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Chapter 1

	“But I’m not the same old Dashiell Dawson Dane,” I said as we made our way along the sidewalk. “I’m different. I’m better!”

	“Like your hair,” Millie observed in a voice that was slightly too enthusiastic for my taste.

	“Not like—”

	“It’s pointier!”

	I spared her a withering glance, but it bounced right off. It must have ricocheted out into the street, though, because a red-faced, sweating Deputy Winegar, who was on tourist duty—which mostly consisted of making sure nobody got run over—glared back at me.

	At least, I think he glared.

	And I think it was Deputy Winegar.

	Beyond five feet, everything got a little fuzzy.

	“And those stupid clothes,” Keme said, pulling his hair away from his neck and fanning himself. Usually, Hastings Rock had perfect evenings in August—warm during the day, and then cooling off at night—but a recent heat wave had made the days and nights simmer, and as a result, everyone’s blood was on the brink of boiling.

	“These clothes are not stupid,” I said. “They’re mature and professional and—and hip!”

	“That sweater makes you look like those dads who don’t have real jobs and play Xbox all day and smoke a lot of—” But he cut off with a sidelong glance at Indira and mumbled whatever he’d been about to say.

	Fox snorted.

	“Keme,” Indira murmured.

	Outrage left me speechless, but I managed, “It’s called a cardigan, and it’s cute even in summer—”

	“The new contacts are nice,” she said as she patted my arm.

	“Thank you.”

	“For a nerd,” Keme said.

	“Bobby!”

	“You’re very handsome,” he said dutifully.

	Lest I be distracted from my real goal this evening, I asked for approximately the millionth time, “Why do I have to go?”

	“Because you’re the guest of honor,” Fox said. “The play is based on your life.”

	“But it’s not based on my life because I refused to give Pippi those stupid life rights. What did I do to deserve this? Why did they have to write a play about me? I hate attention. I hate people looking at me or talking to me or thinking about me. Why didn’t anyone write a play about Keme?”

	Nobody seemed eager to reply as we made our way down the street.

	“I’m serious,” I said. “I’m a good person. I mind my own business. I don’t bother anyone.”

	“You don’t always mind your own business,” Millie said. “Remember when you told that lady at the library she was hogging all the Clancys?”

	“She was hogging all the Clancys! Take one. Take two. But don’t take all of them.”

	“You bother me.” That was Keme’s input. “Pretty much all the time.”

	I chose to ignore that. “I solved a murder! I solved a bunch of murders!”

	“Yeah,” Keme said in a tone that suggested this was a case-in-point example of me bothering him. “We know.”

	“I’m basically a hero!”

	“Of course you are, dear,” Indira said. She even patted my arm again. “I think you should consider this play an honor. It’s a testament to your accomplishments.”

	Okay, that was a slightly better way of putting it.

	“You’ll feel less honored,” Fox said, “when you hear your soliloquy in the second act on, quote, ‘the woes of being a virgin.’”

	“That’s it. I’m going home.”

	“No, no, no,” Fox said. “Please!”

	I looked at Bobby.

	“Whatever you want to do,” he said.

	“Dashiell, please,” Fox said again. “I never ask you for anything.”

	“You asked me for my Ring Ding yesterday.”

	That must have gotten their dander up because Fox’s voice took on a hint of Ye Olde English, and they even did a dramatic flourish with one hand as they pronounced, “Then I shall never ask for anything again.” A lot of the bluster dropped out, though, when they said again, “Please?”

	I sighed. I grimaced. I might have even groaned.

	And then I started down the street again.

	Our destination was on the next corner: The Historic Foxworthy Theatre. (It’s spelled t-h-e-a-t-r-e because that’s classier.) And yes, before you ask, there’s definitely a connection between The Foxworthy and, well, Fox. As it turns out, a family connection. 

	The Foxworthy was a prominent building in Hastings Rock’s scenic downtown. I’d passed it dozens of times. During the summer, tourists thronged there for productions like Dames at Sea and Wish You Were Here and Pirates of Penzance—which also explained, in case you were wondering, why I’d never set foot inside. It was a two-story building with an ornate—albeit weathered—stucco façade, and in front, an old-fashioned marquee with black letters announced the premiere of BETRAYAL!!!: THE WORM HAS TURNED: THE DANIEL DANK STORY. 

	Yeah. About that.

	So, apparently Pippi Parker—that’s local mystery author Pippi Parker, my part-time nemesis, full-time nuisance, who had once accused me publicly of murder and then, later, roped me into proving she was innocent in another murder—decided to write a play. About my life. Loosely—and I cannot stress this enough: loosely—based on how I had caught Vivienne Carver. With enough changes (see Daniel Dank) that she didn’t have to pay me for my life rights. You can probably guess how I felt about all of that.

	(Also, in case you need proof that Pippi was behind this madness, all you have to do is look at the title of the dang thing. It has three exclamation points and two subtitles.)

