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PRAISE FOR THE AGATHAS


“Full of twists, mysteries, and so much heart, The Agathas will keep you up late guessing who-exactly-dunit. Perfect for readers who like their thrillers with an extra dose of fun!”


Erin A. Craig, author of House of Salt and Sorrows


“Part Agatha Christie, part Veronica Mars, and completely entertaining.”


Karen M. McManus, author of One Of Us Is Lying


“With all the twists and turns of a classic Agatha Christie novel, told through a delightful and engaging contemporary lens, The Agathas is impossible not to devour. Perfect for mystery lovers everywhere.”


Rachael Lippincott, author of All This Time


“A propulsive mystery starring two unlikely friends who give Nancy Drew a run for her money. With a totally satisfying and surprising ending, The Agathas is so, so much fun.”


Jessica Goodman, author of They’ll Never Catch Us


“A twisty missing-girl mystery with two sharp-witted teen detectives you’ll instantly root for. Perfect for fans of Holly Jackson, Karen M. McManus, and Kara Thomas!”


Kit Frick, author of I Killed Zoe Spanos


“This whip-smart novel had me hooked from page one, with wisecracking teen detectives, Agatha Christie references galore, and a killer mystery. I freakin’ loved this book, and in my opinion, Alice Ogilvie and Iris Adams can definitely sit with Nancy Drew and Veronica Mars at lunch.”


Kate Williams, author of the Babysitters Coven series


“Fast-paced and full of twists. You’ll be hooked on this mystery from the first page to the last. Agatha Christie would be proud.”


Caleb Roehrig, author of The Fell of Dark


“A clever plot that kept me guessing till the end. The Agathas is an absolutely addictive read!”


June Hur, author of The Forest of Stolen Girls
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Girl in Pieces


How to Make Friends with the Dark


You’d Be Home Now
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To best friends/teen detectives everywhere!




 


 




Agatha Christie


AKA Dame Agatha Mary Clarissa Christie, Lady Mallowan, DBE (née Miller; 15 September 1890–12 January 1976)


An English writer known for her 66 detective novels and 14 short story collections.


Also known as the bestselling author of all time.


Also, one bad bitch.
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CHAPTER ONE
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ALICE OGILVIE


OCTOBER 31


7:50 A.M.


“These blondes, sir, they’re responsible for a lot of trouble.”


—AGATHA CHRISTIE, THE LABOURS OF HERCULES


ALICE OGILVIE IS CRAZY.


The words are huge, written across my locker in thick black marker, impossible to miss. I see them from down the hall as I approach, the words like a pin to the eye. My first day back from house arrest, and this is what greets me. I can’t say I’m surprised.


Rebecca Kennedy snickers from across the hall, where she stands watching with Helen Park and Brooke Donovan. My former friends. My former best friends.


I wonder if one of them wrote this. Not Brooke; she would never do something like this, but I wouldn’t put it past Kennedy. This is exactly something she’d do. A small ache starts in my center, but I think to myself: What would Agatha Christie do right now? Would she let them get to her? Run out of the school? Is that what she did when her first husband cheated on her? Hell no. She squared her shoulders and became a multinational bestselling author.


I whirl around and level a glare at the three of them. Kennedy’s smirk sags.


“Can I help you?” I say in my most bored voice. The last thing I want is for them to know I care.


Park, of course, sinks back against the lockers, pretending she’s not involved, letting her straight, shiny black hair curtain her face. She’s terrible at confrontation. Kennedy rolls her eyes. And Brooke . . . well, her red-painted lips tremble like I’m the one who did something wrong.


“Alice,” Brooke says softly, like she’s about to get into things—things that I would much prefer never to get into, thank you very much. I force myself to meet her eyes, and it’s only then that I notice what she’s wearing. I glance around at the other kids in the hall and confirm that, yup—everyone is wearing them. Except for me.


Costumes. Because today is Halloween. Great. My reentrance to social life at Castle Cove High School is already crashing and burning.


Brooke and Kennedy and Park are dressed as bloody cheerleaders. How original. The three of them are decked out in short blue-and-white pleated skirts, hair curled to perfection, blood all over their clothing but none on their faces. Wouldn’t want to actually commit to the costume too much and mess up their makeup.


I, on the other hand, look foolish. I am the only person in this hallway—perhaps the entire school—who is not dressed to the nines in a costume.


As if I needed yet another reminder about how I no longer fit in, the universe apparently decided to make that fact explicit. I clear my face of emotion, toss my hair over my shoulder, and unlock my locker door. I know everyone is watching. Waiting to see what I’ll do. If I’ll react.


But I won’t.


Because I don’t care.


I’m struggling to stay awake in third-period math when the door to the classroom swings open and some freshman child pops his head in, face flushing as every head swivels in his direction simultaneously.


“Uh,” he says, voice cracking. “Uh, sorry. I have a note?” He hurries over to Ms. Hollister and holds it out to her, but before she can take it, the paper slips from between his fingers and floats to the ground. The kid flushes an even brighter shade of red as he scrambles to grab it before it hits the linoleum floor. “Sorry, sorry. Here,” he mutters, and thrusts it into Hollister’s hand, then darts out of the room. What a production. At least it stopped Hollister’s droning about pre-calc.


Hollister opens the note and reads it, and then her gaze falls squarely on me.


“Alice,” she says in her nasally voice, fingering the oddly expensive-looking necklace she’s wearing. My back stiffens. Three hours back at school, and I’m already in trouble? Good lord, I’ve barely had time to pee. “You’re wanted in Ms. Westmacott’s office.”


My stomach sinks. I’m not in trouble. It’s much, much worse than that.


I’m being called to the guidance counselor’s office.


—


I knock softly on the door, hoping against hope that maybe Ms. Westmacott won’t be there. But almost immediately I hear an overeager “Yes?”


I’ve never had the displeasure of being inside Westmacott’s office before, but I’ve heard rumors. When I push the door open, I see all of them are true. She truly does have her name spelled out in gigantic gold sparkly letters on the wall behind her desk. There really is a bulletin board on the wall called the Feelings Board. And that corner that everyone talks about? The one set up with the beanbags so she can have “jam sessions” with students?


That’s a real thing, too.


No wonder Brooke didn’t want her dad to marry this lady.


