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“Loved this! Julia DeVillers delivers yet again. An entertaining and sunny summer read, this smart, charming book made me laugh out loud—and long to go to Wonderland IRL!”

—MEG CABOT, author of The Princess Diaries

“I absolutely loved this charming, funny, heartfelt book. A wonderful story of first jobs, first crushes, and that first summer that changes everything.”

—MORGAN MATSON, New York Times bestselling author of The Firefly Summer

“Meet Me at Wonderland is a fizzy, joyful, heartfelt ode to the magic of idyllic summers, first loves, and the roller-coaster ride that is growing up.”

—GAYLE FORMAN, author of Not Nothing

“Meet Me at Wonderland is a pitch-perfect representation of the early teen years. Readers will fall in love with this hilariously awkward story of friendship, first crushes, and amusement parks. Equal parts hilarious and swoony, you will never forget Coco, Henry, and the exhilaration of Wonderland. This book is a must-read for middle-grade romance fans.”

—NASHAE JONES, author of Courtesy of Cupid and As You Wish

“A fast-paced, entertaining, and charming teen crush adventure that will have you smiling until the very last page. Coco can’t wait to spend the summer working at her family’s Wonderland Adventure Park. Henry, on the other hand, would rather be playing soccer. After a moose-t embarrassing first encounter involving a break room, a pizza, and a smelly moose-themed costume, the two find themselves on a roller-coaster ride that will have them facing the highs and lows of friendship, family, and unexpected feelings.”

—MÓNICA MANCILLAS, author of Taco Tuesdays and Sing It Like Celia
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TO MY HIGH SCHOOL COWORKERS AT CHUCK E. CHEESE: RULE #1!
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1 COCO


MOOSE RULE #1: Don’t lose your head.

Usually “don’t lose your head” means don’t lose control or get too emotional about something. But here, at Wonderland Amusement Park, it literally means: “Don’t lose your head!”

It’s all fun and games until you’re wearing the Morty the Moose costume and a mob of sugar-fueled kids is about to rush you.

I’d grown up with the Moose Rules. Not only at the amusement park, but at home. Wonderland has been our family business for three generations.

I thought I’d be assigned a cushy job for my first-ever shift. I mean, I was the boss’s kid. I couldn’t run the rides; you had to be sixteen for those. I’m fourteen. But I was thinking front gate, souvenir shack, slushie stand—or best-case scenario: an air-conditioned job at the prize counter or candy store inside the arcade.

Then I was hit with a bombshell.

“Coco Cooper!” The assistant manager, Jack, had greeted me and checked his clipboard. “Today you’ll be… the face of Wonderland.”

The face of Wonderland… wait. He didn’t mean…

“You’re Morty!” he announced.

Oh. No. That face of Wonderland.

In the pecking order of jobs, costume was rock-bottom, along with cleanup crew, who handled the dreaded Code Chuckles (walkie-talkie code for when someone had vomited).

“Yay!” Inwardly screaming, but outwardly smiling, I’d headed down to the costume closet. I opened the door and immediately gagged at the stank of decades of other bodies baked into the fabric. I knew how infrequently this monstrosity was cleaned.

I’d taken the heavy, fuzzy dark brown moose body off its hook and laid it on the ground. I’d stepped into the leg holes, pulled the costume up and over my arms, and fastened the Velcro on the back. Itchy is not my favorite feeling. Fuzzy hoof feet covers over my sneakers, fuzzy hoof mittens over my fresh manicure (sigh).

I’d gotten up early this morning to copy my favorite makeup tutorial and coax my frizzy brown hair into submission for nothing (bigger sigh). I took the giant, heavy moose head with the antlers off its stand and maneuvered it on. It was suffocating. Fun fact: Morty’s eyes are painted on, unseeing. There’s a mesh screen where Morty’s mouth would be—my only source of fresh air and vision. Good thing I wasn’t claustrophobic! Just kidding, I was.

I checked myself in the full-length mirror.

Well, hello, Morty, I thought. And goodbye, dignity.

I stepped outside the costume closet and began my new role. My hooves thudded down the hallway. Here we go!

The Moose was loose!

The moose is considered the “unicorn” of the Adirondacks. Some people think New York is all a big city, but I live in a small upstate town surrounded by mountains, forests, and lakes. Hundreds of moose roam around the wilderness, but they’re rarely seen by people.

