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CHAPTER ONE


ALICE OGILVIE


FEBRUARY 11
9:02 P.M.


“I’m not often bored,” I assured her.
“Life’s not long enough for that.”


—AGATHA CHRISTIE, MURDER IN MESOPOTAMIA


BROOKE DONOVAN IS STARING at me from across the room.


She’s wearing the dress we picked out in LA freshman year, when her mom drove us down there to go shopping for prom. The two of us were the only freshmen invited that year, much to the chagrin of our mutual friend, Rebecca Kennedy.


She looks good, Brooke, fresh and happy, smiling and carefree.


I crumple a cocktail napkin into a tight little ball in my hand. Whoever decided to hang a giant portrait of her in here should be stabbed.


Tearing my eyes away from Brooke’s picture, I survey the ballroom. It’s filled with my classmates from Castle Cove High School, all in various stages of celebration, all here for the annual Sadie Hawkins dance. To my left, a group of guys from the basketball team huddle together in a circle, not-so-slyly passing a silver flask between them. To my right, couples are dry humping on the dance floor.


I frown.


We’re at Levy Castle, for god’s sake. Some respect should be shown to its past. The site of elegant balls for almost a hundred years, a place where Old Hollywood used to come and play. Charles W. Levy would be rolling over in his grave if he knew what this room is being used for now.


As Brooke’s best friend, I grew up listening to all sorts of tales about Brooke’s great-grandfather. He spent millions of dollars building Levy Castle. It’s five stories and sixty thousand square feet of opulence. And with eighteen bedrooms, three pools, two kitchens, and secret passages extending throughout, it basically put the tiny town of Castle Cove on the map. It was also where the film star Mona Moody lived for a few short years, until her untimely death on Castle grounds at the age of twenty.


Mona Moody, with her platinum blond hair, baby-blue eyes, and the husky, sexy voice that made her famous. After several years starring in popcorn flicks, she was all set to break out in her first serious film as the titular role in Jane Eyre, but tragically fell off the Castle’s side balcony just before filming started.


According to the internet, she and Charles Levy had a brief but super intense love affair, and he was so broken up by her death that eventually his own life collapsed around him: he lost everything he’d worked so hard for over the years when he was arrested for embezzlement and spent the rest of his days in prison.


Ever since I was little, I’ve been fascinated by Mona Moody’s life and death, and tonight is my chance to sneak upstairs to see her private quarters.


I turn to try to find Iris, when raised voices pull my attention to the massive DJ booth Rebecca Kennedy’s dad had built for the dance. According to Kennedy, it’s the only way DJ Porcini would agree to play tonight.


I pop up on my toes for a better look, and I’m entirely unsurprised to spot the very same Kennedy arguing with my other former friend Helen Park. They’re both wearing this season’s Natasha Matte off-the-shoulder satin gown in blue, the only difference being the obnoxiously expensive necklace around Kennedy’s neck.


I let out a sigh. This won’t end well. Ever since Brooke died last fall, the two of them can’t seem to hold it together to save their lives. Clearly, they forgot to consult with each other about what they were going to wear tonight. Which is, like, Dance Etiquette 101.


Through the crowd, I spot Ashley Henderson. She’s watching them, probably trying to figure out a way to interject herself into the drama. She thrives on this stuff; says it’s good for her craft, since she desperately wants to be an actress. Mostly, though, I think she’s just nosy. I never really meshed with Henderson, so it’s a relief not to have to pretend to be friends with her anymore. Which goes for all of my former friends, if I’m being perfectly honest.


“What’s going on up there?” Iris says, sidling up to me. “Want one?” She holds out a plastic cup of sparkling apple cider and I take it, noticing Spike at her back.


Iris is wearing a 1950s vintage prom dress, a black blazer, and Chuck Taylors. I adore the dress, but the blazer and shoes . . . they’re cool and all, but not exactly right for a formal dance. I inhale a calming breath, reminding myself I’m not that person anymore. The one who judges everyone by the labels on their clothing. I’ve evolved.


“Park and Kennedy are at it again,” I say, taking a tiny sip from my cup.


Cole Fielding materializes in front of me. “What’s going on up there?” he asks, echoing Iris. From somewhere outside the Castle, there’s a loud crack of thunder.


Spike immediately glances at Iris, who’s whispering into Cole’s ear. Spike’s face falls.


“Park and Kennedy,” I repeat loudly. “They are arguing, yet again.”


“Brooke’s murd . . . er . . .” Spike’s eyes dart to my face as he realizes what he’s saying. “Without Brooke around, they’ve really fallen apart, huh?” he finishes.


I shrug. Kennedy tried to pull me back into their little circle after Iris and I figured out who was responsible for Brooke’s death, but I wasn’t interested. I have no desire to be involved in mundane high school drama, and I have Iris. That’s enough. For now, at least.


“Do you think they’re fighting over—” Spike starts, but a familiar voice interrupts him and my stomach, my most traitorous of organs, does a little dance.


“Blini with caviar?”


I turn.


“Hello, Raf.”


“Hello, Alice.” He smiles.


“Hey, Raf,” Iris says, taking one of the blinis off the tray and examining it. “Um, what the hell is this thing?”


He shrugs. “Hell if I know. I just bring out what they tell me; I don’t ask questions.” He squints down at his tray. “I think it’s like . . . weird little eggs or something?”


I sigh. “It’s basically a pancake with caviar.” I take one and pop it in my mouth. “They’re delicious.”


Iris nibbles off a corner. “Oh, that is good,” she says, and nudges Cole. “Grab one.” Cole does as instructed, and as soon as Iris turns away, he wraps it in his cocktail napkin and stuffs it into his back pocket.


“How’s work going?” Iris asks Raf. Since Raf helped Iris and me out with Brooke’s case last year, we’ve all become . . . well, I guess the best word for it is friends. It’s odd: I’ve never been friends with a boy before, not really, so I’m not sure what to do about it or how to act with him, although Iris doesn’t seem to have that same issue. They chat all the time, or at least that’s what it seems like to me. Not that I care.