“Hello!” she cries. “Come in!” She waves me in, and I comply, mostly because I don’t have a choice. “Shall we sit over there?” She motions to the beanbags.


Um, no. “My . . . knees are bad,” I lie. There is no way I am sitting on a beanbag. “The chair is fine.” I take a seat before she can protest.


After a moment’s hesitation, she slides into her chair, folds her hands on the desk, and leans forward.


“We’re glad to have you back, Alice.” She’s wearing a tunic with a bunch of weird shapes glued around the neckline and has her brown hair pushed back with a headband. Not a cool headband, mind you, but one of those thick ones that I’ve seen in pictures of people from the 1990s. “We know things have been . . . rough over the past few months.” She makes a sympathetic face, and my stomach turns. I know what’s coming. “We all thought it would be best if you and I had some time to chat.” She raises her eyebrows like it’s a question, but I know it’s not a question. I know I don’t have a choice.


“We can just jam, talk about how things are going. How school’s treating you. Stuff like that!” She smiles.


“Uh-huh” is the best I can manage in reply.


She ignores my lack of enthusiasm and continues, “To get started: Let’s talk about Brooke and Steve. They’re dating. How are you dealing with it? Clearly, it hasn’t been easy on you. . . .”


Jesus, she’s really going there? She’s the first person to directly mention the two of them to me since everything happened. Brooke was my best friend since birth, so I always knew she wasn’t the perfect angel she would have you believe (two words: Cole Fielding). I used to appreciate it; you need a little spice to keep things interesting. But I never expected her to steal my boyfriend right out from under my nose.


Steve and I started dating my sophomore year, his junior, when he became the breakout star on the varsity basketball team. He’d always been in the background before that, spending a lot of his time at training camps that his mom worked two jobs to afford, but I guess they paid off, because one day I heard these girls talking about him in the bathroom, about how random it was that some kid no one had ever heard of was carrying the team, and I knew I had to have him. We started dating a few weeks later. I gave him popularity. A social life. Access to my world. And what did he give me in return? He dumped me.


So, back in June, after he told me he wanted to break up because I was too bossy (rude), I went to Egypt with my mom to visit the set of some movie she was working on. My dad was out of town working, like he is 99 percent of the time, and Brenda’s first grandchild was due and she went down to San Diego for that, so it was either go with my mom or mope around the house, alone. I thought it would be a good distraction, maybe make Steve miss me, and that while I was gone, I could figure out how to patch things up with him. Also, if I’m going to be totally honest, which I am usually not about feelings, I thought maybe my mom and I could have, you know, fun together.


Well, to no one’s great surprise, it ended up being yet another trip where she worked twenty-four hours a day and I sat in a hotel room alone. Thank god for room service and the Agatha Christie novels I found in the lounge.


Let’s just say that my mom and I didn’t bond, but Brooke and Steve certainly did.


I shiver at the memory of Brooke showing up at my house to tearfully inform me that she never meant for it to happen—she never meant to fall in love with Steve. When Steve and I were dating, he and Brooke always got along—something that I was stupid enough to think was a good thing—but clearly wasn’t.


“Can we not?” My voice shakes. I clamp my lips together. Get yourself under control, Ogilvie.


Westmacott’s eyes soften. “Of course. Why don’t we start with homeschooling? Tell me how you’ve been over these past few months, homeschooling when you were on . . . er . . .”


“House arrest?” I finish for her.


“Um, yes.”


“It was fine.” I cross my arms tight against my chest.


“I imagine it might have been a little lonely.”


“It was fine,” I say. God, why is she so intent on pressing this? “My parents got me a horse,” I add, for no reason other than to keep her quiet for a few more seconds. “For my birthday, a few months ago. Right before . . .” I trail off.


Her eyes light up. “A horse! That’s fantastic! What breed?”


It’s really not fantastic. It’s more exactly what my parents do: buy me something—something I cannot stand—because it’s expensive. I shrug. “Um, brown?”


“Are you boarding her at the Green Gables Stables?”


I nod. A perfectly silly name for a place with perfectly monstrous beings. Although apparently my parents don’t know this, I’ve hated horses ever since the summer after fourth grade, when my mom decided that having a daughter who rides would be good for her image and signed me up for horseback riding camp. I went along with it, because at least she had temporarily remembered I existed. It wasn’t too terrible . . . until it was.


The last day of camp, we were showing our horses when Marinda Kelly fell off hers and tumbled to the ground, breaking her hip and both her legs. Talk about traumatizing. The ambulance had to come. After that mess, I vowed never to go within thirty feet of a horse again. A vow my parents clearly did not remember.


“I love that place! I board my Oliver there!” Westmacott says this as if we’re about to bond over a shared love of horses.


Of course she’s a horse lady. Of course she is.


“Cool.” What kind of horse name is Oliver? I keep my thoughts to myself, though. The last thing I need is to get suspended from school the first day I’m back. I plaster on a smile.


She chats on about her favorite horses, her riding schedule, but at least she’s stopped asking me questions about myself.


The bell finally rings, marking the end of the period and my chance to escape. I rise to stand, but she stops me. “Wait, wait,” she says, smacking her hand against her forehead. “I forgot to tell you one of the reasons I called you here in the first place! Since you missed the first few months of school, we’ve set you up with a tutor.” She pauses. “Well, your parents set it up. I’m the go-between.”


A tutor? “I’m good,” I protest. “I don’t need—”


“Alice.” She raises an eyebrow under her thick-rimmed glasses. “Your at-home efforts were . . . let’s just say we found them wanting. The only subject you’ve kept up in is French. Consider this not so much a suggestion as a requirement.” Her smile drops away and her too-cheery voice grows hard. Something pricks along my back. “Okay?”


I blink and nod.


“Great!” She claps her hands, voice returning to its overly enthusiastic pitch, like she wasn’t just growling at me. “We’ve assigned you to Iris Adams.”


“Who?”


“Iris Adams. You don’t know her?”


I shrug. A lot of kids go here. How am I supposed to know all of their names?


Westmacott raises her eyebrows. “You’ve gone to school together since kindergarten,” as if that’s supposed to jog my memory.


I shake my head.


She looks down at the slip of paper in her hand. “Well, here’s all the info. She’s going to come to your house after school today. We all agreed to set it up that way because—”


“Great.” I cut her off. I grab the piece of paper from her hand. “Thanks.”