Park legend is that a Morty the Moose sighting is also magical. When I was little, I believed so fiercely in the “magic of Morty.”

Now it was up to me to be that magic.

The park was about to open for the day. From beyond the front entrance, I could hear children start screaming, “Morty! Morty!” I had a blurry, horror-movie view of kids clawing at the gates. My heart pounded at the thought of the impending kid-pocalypse.

Magic show? Try horror show.

I turned around to hide behind the nearest building, but BAM! Right, antlers. I wasn’t the epitome of coordination even in normal clothes. I smacked into Cotton Candy Corner and knocked my moose face askew.

Darkness descended, both inside my moose head and in my soul. I’d witnessed countless Mortys maneuvering the costume, even doing the Macarena, the Cupid Shuffle, the Cha-Cha Slide! What was I doing wrong?

And then a voice boomed over the loudspeakers. My dad’s voice.

“It’s a wonderful day at Wonderland A-MOOSE-ment Park!”

Cheesy, but a well-timed reminder. Wonderland was my family business, in my blood. I’d been waiting for this day forever. I was determined to prove myself. I was going to be the best, the Employee of the Week—our “MVP” (Moose-t Valuable Player)—if it killed me.

Which I now realized, it actually might.

“And the park is NOW OPEN!”

“MORTY!” A mob of tiny humans flooded through the gates, arms outstretched like a mini zombie uprising headed my way.

Moose up!

One of my dad’s moose-isms popped into my head. It meant to tackle the problem, face the fear. Do the thing.

I groped for my antlers and with a giant heave, shoved my head back into position. Victory! Mouth-eye in place! Summoning all my inner strength, I opened my arms and welcomed the zombies toward me—with a hunger not for brains, but for hugs.

“Morty! I love you, Morty!”

Aw. My cold moose heart melted. So this was how it felt to be a literal icon. I held out my moose arms to wrap the children in warm, comforting hugs.

“AHHH!” The piercing scream of a toddler made me flinch. Yikes. Their dad pulled the crying child away. Next? A little girl stepped up to the plate and threw her arms around me. Alrighty, back on track. I hugged and posed and waved. Lather, rinse, repeat.

“Morty! We need a picture!” parental paparazzi begged. All part of a celebrity’s life, though, right? I couldn’t say I wasn’t enjoying this attention, all eyes on me.

A mom pushed her fun-size twin to the front of the crowd and held up her phone to capture the moment. “Say cheese!”

I put one fuzzy arm around the girl and posed.

“Ew.” The little girl recoiled. “You thmell groth.”

She wasn’t wrong. A whiff of myself hit me in the snout. Oof. It was like I’d been strolling through a bowl of sweat soup. The girl fled. I couldn’t blame her. Next.

Suddenly I felt hands climbing my moose body.

DEFCON 1! Danger, danger!

I looked down and came eye to mouth-eye with a small but agile boy. His eyes narrowed, his nostrils flared, and he shoved his hand under my costume head and grabbed my neck.

“I knew it!” he proclaimed. “You’re a fake! I’m gonna take your head off!”

People stopped in their tracks. I felt all their eyes staring at me. Oh no. Oh no, no, no, no. You don’t tamper with Santa’s beard. You don’t unveil the Easter Bunny.

And you don’t mess with Morty’s head.

Rule #1: Don’t lose your head! I gripped as if my life depended on it.

This kid was strong. I needed an assist. However, there also was—

Rule #2: Mute the Moose.

To hold up the Morty mystique, we weren’t allowed to talk or reveal a human inside. I had to resort to something I’d prayed I’d never have to do in public: the moose call. It was the only sound Morty was allowed to make, usually reserved for urgent situations. A cry for help.

“Ah-woo!” I called out, quietly at first. No response. So I bellowed, deep and mournful. “Ah-WOO! AH-WOOOOO!”

“Did Morty just fart?” I heard a kid say.

“I’m coming, Morty!” someone yelled.

Oh no. I knew that voice all too well. The person coming to my rescue was the one person I didn’t want to see me struggle. The one person who didn’t think I could handle this job in the first place.

My sister, Quinn.

“Hey!” Quinn said to the boy currently attempting a costume breach. Her voice was full of confidence, the voice that not only led the varsity volleyball team to the state semifinals but also got me to hurry up in the bathroom at home. “Want some free tokens?”

It worked. The boy let go of my throat and held out his hands.

“Go play arcade games,” Quinn commanded, and the kid took the tokens and ran off. She turned to me and hit me with an unexpectedly sultry greeting.

