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“‘Perhaps the most interesting thing about Herbert Humphrey’s victims is that most of them were never found; and, had he not called in sick to work that day, Humphrey never would have been discovered at all.’”

Bryce read from the script with perfect ease, the black microphone bisecting her features down the middle. With her headphones on and eyes cast down, Thea knew everything else came secondary to her best friend now. She was in the zone. It was about the only time Thea managed to distract her from her usual problems, and she cherished each moment they spent recording down here, in the basement of her mother’s bookstore, paying little heed to anything that existed outside of these dank four walls.

“With a name like Herbert Humphrey, maybe we should’ve expected a few dead bodies.”

It was Thea’s job to lighten the mood; to go off-script and improvise so that listeners of Perfect Crimes, their weekly independent true-crime podcast, wouldn’t tire of their sinister subject matter too quickly. Not that Thea could imagine anyone tiring of such a thing. Serial killers were like snowflakes: each one had a unique shape, a different mindset and signature, a new way of leaving their victims behind. Herbert Humphrey’s method just so happened to have been ditching the remains in Sal’s Scrapyard, where he worked Monday to Friday in a quaint town only a few hours from Stone Grange, where Thea and Bryce both lived.

“Well, it’s not all that difficult to envision a middle-aged man named Herbert as a little bit of a loner.” Bryce nodded her agreement, though her audience couldn’t see her. With the shoddy, second-hand recording equipment and the less than optimal — but actually quite apt — setting, it was easy to forget that people other than themselves would listen to this conversation. They’d been doing this for so long now that it felt like second nature to talk to each other through microphones, and almost a decade of friendship meant that Thea was comfortable enough around Bryce to slip into her stupid jokes and uninteresting facts. Perhaps too comfortable, she’d come to wonder recently.

“‘Everybody in town claimed to have had some sort of strange run-in with him at one time or another,’” Bryce continued. “‘Bad vibes, as Thea would say.’”

“‘Serial killer vibes.’” Thea cast a small smirk Bryce’s way. It was returned with the soft, dimpled swells of Bryce’s wan cheeks; Thea’s favorite sight. “‘And indeed, the bad vibes came to fruition. On April 19th, 1999, we now know that Herbert Humphrey claimed his first victim, Judy Carlton. Two weeks later, his second, Simon Lowe. At the time, both of them were declared missing; their bodies never have been found. It was the third that led to Humphrey’s downfall. On May 11th, 1999, a plain old Tuesday in the lazy town of Oakfold, our silly, silly man Humphrey called in sick with a virus.’ A little strange, no?”

Though Thea was too busy reading her scrawled notes to lift her gaze, she could practically hear Bryce rolling her eyes across the table. “Here comes another of Thea’s conspiracies. Maybe we should make a new series for them.”

“Don’t tempt me.” Thea grinned. She’d toyed with the idea plenty of times, but Bryce refused to do it with her. After an infinite amount of puppy-dog eyes, begging, bribes involving extra cheesy fries and ice cream sundaes from Dina’s Diner, Thea had finally given up trying. “But no, I don’t know if I believe he was really sick. We all know that serial killers like to be recognized, famous even, in cases such as these ones. The victims held little connection to Humphrey, if any. They were just unfortunate souls who happened to be easy targets when the killer was ready to strike. So, it begs the question: if Humphrey went to so much work to hide the bodies in the scrapyard, why would he suddenly be careless enough to call in sick the morning after dumping his last victim?”

“Because he got too cocky. He thought he’d hid it well enough,” Bryce answered, ever the logical one.

Thea wrinkled her nose. She didn’t care much for logic. “No. I don’t buy it. The thing is, there were rumors about the third and final victim. Apparently, Humphrey was seen around a lot with his last kill, a married mother of two named Laura Adams. Some people even suspected that they were having an affair while Laura’s husband was out of town. Maybe the weight of what he’d done, killing the woman he loved, knocked him sick to his stomach, and that’s why he took a day off. Maybe he decided to hang up his knife and end his spree after the last one got too much, too real.”