I see a flash of irritation in her face before her smile reappears. “Okay. Perfect. Oh, and Alice?”


“Yeah?”


“Life gives you lemons, but you can make lemonade!”


I give her a thumbs-up.


I can hardly wait.





CHAPTER TWO
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IRIS ADAMS


OCTOBER 31


11:45 A.M.


 


THERE ARE MANY PERKS to being invisible.


I don’t mean the actual kind of invisible, like the whole vaporous thing in the movies. I mean being the type of person that people simply don’t really see, because the type of person you are (the type of person they think you are) is not one that interests them. Because people don’t see you, you have free rein to listen in on conversations, observe behavior, and learn patterns. All of these things are essential to surviving life, particularly high school.


For instance, I was able to divert Kennedy—first name: Rebecca, but all the Main Kids at Castle Cove High refer to each other by their last names, which I think is a curious and loathsome habit and makes them sound like male stockbrokers on an ill-advised bourbon bender—from some routine mean-girl behavior in AP Biology today by dropping some information I’d gleaned while dressing for PE.


Kennedy isn’t happy to be my lab partner, even though I’m carrying her to an A in this class. Every lab day, she looks at me and sighs, rolling her neck like I’ve sliced her carotid, and then says, “Flannel, again?” If I wanted my clothes critiqued, I’d sit with the Stitch Bitches during lunch. They make their own clothes, which is admirable, but makes for tedious conversation. And please, of all people, Kennedy should not be critiquing my clothes when today she’s dressed like some sort of dead cheerleader. It’s Halloween, but still.


Usually, I let it ride. I can tune people out pretty well, but today was not the day, because all day I’d been confronted with the painful return of Alice Ogilvie, and what that was going to mean for me.


I’m sorry, Ogilvie, as her clan calls her.


Kennedy was starting in on my hair when I decided to cut her off while slicing open the abdomen of our frog, which made her grow very pale.


“Rebecca,” I said. “I’m so sorry to hear about Cole. What a blow that must be.”


She fanned her face. “It’s Kennedy. And what are you talking about?”


I fixed my face into a perfect, sympathetic shape: lips slightly pursed, chin tucked, head tilted. “Oh wow, no, sorry, I thought you knew.”


“What the f,” she said. “What the f are you talking about, Eileen?”


“Iris,” I reminded her firmly. I carefully spread the skin of the frog so she could get a good look at its gleaming, spongy insides. The insides of things are so much different than the outsides. Most people don’t care to find that out.


“He’s going with Madison—I mean, Fletcher, to the regatta ball. Wasn’t that supposed to be you?”


It’s like dealing with little kids, really. You have to distract them from whatever it is you don’t want them to be doing. Offer a chocolate, a brightly colored game on your phone, and there you are: crisis averted. I knew mentioning this would sit poorly with Kennedy; all the Mains adore the annual regatta ball at the Yacht Club. It’s their time to buy obscenely expensive gowns and pretend they’re some kind of local royalty while chugging back bottles of booze that cost so much they could pay for an entire year of college tuition.


I handed Kennedy the scalpel and sat back.


It really was quite a joy to watch Kennedy annihilate that poor frog. Good thing it was already dead.


At lunch I take my usual spot in the back of the cafeteria with Spike and the rest of the Zoners. That’s our allotted spot. The social layout of the Castle Cove cafeteria is strictly adhered to. Zoners at the back, in the last tables. Punks to the right, by the exit doors, in case one of the more athletic Mains decides to mess with them; they need a quick exit. To the left of us are the Stitch Bitches, nestled in a clump of hemp clothing and messy buns pulled together with vintage pins. The front of the cafeteria is taken over by the APs, iPads out and glasses smudged. Dance team is next to them, almost to the center, gleaming and perky. The athletic Mains, all gusto and swears and decked-out team tees, scatter the left tables, two trays of food each. And in the center, the very center, because the rest of us revolve around their brilliance, are the main Mains. Glossy and full of health and money, they ooze easy life. The center is the best place for them; that way, whatever they do, they have us, a willing (or not) audience.


The Zoners are the friends I have at Castle Cove, and we’ve been thrown together mostly out of necessity our whole lives. Because, and get ready for it: we are poor.


My mother works in a bar. It would be different if she owned the bar, and especially if it was a nice one, but she doesn’t. She’s the one at the Moon Landing who slops the drinks and dries your tears and holds your damp, crumpled bills up to the fan to dry them off, because we need that money. In Castle Cove, you are either the served or the server. Spike’s dad is one of the janitors at Castle Cove High. You want your palatial seaside home polished and sparkling? That’s how five of the Zoners’ parents pay their rent.


I mean, to me, some of us scrape by and some of us are fine, but compared to everyone else in this cozy coastal town and school, we’re at the bottom.


Spike and the other Zoners are deeply involved in a conversation about who’s going to be the next Dungeon Master. I pull out my sandwich. Down at the end of the table, Cole Fielding is napping, his tousled blond head nestled on his arms. Even sleeping, he’s distractingly attractive.


Zora catches me looking and giggles.


“You like guys in leather, Iris?” she asks.


Cole Fielding belongs to no group. Except if you count some of the girl Mains. They pass him around like candy. He’s widely known to have special talents.


“Ha,” I say. “But no, thank you.”


Not that I don’t think about it. Especially when I’m at Seaside Skate and he’s handing my wheels to me over the counter and says, “Hey, Iris,” in that lazy voice of his, smiling. It’s the way he says Iris. Eeeeyyyee-rissss. Like it’s a word that feels good in his mouth.


I shake my head. I have a strict keep-to-myself-policy, because I’ve learned that romance = tragedy. But there’s nothing wrong with a little fantasy, though it would be easier to ignore Cole if he was a jerk.


There’s a stir as heads turn to the front of the cafeteria.


You know how in the movies those scenes happen where everyone and everything suddenly goes dead quiet?


That’s what happens.


Even the Zoners look up.


The most famous Main of all has appeared.


Alice Ogilvie, Castle Cove’s very own disappearing girl.


I mean, I get it. You can’t just . . . disappear. I mean, you can, and plenty of girls do, but usually in dark and horrible ways mainly perpetrated by disturbed men.


Not many just . . . poof.