“Hiiiiii,” she cooed, and hip-bumped me. “Is it steamy in there?”

“Quinn!” I yelled at her, tossing Rule #2 completely out the window. “Gross! It’s ME!”

“Coco?” my sister squeaked. “I thought Noah was in costume today!”

Ewwww! But also, interesting. I was discovering new benefits of being in costume. Noah, huh?

“Nope. Lucky me.”

“Your Morty call was so… weird,” she grumbled. “Even for you.”

Erg. I have a deep voice. I was always in trouble in class for being too loud, even when I tried to whisper.

“It was going great until that one kid—” I started.

“Is Morty talking? I heard Morty talk!” A little girl busted us. She looked about five but spoke like a seasoned journalist. “Morty, I have questions! Firstly, what were your whereabouts on May 26, 2019?”

What?

“Morty doesn’t talk.” Quinn turned to the girl and smiled. “He just moose-calls.”

“AH-WOOO!” I yelled, startling both of them.

“Augh! Don’t do that!” Quinn hissed.

“Are you yelling at Morty?” the little girl said. “Don’t be mean to Morty!”

That attracted the attention of other nearby kids. And these kids were about to square up. I grinned under my mask. It wasn’t often that my sister was thrown off her game.

“I’m not—I’m just—!” Quinn tripped over her words. “Augh! Morty needs to come with me. And fast. I have a line at the Morty-Go-Round.”

My sister grabbed my hoof.

“Outta the way!” she barked at people. “Moose on the move! Shoo! Split! Va-MOOSE!”

She laughed. “I sound like Dad. Come on, Morty.”

The park had gotten even more crowded, but Quinn ushered me to the main building and straight to the employees-only area. And to safety.

“Thanks, Q,” I said reluctantly, but gratefully.

“Remember, Morty doesn’t speak.” As she walked away, I heard her mutter, “Feel free to continue that at home.”

“I heard that!” I called out, and shuffled down the hallway.

Without any fresh air circulating, my stench was stenching. I needed to breathe, fast. I got to the break-room door, pushed it open, and—

BAM! I’d forgotten about my antlers again.

My left antler smacked the doorframe and knocked me off-balance, and I fell into the break room. When I tried to catch myself, my hand-hoof launched a pizza, game tokens, and a pile of papers right off the lunch table. I was like a moose-nado spinning out of control. Finally I landed face down. On the floor.

“Well, that was some entrance,” someone said.

Are you kidding me?! Someone witnessed that? But wait. I was still anonymous. I got up on my hooves and knees and attempted to stand up to escape.

And that was when I broke Rule #1. For real.

I lost my head.

The moose head fell off and rolled away.

Unmasked! Oh. No. I pulled myself up off the floor.

And that was when I saw him.

Brown hair with bleached highlights. Green eyes looking directly back at me. He looked like he smelled clean, like laundry detergent or soap. He wore a crisp, wrinkle-free blue button-down shirt. His only flaw was a piece of pepperoni oozing down the front of that shirt and whoops, that was thanks to me. He was tilting back in his chair, the front legs balanced perfectly in the air.

The cutest boy I’d ever seen.

Our eyes locked, and I swear I felt an electric charge, crackling.

Time.

Seemed.

To.

Stand.

Still.

I shivered. He looked stunned as well. What was happening between us?!

“You okay?” he asked. “Wow, you look… hot.”

The boy spoke as smoothly as that swoop of hair across his forehead.

Wait, did he just say I looked hot? The electricity between us was positively sizzling! I finally knew the true meaning of the word “swoon.”

Oh no. No, no, no. I realized the fatal flaw of this meet-cute as my face flushed with heat.

Literally hot.

Because: moose.
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2 HENRY


I DIDN’T KNOW what to think of the chaotic scene unfolding in front of me. One minute I was filling out paperwork for a job I didn’t want, and the next minute a wild creature had crash-dived into the room.

Then it hit me. What I’d just said. “Hot” had two meanings. I needed to be professional and make it clear I meant temperature-hot.

“I mean—that costume looks hot, like uncomfortably warm.”

I’d just been hired straight from my interview (which made me question how bad the job was if they were that desperate for workers). The Big Boss had given me a handbook, a congratulations pizza, and game tokens. Then he sent me here to the break room to fill out my paperwork and read the handbook. All of which were now under the table.