	And here I was. Attending said premiere. Personal feelings, best judgment, and pending lawsuit to the contrary.

	Because Fox had asked me to.

	No, scratch that. Not asked. Begged.

	And honestly, it was so unsettling that I blame my total disequilibrium for why I now found myself in this predicament.

	As we approached the theater—er, theatre—the number of people on the sidewalk increased until we were moving through an honest-to-God crowd. And while August in Hastings Rock was always busy with tourists, these were all people from town. The Archer clan was there—Cosmo, three years old and the legal definition of an ankle-biter, was screaming as he ran up and down the sidewalk, apparently for the joy of it. Dr. Xu waved at us as she passed. Even Mr. Del Real, of Swift Lift Towing, was there with his wife (Mrs. Del Real of Swift Lift Towing). Mrs. Del Real actually beamed when she saw me. It took me a moment—and another of those destabilizing moments of disbelief—and then it landed.

	They were all going to see this freaking play.

	(Note: in my head, I didn’t say freaking.)

	I was still processing this when we reached the doors to the theater. Fox said something to the teenager who was taking tickets—he was a total beanpole, and he literally flinched when Keme looked at him; you could practically see Keme’s head swell—and then Fox ushered us inside.

	It was what I expected. Kind of.

	Fading elegance. Dusty glory. Red carpet. Gold stanchions with velvet ropes. Lots of elaborate plaster ornamentation (I wanted to say cornices?) that had been painted gold. A coffered ceiling with medallions. And, of course, the smell of popcorn.

	No, I told myself.

	No way.

	But I couldn’t help looking.

	The concessions counter was tucked off to the side. Glass display cases full of candy. An enormous glass-sided popcorn machine so you could see the popcorn popping. (And, equally importantly, so you could see it being liberally buttered and salted.) Even fountain drinks—a touch of modern convenience amidst the shabby vintage glamor.

	I know I’m not a cartoon character. I know I can’t actually float toward a smell. But it was a close thing.

	Then I caught myself. And I reminded myself absolutely not.

	My stomach, however, didn’t get the message, and it gave an ominous rumble.

	“It sounds like the soda machine’s broken,” Millie announced.

	“Go get me candy,” Keme told me.

	“No,” I said.

	Fox, glancing around, gestured with both hands as if they were pressing us into place, and said, “Wait right here.” Then they scurried off.

	“What do you mean, no?” Keme said.

	“I mean no,” I said. And then, because it sounded like the right thing to say, “No means no.”

	“Nope,” Bobby said. “Wrong context.”

	Keme apparently couldn’t wrap his head around this turn of events. “Why not?”

	“Because I don’t want any candy,” I said.

	Which was technically true. The rational, logical, decision-making part of me did not want candy. 

	On the other hand, that was a small part of me.

	“Are you sick?” Millie asked. “ARE YOU GOING TO THROW UP?”

	Let me tell you: if we hadn’t already been the center of attention. People stopped. Heads turned. Mrs. Shufflebottom, the librarian, actually took a bottle of Tums out of her purse. 

	It was times like these that my charmingly mild case of social anxiety liked to flare up.

	“I’m not going to throw up,” I said—loudly enough for the message to carry.

	Slowly, the theater—uh, theatre—crowd churned back to life.

	“Is it because you’re broke?” Keme asked.

	“No,” I snapped. “It’s because I don’t want any.”

	“I’ll buy you some,” Millie said.

	“No!” I drew a deep breath. “No, I’m fine. But thank you.”

	Millie nodded with a commiserating expression. Keme glowered, but that faded when Indira gave him a folded-up bill, and he slunk off toward the concession stand with Millie. Indira, with a frown for me, excused herself to talk to Princess McAdams (disappointingly, not a real princess).

	“Are you feeling alright?” Bobby asked me.

	“Fine,” I said. Bobby didn’t actually do anything, but my face heated. “Sorry. Yeah, fine. Just a weird night.”

	He nodded, and he rubbed my back.

	And that was it.

	Not that I needed him to do more than that. I didn’t need him to do anything.

	But.

	I didn’t have a chance to dwell on that but, because at that moment, Mr. Li stopped and handed me a giant fountain drink. “I accidentally bought the combo,” he said with a rueful grin. “Why don’t you take this and help me out?”

	“Oh, no—” I began.

	But Mr. Li was already moving on, and Brad Newsum of Newsum Decorative Rock was pressing a box of M&M’s into my free hand. “I forgot I don’t like chocolate,” he said as he hurried away.

	“What—”

	“This is so embarrassing,” Tessa—Millie’s boss from Chipper—said as she juggled two enormous buckets of popcorn. She looked at my full hands and handed the popcorn to Bobby. “You’re a lifesaver.”