And then . . . come back.


I don’t know the whole story, only bits and pieces, parts of which I think have to do with a broken heart and petty jealousy, but I do know the town of Castle Cove spent an awful lot of time and money trying to find Alice and that her last-named friends even held a candlelight vigil for her when they could have been TikToking or whatever it is they do with their time. And now they are pissed.


Alice Ogilvie is frozen at the front of the cafeteria.


Normally, she’d swan right over and sit with Henderson, Kennedy, Park, and Donovan, but they’ve closed themselves into a kind of turtle shell and won’t look at her.


You might think Alice would hold her head high and sit anywhere, but she doesn’t. She just stands there.


Her mouth quivers.


“Man,” Spike murmurs. “This is kind of sad.”


For a moment, I feel sorry for Alice Ogilvie.


That pain of knowing no one wants you.


There’s a rustle at the Main Girls table. Brooke Donovan, basically the human equivalent of cotton candy, stands up and waves at Alice. Kennedy tugs her back down.


But Alice Ogilvie, whose mouth was quivering just a moment before, stares Donovan right in the face and slowly draws up her middle finger, then turns around and stalks out of the cafeteria.


Suddenly I feel a brief, startling admiration for Alice Ogilvie.


She basically just told kindness to fuck off.


After school, it’s time for my appointment with Westmacott. Her office is reviled by many, but not me.


I don’t mind her sparkly decor, her beanbags, and the inspirational posters pinned to her walls. I mean, what do you want out of a guidance counselor? Thanos? Come on.


Plus, she has snacks. Granola bars, fruit gummies, Cheetos, kale crisps, you name it. She told me once this is because a lot of girls don’t want to be seen eating at Castle Cove High (that’s another issue we don’t need to get into), and she knows when they come see her, they’re starving. If she closes the door, they’ll eat.


When I walk in, she tosses me a pack of strawberry gummies, which I immediately tear open, because I’m not an idiot (free food), and plus, I have a long bike ride to Alice Ogilvie’s house.


Ms. Westmacott pushes the file folder across her desk. “Here it is. Lucky you.”


I stare at the blue folder greedily. This is no ordinary blue folder. It’s a blue folder worth three thousand dollars. Three thousand dollars that will get me closer to getting my mother and me out of Castle Cove, and away from the Thing, for good.


I steel myself. I’m not going to think about the Thing right now. Right now, I’m on a mission.


“I don’t think she had a very good first day back,” I say, sliding the folder into my backpack. “Cold shoulder from the clique.”


Ms. Westmacott nods. “Alice dug her own hole. Now she has to stew in it for a while. Actions have consequences.”


Her eyes drift to a box in the corner of the office. Slopping out the top are overly large sneakers, some Lost DVDs, and a disturbingly massive collection of Michael Jordan memorabilia.


She turns her eyes back to me, then looks down at her desk. Uh-oh. I think my guidance counselor is about to cry. We all know she was with Coach Donovan for all last year. How could we not? She was always a little too close to his side during assemblies and absolutely the loudest person in the stands during home games.


Not to be callous, but I don’t want to counsel my counselor. Hurriedly, I zip my backpack and hoist it over my shoulders.


Westmacott pulls a tissue from a box on her desk and finally glances up at me. “My allergies are really acting up, excuse me.”


“Well, I should go,” I say tentatively.


Her misty eyes lock onto mine.


“How are things at home?” she asks pointedly.


I tighten my hands around the straps of my backpack. She’s poking for a soft spot, looking for that opening. Westmacott can be kind, but at times, a little pushy. Pressing too hard for information. You always have to be on your toes.


In August, there was . . . an incident. I should have been safe from anyone knowing, since school wasn’t back yet, but I ran into Westmacott at the pharmacy while my mom was getting my pain meds filled. I could tell she absolutely did not buy the excuse I gave her about falling at Seaside Skate.


Ms. Westmacott wanted to draw funny faces on my cast, but I wouldn’t let her.


I change the subject. “So, I only have to do this until the end of this quarter, right? And even if she doesn’t get As, I get paid? Even if she fails, I get paid?”


“Correct. Her parents agreed. She’s brighter than you think. I have a feeling the key to Alice is that she simply needs someone to believe in her.”


“Ms. Westmacott,” I say. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I cannot be the Alice Whisperer. I’m tutoring, and that’s it.”


“Maybe she’ll take you horseback riding, Iris. Maybe you’ll become friends. The world is full of unlikely things.” Ms. Westmacott smiles. “It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. To have a friend.”


“Oh,” I say, turning to go. “It would be if that friend was Alice Ogilvie.”


—


By the time I get to the end of Alice Ogilvie’s massive brick driveway, my stomach is rumbling. I’m regretting not taking more snacks from Westmacott.


Her house looms above me. I’m not surprised it’s mammoth; that’s the norm for Castle Cove, where people have indoor swimming pools and home theaters and their own bowling alleys. The boats at Castle Cove Yacht Club alone are like floating mansions. If it’s not big and outrageous, it’s not Castle Cove. The Yacht Club’s been undergoing renovations for the past year; the reopening will be during the annual regatta this year. It’s a huge deal for the town. If Alice hadn’t been dumped by Steve, she’d probably be having her gown fitted for the regatta ball by now.


I’m locking my bike outside the double front doors when they open and a kind-faced woman in a brown sweater and gray pants peers out.


“You must be Iris,” she says, smiling. “Come in. Alice is upstairs.”


I don’t mean to, but the moment I step inside, I kind of stop breathing. I’ve never been in a house like this before, only seen them from the outside. The place is the size of an airplane hangar. The ceilings are at least fifteen feet high, and one entire wall is just huge windows, looking out to the beautiful, placid sea.


I mean, I live by the ocean, too, but on the dumpy side of downtown, in a two-bedroom apartment with my mom. The beach is there, mostly rocky, and the beautiful waves, but we don’t have a wall of windows devoted to it. There’s one window you can look out of, and a long set of rotting wooden steps that you can take to the beach.


For a minute, I allow myself to feel a pang of want, which I usually don’t do, because it hurts. I love my mother and our life, but sometimes . . . I’d like to have a beautiful window on the sea. I’d like to walk right outside my door and be able to feel the sand in my toes, instead of always having to wear shoes on the sharp rocks that make up our portion of the beach. Sometimes I feel like my whole life is navigating sharp rocks, and I would just like soft sand once in a while.