“I’m, um, not really Morty the Moose,” the girl in the decapitated moose costume said. Her voice was unexpectedly low and raspy.

“You’re not?” I deadpanned. “I couldn’t tell.”

I felt bad, as her face flushed even redder. She was probably roasting in that thing.

You could practically hear the crackle of the static electricity from the fuzzy costume, probably caused by the friction as she’d slid across the floor. It had caused her brown hair to stick straight out from her face, like an electrocuted porcupine.

The girl looked around at the mess she’d made and bit her lip.

It was kind of cute.

She was kind of cute. She was more than kind of cute. She had these big eyes that locked in on mine for a split second. Whoa.

“This is my first day. First time in this stupid costume—” she said.

That was a relief. I really hoped this wasn’t what an experienced moose looked like.

“I’m sorry I killed your pizza. And messed up your shirt,” she continued.

I looked down at my shirt, as a slice of pepperoni peeled away—splat—to the floor.

“It’s okay,” I said. I looked down at the grease stain the pepperoni had left. “I already got the job, so it served its purpose. It did not die in vain.”

She reached down awkwardly and pulled a piece of paper from under her giant paw.

“Henry Forrest, new hire,” she read, and put the paper on the table. “Sorry about the messed-up paperwork.”

“Don’t you mean moosed-up?” I asked. Couldn’t help myself.

“Dad jokes,” she observed. “No wonder you were hired.”

Yup, when the Big Boss had welcomed me to the “a-moose-ment park,” I picked up what he was putting down and responded, “Very a-moos-ing.” I planned to store up some more moose puns for the future. For the boss. Okay, I also appreciate good wordplay.

She sat down awkwardly in the chair opposite me and didn’t say anything.

“And then there was an awkward pause,” I said, on a roll. “Get it, paws? Like moose paws?”

“Moose have hooves, not paws,” she said, then sighed. “Giant, clumsy hooves.”

“Noted. Well, we rookies need to stick together. I won’t tell anyone about what happened. Between you and me”—I lowered my voice—“I can’t even believe I’m working here. When my dad suggested I apply here, I was like—the moose park? I thought he’d pick somewhere…”

“Cooler?” she supplied.

“Well, it was a random choice,” I said. “You have to admit it’s silly. I mean…”

I gave a pointed look at the moose costume and rolled my eyes in solidarity with her plight. But instead the smile dropped from her face.

The break-room door pushed open and Assistant Manager Jack came in, carrying a red slushie and a blue shirt.

“Hello, Moosers!” he said. “Henry, I see you’ve met Coco. Coco is—”

“Also new,” Coco cut him off before he could finish. “I already told him it’s my first day.”

“I was actually looking for you, Coco,” Jack said. “The heat index is in the danger zone for costume. Unfortunately, we’re going to have to switch you to something else.”

“Nooo,” Coco said. “And it was going so well.”

“I’m sorry.” Jack didn’t catch the sarcasm. “Hopefully, it will cool down enough to get you back into costume later today.”

“Fingers crossed!” I added, and Coco shot me a look.

“Henry, I brought you your uniform shirt, twenty new employee tokens, and a drink to go with your… pizza.” Jack suddenly noticed that the room was in chaos. His brow furrowed. Would I get in trouble? Would we be fired? Was that a good or bad thing?

He took out a walkie-talkie and said, “Cleanup crew, employee break room.”

He put the slushie on the table and tossed me the blue shirt with a W logo on it, which I caught handily. And then it struck me. I was really doing this. I was going to work at Wonderland Amusement Park.

This was not how my summer was supposed to go. I was supposed to be in Europe, with my soccer team, playing center back. Instead I was stuck at this job, stuck like the pepperoni on my interview shirt. It was bad enough that my doctor had said no soccer for six weeks until my ankle fully healed. After I got tossed off the soccer team, I moved up to my dad’s summer place.

“They’re hiring at Wonderland,” Dad had told me on the drive to his lake house.

“You want me to work at the moose park?” I’d asked in disbelief.

I’d practically begged my dad to let me work somewhere else. Anywhere else. Because I hated, hated rides. I hated being up in the air, spun around, out of control, all dizzy and queasy. I liked to keep my feet on the ground, where they were safe. Well, besides the whole busted ankle thing.

“You only have yourself to blame,” Dad said.