What I do care about, maybe a little more than I should, is that he has a girlfriend now, who just so happens to be Cole’s older sister. She works for Splendid Spread Catering part-time, and (according to Iris’s intel) got Raf this gig so he could make some extra cash for college since the Castle Cove Police Department barely pays their interns.


He smirks. “Fine. I’m pretty much invisible to most of the kids here. Which works for me. Really don’t need to get recognized from my high school days, you know?”


“Okay, break it up,” someone—a teacher?—yells over by Porcini’s booth. I sigh again. I suppose I should go help calm those two down. It’s what Brooke would have wanted, after all.


“Be right back,” I say, and push past Reed Gerber and Mason Jefferson to make my way through the crowd.


When I reach the front of the throng I end up next to Henderson and my ex-boyfriend, Steve Anderson, who are watching the scene. Henderson’s mouth is curled up into a grin, but when she spots me, she quickly rearranges it into a frown. She’s so transparent it’s laughable.


Steve, on the other hand, looks petrified. “Alice,” he says when he notices me. “You’ve gotta do something. They’re at it again.”


I haven’t seen him in two months. After Iris and I figured out who’d really killed Brooke and got him out of jail, all the media attention went to his head, and he dropped out of school and moved down to LA to try to make it in the entertainment industry. He’s only back tonight to catch up with some of his old friends. I bet he’s regretting it now.


“Fine,” I say, irritated that it’s the first thing he’s said to me all night. I step forward at the same moment Park leaps at Kennedy. She grabs a clump of Kennedy’s hair and yanks her head back, hard.


“Ow!” Kennedy screeches, trying to twist out of Park’s grasp. “Get off me, you brat.”


Ms. Hollister, one of the teachers chaperoning the dance, hovers on the other side of Park and Kennedy wearing a horrified expression. Ever since the stuff came out about Coach and all his lady friends, Hollister and a few other teachers have been going above and beyond the call of duty, kissing Principal Brown’s ass.


A hand clutches my arm. Iris.


“I’ll help you, Alice.”


I look over at Park and Kennedy, now wrestling on the floor. “I’d like that very much.”


And together, we make our way toward my ex-friends—the Mains.





CHAPTER TWO


IRIS ADAMS


FEBRUARY 11
9:14 P.M.


All a girl wants is to put on a pretty dress and dance for a few hours. Is that too much to ask?


—MONA MOODY, MATCHED SET, 1947


ALICE AND I MANAGE to extricate Park and Kennedy, though not without difficulty. Park is quite flexible and keeps slipping from my grasp, though I’m finally able to subdue her by wrapping her in a bear hug just as Alice is able to yank Kennedy backward.


The instant the fight stops, a disappointed “Aww, no, they were gonna kiss!” rises up from the crowd. Of course, it’s from the boys because it’s typical (and boring) that when girls fight, all guys can do is stand there hoping at any moment it’s going to turn sexy.


Alice smooths her hair and glares at Park and Kennedy. Kennedy is inspecting her nails.


“Jesus, Park, I spent fifteen hundred dollars on this,” Kennedy pouts. “What’s your problem, anyway?”


Park is huffing, trying to scoop her disheveled hair out of her face and straighten the neckline of her dress. She’s wearing a lacy pink strapless bra with tiny embroidered hearts, which I find oddly endearing.


“I specifically told you I was going to wear this dress! I sent you pics! And you copied me, anyway! God, sometimes I wish you’d just shrivel up and die,” Park says.


Kennedy rolls her eyes and plays to the crowd. Phones are back up and filming. She’ll be on a hundred stories in about three minutes. This is her moment. “Sounds like a you issue to me, babe. Jealous much?”


Park lunges at Kennedy again, almost catching Kennedy’s necklace in her fingers. It’s an extremely expensive-looking thing with teardrop-shaped jewels. But Kennedy cackles and ducks away. Then Park storms off.


Alice shakes her head and looks at me, her eyes drifting from my seafoam-green gown down to my sneakers.


“Gorgeous girl, gorgeous gown, and yet . . . a blazer and sneakers,” she says, sighing.


I finger the lapels of the black velvet blazer. I just like to feel protected. And I was already nervous about other things concerning this dance, like Cole Fielding. I’d casually asked him if he was going to the Sadie Hawkins dance, definitely stressing the fact that it was a group thing. Ever since Brooke, and the investigation, and, you know, me accidentally accusing him of murder, we’ve been hanging out. Very casually. Roller-skating once or twice during his breaks at Seaside Skate. Maybe a coffee together at Dotty’s Doughnuts. Texting sometimes. None of which I’ve told Alice about, because her feelings toward Cole are well-known. She sees me sometimes chatting with him at school and that’s enough to get me some pointed looks. My mom doesn’t know anything but the barest details, either, because she’d flip out, especially if she knew about me riding on the back of his motorcycle along Highway 1. I don’t know how to explain to anyone, even Alice, what’s happening inside me. Like something’s been knocked loose. I can’t stop thinking of Brooke’s body at the bottom of the cliff. I can still feel my father’s fist on my face. The whole time on the back of Cole’s motorcycle, I felt . . . free. Like nothing could touch me.


Brooke is dead, but she’s still here. The Thing is locked up, but for how long?


The only other place where I feel like nothing can touch me is when I’m reading one of the many Agatha Christie novels I’ve borrowed from Alice, in a vain attempt to catch up with her knowledge of the Queen of Mystery, losing myself in the spirals of deceit and deception. Or when Raf and I are talking about the Remy Jackson case, painstakingly reading the poorly put together case files about his cousin, who was found in a dumpster in downtown Castle Cove, wrapped in a trash bag secured with duct tape. I’d like to see how Miss Marple would tackle that.


Alice isn’t happy about me hanging out with Raf, either. I can’t tell if she’s jealous or just . . . doesn’t want to get that close to a death case again, after Brooke. The Mona Moody thing she’s skirting around . . . it’s a mystery, for sure, but one that maybe Alice likes because it’s so far in the past, it can’t really touch her. Who knows? As long as I live, I’ll probably never fully understand Alice Ogilvie.