“It’s lovely, isn’t it?” the woman says.


“Yes,” I say, snapping back to attention. “Absolutely. Are you Alice’s mom?”


I hope she can’t hear my stomach growling.


The woman laughs. “Oh no, no. I’m Brenda. I take care of Alice.”


“Alice is seventeen,” I say.


She smiles. “Even Alice, at seventeen, needs some care.”


She pulls out her phone, taps the screen, and holds it to her ear. I hear a phone ringing far off in the house.


“Your friend is here,” Brenda says into the phone.


From somewhere deep on the second floor, Alice Ogilvie screams, “TUTOR.”


Brenda points to a twisting white staircase. “Fifth door on the right.”


I don’t often feel small, but right now, in Alice’s house, I feel about as small as that frog in biology earlier today.


You know how you go to someone’s house and they have cute kid photos on the walls? Birthday cake smushed on cheeks, playing in sand with plastic buckets and shovels, gap-toothed school photographs?


The expensively framed and exquisite photographs of Alice that line the walls of the staircase are not those. Even small Alice, maybe three or four, is handsomely attired in satin dresses with perfect hair, settled on velvety pillows. And there are no photographs of Alice with her parents. Just Alice, alone.


In fact, the whole house is kind of eerie and lonely-feeling and I’m kind of regretting we have to meet here, but it’s better than being at my place. I don’t need Alice Ogilvie there.


I count the doors on the second floor. Seven in all. I knock on the fifth one.


“Just come in, already!” Alice shouts.


I open the door. Alice is splayed across an enormous bed.


“Jerks,” she murmurs, throwing the phone beside her on the bed. She rolls over, eyeing me. I can tell she has no idea who I am, even though we’ve shared at least two classes a year since Castle Cove Elementary.


She’s taken off the weird outfit she had on at school today—some short-skirted monstrosity more suited to a movie premiere than math—and is dressed in yoga pants and a T-shirt.


“Welcome to my hell,” she says bitterly. “How much are my parents paying you?”


“Ask them yourself,” I say. “I get paid whether you pass or not, just so you know.”


“Well, then what an easy gig for you,” she sighs. “Just sit anywhere so we can get started. I’m quite busy.”


Alice lies on her bed, perfectly still. She does not, in fact, look like she has anything to do, at all, now or ever.


I walk over to the couch by her bed, kicking a slew of paperbacks out of the way. I sit down, unzipping my backpack. She sighs again.


“Go ahead already, ask me.”


“I’m sorry?”


“Just ask me. You know you want to. Everybody wants to.”


“Ask you what?” I decide to play dumb. Of course I want to know all about where she was. But I’m also getting the feeling Alice is rather like a cat: When you want to play, they don’t. They prefer play on their own terms, especially when it involves disrupting you.


“About what happened. About where I was. What I did. You know you want to, Irene.”


Alice has very pretty ice-blue eyes and a lot of soft-looking, exquisitely lovely blond hair. The kind of hair that means weekly trips to a stylist, the kind of place that gives you lemons in water and a hot cloth on your face and all that jazz.


“Iris,” I say. “My name is Iris.”


“Whatever.”


“Actually, it’s not whatever, that’s my name. Would you like me to call you Abigail?”


She smirks. “Touché. Ask me.”


“It’s not really any of my business,” I tell her.


I mean, but I am dying to know. Obviously, I have watched enough true-crime shows to know she wasn’t harmed in any way; she’d have been trucked off to the hospital if she had. It would have been in the Cove Gazette and on KWB. But those things didn’t happen. In fact, nothing happened. No new reports in the paper. Everything about Alice Ogilvie just . . . stopped. She was taken into her house and there she stayed, until today. My sneaking suspicion is that she wasn’t alone, wherever she went.


Alice is staring at me in a way that’s a little unnerving. I look down, pull out the blue homework folder, and catch sight of one of the paperbacks. I pick it up.


Death on the Nile. Agatha Christie.


The paperback is well thumbed, with sentences underlined, dog-eared on several pages.


“I like mysteries,” Alice says. “How you never know what really happened until the very end. You have to put everything together as you go along.”


She blinks at me and then flips over.


“Funny,” I say. “That you like reading this stuff, and somehow you ended up at the center of one of Castle Cove’s biggest mysteries. Currently unsolved.”


She shrugs one shoulder. I sigh. I’m getting tired, and we have work to do. “Where do you want to start, Alice? Lit or history?”


“It’s not what people think, anyway,” she says, her voice muffled.


“I don’t know what people think,” I say slowly. “Maybe you ran away. Maybe you were abducted by some creepy cult leader, and you managed to escape before you drank the Kool-Aid. Maybe you had transient amnesia. Who knows? Personally, I’m betting you took off to teach somebody a lesson.”


She flips back over and sits up.


“And why,” she says coolly, “would you think that?”


I tick off my fingers. “One, you’d just had a bad breakup, right? And your bestie is now with your ex? That’s gotta hurt. Two, the news said a vase was shattered in your house? But they didn’t find any fingerprints but yours, your parents’, and your housekeeper’s. Maybe you broke it yourself? To throw people off?”


“Nanny,” Alice interjects. “The housekeeper is Bibi.”


“Whatever,” I say. “My point is, and I have no judgment here, if you disappeared on your own? Good for you. If things are crappy for you where you are, leave.”


“Is that what you’d do?” Her voice is still cool, but her eyes are very bright, like she’s . . . interested.


“Everybody has the right to abandon ship,” I say mildly, pulling the Greek mythology handout from our lit class out of the homework folder. “If anything, Alice, maybe you flew too close to the sun, like Icarus.”


She tilts her head. “Like who and the what now?”


“Your homework. The reading on Icarus. He and his dad built wings so they could escape, but the wings were made of feathers and wax, and his dad told him not to fly too close to the sun, because it would melt and burn his wings, but Icarus didn’t listen, because he was headstrong and prideful, and that’s exactly what happened, and he drowned. You had your chance, Alice, but it came crashing down.”


Alice considers me. “Huh. Look at you, a little detective. But I don’t think you really know much at all.”


Is she going to cry? Because I didn’t sign up for that. Like I told Westmacott, I’m not going to be the Alice Whisperer.