	That was when Mr. Cheek—that’s Mr. Cheek of Fog Belt Ladies Wear, who is Deputy Bobby’s number one fan—stopped in front of us. He playfully whipped Bobby with a Red Vine until Bobby put his hands on his hips, and then he giggled and scurried away. (Leaving the box of Red Vines with Bobby.)

	I was about to ask what was going on when I happened to catch a glimpse of Millie at the concession stand.

	Talking.

	Loudly.

	“—AND HE’S NOT SICK OR ANYTHING!”

	“Oh my God,” I whispered.

	Bobby was smiling. “I think it’s sweet.”

	“It’s not sweet, Bobby. It’s humiliating.”

	“Everyone loves you.”

	“Not everyone. Not Mr. Cheek.”

	Bobby didn’t exactly roll his eyes.

	“One time he told me he had a shiv! And then he said, ‘If you ever hurt him’!”

	I kid you not: Bobby looked pleased. He managed to squash the expression (somewhat) as he said, “What’s going on? You love getting snacks when we go see a movie.”

	Which was true. I did love getting snacks when we went to see a movie. If there’s a more perfect combination than fresh movie-theater popcorn and M&M’s, I don’t know what it is. (Okay, it might be strawberries and chocolate. Or it might be cinnamon and chocolate. Or it might be chocolate and peanut butter!) But that had all been before. More specifically, before Project Dashiell Dawson Dane 2.0. Before the New and Improved Dashiell Dawson Dane. The one who didn’t brag to Keme that he could eat his weight in gummy worms.

	But it looked like Project Dashiell Dawson Dane 2.0 was going on hiatus.

	Just until tomorrow.

	I was helping myself to a handful of popcorn when Fox came back. With them was an older man. I pegged him at close to seventy, maybe a little older. He was short and round, his hair thinned out to a few shiny strands that I suspected had been Brylcreemed into place. His glasses had thick black frames, and he wore a gold choker and—well, I wasn’t sure what it was called, but the overall effect was like someone had tried to shove Danny DeVito into a sleeveless knit dress.

	“It’s a tabard,” the older man said as though reading my mind.

	And that’s when I realized: this was Fox’s dad.

	The physical similarities were there, in the shape of their faces, in their expressions. But it was the way they carried themselves too. And the clothing. (Fox’s choice of outfit tonight included broccoli-green boots shaped like leaves at the top, and what I could only think of as a Revolutionary War coat: red and white and frocked and with so many buttons.)

	The older man reached for my hand and said, “Terrence Foxworthy.”

	“Dash Dane.”

	“It’s a pleasure to have you. An honor. What an absolute delight!”

	“Dash was happy to come,” Fox said. “He’s supportive of the arts. He’ll be coming to my show next weekend, as a matter of fact.”

	At that point, Fox glared at me so intently that it felt like a throat-punch.

	“Uh, yes,” I said. “I can’t wait!”

	“More of the usual, I assume,” Terrence said, not quite looking at Fox as he gave a dry little laugh.

	“I tried something new with a few pieces—” Fox began.

	“Tonight is going to be special,” Terrence said over them. He was still shaking my hand. And he was making a lot of eye contact. For someone with an oh-so-endearing case of social anxiety like mine, that much eye contact was going to give me hives. “We’re thrilled you could be here to support this brilliant—nay, this important moment in the history of theatre.”

	(Two notes: first, if you didn’t know he was Fox’s dad, the nay gave it away—plus you could totally hear that he said it t-h-e-a-t-r-e; and second, if this was an important moment in the history of theatre, I was going to eat my shorts.)

	Somehow, though, I managed to smile and nod.

	Terrence brightened and said, “Here’s Tinny.”

	A young woman stepped up next to him. It was hard to miss the fact that she was a young woman since she was wearing a low-cut top that emphasized her, uh, feminine features. She was somewhere in her twenties, with long hair that had been expertly lightened to a platinum blond and fell in perfect curls to the middle of her back. She had enormous eyes, and combined with the hair and the clothes, the overall effect was that of an anime character who had come to life and decided to dress entirely in soothing Millennial neutrals.

	Fox’s face shuttered.

	“Tinny, this is Dashiell,” Terrence said.

	“Just Dash.”

	“Dashiell is the inspiration behind tonight’s work.”

	“I wouldn’t say inspiration—” I tried.

	But Tinny stepped closer, inspecting me, and I forgot what I’d been about to say. She studied me with those enormous anime eyes. And then her gaze fastened on the box of M&M’s in my hand.

	“Sugar is an addiction,” she said. “And all addictions are an attempt to ease our suffering.” 

	AND THEN SHE TOUCHED ME. (Yes, I went full Millie for this one.)

	She held my face in her hands and asked softly, “Who hurt you?”

	Listen, a stranger was touching me. In public. I’m not responsible for what came out of my mouth.

	I blurted, “The Hamburglar.”

	She nodded gently. She let go of my face, turned to Bobby, studied him for a moment, and said, “Your suffering is delicious to me.” Before Bobby had to respond to that, she turned to Terrence and said, “That woman has ruined another piece of the set. We have to fix it.”