“I think it would take more than a day to recover from the guilt of murdering your lover,” Bryce countered.

Movement caught Thea’s eye, distracting her from the argument. From his corner desk, Mikey gestured for them to wrap it up with winding fingers. They must have surpassed their forty-five minute mark.

Thea sighed, pressing her lips into a thin line. Tuesday mornings were her favorite day of the week. The basement distanced her from reality, from everything. In these short moments, it was just Bryce and Thea, talking, until everything felt simpler and easier to bear. She was always sad to see it come to an end.

It was also the only place she ever saw Bryce loosen up. Between working long shifts at the arcade six days a week and raising her sixteen-year-old sister, she had a lot on her shoulders. Thea liked knowing that this was the place where that weight could lessen slightly, and that she could be a part of the reason for it. It was the least Bryce deserved.

“Either way,” Thea’s fingers curled around her mic as she brought the episode to a close, “there’s a lesson to be learned here, Bryce.”

“And what’s that?”

“Don’t call in sick the day after you’ve dumped a body at your place of work.”

“I’ll keep it in mind should I ever decide to kill you.”

Thea gasped, a hand pressed to her chest in feigned disgust. “You would never.”

“You keep testing me,” shrugged Bryce. “Stealing my fries, getting me up at seven every Sunday to help you with inventory, having me capture all the spiders in the basement. You’re on thin ice.”

It was true that Thea did those things. Bryce always got her own back, though, by scooping the jam out of Thea’s donuts or forcing her to keep her company at the arcade on slow weekday afternoons. “You signed up for that when you became my best friend.”

Bryce only hummed without commitment, glaring at Mikey, who reeled his fingers more aggressively now. “Well, that’s all we have time for this week, you sick and twisted bunch. Make sure you set a reminder for next week’s episode, where we’ll be talking about an unsolved mystery involving a Jane Doe found drowned in a shallow lake. Thanks for listening.”

“Goodbye, dear friends,” Thea sang as she always did, and then Mikey cast them a thumbs up to let them know the recording had ended. Blowing out a breath, she slid the headphones off her sweaty ears and cracked her knuckles. “That was a fun one, I think.”

Bryce winced at the sound and then glimpsed the time on her phone. “I better go. Gus wants me to open up today.”

“Ugh, Gus.” Thea scoffed at the mention of Bryce’s demanding boss. Usually, Bryce at least had time for a cup of coffee and a browse through the bookstore before she left. “Milkshakes tonight to make up for it?”

With a pause that left her leather jacket suspended on only one arm, Bryce pondered the offer. “And burgers?”

“Ooh, good call. I want double cheese and bacon.”

“Who, me?” Mikey muttered under his breath as he clicked away at his laptop. “Oh, no. I’m busy. Thanks for the invite, though.”

“Oh, Mikey.” Thea ruffled her friend’s dark hair until it loosened from its top knot. “You’re always welcome to hang out with us.”

With a huff of annoyance, he swatted her away. “Uh huh.”

“No he’s not,” replied Bryce bluntly. “He gets bored of us after five minutes and pulls out his earphones.”

“‘Bored with,’” he corrected. “And you talk about womanly stuff, like… menstrual cycles and Dirty Dancing.”

Both of them snorted at that. Thea and Bryce rarely watched rom-coms together, though they might’ve occasionally been guilty of the former, and refused to censor their monthly pain for the sake of a man. Naturally, their movie nights almost always ended up with a marathon of Wes Craven films.

“Please,” Thea said, pained. “You talk about Dirty Dancing. We talk about A Nightmare on Elm Street. Just say you’re afraid of Freddie Krueger and go.”

“Every sane person is afraid of Freddie Krueger.” Mikey kicked his feet into the spare chair opposite and linked his hands across his soft stomach. “That dude traumatized me for life. Anyway, I have a favor to ask you both.”