She doesn’t cry, though. She sniffles briefly and then asks, “Okay, so what else do I need to know about the winged guy?”


On my way out of the house, Brenda hands me a Tupperware filled with pasta. “For you. It’s dark out now. You’ll be hungry when you get home.”


Suddenly I want to cry, taking the plastic container from this nice woman who so obviously heard my stomach growling in this lonely, too-big house.


Sometimes I forget that people can be kind. That you don’t have to ask them. They just are.


“Thank you,” I say.


“Oh,” Brenda says. “Let’s exchange numbers. Just in case? I have all of Alice’s friends’ numbers. I’d like yours, too.”


I blink. “I’m just tutoring her. We aren’t going to, like, hang out or anything.”


She waves her phone at me. “I just like to keep an eye on her. I think you can guess why.”


I drop my backpack on the floor and unzip it, sliding the Tupperware inside. I pull my phone from my pocket and tell Brenda my number. She texts me right away.


Hello, new friend of Alice’s!


The Tupperware thunks against my back as I ride home, the sharp sea wind cutting against my face. My hands are cold. The trick-or-treaters are out, pillowcases and buckets and masks. My mom always used to make sure to get a couple hours off from work to take me out. I miss that, her hand in mine. When it was just us.


I feel a brief flare of pain in my wrist as I angle the bike handles. Even though the cast is off, and I do my daily wrist exercises, it still hurts every once in a while, a constant reminder of the Thing.


My stomach coils into knots.


Whatever Alice did, winged or not, wherever she went and why, she made one fatal mistake, in my opinion.


She came back.







R. KENNEDY’S IPHONE
GROUP THREAD


3:22 P.M.


Rebecca Kennedy: Don’t kill me. My dad texted me a second ago and said DJ Porcini can’t play the party tonight . . .


Helen Park: OMG WHAT


RK: I know; I’m sorry. I guess he got pulled away to some last min gig in Ibiza, and . . . ugh. I’m sorry. It sux


RK: But, do you know who IS coming?


RK: Any guesses?


HP: Steve?


RK: What?


HP: Steve is coming?


RK: . . . um, clearly. Right BD?


Brooke Donovan: Yes. We will be there


RK: OK I’ll tell you. COLE


HP: Kennedy! Awkward


RK: What? It’s not like Donovan owns him


Ashley Henderson: Unsubscribe


BD: Henderson are you coming?


AH: No duh I’m going to be in LA. My dad has a premiere


RK: okkkkk thx for the update


BD: Kennedy


AH: It’s fine I know shes just jeal


RK: Hardly


HP: Is there anyone else who can DJ? Is Feral Bunny around? Ask your dad, Kennedy


RK: He claims no


RK: Brookie, so sorry bout Cole. Figured it would be OK since you’re with Steve now.


BD: I don’t care


RK: Good. you can’t claim ALL the guys in school, lol


RK: You have to let us have at least a few of them


HP: Maybe DJ UnderCeej? Your mom knew him a little when he was dating Trevor Pennington, right Brookie?


BD: What’s that supposed to mean, Kennedy?


RK: LOL nothing. Just saying, you don’t need to get upset bc you have steve now. Not everyone can be yours brookie lol


BD: I KNOW that kennedy


HP: Are we going to have to just listen to music on someone’s Bluetooth speaker? This is a disaster.


RK: OMG PARK. Get over it. My dad said he’ll make sure Frank Sea is there for the regatta ball, k?


AH: Frank Sea is playing the premiere!


HP: WHAT!


RK: At least your chef made those signature cocktails, right?


HP: I guess


RK: Just suck a couple down and you won’t even be able to tell the diff


HP: Ugh, fine








CHAPTER THREE
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ALICE


OCTOBER 31


8:50 P.M.


“Why shouldn’t I hate her? She did the worst thing to me that anyone can do to anyone else.”


—AGATHA CHRISTIE, THE MIRROR CRACK’D FROM SIDE TO SIDE


WHEN IRIS SHOWED UP in my room, I recognized her immediately, and, I hate to admit, I felt kind of bad that I had never bothered to learn her name. I mean, sure, if I spent my time learning the names of all the people at school, I wouldn’t have time to do much of anything else, but . . . I guess I could have made a little more of an effort.


She wasn’t as bad as I was expecting. Her hair was kind of cool—she had that messy bedhead thing going on that most people can’t pull off, but she makes work. And weirdly, her outfit wasn’t actually out of style—she had the right parts—the flannel, the Chucks, but like was missing that extra thing to tie it all together. I could help her, maybe. I appreciated that she didn’t rub her smartness in my face, unlike so many of the other smart kids at Castle Cove. I know I’m not stupid; it’s just that school has never interested me much.


Now, with her gone, it’s quiet in my room. Too quiet. All I can think about is the fact that it’s Halloween night, and all my old friends are at the annual party at Levy Castle while I’m sitting here alone.


I’m sure Brooke is there, glammed out and wandering the halls of the Castle with Steve, reminding him that her family used to own it and her grandmother used to live there back in the day. Their heads bent together, laughing, holding hands, like they don’t have a care in the world. Like the only reason that they even know each other isn’t because of me. Like I don’t even exist.


That image plays in my head, over and over. I grab my iPad and turn on something mindless on Netflix, but even that doesn’t help shut my brain up. All I can think about is that party and Steve and Brooke and what happened this summer and how unfair it all is. . . .


I can’t take it anymore. They’re all there, having fun, while I sit here alone. I deserve to be there as much as any of them. Brooke stole my boyfriend, and somehow I’m the bad guy?


I jump out of bed, throw my closet door open, and pull on clothes.


Once dressed, I sneak downstairs. Brenda’s in her room, so I manage to get outside and to my car—another guilt gift from my parents—without fielding any questions. In the distance, the surf slams into the cliffs below our house, the fall wind rolling the waves angrily. I’d say that there’s something in the air tonight, something creepy, but I’m not the type of person to believe in that sort of thing.


I turn up my music as high as it’ll go, drowning out any more racing thoughts, and take off down the driveway out to Highway 1.


The road is busy tonight. It wraps along the cliffs, between the ocean and the hills, and there are only a few houses to the west of the highway. Downtown Castle Cove is on the east side of things, cut into the bottom of the hills.


