s face. It was only visible for an instant. And then the hurt was gone, and the anger, and everything. And someone else was looking out at me. Trying to be patient. Trying to be kind. “I’m—I knew I shouldn’t put you in that position. I knew—” He shook his head, ran one hand through his hair. It spilled over his fingers like silk, catching the light. “I am your friend, Dash. Nothing is going to change that. I’m sorry I made you feel uncomfortable. It won’t happen again.”

And this was it. The moment to be brave. I gathered my wits, took a deep breath, and prepared myself to say three words. Only three words. Three little words.

But somehow, Bobby spoke first. “When I saw you with Chester at the park, I thought—” He brushed something invisible from his shirt. “I don’t know what I thought. I made a mistake, that’s all. And I’m really sorry, because you’re my best friend—”

“Bobby—”

He shook his head. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“No, please—”

“Dash, it’s fine.”

I opened my mouth.

A sound from his phone stopped me. The yowl of a cat. And even though it had been a long time, I recognized the sound of a notification from a dating app called Prowler. For an instant, Bobby looked guilty.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, reaching into his pocket to silence his phone.

“You’re on Prowler,” I said.

He shrugged, and he didn’t quite meet my eyes as he said, “Well, yeah, you know. You said it was a good idea.”

“I did,” I said, but it was like someone else was talking now. “I did say—” The pain was something far off: a pinprick light rushing down a long tunnel toward me. Some other person smiled with my face and said, “That’s where you were.”

He still wasn’t looking at me.

“You were on a date,” I said, and I wondered why my voice wasn’t breaking.

“Just drinks,” he mumbled.

And somehow, I sounded excited when I said, “Good. That’s great.”

“I don’t know about great.”

“Bobby, I’m so happy for you.”

“It’s pathetic,” he said.

“It’s not pathetic.”

He shrugged again. His arms were folded more tightly across his chest, and he stared off at one of the many candlesticks. Like he was trying to make a joke, he said, “If he’s a serial killer, I’m going to need you to bail me out.”

Someone else was still smiling. Someone else laughed. “Keme and I will be ready for extraction.”

But he still wouldn’t look at me, and his voice was small as he said, “I just thought…I just thought I had to start sometime.”

It felt like the end. But he didn’t move. And I didn’t move. And his eyes came up to mine, and for what I thought might be the final time, I saw a question there.

“I hope he’s not a serial killer,” I said, keeping my tone light. “I hope he’s cute and funny, and I hope you order the most expensive thing on the menu. Lobster stuffed with steak stuffed with crab. And then deep fried. Ask if bottomless mashed potatoes are an option.”

Bobby was still looking at me. But the question was gone now.

Somehow, I got back to my room. Somehow, I ended up in bed. The pain was barreling in, so big that I knew when it reached me, when all of it came crashing home, my body wouldn’t be big enough to contain it. And it’s your fault, a voice said inside my head. This is all your fault.

I took out my phone before I could think about it, and I texted Hugo, Happy Valentine’s Day.
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Chapter 1

“You’re leaving?” I straightened in my seat so fast that my knee jarred the table. “You can’t abandon me!”

“I’m not abandoning you,” Bobby said as he collected his trash.

Up until that moment, it had been a beautiful day. It was June, and the sun was shining. Don’t get me wrong—it wasn’t warm by any stretch of the imagination. But a year into my time at Hastings Rock, I’d finally figured out that jeans and a hoodie were de rigeur (I learned that word from an Ian Fleming novel about a gala!). The sky was a deep blue, empty of clouds, and from where we sat on the pier, at our table in the Fishermen’s Market, the glittering, restless waves seemed to go on forever. Mixed in with the smell of the ocean was the delicious fragrance of fried food—people didn’t come to Fishermen’s Market to go on a diet.

“But we’ve got to practice,” I said, looking from Bobby to Fox, then to Millie, then to Indira, and even (God help me) to Keme for backup. “The sandcastle building contest is—”

I cut off because my phone buzzed. The message was from Hugo—most of my messages these days were from Hugo. Ever since we’d reconnected a few weeks before—purely from a professional standpoint—we’d been messaging a lot. About a project, if you need to know. A novel we were planning on coauthoring. Like I said, purely professional.  