She snaps her fingers at me. “Helloooo?”


“Sorry,” I say. “Brain fog.”


I take a deep breath to get my bearings, look around the mammoth Levy Castle ballroom.


I love this, actually. I didn’t think I would. The dance. But everyone looks beautiful, even me and my ragtag friends the Zoners: Neil in his suit with the patched elbows, Zora in a shiny gold lamé tux. I feel like we look fancy, and grown-up, even Spike, gazing at the chandelier glistening above us, mesmerized by what seems like a thousand twinkling lights. Usually, we’re on the edges of things at school, keeping to ourselves, but tonight, we’re a part of the whole.


Spike seems different tonight, more mature somehow, dressed in his powder-blue suit with a paisley tie. His hair’s grown out a bit. He’s been checking in on me regularly since last fall, texting me at night to make sure I get some sleep, and not calling me out for lying when I answer “Yep.”


I shake myself away from the tingling in my stomach. Spike? Stop, Iris. There are entirely too many hormonal things happening to me lately. I force myself to look anywhere but at Spike.


The inside of Levy Castle, with its golden walls and polished marble staircase, is like something from a dream. That chandelier above us? A placard on the wall says it weighs almost 1,700 pounds and has 9,500 crystals. Above the grand, Spanish-tiled staircase to the second floor, a glossy banner hangs: The Films of Mona Moody: A Retrospective, March 29– 30, 2023. All around the downstairs, hung carefully on the walls for tourists, are movie stills from Mona Moody films and placards with tidbits of information about the Castle when it was built: six suits of armor from Spain; a private zoo on the grounds for Levy’s daughter, Lilian, that included llamas and lemurs.


Shouts and laughter from the corner of the room distract me. The selfie booth has become a madhouse of photobombing, our classmates jumping in and out of each other’s frames, displaying some choice hand gestures and what looks like a lot of booty patting.


Alice suddenly frowns, staring at something in the distance.


I follow her sight line.


I know we did the right thing. I know it’s good that we found out who murdered Brooke Donovan, even though all hell broke loose.


But having Brooke stare down at us from the huge portrait in the middle of the room makes my heart sink.


“It’s gauche,” Alice says. “And it’s creepy. I know the Castle can do what it wants, and they want to honor her with a permanent portrait. But it . . . feels weird.”


It’s been four months since Brooke died. Alice doesn’t talk much about her, but I know she’s hurting. I’m trying to let her have some space. Lately, she’s been throwing herself into odd projects, like learning how to pick locks. While I think all that is valid and interesting, I’m a little worried she’s not spending enough time on other things, like school. She hasn’t even started the ancestry project in McAllister’s class and it’s due in two weeks.


“I might,” she says now, very smoothly, “look around. Just while I’m here. Mona stuff, you know?”


In 1949, Mona Moody was found dead at the age of twenty on the lawn of Levy Castle. From my casual internet sleuthing, old articles say her death resulted from a prolonged bout with tuberculosis; weakened, she lost her balance, tumbling off the second-floor balcony. But if you spend some time digging, there are whispers that maybe it wasn’t an accident. After all, she was young and beautiful, with creamy skin and a sparkling smile—a film star in the making. She was also Charles Levy’s younger girlfriend, and people love to gossip. He was powerful and wealthy and, as my former babysitter Ricky Randall once told me, “The closets of the rich are positively ringing with skeleton bones.” But she’s a lawyer, and it’s her job to consider all angles.


“Alice,” I remind her. “This is supposed to be a dance. You know, something fun.”


She fixes her ice-blue eyes on me. “It will be fun. Plus, you’ll be busy,” she says, nudging me. “With that.”


I follow her eyes.


Cole Fielding is standing by the fountain (I still can’t believe there is an actual fountain inside this mansion), hands in his pockets, looking at me.


“I don’t approve,” Alice murmurs. “But you know that.”


From the corner of my eye, I see Spike. Our eyes meet. He smiles and flicks his hand toward the crowd of dancers. The song is a bop. Is he asking me to . . .


Just then, one of the Stitch Bitches, Tabitha Berrington, sidles up to him and slips her arm through his, tugging him toward the dance floor. He gives me a last glance as he disappears into the writhing bodies.


Why . . . does my stomach drop a little?


I look back at Cole. He tilts his head to the side, like Let’s get outta here, and I can’t help it. I just can’t. My whole body lightens at the sight of his smile, his tousled hair.


But there is also the tiniest part of me that wants to do what Alice is doing, what I know she’s about to do. Snoop around for Mona Moody stuff. I don’t know what we’d find; there can’t be much here, but . . . you never know.


“Alice,” I say as she turns to walk away. “Wait—”


But she’s already gone, disappeared somewhere into the vast gold beauty of the Castle.





CHAPTER THREE


ALICE


FEBRUARY 11
9:21 P.M.


When I want to get anywhere, I usually do.


—AGATHA CHRISTIE, THE SECRET OF CHIMNEYS


ORNATELY FRAMED PAINTINGS OF half-naked women line the walls on either side of me as I make my way down a hallway toward the back rooms of the first floor. According to Castle lore, Charles W. Levy had them flown in from Italy. They should probably be in a museum, but, as I’ve learned, when people have more money than god, they tend to just think about themselves.


I keep walking, past the cavernous Dining Hall, where an intricate tapestry, handwoven by sixteenth-century Spanish monks, runs the length of two walls, then past the Dayspring Room, where Levy breakfasted every morning at seven a.m. without fail, no matter what sort of raucous party he’d thrown the night before. Next to it is the Billiards Room, which is spacious enough to hold three full-length pool tables.


I’ve been through most of these rooms before, with Brooke. Back in the mid-1950s, the Castle transitioned into the hands of the California government, but they allowed Brooke’s grandmother, Lilian Levy, to retain some control. For reasons I don’t quite understand, she was always very hands-off, but when Brooke and her mom, Victoria, moved to town, Victoria wanted to learn more about her family’s history, so she joined the Castle’s board of directors. She occasionally brought Brooke and me along when she had meetings, so we got to explore the first floor in private.