I’d thought about tanking my Wonderland interview. But I couldn’t, because deep down I wanted my dad to feel proud of me again. And I liked to do my best, even for a job I didn’t want. When I’d told Big Boss Cooper about my ankle injury, I was half hoping he’d say, Sorry, we can’t hire you. Instead he’d responded with a hearty “Gotcha, champ. We’ve got jobs that won’t be hard on the ol’ ankle. You’ll have to miss out on being in costume, though—our Morty outfit is pretty heavy-hooved.”

“Darn,” I’d said, arranging my mouth into a frown and trying to sound as disappointed as Mr. Cooper’d looked. One small bright spot in this summer of misery.

Unlike this poor girl, who got stuck being a moose on her first day. I took pity on her.

“You must be roasting. Do you want this?” I slid the slushie toward her. She gave me a grateful smile and then took a long sip of it. I leaned down and scooped up the handbook and some of the game tokens off the floor. I shoved the tokens in my pocket.

Welp. It was time to suit up for the big game. I stood up and started unbuttoning my shirt.

“Whoa, whoa!” The girl, Coco, started to choke on the drink.

“It’s just a shirt,” I said, pulling it off. “I don’t need to change my shorts, right?”

“No, you’re right, it’s fine,” she sputtered. “I just wasn’t expecting it.”

“Me putting on my uniform?”

“I—no—I—” She was still stammering. “I mean, I have to change too. I have to unmoose. Gotta go!”

She backed away toward the door. I tried to lighten the mood with humor.

“Hey, you heard of Henry the Eighth?”

“What?” She was confused. “The king?”

“You remind me of two of his wives,” I said. “You lost your head.”

“Augh!” she groaned. When she got to the door, she turned around.

“Well, at least they were queens,” she said, and marched out the door.

I grinned. Maybe this summer wouldn’t be all bad.
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3 COCO


MY EYES, MY EYES.

HIS ABS! HIS ABS!

Like I hadn’t already been heated, sweaty, and beet red. He had to go and take off his shirt in front of me? He was really cute, and this was a distraction I did not need. It was throwing me off my game.

I stomped down the employees-only hall toward the costume closet. Moose up? Moose up this. Come on. Why was my first day going so weirdly?

Moose-t Embarrassing Moment!!!

All the highlights flew through my head:

I got costume duty on my first shift.

A child called me smelly.

Four words: Emergency. Moose. Distress. Bellow.

My sister, who already thought I was borderline incompetent, had to rescue me.

I broke Rule #2.

I broke Rule #1.

I’d crashed antler-over-hoof into the break room, moose-faceplanting in front of the cutest boy I’d ever seen. Who already thought working at Wonderland was uncool and “silly.”

I suddenly felt anxious. Calm yourself, Coco. I did the five-four-three-two-one anxiety thing I’d learned in my support group. Think of five things you can see, four things you can touch, three things you can hear, two things you can smell, one thing you can taste.

Well, that would have been easier if I didn’t have to see through my moose mouth, but I could see: the mesh screen, my parents’ office door, the worn rug, my shoe-hooves, and picture frames on our MVP Wall of Fame. Four things I could touch: the fuzz of my left hoof mitten and my right hoof mitten, my heavy moose head, and thankfully now the doorknob to the costume closet. Three things I could hear: my heavy breathing echoing in the mask, the faint sounds of the animatronic band singing about grooving tonight, and the door creaking as I entered the costume closet. Two things I could smell: the stench of former Mortys and the stench of me. One thing I could taste… the slushie that I’d choked on when the new hire had taken off his shirt—AUGH!!!

I yanked off each moose part.

It looked like a crime scene. I grabbed my phone and recorded the dismembered moose body parts strewn about. Just thinking about what I would do with the video later—add scary music and send it to my friend Allie to freak her out—made me feel a tiny bit better.

I pulled the bottom half of Morty off the floor and hung it on the hook. I put the hooves in the little cubby. I heaved the giant moose head onto its stand with far more respect than it had given me.

Morty the Moose looked back at me, with his big fake eyes and his sweet smile. Oh. I’d almost forgotten…. This was Morty. I loved Morty. This touched the heart of little me. It wasn’t Morty’s fault I was so inept. Morty, the icon, the legend. He didn’t deserve this disrespect.

Sorry, Morty.

According to my parents’ stressed-out whispers, the park needed us. Customer numbers had been down the past few years, the economy in general was in a rough patch, blah blah. My grandpa, the original Morty (not a moose; his name was literally Mortimer Cooper), had told me that since the place opened in the 1980s, there had always been ups and downs. So I was determined to help things turn from down to up this summer.