I pass Park’s driveway; her house is on the cliff side of the street like mine but surrounded by high gates. Her dad is an international businessman, whatever that means, and is super paranoid about everything. Kennedy and Donovan live a few minutes in the other direction from where I’m heading; their houses are up in the neighborhoods in the hills on the east side of the highway. If I kept driving, I’d hit the town center, where the high school is and all the restaurants where Top Chef losers come to set up shop. The winners open their places down the coast in LA, obviously.


But, before I hit downtown, I reach my destination—the Castle. It’s on the west side of the road, set on ten acres, the biggest parcel of land on the cliff side of the highway. It was built by Brooke’s great-grandfather about eighty years ago as a residence for their family.


It sits on the ocean side of Highway 1, with a veranda that has a gigantic outdoor pool and sweeping views of the Pacific Ocean. The public is only allowed in certain rooms of the Castle, but because of the various parties over the years I’ve seen it all—and it’s literally insane. Like, tall, stained-glass windows, an ornate indoor pool with mermaid fountains that spit water, and more bedrooms than I can count.


Back in the day, Brooke’s great-grandfather used to hold court there, throwing these elaborate weekend-long parties and inviting all the entertainment industry people up from LA. Tons of movie stars used to hang out there, and at least one of them died under mysterious circumstances.


It’s been here since before Castle Cove was even really a town, and all the property on the cliff side of the road used to belong to it—according to what I’ve heard from Kennedy, at one point it had like one hundred acres, all to itself. Legend has it that Brooke’s great-grandmother used to have a zoo on the property, with llamas and tigers and everything.


Developers bought up most of that land over the years and built huge houses like mine and Park’s. I guess it brought in a bunch of money to the town—made Castle Cove more of a livable place rather than just a tourist destination. More recently, they’ve turned their attention to revamping the Yacht Club. Kennedy’s dad has something to do with it, I think, which I only know because a few months ago she spent, like, a solid week moaning about how her dad had canceled their summer vacation to Barcelona because he had to stay in town to help with the deal.


I pull off the highway into the lot for the Castle and stop beside Park’s car, a green Porsche Cayenne that her parents bought her for no reason other than she exists and they love her.


As I slip out of my car, I hear them: loud voices in the distance, a scream of laughter. Brooke’s laughter. It scrapes through my skin, down into my heart, and for a moment I actually consider getting back into the car and driving away. Maybe driving away like I did three months ago.


That night, last summer, after I’d just gotten back from Egypt and Brooke came over and said what she said to me about her and Steve . . . it was like my heart stopped beating. Like my brain short-circuited. All I could think about was Agatha Christie, what she did after she figured out her husband was cheating on her. How she straight up disappeared for eleven days, and half the population of England was convinced he’d murdered her. Like, how badass is that? It’s not that I wanted Steve to, you know, get arrested or anything, but at the same time, I didn’t mind the thought of people searching for me. Wondering about me. Thinking about me.


So, I got into my car and started to drive. I left my phone at home along with this vase I’d accidentally knocked over in the foyer on my way out . . . which sort of made everyone think I’d been kidnapped, and Steve had to go into the station for questions, and the town organized this whole search party to look for me. . . .


Anyway, when I got back five days later, everyone was pretty freaking mad. Mad enough that my parents had to negotiate with the city, and everyone agreed that house arrest was the appropriate punishment for what I’d done.


Another peal of laughter punctures the night air. We started having this party at the Castle three years ago, when we were freshmen, courtesy of Brooke’s connections. The first year it was mostly just people from our school, but word got out and now kids from neighboring towns drive in for it, too. Kennedy’s dad, who’s a music agent down in LA, gets one of his clients to play. Everyone ships in the most elaborate costumes possible. It’s become a whole thing.


As I round the corner to the front of the Castle where we always set up, I hear music but don’t see a DJ. Which means Kennedy’s dad didn’t come through with one of his clients. Park must have had a fit.


There have to be at least two hundred people here, spread out everywhere, laughing, talking, crying. Everyone having a grand old time without me.


Across the lawn a bit, on a wide stone terrace behind the back entrance to the Castle, a bar is set up, manned by a bartender wearing a penguin costume. I catch sight of Cole Fielding hanging in front of it, talking to Kennedy, who’s still dressed as a bloody cheerleader. Her blond hair is tied up on her head in a messy top knot that I’m sure took her over an hour to perfect, and she has one manicured hand placed on Cole’s arm.


Even Cole is here? That had to be Kennedy’s doing. She’s wanted to get with him for years. I wonder if Brooke was okay with it.


On the lawn overlooking the sea, someone—probably Kennedy’s house manager—has set up a big bonfire and surrounded it with floor pillows and faux fur blankets and other glamping paraphernalia. I spot Park and Donovan and Steve right away. They’re sprawled across a giant pillow. Brooke is basically lying on top of Steve, and Park is, as usual, sitting awkwardly close to the two of them. She has no sense of personal boundaries. Both of them are still wearing their bloody cheerleader outfits, too, and Steve just has a green mask perched on top of his thick, brown hair. He’s never really been into dressing up, which annoyed me to no end when we were dating.


My heart starts thumping in my chest as I take it all in. And of course Kennedy chooses this moment to spot me.


“Oh my god. Ew,” she says loudly. The music basically screeches to a stop, and every single person turns in my direction and stares. Merde. This is not the entrance I anticipated. In my mind, it went something like this: I walk in, Brooke sees me and collapses into a ball of tearful guilt, and every single one of these people apologizes to me for how rude they’ve been. Even though I saw them at school earlier and that didn’t happen, I somehow thought that it might now. I swear to god, sometimes I don’t know what I’m thinking.


Instead, a little voice in my head is screaming run run run run run over and over again. I can’t leave now, though. How pathetic would that be? I ball my hands into fists and remind myself that I have just as much right to be here as the rest of them.


I keep walking across the lawn toward the fire.


Steve starts to stand when he sees me approaching, and Brooke topples off his lap onto the blanket, which gives me a little kick of satisfaction. She glares at him and then drags herself up off the ground, brushing her short pleated skirt off and turning to face me with an angry glare.


It’s Steve who speaks first, though. “What are you doing here, Alice?” he asks quietly.


I stop in front of them. “I just . . .” I trail off, heart pounding.