I round the corner and finally reach my destination. The South Library. Brooke and I used to play hide-and-seek in this room. There are tons of amazing hiding spots in here, behind heavy drapery, under old settees. Just like the other rooms in the Castle, this one is huge, with an arched ceiling and floor-to-ceiling bookcases that require ladders to get to the top shelves.


One day when we were playing, I couldn’t find Brooke anywhere. Just as I was starting to worry, a tiny bubble of laughter burst out from one of the bookshelves.


While looking for a spot to hide, Brooke had discovered a secret room behind the bookcase, accessed by pulling a specific book down. Behind it was a narrow winding staircase. Naturally, we freaked out. What’s cooler than a hidden passage? Pretty much nothing, if you ask me.


Before we could see where the staircase went, we were interrupted by Victoria, wearing a panicked expression on her face. She told us that the upper floors of the Castle were off-limits and under no circumstances were we allowed up there.


So, we never went. Brooke was far too much of a rule-follower and I could never persuade her. But she’s not here to stop me anymore.


It’s dark in the library. Outside, the sky is covered by thick clouds and rain pounds against the windowpanes, a real winter-time coastal California storm. I tap on my phone’s flashlight and head over to the bookshelf that hides the secret passage Brooke found all those years ago.


This is so Agatha Christie: a secret passage, a hidden staircase, sneaking around in the dark with a storm raging outside. A shiver of pleasure runs through me.


At the bookshelf, I run my flashlight along the row of old books until I find it.


Agatha Christie’s The Secret of Chimneys. A choice of literature I didn’t understand when I was little, but now wholeheartedly approve of. Anyone who’s read any Christie at all knows that in Chimneys there’s an important clue hidden inside a secret passage.


I tug the book toward me and voilà: the corner of the bookcase cracks apart.


My heart leaps.


Oh my god. I did it. I have to tell Iris. She should be here with me.


I text her. I opened the secret passage I told u about!! Come meet me.


I wait several long seconds for her to respond, but there’s nothing.


Rude. What, is she too busy with Cole?


Whatever. Her loss. I can do this myself.


I tuck my phone into the top of my dress and tug at the panel with both hands. After a moment, the gap widens just enough that I can fit through it and I slip into the dark beyond.


In front of me is a narrow staircase that winds up and up and up. I’m halfway to the top when a loud scuffling sound from below makes me freeze. I grab my phone and shine the light down toward it, but I can’t see much of anything through the thick black.


I’d never admit it out loud, but this is actually a little creep-ier than I had anticipated. Maybe I should have made Iris come with me.


Speaking of . . . I check my phone, but she still hasn’t responded.


I continue to the top of the staircase and stop. Instead of an exit, my light illuminates a wall. I should have known the secret passage wouldn’t simply exit into another room; I should have thought of that before I started climbing. Still, this can’t just be a staircase to nowhere. I pat around on the wall in front of me until my fingers land on a tiny round button.


I press it and wait for a door to open or a light to come on, but nothing happens. I poke at the thing harder, but still nothing. Finally, out of sheer frustration, I smash it with the palm of my hand, hard enough to leave a mark.


There’s a loud groan as the wall in front of me splits in two, revealing a space too small for me to fit through.


I push at one side, trying with all my might to widen the gap. There’s no way I’m going back down these stairs, especially given the noises below me, which sounded suspiciously ratlike. Finally, after several more strenuous pushes, I manage to slip through the opening.


I’m enveloped by the smell of cedar. The dim light of my phone catches glittering golds and reds and blues. It takes me a few moments before I realize I’m surrounded by ball gowns. I run a finger along the fabrics—satin and silk and crepe. So many dresses. I want to pull them off their hangers and try them on one by one—and why shouldn’t I? They’ve clearly been hanging unused in this closet for decades, which is, in my opinion, literally a crime.


I shed my own dress and pull a floor-length, emerald-green velvet dress from its hanger, slipping it onto my body and zipping it up the back.


There.


Perfect.


Now I just need a mirror—and I bet there’s one on the other side of the closet door.





CHAPTER FOUR


IRIS


FEBRUARY 11
9:26 P.M.


Good golly, boys are complicated. You practically need an owner’s manual!


—MONA MOODY, DOUBLE TROUBLE, 1946


IT’S EASY ENOUGH FOR me and Cole to saunter past Ms. Gilpin, the new guidance counselor. She’s on door duty, and if you leave, you aren’t supposed to be able to come back in. But this is a school of rich kids who could not care less about the nervous woman at the door whispering, “Rules, rules. You can’t . . . no, stop.”


Kids are loping in and out of the ornate double doors of the Castle. Their parents have helicopters and yachts and masseuses who live in their homes. Cole and I are dressed up as fancy as we can; how is she to know who we are or where we come from? She sags against the wall as we pass by.


I feel sorry for her, really. No one goes to see her. It must be hard to replace a murderer.


Outside, it’s raining, not as hard as before, the grass slippery under our feet. Cole loops his arm in mine. It feels old-timey and . . . romantic? Am I blushing? Maybe.


There’s a weird rumble above us and I look up.


The sky is very dark, the clouds moving fast. I heard thunder earlier, but this seems ominous. A chill runs down my spine.


“Cole,” I say nervously, just as the sky splits with a threatening sound.


“Oh shit,” he says. “Run.”


We take off.


We round the Castle, music vibrating from the inside. On this side of the Castle, the palm trees, willows, and wisteria are clustered together around a large swath of dense shrubbery. I think I remember reading that Levy had built a maze on the property. It might be fun to find it and go in if it wasn’t raining so hard. My hair and clothes are sticking to me. Petals from the carnation cor-sage my mother bought me are fluttering to the ground. I unpin the corsage from my lapel and stick it in my blazer pocket; I’ve never gotten a corsage before. I want to save what I can.


“There,” he says, pointing.


High up in a thick oak is a . . . treehouse, complete with windows and a door. There’s a widow’s walk around it. Nailed to the tree is a wooden ladder.