	“My dear,” Terrence said, voice quavery, “it’s opening night, to say nothing of the budget—” To me, in an embarrassed aside, he added, “A sprinkler burst, massive water damage, we’re going to have to gut the upstairs storage room.”

	“The colors are inharmonious, and tonight, everything will go wrong.”

	“Oh my,” Terrence said. “Well, if you think—but it has to be the last time, dear. I’m not made of money, you know.” After another of those little laughs, he took her arm, gave me a little wave, and said, “Must see about setting this right, Dashiell. Enjoy the show! You’re the real star!”

	The two of them hurried across the lobby—Terrence smiling and waving, and Tinny looking like a tiny, terrifying homing missile aimed at backstage.

	Fox was grinding their teeth so hard I swear I heard one crack.

	“Who was that?” Millie asked as she and Keme returned. 

	“A lunatic,” I said.

	“A megalomaniac,” Fox said darkly. Their eyes were still turned in the direction Terrence and Tinny had gone.

	“She’s so pretty,” Millie said. “She looks like one of those girls on those Japanese shows you watch, doesn’t she, Keme?”

	Keme had the decency to blush—and the wisdom not to answer. Instead, he turned to me and said, “What’s wrong with your face?”

	“She touched me! And she told Bobby his suffering was delicious, which is legit something out of—not even a Stephen King novel. Oh! It’s straight out of Clive Barker!”

	“What suffering?” Millie asked. “Bobby, what’s wrong?”

	“Nothing’s wrong,” Bobby said. 

	“What’s wrong?” Indira asked as she rejoined us. 

	“Nothing,” Bobby said.

	“Everything,” Fox said. And then, with a particularly dirty look for me, he said, “Apparently Dash was assaulted by the Hamburglar. Presumably as a child.”

	“It popped out! She was making eye contact!”

	“Ah,” Indira said. “Tinny.”

	“Wait,” I said, “you know Tinny?”

	Indira gave me a little arch of her eyebrows that must have been the mature, adult equivalent of rolling your eyes. “Why don’t we get to our seats?”

	Everyone else seemed to have the same idea, so we filed into the house. Like the rest of the building, it preserved a level of craftsmanship—and a style—that had long since gone the way of all the earth. More of those decorative details painted in gold leaf. Chandeliers that—while yes, a bit dusty—were strung with crystals that winked in the soft, warm light. High above us, the muses looked down from the ceiling. 

	We shuffled along, exchanging greetings with friends and neighbors. Althea and Bliss Wilson had dressed up for the occasion—Althea in a black evening gown, her white hair shining against it, and Bliss in a spangly cocktail dress, with an enormous feather boa she kept trying to tickle Althea with. There was something stabilizing and reassuring and normal about seeing the two women together after that bizarre encounter with Terrence and Tinny. 

	Maybe Terrence actually believed that schlock about me being the real star, though, because our seats might have been the best in the house. We were close enough to the stage to see everything, but far enough back that we didn’t have to crane our necks, and most importantly, our seats had drink holders. (A modern convenience that people hadn’t yet dreamed up in simpler times.)

	No sooner were we settled, though, than Fox leaned past Bobby and said to me, “He thinks he’s in love with her.”

	It didn’t take a genius to put together the he and the her in that sentence.

	“Oh,” I said. “Well—”

	“Which is ridiculous. He’s more than twice her age. He’s got to be at least fifty years older than her.”

	“Bobby’s older than me,” I said.

	Bobby shot his eyebrows at that.

	From the other side of Fox came Keme’s “This is why I always call him a donkey.”

	And, even worse, Indira’s answering “I know, dear.”

	“He’s not in love with her,” Fox said. “He can’t be in love with her.”

	And then they paused. Waiting.

	“Uh,” I said, “I’m sure it’s complicated.”

	Fox stared at me. By degrees, their expression got icier and icier. And then they gave a single emphatic huff and returned to their seat.

	“Did I say something wrong?” I whispered to Bobby.

	Bobby patted my hand.

	“What was I supposed to say? ‘Off with her head’?” 

	“I can hear you,” Fox snapped.

	Bobby, in his infinite wisdom, handed me my program, and I buried my nose in that.

	It wasn’t exactly riveting. I mean, there was the usual stuff. Lots of advertisements for local businesses—it was nice (but not surprising) to see that the Otter Slide had taken out a full page. And then there was Terrence’s introduction. In the program, his title was Creative Director, and the comments were all about the privilege of working with a genius (presumably this referred to Pippi, who had about as much genius as a lunch sack). (Also, mee-aow; I didn’t mean to sound that, uh, catty.) Terrence repeated his comments about making theater history, which, again, seemed unlikely to me. And he wished everyone a great time.