It was time to Moose up.
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4 HENRY


I WAS GETTING to know my management-issued walkie-talkie and list of “Wonderland lingo” when Moose Girl appeared again. She was now wearing the blue uniform shirt with tan shorts, and her hair was smoothed down. When she wasn’t half moose, she was full pretty.

“I’m not a moose anymore,” Coco said.

“You’re not?” I gasped.

“You know exactly what I meant.”

“Ten-four, copy that. Over,” I replied.

“Spoiler alert: You don’t have to speak walkie-talkie unless you’re on one,” she said.

“But it’s fun,” I said. I held the walkie up to my mouth. “Welcome to Club Wonderland. I’m DJ Henry with the hottest moose-ic—”

“Can’t wait to hear that playlist,” she said, dripping sarcasm, as she sat on the other side of the table. “There’s the walkie-talkie shelf. You pick one up at the beginning of your shift and leave it at the end.”

“Ten-four. Copy that,” I said. She gave me a side-eye, then sighed.

“So. Have you been to Wonderland before?” she asked.

“Once, when I was ten,” I said. “You probably remember me, the kid with major rizz carrying a giant Charizard his dad won him?”

“Yeah, no. Well, some people outgrow it,” Coco said, sounding sad. “You probably go to Six Flags. It’s cooler and not as silly, right?”

“I’m not up here much, actually,” I said.

“Where do you live?” she asked.

Tough question. When I was ten, my parents divorced. In quick succession, Mom sold our house in Albany, an hour from here, and became a nomad, “finding herself” at meditation retreats around the world. Meanwhile, I was sent to the boarding school my dad had attended. My father moved to an apartment in New York City. Not that I saw much of either of them. I spent summers at school playing soccer. For shorter breaks, I alternated between wherever Mom was and my dad’s apartment. My dad also had his family lake house up here. But this was the first summer he was actually living in it, doing business in the area. He’d even started renting an office in a nearby town.

“Right now, my dad’s lake house for the summer,” I said.

“Where do you go to school?”

“Downstate,” I deflected. “Sophomore.”

“I’ll be a freshman,” she said. “Where do you go to school?”

I gave in and told her.

“Wait, my sister went to a volleyball thing there. Isn’t that a boarding school?” The way her lips pursed, you could tell she knew it. It did have a snobby reputation.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s cool, mostly. I usually stay there for summers, but my dad’s making me stay up here this summer.”

“Making you stay here? Poor you,” she said. “I have to live here all year round.”

I didn’t mean it like that.

I was saved by Jack sticking his head in the door.

“Henry, we need to give you a tour of the park. Coco, hmm, I can check the temperature and see about getting you back into costume—”

“I can give Henry that tour,” Coco interrupted, surprising me. First, that she’d want to. Second, that they’d let her give a tour on her first day.

“That works. Here’s the checklist.” He handed her a clipboard. I crumpled up my napkin and shot it in the trash can. Two points.

“I’m glad hanging with me is a better option than costume,” I said.

“Morty is a legend, a literal icon. It’s an honor to be in costume.” Then her whole demeanor changed. “It’s also healthy to breathe fresh air and not mummified decaying moose for an entire day.”

I laughed.

“Since we’re in the main building, we’ll start here,” she said. “The front part of the building is the arcade. The back of the building is employees only.”

I followed her out of the break room and into the employees-only hallway. We passed the owners’ office, where I’d been hired. Then we stopped in front of a door marked COSTUME CLOSET. She pushed it open.

I looked inside to see Morty on a stick.

“Sorry I was cranky before,” she said. “Costume was so hot and awkward. And then in the break room I fell…. So embarrassing.”

“You mean, Morty-fying?” I couldn’t help it, the pun slipped out.

Her face unexpectedly lit up in a smile, and she let out a deep, gravelly laugh. She had a pretty smile.

“Hey, your first day and you’re already infamous. In-famoose,” I said, trying to keep her smiling. “Mooses are cool.”

“The plural of ‘moose’ is moose,” she said.

“Feels like it should be mooses? Or meese?” I mused.

“Agree,” Coco said. “But it’s moose. Moose are symbols of strength, determination, and good fortune. Morty is pure magic to little kids who visit Wonderland. Except the kid who tried to rip off my head and the other one who said I smelled gross.”

“Ouch.” I laughed.