We make a break for it and I scoot up the ladder. The rungs are springy, but I don’t have time to worry about that. Rain is lashing my face and I just want to get somewhere dry.


The wood of the widow’s walk is suspiciously soft under my feet. Will we fall through? I touch the outside of the treehouse before carefully opening the door and stepping inside. It’s not fancy. It wasn’t built by expert carpenters. The nailing is janky, the hardware rusted and askew. This was built by someone who wanted to build a treehouse, was determined to build a tree-house for their child, maybe the one thing they did themselves, rather than hiring it out. I have a brief pang of something I can’t name. . . . Charles Levy genuinely loved Lilian. He surrounded her with the finest things his money could buy, yet he built his daughter a treehouse all by himself.


I feel for my phone in the pocket of my velvet blazer. Behind me, Cole shakes out his wet hair. Alice has texted about some passageway, but I skip over that quickly. I’m sure she’ll send a million more.


I’m in your treehouse, I type.


Lilian Levy answers immediately. We text every few days now, ever since everything went down in the fall. Sometimes I think she imagines me as what it would be like if her granddaughter Brooke were still alive: she asks me about school, what my plans are, my (cough) imaginary love life. She’s an extremely wealthy and intelligent woman running a worldwide cosmetics empire and yet . . . she’s still interested in talking to me. I thought it would end once she paid me the reward money for us finding out who murdered Brooke, but it didn’t. It’s kind of nice.




What an interesting wrinkle. I imagine it involves romance of some sort. If you have time between blushes and youthful longing, perhaps you’ll find my secret hiding space.





I haven’t told Alice I’m still in contact with Lilian. She’s so weird about me hanging out with Raf and Cole, I don’t want to add to the fire. She can get prickly.


Secret hiding space? I text back.


Poke around. I’m sure you’ll find it. In between whatever nefarious business you’re up to. I slide my phone back in my pocket.


Cole turns on the flashlight on his phone. The floorboards creak under him. Vines and leaves are growing through the slats in the wood. There are thin cracks in the windowpanes. He whistles. “This is pretty old,” he says. “Maybe we shouldn’t be up here? Dangerous?”


“Where else are we going to go?” I say. “Might as well wait out the storm.”


The music from the Castle ballroom filters faintly around the treehouse. Cole’s face is soft in the half dark. I’m shivering in my wet clothes.


“Kind of nice up here,” Cole murmurs. “With just us. Alice really hates me, doesn’t she? And Spike. What did I ever do to him?”


He gives me a sheepish smile. I want to tell him that Alice is probably being protective of me, and Spike, well, it’s a bit more complicated with Spike, and frankly, I’m confused about that as well. I really don’t know who I am lately.


“Well,” I say. “They aren’t here. So, we don’t have to think about them.”


He turns off his phone flashlight. In the pearly light of the moon through the window, he looks handsome and soft. “Iris, it is a dance. You want to dance?”


My heart flips. I nod. Can he hear how hard my heart is beating? I’ve never even danced with a boy. He starts to put his arms around me. Time seems to stand still.


And then my phone buzzes from the pocket of my jacket, startling us both.


Cole drops his arms. “You need to get that?” he asks.


“No,” I say.


He slides his arms around my waist.


Just as I relax, an ear-piercing scream erupts above the dreamy music, causing both of us to jump. We drop our arms and whirl away from each other.


“What the hell,” Cole says, and as he does so, a floorboard snaps beneath him. He swears, and trips, snagging his jacket on an errant nail on the wall.


His face reddens and he swears again. “Goddammit. Fuck.”


Something in his voice sends tendrils of fear up my spine. It’s just a jacket, a rip, a tear, but he’s so angry, almost . . . in tears. His face solidifies into something I’ve never seen on him before. He jerks his arm in my direction.


The Thing, the Thing, the Thing.


I dash out the door and down the ladder. I have to get away from him. My body is cold and hot all at once. He raised his hand. There was a scream. My phone is buzzing nonstop in my pocket as I run blindly through the storm, slipping and wobbling on the wet lawn, back to the Castle.


Where is Alice, Alice, Alice.





 


EMERGENCY ALERT SYSTEM


FEBRUARY 11
9:32 P.M.


[image: image] The National Weather Service has issued a SEVERE WEATHER THREAT for Manzanita County until 3:00 a.m. Flood warning in effect for Castle Cove, Blossom, and neighboring towns, with potential risk of mudslide along the coast. Avoid travel and shelter in place.





CHAPTER FIVE


ALICE


FEBRUARY 11
9:36 P.M.


It has just happened that I have found myself in the vicinity of murder rather more often than would seem normal.


—AGATHA CHRISTIE, NEMESIS


I’M NOT ALONE. THERE’S a person standing across the room from me, backlit by soft moonlight.


When I shine my flashlight in their face, they start screaming.


It’s freaking Helen Park. What the hell is Park doing up here, alone in this room? And why is she screaming?


I squeeze my eyes shut and then open them again, but she’s still there. Park, screaming. I catch a glint of something gold clutched in her hand, and I step closer, direct my light toward it. It looks like . . .


I blink.


It looks like a knife.


Park, in the study, with a knife. Park, in the study, with a knife, screaming bloody murder. Good lord, that noise is hurting my head. I can’t think straight.


“Park!” I bark, but she ignores me, her attention directed toward the floor beyond her feet, hidden from my sight by a very large desk. Jesus Christ. “Park!” I say, louder this time.


I cross the room as fast as my billowing gown will allow and grab her elbow. “Park! Shut up!”


She gives no indication that she hears me, the knife clenched in her outstretched hand. I realize it’s covered in red.


That’s when I notice the other thing, the thing on the ground in front of her, which I hadn’t been able to see.


Is that . . . a person?


Park’s scream pitches louder, something I would not have guessed was humanly possible just a moment ago.


“Park, shut up!” She ignores me again, and I can’t take it anymore; I grab her by the shoulders and shake her, hard.


The scream dies in her throat and she blinks as her gaze lands on my face, like she’s only just registering that I’m standing in front of her.