	Although I didn’t think the “playwright’s comments” were typically included in theater programs, clearly, they’d made an exception for Pippi. 

	Terrence’s introduction had been one page, and that had been with a big picture at the top.

	Pippi’s ran to eight.

	There were lots of pictures. Interestingly enough, though, for a play that was nominally about Vivienne Carver (and her murderous ways), Vivienne only featured in one. The photo showed Vivienne and Pippi at a book signing. They were sitting next to each other at a table, in some indistinguishable bookstore setting that could have been anywhere. The key detail for me, though, was that Vivienne had stacked her books between her and Pippi to make a surprisingly formidable wall.

	I didn’t exactly like Vivienne, what with her trying to murder me. But I couldn’t say I blamed her.

	The rest of the pictures were of Pippi (for some reason). Pippi and her family. Pippi and her books. (She wrote a type of mystery called a cozy, and let me tell you, she’d written a lot of them. No judgment, but it really tells you something about an author when they can churn them out like that, don’t you think?) There was even a picture of a young Pippi in a bikini. It was…disturbing. Not least because she had the exact same haircut back then that she had now. (Also because I happened to glance over and see Mr. Ratcliff snipping the photo out of his program with a pair of nail scissors.)

	The short version of Pippi’s “playwright’s introduction” was that she had been inspired by her friendship with Vivienne Carver. Friendship was a generous term, from what I remembered, but that didn’t matter since the remaining seven pages concentrated on Pippi’s literary achievements—and included a breakdown of the patronage packages she offered on her website, inviting people to become one of Pippi’s Pen Pals to the tune of twenty-five dollars a month. My role in solving the murders and putting Vivienne behind bars took up a single sentence, wedged between a description of Pippi’s bathroom remodel and some more exposition on Pippi’s patronage site. Pippi managed to use the word bumbling twice.

	“Deep breaths,” Bobby said as he rubbed my back.

	I flipped forward. More ads—God bless Mr. Cheek, he’d taken out a page for Fog Belt Ladies Wear, but it was a black-and-white headshot of himself, approximately twenty years younger. And then we got to the actor bios.

	I’m a human being. I’m not perfect. I’ve got an ego (however fragile it might be). So, I couldn’t help myself: first thing, I looked at the actor they’d cast to play me.

	Not terrible.

	Second take: actually, not bad at all.

	Okay, third take—maybe he was a little too handsome? Like, I didn’t want Bobby getting any ideas about trading up.

	He had my coloring: dark hair, skin that could politely be described as porcelain or ivory (or, uh, pale), hazel eyes. Some similarity to the features—the shape of his head, the nose—but he had more of a leading man look than I did. A stronger jaw. On my best days (when my hair was willing to play along, and before I had unlimited access to Indira’s cake, and during those three months in Providence when I went to the gym), I was cute. This guy was a hot tamale.

	(I couldn’t help the comparison: movie theater candy!!!)

	His name was Kyson Swetz, and if I had to guess, I would have said he was twenty years old. Maybe twenty-one. According to his actor bio, he’d starred in such productions as The Crucible, Hello, Dolly!, an abridged version of Grease, and The Pajama Game. Nobody put it in writing, but my guess was that those had been high school productions.

	Movement drew my attention, and I caught a glimpse of Pippi—she was backstage, poking her head out from behind the curtain, and now she smiled and waved. Her blissfully happy family smiled and waved back from the audience. It was cute and endearing, and it made me think of how Mr. Del Real had once told me about how he got rid of moles in his yard by smacking them on the head with a two-by-four.

	Dragging my attention back to the program, I went back to the beginning of the actors and read the remaining names. Nora Day was up next. She was playing the part of Vivienne (who, in this lightly fictionalized retelling, was called Marienne), and she was what us writerly types would call a mature woman, although it was difficult to say exactly how mature. Some of that was probably makeup. Some of it was the miracle of photography. And some of it, without a doubt, was the clothes.

	She was dressed all in black: a black leather jacket, black leather gloves, an enormous black tulle skirt, black leather jackboots. And as an accent, she wore about a dozen silver crosses, all different sizes, all artfully arranged on chains around her neck. Her hair was a severe bob of bleached blond hair, and her eyes were hidden behind sunglasses. She could have been fifty. She could have been eighty. She looked like Dolly Parton had fallen in with a biker gang.

	“Oh my God,” I said as I scanned her bio. “She was in Women and Friends? I love that movie.”

	Fox sniffed. “Of course you do. You’re a gay man born in the—” The pause was long enough to be insulting. “—nineties?”

	“Ha ha,” I said. “Wait, she was in Phantom’s Playground? And One Last Job was so good—all those great actors pulling off a heist. Oh my God, The Last Starflower? That’s insane. Remember Robert Downey, Jr.’s mascara? That movie was a trip.”

	To judge by Bobby’s expression, he did not remember—probably because he’d been busy being an Outdoor Kid (patent pending). But because he was my one true love, he made a sound like he was impressed.