Brooke starts to move between us, and he puts out a hand to stop her. “I’ll take care of this,” he says, then to me, “C’mon.” Then he grabs my elbow and starts to lead me through the large crowd that’s gathered. I put my head down, trying not to make eye contact with anyone.


We’re almost back to the side of the Castle when we’re stopped by a voice behind us. Brooke.


“Where are you going?” She sounds upset.


Steve and I both turn back, and Steve says, “Brookie, give me a minute, okay?”


Her expression falls. “You’re going to go off into the dark? With her?” she whines, barking a bitter laugh.


For a moment, a foreign emotion runs through me—something that might be close to guilt, but then Kennedy appears behind Brooke. “Are you sure that’s a good idea, Steve?” she says. “You know what she did last summer.”


“Kennedy. God,” Brooke snaps, and turns back to me and Steve, a frown tugging the corners of her mouth down. “What are you even doing here, Alice? Haven’t you done enough damage? Why can’t you just leave us alone!”


She has got to be kidding. She’s playing it off like she’s the victim? “Haven’t I done enough damage? You’re the one who stole my boyfriend—”


“I didn’t steal him,” she interrupts. “Jesus, Alice. You are so dramatic. You were in Egypt. You guys were broken up. And then you disappeared—why did you do that? That was so scary—”


“Enough!” Steve yells, cutting us both off. Now his voice isn’t so quiet. Or nice. He sounds mad.


Brooke’s face flushes. She must be thinking what I’m thinking—I’ve never heard Steve speak like that before, not to anyone. Last summer, after I reappeared with no explanation, everyone was so pissed off, but Steve just ignored me—in fact, this is the longest conversation the two of us have had since the day he dumped me. He’s just not an angry guy.


He sucks in a breath and then turns to Brooke. “I am going to walk Alice back to her car. It’s dark and it’s Halloween. Who knows what kind of pervs are out there. I have to do this, Brooke.”


She folds her arms across her chest. “Fine. Come back soon, okay?” Her voice is tight, but she manages a smile. Something squeezes in my stomach. God, the two of them—two peas in the same annoyingly kind pod. A whisper of regret floats into my brain, but I squash it before it can grow.


“I will.” He smiles at her and walks over to where she’s standing. He bends down to kiss her cheek, and suddenly, I’m invisible.


By the time we get to the parking lot, Steve is practically dragging me by the arm. Every time I tried to stop and say something to him, he gave me this look and kept right on going. Now, under the streetlamps, I can see his face clearly for the first time, and he does not look happy.


We stop a few feet away from my car, and he drops my arm. “Why did you come here, Alice?” he asks again.


“I . . .” What am I doing here? My fantasies about everyone begging for my forgiveness seem ridiculous now. The anger drains out of my body. I’m tired. Tired of holding myself up straight. Tired of all of this. “I’ll go.” Clearly, I’m not going to get whatever I was looking for from this place.


Steve’s face softens, because of course it does, because he’s Steve and he’s too nice, even to me. “Alice, are you okay?” He puts his hand on my arm, gently this time. His face is close to mine and his eyes are kind.


The words pierce a hole in my midsection, and the warmth of his hand on my arm is almost too much. I miss him, but more than that, I miss my life. I miss friends. I miss . . . Brooke. It makes me want to cry, even though I do not cry, as a rule. I suck in a shaky breath.


“Steve.”


A voice hisses out of the dark. Brooke Donovan’s voice, to be precise. Who apparently followed us, along with Kennedy and Park. Kennedy has her phone out, recording everything, Park hopping around behind the two of them excitedly.


Steve’s hand drops off my arm. My mouth clamps shut.


“Alice, it’s time for you to go,” Brooke says.


I open my mouth to respond, but I have nothing left to say. Instead, I muster up all the strength I have and, without so much as a glance back, get into my car and drive away.





CHAPTER FOUR


[image: image]


IRIS


OCTOBER 31


9:20 P.M.


 


THE PASTA THAT ALICE’S—nanny? maid? caretaker?—gave me was something warm and cheesy with sun-dried tomatoes and broccoli and tangy nuts. I rinse the empty Tupperware in the sink and set it to dry on the dish rack.


Alice’s house smelled like good things. Fresh flowers, food cooking somewhere I couldn’t see, the aroma wafting through the enormous front room.


Our apartment smells like trash that needs to be taken out. Laundry we haven’t yet hauled down to the dreary basement, where we’ll have to lift out someone else’s clothes, musty and already half-dry from being left in the washer too long.


The ceiling bulb goes dark, then pops back to life. The landlord always says he’s going to fix it.


I open the window above the sink so the ocean air pours in, cool and salty. Maybe it’ll freeze the tears brimming in my eyes.


When you’re little, people tell you how great your life will be one day. Tell you that you can be anything or anyone you want as long as you work hard and are kind and never give up.


But I do all of those things, and I’m still a girl alone in a crappy seaside apartment with wonky wiring.


I turn back to the kitchen table, boot up my iPad. I have two assignments due tomorrow and a calc quiz to study for. Right? Because isn’t that supposed to be my ticket to getting out? Using my brain for a college scholarship? I’m a junior. This is all I’m supposed to care about.


I can hear footsteps outside the door. I know it’s just somebody who lives in the building, because he can’t come back. He’s not allowed to.


Still.


I start to shake. Don’t think about him. Don’t.


But it’s too late. I can feel his hands on my chest, pushing me. I’d wedged myself between them after he lunged at her. The snap in my wrist as I hit the linoleum.


Old Man from C11 pounding on the front door. What’s happening in there?


The Thing staring down at me, face red, then him staggering to the door, pushing past the old man.


Of course he called days later, sorry, crying, like he always does. My mother changed her number. Again.


The apartment, the blinking lightbulb. The air around me closes in, making me smaller, smaller, nothing, everything inside me disappearing.


I grab my peacoat, my phone and keys and headphones, and run from my own home.


—


I take deep breaths as I walk down Highway 1, wiping my face dry in the cold air, my heart a loud drum in my chest.


Breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out.


At the lookout spot, I stop. I like to stand here and gaze down at the waves and listen to the sound of the water crashing against the bottom of the cliff. There’s something mesmerizing about the way the water rolls up into curls of white and then rolls back out again.
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