“Alice?” she asks. Then she looks down at the thing in her hand and her face goes white. Her fingers unclench, the knife clattering to the carpet next to the lump on the ground. It lands, skittering a few inches away from us, and I realize it’s not a knife at all—it’s a gold letter opener with a very sharp tip.


“Park. Are you okay? What the hell is going on?” I shine my flashlight on the person lying on the ground and my heart skips a beat.


“Oh my god. Is that . . . Kennedy?” I ask, even though there is no doubt in my mind that it is, indeed, Kennedy. Kennedy on the floor, red oozing from her chest, hair matted with blood. Blood everywhere. I stumble back a few steps, away from her.


My brain is not computing: Park with a sharp, stabby object in her hand; Kennedy unmoving on the ground, red seeping onto the front of her dress.


Their fight earlier in the ballroom, Park leaping at Kennedy . . . Kennedy, the classic asshole victim, like something straight out of one of Agatha Christie’s novels.


It finally snaps together in my brain. And I call myself a detective. Hercule Poirot would not be impressed.


“What did you do?” I say, my mouth falling open in horror.


“I d-didn’t—” she stammers, stumbling backward away from me. I grab her arm to try to make her stay, make her answer me, but she wrenches out of my grasp and takes off out the door.


Crap. Kennedy is clearly in need of serious medical assistance, but if I let Park get away, who knows if I’ll ever see her again. Her dad is both extremely protective of his family and extremely successful in his business ventures. More likely than not, Park is on her way to call him right now. He’ll probably show up and whisk her away to another country on his private jet. One with no ex-tradition laws.


I pull up my Favorites list on my phone and hit the second name.


“Alice?” says a breathy voice. “Where are you? I heard—”


“A scream?” I finish for Iris. “I’m here. In the room it came from. Kennedy is . . . I don’t know. Bleeding. A lot. Park was in here. Holding a . . . basically a knife. I don’t know if she did something stupid or what, but she just took off. I have to go after her.”


Now that I have her on the line, I head out into the hallway. Park is almost to the other end, skirt in hand, black hair falling loose from its updo.


I break into a run.


“What?” Iris yells into my ear.


“I don’t have time to explain,” I pant. “Can you come up here? Someone needs to help Kennedy—ow!” My feet are already killing me. These heels aren’t made for this sort of physical activity. Maybe Iris is on to something with her Converse.


“Where are you?” Iris asks.


The hallway is unfamiliar. I’ve never been up here before. “I don’t know. Somewhere on the second floor. I came up here through a secret staircase in the library and—” I stop, gasping, feet on fire, and make an executive decision. Fashion be damned. I rip off my shoes and break into a much more comfortable barefoot run.


“Second floor. Okay.” Iris mutters something I don’t catch.


“What?”


“Nothing, nothing. We’re on our way. Did you call nine-one-one?”


Shoot. Right. Nine-one-one. I forgot in my panic over Park.


“No. Can you?” Park rounds the corner up ahead, disappearing from sight, and I let out a scream. “She’s getting away!”


“I’ll do it. We’ll be there soon,” Iris says.


“Cool.” I hang up. At the end of the hallway, I follow Park’s path to the right, but screech to a stop in front of a staircase with steps leading both up and down. Which way would she have gone? If she’s trying to make a break for it, she must have headed down.


I take off down the stairs, breathing a sigh of relief to have gravity on my side. I’m flying down them so fast, in fact, that I don’t notice a person at the bottom of the stairs, standing directly in my path. Not until my nose is buried halfway into his armpit, and his hands are on my shoulders.





CHAPTER SIX


IRIS


FEBRUARY 11
9:44 P.M.


Henry, I think we’re in a lot of trouble.


—MONA MOODY, THE HOUSE AT THE END OF THE STREET, 1946


I’M RUNNING, TRYING ALL the doors on the second floor, opening them to find classmates in varying stages of undress (gross) or clustered in circles smoking weed, my heart beating like a wild bird in my chest, Cole at my heels. I tripped on the way up the grand staircase from the first floor and my knee hurts like hell.


“Iris, what is happening?” Cole’s voice is frightened.


“I don’t . . .” My god, how many rooms are there in this freaking place? “Alice . . . Kennedy is hurt. Oh god. We have to call nine-one-one. Kennedy is, like, really hurt. I don’t know. Jesus.”


Bedroom, bedroom, Trophy Room (Trophy Room?? Are those . . . antelope heads on the walls? Barbaric!) . . . and then . . .


It’s dark in this one, just moonlight through the wall of windows at the back, trees waving in the wind and rain. I feel for a light switch. The room blossoms brightly.


“Oh my god.” I suck in my breath.


A body, a beautiful gown, and a hell of a lot of blood.


Kennedy.


Weakly, Cole says, “My phone’s dead.”


I hand him mine.


Cole’s voice is shaking as he talks to 911. “It’s . . . wow, she’s really hurt. You have to come. Now. I don’t know. Levy Castle, second floor somewhere. There’s a what?”


It’s like time stops as I walk to Kennedy, my heart and throat pounding. So much blood. Her eyes closed. A gurgling sound from her throat. She’s alive.


I sink to my knees next to her. My hands are trembling. I don’t know what to do. I tear off my blazer, put it under her head. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do? Elevate the head? But her head is covered in blood. Her body is bloody. Blood all over the expensive carpet.


Cole kneels next to me. “They said it’ll take a while. The rain. There’s a mudslide. I don’t . . . oh my god. Iris.”


“Your jacket,” I say hesitantly. “Take it off. Cover her. I don’t know. Cole, I don’t know what to do. What do you mean, a mud-slide? No one’s coming?”


He wipes at Kennedy with his jacket, gives up, finally places it across her. We stare at each other.


“Cole,” I say, “Alice said she saw Park in here, with Kennedy. And that Park . . .”


Cole snaps his fingers. “Wait.” He punches at my phone, holds it to his ear.


“I need you. Now. Upstairs. Something bad happened. Somebody’s bleeding really bad, Candy. There’s so much blood. I don’t know! Like sixth door down the hall, left side. Door’s open.”