	Fox sniffed again. Loudly. “Bit parts. Don’t worry, though; her head’s big enough I’m surprised she can get through the door.”

	There was a pot-kettle situation brewing (I couldn’t help myself), but I let it go. 

	Next up was Jonni. No last name—kind of like Prince, I guess. She was playing the part of Pippi, who was now called Penny (for legal reasons). She was also a mature woman, although in her case, it was easier to see the, uh, ravages of time. (Nope. Scratch that. I meant the graceful changes of an aging body.) She had a cap of brassy curls, penciled-on eyebrows, and an abundance of what my grandmother would have called rouge. In the photo, she wore a feather boa (like Bliss’s) and a beaded skirt, and she looked kind of like if Madame Tussaud’s made a wax figure of a flapper.

	Remember how I said I wasn’t a good person?

	I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. Grinning, in fact.

	“Oh yes,” Fox said, and their voice echoed my amusement. “Pippi was furious.”

	“But it’s her play,” I said.

	“She’s the playwright,” Fox said. “Not the director.”

	I couldn’t help wondering, though, why Terrence had cast Jonni as Pippi or Penny or whatever we were calling her. She was too old, for one thing. Older than the real Pippi. And maybe that had been an effort to make her look of an age with Nora, but… I couldn’t put my finger on exactly why, but I doubted it.

	It certainly hadn’t been her acting chops. Unlike Nora’s films, which had been a string of critical and box-office successes, Jonni’s work tended toward the, uh, B-list. 

	“Life in the End was good,” I said, and weirdly enough, I felt like I was defending her.

	“It was fine,” Fox said. And with a hint of evil glee, they added, “She played a sanitation worker.”

	Mousewife, on the other hand, had been…less good. (It was one of those ideas that probably should never have been made into a film, about a housewife who gets turned into a mouse. There was probably some social commentary in there, but it felt like the unholy child of Honey, I Shrunk the Kids and Ratatouille.) And Losing My Boyfriend II: Losers Take All was a guilty pleasure (you’re officially required to watch it after every breakup, or when you’re sad because Life, and Bobby knows you need lots of kisses and one of those three-layer chocolate cakes from the Cakery).

	“She played the grandmother,” Fox said, reading my mind again. “The one who rediscovers a love of life through the power of stripping.”

	I did kind of remember her now. And I wished I didn’t.

	Fortunately, the house lights dimmed, and I was able to pull myself away from that image. The curtain went up, and Vivienne Carver—er, Marienne—came out.

	The play actually wasn’t all that bad. (What I could see of it, anyway. The trick with these contacts seemed to be not to blink my eyes too much or too little.)

	I mean, it wasn’t great. It had Pippi’s trademark manner of exposition, which came from the “bonk-them-over-the-head” school of writing. For heaven’s sake, Vivienne had two separate soliloquies about why she was going to murder someone for fame and fortune.

	But there were some good lines in there, too. And the story was nothing if not compelling—you could see it in the audience. Sure, some of that probably had to do with the fact that this play was about people they knew, and yes, lots of people kept glancing over at me. (“Daniel” made his dramatic entrance by tripping over his own feet. He lost his glasses. Then his pants fell down, and he farted. Which JUST FOR THE RECORD, NEVER HAPPENED.)

	Really, though, what kept everyone glued to the stage—even me—was that the actors were so dang good. All of them. Even Kyson. Pippi had clearly written him the part of a buffoon, but he made it into something more—something self-aware and playful and fun. And when he did have serious lines, he delivered them in a way that made you sit up and take note. Jonni clearly knew her role as a character actor, and she managed to bring out the humor in Pippi/Penny’s character without turning the show into a farce.

	But the real star was Nora. There wasn’t any question. There wasn’t any doubt. She was good—and not playing-in-the-sticks good. Good good. She must have studied Vivienne, because everything about her—the way she moved, the way she stood, the way she talked—was perfect. It was creepy, actually. And not only because of, you know, all that stuff with Vivienne trying to kill me.

	The only reason I knew something went wrong was because Pippi had to poke her head out again.

	She was staring out onto the stage, her mouth hanging open.

	Something triggered in my brain, and I glanced over at where Terrence was sitting. He was staring up at the stage as well, his expression strained.

	The seat next to him was empty.

	Kyson was speaking. I’d been so caught up in the shock of seeing those reactions that I’d missed the first part of what he’d said. “—know what you did.” He was speaking to Vivienne, but now he turned, his arm moving in a wide arc to take in the audience. “And you won’t get away with it!”

	Pippi was clutching the curtain.

	Even in the dim lighting, Terrence looked like he’d gone pale.

	And then the lights went out, and someone screamed.

	 


Chapter 2

	“Nobody died,” I said around my toothbrush.

	In the bedroom, Bobby made a sound that wasn’t quite agreement.