“Nope. Can’t. Busy,” said Bryce.

“You don’t even know what it is yet!”

“Make it quick.” Bryce was ready to dash off, her purse tucked under one shoulder and the button of her purple shirt buttoned to the top, now. The compulsory bow tie was scrunched in her hand, Bryce’s least favorite part of the uniform. It just so happened to be Thea’s favorite, not because the white and grey stripes were silly, but because Thea actually quite liked bow ties. And bow ties on women…

“I need you… I was wondering…”

“This is why we do the talking and you do the other stuff,” Thea huffed.

Mikey sighed in frustration. “The thing is… I like this girl. You probably know her. She works in that cool goth place down the street. Leather ‘n’ Lace.”

Bryce snapped her fingers. “Oh, you mean ‘Adult Wednesday Addams!’”

“So… ‘Morticia Addams,’” Thea teased.

“Her name is Hannah,” Mikey ground out, “and I like her, okay? I’ve been trying to find an excuse to talk to her for weeks. In fact, I have a grand total of ten rose quartz crystals and five Green Day pins to show for my failed attempts. Everytime I go into the store, I freeze up.”

“I’ve seen her lining up outside that new cocktail bar on Friday nights after work,” Bryce shrugged. “Maybe you should do whatever it is people do nowadays. Dance or grind or whatever.” Bryce often talked as though she was decades older than them, and not a very baby-faced twenty-six. Most likely a result of becoming a second mother to her younger sister, Olivia.

“Exactly. That’s where you two would have to come in.”

“Gross,” Thea gagged. “I’m not grinding on you.”

“Oh. My. God.” Mikey’s eyes drifted to the cobwebbed ceiling as though he was pleading with a higher being to send down reinforcements, or at least give him strength to make it through the conversation. “I’m asking you to be my wingwomen.”

Both Thea’s and Bryce’s features crumpled with frowns.

“I think you should ask your men friends for that,” said Thea. “When women see other women around men, they tend to assume at least one of them is a girlfriend, and I truly do not wish that label upon myself or Bryce.”

“Forget it.” Mikey punched something into his keyboard angrily, and it left a shred of guilt in Thea’s gut. She knew that other than the two of them, Mikey kept to himself. He probably didn’t have any other friends in town to help him out, and despite the work he did for the podcast, he rarely asked for favors in return.

“All right,” she sighed, eliciting a daggered glare from Bryce. “The Bloody Mary, Friday, nine.”

“Ugh.” Bryce groaned her disapproval, but it was clear she didn’t have time to back out now. Mikey, on the other hand, looked ready either to cheer or jump with joy, and Thea shot him a warning glare before he got the chance.

“I’ll be upstairs if you need me,” Thea told him, though he knew by now where to find her during the day and always ended up providing good excuses for her to sneak away from the store.

She followed a heavy-footed Bryce up the narrow, creaking stairs, worried eyes boring into her back. As they reached the top, she begged, “Don’t be in a mood with me, Bryce.”

Bryce was panting slightly as they came to a stop, and rested to catch her breath against a stack of boxes along the back wall. The others were covered in shelves brimming with untidy piles of colorful books gathering dust. It instantly made Thea’s nose itch, and she fought back a sneeze as Bryce replied.

“I’m not in a mood with you. I just have better things to be doing than playing Cupid for Mikey. He’ll have a new crush next week anyway.”

“Oh, come on. We never do anything fun anymore. It’ll make a change from my mother’s basement or the diner, won’t it?”

“And what about Liv?”

“Liv is almost seventeen,” Thea reminded. “She doesn’t need to be babysat every night.”

A muscle feathered in Bryce’s jaw. So stubborn. It left Thea sad that she had to work so hard to convince her best friend that she deserved just one night of fun.

“Do I need to sing ‘the Piña Colada Song?’” She poked Bryce lightly in the ribs. “Come on, Bryce. One night. It’ll be good for you.”