All his text said was Midpoint twist: he’s been dead the whole time.

Grinning, I messaged back, You want to use that one every time.

Because it’s the best possible twist.

The intense silence, more than anything, reminded me where I was.

When I looked up, Bobby asked, in a tone that could have meant anything, “How’s Hugo?”

“Fine, I guess.” There was no reason for my face to feel hot, but it did. “He just had an idea for the book—” I took a breath. “The sandcastle building contest is this weekend, Bobby. That’s the whole point of coming out here today, to practice.”

“Oh,” Bobby said, “I meant to tell you. Kiefer asked me to enter the contest with him.” If you didn’t know Bobby, you would have thought the lack of eye contact was just an accident—that he really was too busy picking up his trash to glance over at me. “That’s okay, right?”

I stared at him, unable to summon words, but he still wouldn’t look at me.

“It’ll be fine, Bobby,” Indira said. She looked particularly lovely today, that white lock of witch hair blowing in the wind, wearing a smart jumper and jeans that she insisted she didn’t mind getting sandy.

Fox nodded agreement so enthusiastically that their derby hat almost slid off their head. They’d pinned a little dragon on a spring to the front, and now the dragon wobbled wildly on its perch. “Dash can be on our team.”

Finally, I managed to ask, “Who?”

“Or he can be on OUR TEAM!” Millie said. In her Hastings Rock sweatshirt and leggings, and sitting as close to Keme as she was, it would have been easy to mistake them for the same age—and easy to mistake them for a couple. Which, I’m sure, would have made Keme die from happiness.

Right then, though, the boy was scowling at me from inside his ancient hoodie (so old that the Ketling Beach Surf Shop logo had flaked away into near illegibility). He was the only one of us not wearing pants—his board shorts looked as old as his hoodie, and I didn’t have to see his flip-flops to know they were cracked and splitting. He had his long, dark hair up in a bun, which had the disturbing effect of making him look almost like an adult. “No,” he said, giving me a warning look. “He can’t.”

Millie laughed like Keme had made a joke.

“Kiefer,” Bobby said, and now his eyes did come up. His tone suggested he was prompting me. “I’ve told you about him. He’s the guy I’ve been going out with.”

I almost said, Which one?

Fortunately, with the Last Picks around, I didn’t have to.

“Is he the one with the squint?” Fox said.

Indira shook her head. “He’s the one who owns a go-kart.”

“It wasn’t a go-kart,” Millie said. “It was a dune buggy. But I thought Kiefer was the one who had all the tattoos.”

“He has TATTOOS?” My volume verged on Millie levels for a moment.

“He’s an artist,” Keme said.

Bobby gave him a grateful look. “Yeah—”

“Oh,” Fox said, “the one who works on the boardwalk. He does those cute little caricatures.”

I’ve never had any romantical feelings toward Fox. Ever. But right then, I wanted to kiss them.

“That’s just a gig,” Bobby said, “until he gets into art school.”

“God, don’t let him go to art school,” Fox said. “He’ll have a mountain of debt and end up becoming a deep-fryer jockey.”

“What is a deep-fryer jockey?” Indira asked.

“It’s like a regular jockey,” Millie said, “but the deep fryer is the HORSE! Wait, does Kiefer have a horse?”

Bobby checked his watch. “I’ve got to run.”

“Oh my God, are you going on a date RIGHT NOW?”

The hint of color that rose under the olive-gold of his complexion was answer enough, but he managed to say, “Uh, yeah, Millie. I am.”

“What kind of tattoos?” I asked. “Where? Are talking flowers and mermaids? Or skulls and chains and barbed wire?”

Bobby stared at me as though I were speaking a foreign language. For that matter, so did everybody else.

“Joking,” I said. “That was a joke.”

Then, to seal the deal, I made myself laugh.

Everyone’s eyes got huge.

A sea gull screamed, did a startled take-off, and swerved at the last moment to avoid one of the piles.

At the next table, a baby started to cry.

“Okay,” Bobby said slowly. “I’ll see you all later.” He reached out like he might squeeze my shoulder or scruff my hair, but he let his hand drop to his side again, and he left. He didn’t look back.