“Just wait until you have to be costume and you’ll stink too,” she said, still smiling.

“Oh, I won’t,” I said.

“Stink? You don’t seem to understand that fabric holds everything,” she said, and then blushed pink. “Not like I’ll be smelling you or anything.”

“No, I mean I won’t be in costume. I don’t have to. I told the Big Boss—” I was going to say I had an ankle injury, but she cut me off.

“You told the boss you won’t work costume,” she said stiffly. “Got it.”

Shoot. We were back in cranky mode.

“Are you sixteen yet?” she continued.

“No, fifteen,” I said. “Are we missing out?”

“Yes, because when you work rides, you get to test-ride them. But also no, when you have to deal with short people who insist they’re tall enough and then, drama. Also: high vomit level.”

I made a face. Heights and puke. No thanks. I’d never been so happy not to be sixteen.

“That’s called a Code Chuckles,” Coco explained. “For upchuck. Also, the worst part of being on cleanup crew.”

I suppressed my gag reflex.

We walked past doors marked EMERGENCY DISPATCH and MAINTENANCE, and then the bathrooms.

“So what’s the best job?”

“I say candy store. Low-key, and you can sneak candy,” she said. “Game room’s good, because you control the tokens. Prize counter, except when kids cry because they don’t have enough tickets. Other chill jobs: front gate attendant, souvenir shack, Sensory Space, and most food except cotton candy on a windy day. Madison’s hair was longer before that storm last week.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

“Yeah.” She mimed using scissors on her hair. “At least she earned MVP for her sacrifice.”

“Most Valuable Player?” I asked.

“Moose-t Valuable Player. Employee of the Week,” Coco said. She led me farther down the hallway, where there were floor-to-ceiling framed pictures of people. “This is the MVP Wall of Fame! The best of the best, captured forever.”

She looked at them reverently, like they’d won soccer’s Ballon D’Or. I had a brief vision of Lionel Messi in a moose costume accepting this award and cracked myself up.

She gave me another side-eye. “MVP is an honor.”

This girl was intense. But I read the room. I switched it up.

“Yeah, that’s cool,” I said. She looked at me. “Rad. Awesomesauce.”

“It actually is,” she continued.

She sped up, and I followed her through the door marked ARCADE.

I was assaulted by flashing lights, dings, and buzzes, punctuated by yelps and cheers. Even with the neon lights from the equipment, the light seemed to be sucked up by the dark wood walls. Not that I couldn’t appreciate a retro vibe, but some of these games looked like they’d been here since computers were invented. There were a couple of OUT OF ORDER signs hanging on various machines. The carpet was faded. Oldies rock and roll provided the soundtrack over beeping, bleeping, and bells.

“So, Wonderland was founded in the 1980s…,” Coco said.

“Yeah, you can tell,” I said, nodding.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She looked at me straight on, as if daring me to speak more.

“Uh” was all that came out. We were standing in the same room, right? She had to know this place was dusty.

“Well, it’s been around for so long because of how awesome it is. And how awesome the people are who work here and make Wonderland the happiest place in the Adirondacks.”

“Okay, okay.” I held up my hands in surrender. I hadn’t expected her to take it personally. It was just an observation.

Kssshhh. Our walkie-talkies crackled with static, before someone’s voice said: “Can someone do the birthday announcement for Luciano, seven? Over.”

“Coco, roger that,” Coco said into the walkie, and then turned to me. “Excuse me while I make a birthday kid happy.”

Ooookay.

She went into a little booth near the prize counter. Her voice rang through the arcade.

“Attention, Wonderland guests! Morty the Moose has a special announcement: Luciano is here for his seventh birthday!”

A stage lit up behind me, a curtain went up, and creatures started to move. I was slightly terrified.

Right. The Wonderland Band.

The animatronic band of bots introduced themselves. Robot Morty was the lead singer, and his giant eyes shifted back and forth as he sang into a mic. Bridget the Black Bear strummed a guitar, Francine Frog bobbed her head as she played keyboards, Mazzy the Muskrat aggressively plucked bass strings, and Wesley Weasel slapped his tail on the drums. The stuff of nightmares.

“Happy, happy birthday to you!” the band sang.

Employees came out of the woodwork, clapping hands raised over their heads, circling a little boy wearing a Wonderland crown. The little kid’s parents clapped and sang along. The birthday kid looked so excited. His mother leaned in for a hug and—
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