“Ugh,” Bryce caved, and Thea knew it was only to shut her up. “Fine.”

With a proud grin, Thea tapped the upturned peak of Bryce’s nose, a habit from high school she still refused to break. “Yay! Bryce and Thea’s night on the town. Maybe we could make it into a monthly podcast.”

“No.” Bryce pushed through the door and strutted through the store without a second glance. Thea followed with more than a little excitement whirling in her stomach. She would be happy spending any sort of time with Bryce, but it had been so long since they’d let loose and done something different.

She was going to say as much when a tall figure caught her eye. An unfamiliar man dressed in a long, black trench coat stood at the cash register, talking to Thea’s mother, Nina Curtis. Breath hitching, Thea reached out and pinched Bryce’s elbow to stop her from going any further, and slid behind the nearest row of bookshelves before peeking her head out unnoticed.

The man was pale, grey-haired, with a raspy voice that set Thea’s teeth on edge. From here, she couldn’t make out what they spoke about, but the pile of books in front of him all bore ‘James Patterson’ on their spines, in that ridiculously large font three times larger than their title. Real subtle.

“What are you doing?” hissed Bryce.

As Thea shushed her, she got a subtle waft of Bryce’s coconutty deodorant. “Serial killer vibes,” she whispered, pointing an accusatory finger towards the man.

“Why are you like this?” Bryce tutted and straightened up. “You can’t just go around accusing people of having ‘serial killer vibes’, Thea. I’m going to work.”

“See you tonight, then!” called Thea, stepping nonchalantly away from the shelves she’d been hiding behind as Bryce exchanged goodbyes with Thea’s mother.

“Thea,” Nina summoned her from behind the counter, wearing her best customer service smile as she gestured her daughter over. “Come meet our new neighbor, Mr. Godfrey.”

“Just John is fine.” The scrawny middle-aged man offered his hand, and Thea shook it while trying not to grimace at just how cold and clammy it was.

“It’s nice to meet you.”

“And you. I have a daughter not too much younger than you, actually. She’s away, studying at Whitman, though.”

“Thea applied to Whitman!” Nina felt it necessary to add, as though applying to an esteemed, low acceptance rate college was just as much an accomplishment as actually getting into one. Needless to say, Whitman College had not wanted Thea’s horrifyingly average grades sullying their fancy, private halls, and she’d ended up staying closer to home to study criminology at Washington State, a qualification she had little use for now, though she’d enjoyed the earning of it enough.

Thea didn’t want to pursue any of the traditional careers associated with her field. She wanted to do what she did now, but on a larger scale: document and report on true crime, try to understand why it happened and how, and perhaps even one day write mystery and thriller novels based on her endless hours of research. Her mother was none too happy about wasting a hefty amount of money on her education only for Thea to sit in her basement and record podcasts, but the series was at least taking off and finally reaching people well outside of their dreary little town.

“It’s a lovely place,” nodded John. “I should get going, anyway, but feel free to drop by sometime. I’m just around the corner.”

“I’ll have Thea send over a lasagna!” Nina waved pleasantly, though Thea could not remember agreeing to such a thing. With a resigned sigh, she plucked her apron from under the counter and tied it around her waist in a tight bow before picking up the Stephen King novel she was midway through. It was rarely busy in the mornings, and Thea had plenty of time to kill.

In fact, that was the only thing she ever seemed to do: kill time. She was getting quite bored of it.

* * *

The clattering of the coin-pushing machines spitting out tarnished quarters was giving Bryce a headache. The fact that she was currently suffocating in the Albert the Albatross mascot costume her boss had forced upon her didn’t help. In the musty, ripe-smelling opening of the beak, sweat poured down her face. She could barely see the notes she was supposed to be exchanging for coins for the waiting customer, and with the foam yellow gloves she didn’t even think were anatomically possible for the seabird she was dressed as, sorting it was even more difficult.

Somehow, she managed it.