“What is wrong with you?” Fox whispered furiously at me.

“What is wrong with me—” I tried.

“We’re so sorry,” Millie said to the tourist family at the next table, who were glaring at us. Well, at me. They were dressed in shorts and T-shirts, and the gentleman wore a sun visor that said CORNHUSKERS. “He’s not usually like this,” Millie continued, “but he has this friend, well, they’re more than friends—”

“He actually is usually like this,” Keme said over her, “because he’s a donkey.”

“Keme,” Indira said.

The boy subsided back into his seat, but only to settle a glare on me. “Fix this,” he said. “Now.”

“Fix what?” I said. “Did you hear him? He’s going to enter the sandcastle contest with—with whatever his name is, even though they just met, even though he and I have been planning our design for weeks. I mean, we’re definitely going to win—it’s Hogwarts after the Death Star crashes into it. How can that lose?”

“Because no one has any idea what it means,” Fox snapped. “And Keme is right: you need to fix this. I think we’ve all been very patient, and yes, at the beginning, it was cute to see you two pussyfooting around—”

“I really don’t think you can say that,” I whispered. “There are children here.”

“—but we’re all sick and tired of it.”

“Sick and tired of what?”

Indira gave me a disappointed look. Keme’s glare got, somehow, even darker.

Millie, though, just burbled, “You know, you and Bobby.”

“What—”

“That you LIKE each other.”

“Well—”

“But you can’t ever get the timing right—”

“Or you’re a donkey,” Keme put in.

“—and everyone knows you’d be perfect together,” Millie said, “if you’d just KISS!”

The word echoed through the market. At the next table, the Cornhusker dad covered the baby’s ears. And remember that poor seagull that almost hit a piling? It was perched on a hawser at that moment, and I kid you not: it. fell. off. Just rocked backwards and disappeared.

Working a finger in my ear, I said, “Okay, I appreciate the concern, but Bobby and I are just friends, and we both know what’s best for us—”

“No,” Fox said, “you don’t.”

“You clearly don’t, dear,” Indira said.

“Definitely not,” the mom at the next table said. She snorted. “Just friends? That young man couldn’t take his eyes off you.”

“Bobby is going through a really tough time,” I said, sparing a dark look for Nebraska Mom. “He’s still working through his breakup with West. I mean, they were engaged. And that was a big deal for him. He’s grieving. He’s processing. He’s healing.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Cornhusker Dad.

“You know,” I said, “this is a private—”

“Really?” Fox asked over me. “Is he grieving, processing, and healing by slee—” He cut off and gave an embarrassed sidelong look at the family next to us. “By courting every eligible young man within driving distance?”

Keme still hadn’t said anything, but he was still staring at me, and his look was approaching murderous levels.

“This is what he needs right now—” I started.

“No, Dashiell,” Indira said. “It’s not.”

“Definitely not,” Nebraska Mom said again, this time with a definite ’tude.

“Okay, well, I think it is.” I was surprised by the sharpness of my tone, and to judge by the looks on everyone else’s face, so were they. “I know you all want what’s best for me and Bobby, but you’re not part of our—our relationship, for lack of a better word. So, you don’t understand.”

As soon as I heard myself, I wanted to wince. It was such a stereotypically teenager defense that I actually thought I could feel the ghost of sixteen-year-old Dash breathing down my neck.

“Tell us,” Fox said in a dangerously even voice. “What don’t we understand?”

I wanted to say no. I wanted to tell them I was done discussing this. But I’d dug myself a hole, and now all I could do—it seemed—was try to dig myself out of it. “Have you ever heard of a rebound relationship?”

It was Keme who spoke this time: slowly, clearly, and dark as a bottomless pit. “You are an idiot.”

“I don’t have to explain myself to any of you,” I said, getting out of my seat. “Bobby just needs to get this out of his system, and then things will go back to normal, and—”

But my phone buzzed again, and I checked it—a Pavlovian response.

It wasn’t a message from Hugo, though. It was an incoming call.

I answered, and a prerecorded voice said, “This call is originating at the Oregon State Penitentiary from,” and then another, familiar voice broke in and said two words. A name. “Vivienne Carver.”
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