	To be fair, no deputy would have been thrilled about that night’s chaos. After the lights had gone out—and more importantly, after the scream—the audience had dissolved into a churning, panicked mob. The few still-functioning security lights were the only reason nobody had gotten trampled. (That, and the fact that the people of Hastings Rock were, deep down, good and decent people. Although you might have been hard-pressed to prove that point based on how Mr. Ratcliff had shoved his way past the women and children.)

	“Nobody even got hurt,” I said through a mouthful of toothpaste.

	This time, Bobby didn’t respond at all.

	The rest of the night had been, if not exactly smooth, then at least not overly problematic. Once the theater had been evacuated, everyone stood around in the street, with nervous high spirits and, yes, an after-the-fact thrill. There had been lots of strained laughter. Lots of wide eyes. JaDonna Powers (who had what I called church hair) had thrown her head back like a horse and practically whinnied she was having such a good, wild, scary time.

	Eventually, Terrence had come out and informed us that there had been a malfunction with the lights, and everything was fine, and wouldn’t we come back inside for complimentary popcorn and the second half of the show. Tinny had stood behind him, masked by shadows so that she looked like one of those ink drawings in the scary manga that I’m not allowed to read. (Per Bobby, Keme, and Indira—Fox said I should be allowed to read whatever I wanted so long as I didn’t interrupt their naps.) 

	To their credit, the actors had finished the play like true professionals. The ending was a little different from how I remembered it in real life—instead of Keme saving the blundering Daniel Dank, it had been Pippi to the rescue. She’d also clonked Vivienne and given a four-minute monologue as she assumed the mantle of Matron of Murder. (Artistic liberty. And schlock, schlock, schlock.)

	(But look who’s talking; I was obsessed with a TV show called ThunderCats.)

	Still, that wired-to-the-gills energy had persisted. The laughs, when they came, had been a little too loud. And at the play’s most intense moment—when a foolish Daniel Dank got trapped by the wicked Marienne—JaDonna Powers, in the audience, actually let out a little scream. Everyone did one of those sympathetic-but-also-nervous chuckles. Because we were all still feeling it.

	Because when the lights had gone out, for a single moment, we’d all thought the exact same thing: someone had been murdered.

	Toothbrushing duties officially accomplished, I popped out to the bedroom. Bobby was on the bed in his grungy white straight-boy socks, striped boxers that had two holes in them, and a Volcom T-shirt that had been bleached by sun and salt until it was practically see-through.

	Ladies and gentlemen, I’m not made of stone.

	Here’s the thing about Bobby: he’s so handsome, and he doesn’t even know it. Not at all. He’s got these muscles. He’s got miles and miles of smooth, unblemished golden skin. He’s got eyes that are like burnt bronze, and sometimes, when he looks at me, it’s like I forget how to breathe. (One time, not only did I forget how to breathe but I also choked on a pancake, and Fox whapped me on the back so many times I think they cracked a vertebra.)

	Right then, Bobby wasn’t looking at me. Instead, his attention was fixed on the papers spread out on the bed. One set, fanned out to his left, was a printout of a sample exam—more specifically, the detective exam. Another set, to his right, consisted of supplementary materials: photos, interview transcripts, and the like. One thing that made the case interesting to a crime buff like me was that the Sheriff’s Office used old cases for the exam—nothing that would compromise the integrity of an investigation, but real cases nonetheless. The exam was simple in concept: the detective-to-be was presented with the kind of things a detective would come across in their daily work, followed by a series of questions. It should go without saying that Bobby was amazing at it. 

	He was perfect at it, actually. Right up until the moment when he had to take the test.

	Test anxiety is a real thing. (Ask me: I’m a connoisseur of anxiety; I know all thirty-one flavors.) Bobby, on the other hand, was not a particularly anxious person, although I had seen him freak out, for lack of a better term, on a few rare occasions. For some reason, though, tests put Bobby in a weird headspace. He could study for weeks, and then, when he sat down, his mind went blank. He froze up. And you might be surprised to learn that freezing up is not a quality they encourage in detectives.

	So, for the last couple of months, we’d been studying. In the wake of the death of Bobby’s mom, I think it had given him a welcome distraction that wasn’t—well, trying to kill himself with work and exercise, which had been Bobby’s coping strategy in the past. Not that Bobby had ever said that studying was a distraction. Not that I’d ever asked.

	I hopped onto the bed. The papers shifted, but only a little, and Bobby squinted up at me.

	“I’m an unexpected joy,” I told him. “I’m a bouncing ball of happiness. I’m a chaos kitten come to scratch up all your furniture and fill your heart with love.”

	“You’re on a crime scene,” he said.

	I extracted the slightly wrinkled crime scene and gave it a glance. It was a small room with pine paneling and orange shag carpet. A counter ran along one wall with a pair of ladder-backed stools. There was a safe against the far wall, its heavy door open to expose the empty interior. I held up the photo for Bobby to see.