He nods at me. His voice shakes. “My sister. She’s coming. She’s here, working catering. It’s her other job. To pay for school. She’ll know what to do. She’ll . . .”


He trails off. That’s right. I remember. Cole’s sister, Candy, aka Raf’s girlfriend. She’s training to be a dental hygienist.


I press two fingers on Kennedy’s throat. Beneath my fingers, a steady, slow beat. That’s good.


“We have to stop the bleeding,” I say.


“How? Where? There’s so much. . . .”


Cole turns away from me and retches.


From the corner of my eye, I spot something. Glints of gold glistening through blood. A knife? I reach for it, then stop myself, leaning closer. It’s not a knife. It’s an old-fashioned letter opener. And it’s bloody.


Alice said Park was in here with Kennedy. Did Park . . .?


“Kennedy,” I whisper. “Just hold on.”


A sound, soft, clogged, from her throat. Her closed eyes twitch. That must be good, right?


There’s a rush of movement behind us, and suddenly there’s Mr. Flick, Spike’s dad, and Spike, and Candy, Cole’s sister, clutching a first-aid kit, pushing me out of the way. Mr. Flick gets down on his knees, pushing hair from Kennedy’s eyes, opening her eyelid with his fingers.


“What happened?” Candy asks, all business. She’s checking Kennedy’s pulse. “Good god.”


“Idon’t—”


“Did you call nine-one-one?” yells Mr. Flick. His voice hurts my ears.


“Is that Kennedy?” Spike whispers. “Oh my god.”


“I called,” Cole says hoarsely. “But they said . . . they said . . .”


Just then, phones begin bleeping.


Spike’s face turns white and he holds out his phone. “Emergency alert. The storm. There’s a mudslide. No trav—”


“No one’s coming,” I say.


Mr. Flick throws down his phone. “Dear god,” he mutters. Then he lets loose with a string of expletives.


Candy is pulling bandages, gauze, anything she can from the first-aid kit. “This is beyond what we have here,” she says quietly. “I have four years of lifeguard training and I’ve learned some things in school about blood loss and wounds, but . . . I don’t know where to start. I need towels. I think I need tape. Duct tape might work, I think? I don’t know.” Mr. Flick is gently feeling around the top of Kennedy’s head with one hand.


“Her pupils are blown,” he says. “This isn’t just . . . There’s head trauma, I think. I can’t . . . That’s . . .”


Head trauma? So she wasn’t just stabbed?


Candy is feeling around Kennedy’s stomach. I think she’s searching for the wounds there.


The wounds.


I look again at the bloodied letter opener. Wounds. Park. The fight earlier. It doesn’t make sense. Did Park attack Kennedy over a stupid outfit? Her words from the fight downstairs echo in my head. “God, sometimes I wish you’d just shrivel up and die.”


I look around. We’re in some sort of study. Long antique mahogany desk, huge floor-to-ceiling fireplace against one wall, an expensive and elegant piano, a bank of windows, old portraits of musty-looking people on the walls, a bookshelf on another wall, and there, next to the fireplace, a door thrown open and what looks like a cache of old ball gowns in the room beyond. Where are we? Where is Alice? Did she find Park?


It’s just then that I realize drawers in the desk have been pulled open, papers are scattered all over the floor. The desktop is littered with pens and pencils, their holders knocked over. I scan the room again. A painting on the wall hangs askew. Books from the bookshelf appear to have been thrown to the floor. Three bankers’ boxes, their tops torn open and things scattered on the carpet.


Someone was here. Someone was looking for something.


From the corner of my eye, I see Spike walking slowly to the letter opener, his hand reaching down, down . . .


“Stop!” I scream.


Everyone freezes.


“Don’t touch it,” I say firmly. “We have to keep everything intact for whenever the . . . police get here, I guess.”


I falter. Everyone is staring at me.


“Spike,” I say. “Go down to the kitchen, get more towels and anything you can find, tape, whatever. We have to try to stop this bleeding somehow.”


“Got it,” he says, rushing out the door to the hallway. Everyone is still looking at me. Minutes ago, I was in a rickety treehouse, in a pretty dress, dancing with a boy while rain fell outside, and now I’m stuck in a room, a mudslide suffocating Castle Cove beyond this elegant castle, a bloodied girl on the carpet in front of me, and everything in this room is pointing to whoever’s responsible.


“We have to protect any evidence,” I tell them. I gesture to the letter opener. “That’s a weapon. It has fingerprints. This entire room is now a crime scene. Don’t touch anything.”





 


ANNOUNCEMENT OVER
LEVY CASTLE SPEAKER SYSTEM


9:52 P.M.


Attention CCHS students. Please be aware that the National Weather Service has issued an alert about a mudslide that has blocked Highway 1. No one can enter or leave Castle property at this time. Please remain inside, away from windows, and do not—I repeat—do not attempt to go outside. . . . [mumbling] What? No, Astor, you cannot ask your father to send in his helicopter to get you. [mumbling] Well, first of all, it’s far too dangerous, the authorities have instructed everyone to shelter in place. Even emergency vehicles have been—Astor Jansen, that is enough. [mumbling, throat clears] Excuse me, where was I? Yes, everyone please remain inside, and make yourselves as comfortable as possible. We might be here for a while.





CHAPTER SEVEN


ALICE


FEBRUARY 11
9:57 P.M.


They have a genius, young ladies, for getting into various kinds of trouble and difficulty.


—AGATHA CHRISTIE, THIRD GIRL


“ALICE, ARE YOU OKAY?” asks Raf, steadying me with his hands. “Where are you going? Were you just . . .” He glances up the staircase and then back to me. “Were you just . . . running?”


“Have you seen Park?” I ask, gasping for breath, trying to ignore the warmth of his palms against my shoulders. Behind him in a large foyer stands a small clump of my classmates holding red Solo cups and watching the two of us curiously.


“Park?” Raf’s brow creases.


“Helen Park? She’s in my grade. About yea high.” I hold up a hand at the height of my chin. “She has straight black hair that’s all over the place right now because she was running—”


“I know who Helen Park is,” Raf interrupts. He steps back from me, hands falling to his sides. “Haven’t seen her. Why?”