“Thank you for visiting Albatross Arcades,” she rattled off to the old woman, who’d been frowning at her impatiently the entire time. “I hope you have a squawking good time!”

The costume was supposed to be worn to entertain the kids, so why Bryce had been wearing it since noon on a school day she didn’t know. It wasn’t even supposed to be her turn, but somehow, Peter had wriggled his way out of the responsibility today. Asthma, he’d claimed. Bryce would make sure he had far worse than asthma wrong with him if he made her wear it again this week.

Thankfully, the quick peek she took at her phone behind the counter told her it was almost eight, which meant her shift was due for finishing. She’d need at least three showers to wash away whatever germs were incubating in the polyester. It made her shudder just to think of it.

Bryce hated working here. She hated how her fingers felt grimy after touching other people’s coins and tokens all day. She hated the constant, high-pitched theme music of the Pac-Man machine, which rang through her head long after her day was done. She hated the smell of processed meat wafting from the hot dog vendor, and the rowdy kids who found tormenting Bryce far more entertaining than the hundreds of games they came in to play. She hated her boss, who never let her take time off work and always kept her past the end of her shift. She hated that when she went home, microwave meals had been set out by her sister because Bryce was too exhausted and late to cook a decent meal for her. But Bryce had applied for dozens of other jobs and had been successful in none. Stone Grange was a dying little town with not much in it save for the shopping street and weekend markets, and the places that were hiring wanted qualifications Bryce had never been able to get. She was trapped with no way out, and the day-in-day-out grind was slowly killing her.

“Excuse me, Albert.”

Bryce had to lean over the desk to find the source of the voice, a little boy missing his two front teeth, probably because the rest of his face was stained with the bright blue dye of sour candy.

“Hello.” Bryce flapped her wings, wondering if perhaps she should take up a career in acting. “Are you having a squawking good time?”

“Yes.” The boy laughed and held out a stack of tickets. “How many for cotton candy?”

Technically, the tickets were supposed to be read in a machine, with the total printed off to exchange for prizes, but Bryce didn’t feel like explaining that to a sugar-drunk six-year-old, so she counted them out by hand. He was a few dozen short, but she plucked him a bag of candy floss from the display behind her anyway, the pink fluff shrunken slightly after a day of sweating in humid, early summer heat. Just how Bryce felt. Shrunken and shrivelled. “Here you go. Don’t eat it all at once.”

“Thank you, Albert!” The boy grinned and then ran back to his parents on the other side of the arcade. Bryce sighed, if only to circulate some air in her costume, glad when Peter wandered over with a fresh bag of quarters and tokens.

“I won’t tell Gus you got off early if you don’t,” he smirked, joining her behind the desk. The coins spilled into the cash register, only worsening the throbbing in Bryce’s temples.

“Really?”

“I owe you one,” Peter said. “Besides, I just saw your friend come in. Thea, right?”

“Right.” If she hadn’t been running the risk of exposing the fact that Albert the Albatross was actually a twenty-six-year-old woman in a costume to a bunch of kids, she would’ve ripped herself out of the mascot then and there.

“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” Peter continued, casting Bryce a sidelong glance.

“Make it quick.”

Bryce caught sight of Thea weaving in and out of families to find her. She waved a gloved hand to make it known that she wasn’t in her usual get-up tonight.

“Well… Okay. I…” Bryce had found out an hour into her first ever shift that Peter Keane talked an awful lot about nothing at all. She was used to his half-formed rambling by now, but it seemed to drag on even longer tonight.

“You…?” she urged.

He scratched at the peach fuzz on his chin. Though older than her, his fair whiskers had never thickened to a beard, but he seemed to wear the sparse facial hair with pride all the same. “It’s just… I was wondering… There’s this Thai place on Hoover Street I like.”

Bryce frowned. “Okay… That’s not a question.”

“I’m asking,” Peter sucked in a deep breath that expanded all the way from his chest to his stomach, “if you would like to maybe go eat Thai food with me
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