	He groaned and said, “I was doing a quick review.”

	“Come on.”

	“We’re both tired.”

	“One.”

	He gave me a look that made me suspect chaos kittens weren’t high on Bobby’s list of favorite things, but he leaned forward to inspect the photo. I counted to thirty in my head and turned the picture toward me, so that I could see it but Bobby couldn’t.

	“How many stools are there?”

	“Two,” he said. “One against the wall, still upright. One on the floor. On its back.”

	“But how many rungs do they have on the back?” I asked.

	“Two.”

	“Uh, okay, that was a joke. Let’s see… what about the carpet?”

	“What about it?”

	“What did you notice?”

	Bobby gave me that anti-chaos-kitten look again. “That’s not a fair question. The questions are multiple choice.”

	“I do what I please,” I said in my best imitation of Fox. “And the universe finds a way.”

	After several seconds, Bobby said, “It’s orange shag. There’s at least one clear footprint in front of the safe, but I don’t know if we could recover anything from it that would be usable.”

	“Okay, what about the safe?”

	Bobby was slower this time, thinking. He was so careful. So thoughtful. I watched him sit there, unmoving, his brain at work, like he’d put his whole body in service of answering this question. He was going to be such a good detective. God, he was going to be such a good sheriff one day. (I had plans, even if I hadn’t exactly told Bobby yet. I was going to wait a good ten or fifteen years until I’d trapped him with a passel of kids.)

	(Oh my God, I cannot believe I said that.)

	(Please don’t tell Bobby.)

	“The door has been left open, but it doesn’t appear to be forced. That means the thief might have had the means to open the safe, but I’d also want to check for scratches around the lock to see if someone attempted to pick it or disable it. And since our thief got careless, I’d also want to run the fingerprints through AFIS and see if we got a match, since that wasn’t an option back then.”

	“Very good, Detective Mai. You only forgot one thing.”

	His brow furrowed in what might have been a trademark Bobby Mai expression: indignation and concern. “What?”

	In my best evil villain voice, I said, “You forgot you should never have come to my lair alone.”

	And then I launched myself at him. I scrunched up a lot of papers, for the record. But I also did a lot of kissing.

	Bobby rolled with it—literally, in this case, rocking backward so that we ended up flat on the mattress. He laughed. A little. He kissed me back. 

	After a while, I stopped. 

	We lay there. Somehow, I’d ended up in the circle of his arms, and he rubbed my back. His breathing was soft and even and tickled the side of my neck.

	The worst part was that I couldn’t even say what was wrong. Just that it was different. Everything was different.

	After a while, he brushed his lips against my ear and disentangled himself. He was halfway to the bathroom when a knock came at the door.

	Bobby glanced at me. I shrugged, so he padded over and opened it.

	Fox stood there. They’d changed into some kind of dressing gown. With a matching nightcap. And they were carrying a tray of cookies—Indira’s garbage cookies, which—name to the contrary—weren’t garbage at all. (They’re full of deliciousness like M&M’s and chocolate chips and little pieces of candy bars that she chopped up.)

	Fox gave me a look.

	Disheveled.

	Sprawled out on the mattress.

	They said, “Good Lord!”

	“It’s not what it looks like!” 

	“It looks like you were fornicating on top of your manuscript!”

	“No! No! This isn’t my manuscript. This is—”

	But that was when I grabbed one of the crime scene pictures.

	Fox’s. jaw. dropped.

	“No!” I shouted.

	“Okay,” Bobby said. “Fox, did you need something? Besides the chance to tease Dash?”

	Fox’s shocked expression melted away into smug self-satisfaction. “I brought you these cookies because Indira said she was going to throw them away.”

	“Lies,” I said. “Indira doesn’t throw cookies away. She hides them in the freezer where she thinks I won’t find them—”

	I stopped, but too late.

	“It’s one layer after another with you,” Fox said, “isn’t it?”

	“Thank you for the cookies,” Bobby said, taking the tray. “Now what do you want?”

	Fox sniffed, but as usual, they let Bobby get away with it—Bobby got away with pretty much everything when it came to Fox. I had a sneaking suspicion it had to do with what Fox called Bobby’s rump.

	“I was wondering—” Fox began. “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble—” They drew a deep breath. “I thought you might be interested—” They broke off again, and then they said, “Oh fudge!”

	(I mean, you’re an adult. You know what they said.)

	“What—” I tried.

	“My father wants you to figure out who swapped the script,” Fox said. “Tinny is furious; that little tart has been screaming her head off all night.”

	I actually had to loop back to make sense of that statement. Twice. And what I finally came up with was “Someone swapped the script? Wait, what?” But the last few moments of the play before intermission floated up to me: Kyson’s line about—something. And the way he’d turned to the audience. And then the lights had gone out. “You’re talking about Kyson. And the lights going out. It wasn’t a malfunction!”
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