“You looking for Park?” calls one of the kids in the foyer.


“Yes, have you seen her?” I say.


“We saw her run by a minute ago. Came down the stairs right before you, then disappeared down that way.” He points to the flight of stairs leading down into the basement of the Castle.


“Thanks,” Raf says.


“Thanks,” I echo. I’m about to take off when Raf grabs my elbow.


“Alice, what the hell is going on?”


I glance at the kids, then lean toward him, dropping my voice to a whisper. “Kennedy . . . er, Rebecca Kennedy?” I search his face for recognition, and he nods. “So I decided to go upstairs, through this secret passage . . . never mind, that doesn’t matter right now . . . the point is, I went into a room and there was this person in there, Raf, holding a freaking sharp object, and that person was Helen Park . . . and there was this other person on the ground, bleeding, and that person was Rebecca Kennedy, and then Park ran out of the room and I chased her and now she’s gone down to the basement, and I have to go get her because I think she did something bad and—”


Raf holds up his hands. “Okay, whoa. Are you saying Kennedy’s upstairs, bleeding? We have to call nine-one—”


“Iris is taking care of that,” I say, and pull out of his grasp. “I gotta go.” I dart away from him, taking the stairs down two-by-two and find myself in a pitch-black room that smells of mildew. The flashlight on my phone barely cuts through the thick black. I’m about to search for a light switch when something heavy slams into my back.


“Oof.” The air is knocked from my lungs. I spin around, shining my light into . . . Raf’s eyes. He followed me. “Raf, what the hell?”


“Sorry, I didn’t expect you to stop on the bottom step.”


“Why did you follow me?”


“Um, to help you?” he says, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.


“I can handle it,” I tell him, then add, “but you could find the light switch.”


He shuffles away and a second later the lights blink on, black spots dancing in my vision as my eyes struggle to adjust to the sudden bright. We’re in what appears to be a storage space—it’s filled with large cardboard boxes, wooden crates, and a statue of a giant pink elephant in the corner. Charles Levy really had questionable taste. Movement beyond the elephant catches my eye.


“Park!” I scream to Raf. “Behind the elephant!”


“Got her,” he says, his mouth set in a grim line as he takes off in her direction. He’s fast; I’d forgotten that when he played basketball at Castle Cove High, he was one of the best players on the team.


Park leaps up from behind the statue and takes off away from him. They disappear behind a bunch of shipping crates.


Before I can follow them, they reemerge, Raf hot on Park’s tail. He corners her between two crates.


“Park, just stop for a minute,” I hear him say. “I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for—”


Before he can finish the sentence, Park darts past him, running straight at me. I reach out to grab her, but she snakes away and disappears through a door next to the bottom of the stairs. Shit. I spin around to follow her, and as I reach the doorway, a scream of frustration rings out from inside.


Park is standing in the center of a small room with a low, curved ceiling. She’s breathing hard, wearing a panicked expression.


And Raf and I are blocking the only way out of the room.


“Helen, just talk to us,” Raf says. “We have people helping Kennedy, and we want to help you. What happened up there?”


She clamps her mouth shut, folding her arms tight against her body, and shakes her head back and forth emphatically.


“We can’t help you, if you won’t talk to us,” Raf says.


“My dad always tells me that if I get in trouble, not to say a word until I speak to our lawyers,” she says.


Raf cuts his eyes to me, and I shrug. He sighs. “God, to live a life where you have not just one lawyer, but lawyers. What now, Ogilvie?”


“Well, she can’t be trusted to stay in one place, and she refuses to talk, so I think we only have one option, really.”


I pull the door closed, shutting Park inside the tiny room.





CHAPTER EIGHT


IRIS


FEBRUARY 11
10:11 P.M.


I’ve no idea what’s happened, but I do know whatever it is, it’s very, very, very bad.


—MONA MOODY, THE GIRLS IN 3B, 1947


EVERYWHERE, I SEE POTENTIAL evidence: Strands of hair on the carpet, clinging to the corner of the mahogany desk. They could be Kennedy’s or they could be from whoever attacked her, perhaps Park? The open desk drawers. The letter opener. The papers. They could hold fingerprints. I know we should leave it all to the police, but I’m a little worried other people might get in here and mess up potential evidence. There’s already a crowd of kids amassed at the front of the room. They’ve untucked their formal shirts, taken off their heels. Some of them look a little . . . drunk? Oh god. They might have snuck stuff in, but there was probably liquor in the kitchen area. This night is turning out to be pure chaos.


Mr. Flick looks like he’s going to be sick.


Candy is methodically trying to tamp Kennedy’s bleeding stomach with the kitchen towels Spike brought back. They have bandages and torn-up towels folded into squares on her head wounds, duct-taped unceremoniously to her scalp to keep them in place.


“Is she gonna die?” a kid in the crowd shouts. “You can’t let her die!”


“This isn’t Grey’s Anatomy,” Mr. Flick yells back. “I’m not Izzie Stevens on a ferry using a hand drill to open someone’s skull!”


“Grey’s what, now?” someone in the crowd murmurs.


“God, you’re old, Flick,” someone chuckles.


“Do you think it was Park, Iris? I mean, really?” Spike says quietly, giving me a searching look.


“Spike,” I say calmly. “I’m not jumping to any conclusions.”


“Helen Park might have done this?” It’s Zora, breaking through the crowd to stare at me sternly. “I think we can all remember what happened the last time someone was falsely accused of murder in Castle Cove, yes? Maybe we should be more careful this time. Neil!”


Neil squeezes out from the crowd. “Here,” he says breathlessly. “Aww, no, Kennedy. I just tutored her to a B in Spanish. Pobre chica.”


Zora scans the room. Our eyes meet. I nod. She and Neil need to be put into action. I reach down into the giant Tupperware full of latex gloves, towels, and first-aid supplies Spike lugged up from the kitchen and toss some gloves across the desk to Zora, who flicks a pair to Neil and then snaps on her own.
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