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      “I’m not above begging, you know,” I announced.

      Okay, that’s not true. I usually am, but there’s an exception for everything.

      Rita rolls her eyes. “Please. Begging is so last century. Besides, you’ll die if you do it.”

      Rita’s probably right. Not about the begging part. Something that useful never goes out of style. But death is a real possibility if I join The Great Sea-to-Sky Scavenger Hunt.

      I’m still not sure I should be doing this. Maybe another version of me in a parallel universe can, but …

      Who am I kidding? In what alternative universe would a version of me ever think this is a good idea? Not this one. This version of me knows for sure it’s a terrible idea.

      The version that’s accident-prone. Arachnophobic. Hemophobic. Pretty much everything-phobic, but especially if it involves spiders or blood. Plus, I have a terrible sense of direction. Missing anything? I feel like I’ve forgotten something critical from my Reasons to Never Leave Home list.

      “Evian, you’re incapable of spending one night in any other bed, but yours!” Rita says.

      There it is. That’s the one I’m missing from the list. I’m bedbug-phobic. It’s a real word, I’m sure. “Maybe⁠—”

      “Don’t try to deny it.”

      “Can I help it if I have sensitive skin? I feel every lump. And the bedbugs. Don’t start me on the bugs.”

      “And the sun.”

      “That’s my skin’s fault, not my mind. So it’s not a phobia. It’s an allergy.”

      “To the sun?”

      “It’s a thing.”

      Rita rolls her eyes. “How’re you going to manage?”

      “Sleeping pills and 100 SPF sunblock.”

      “You’re a mess.”

      I really am. Evian Wavily Fjord the Mess. And my best friend Rita Boroomand knows it. Then again, she’s also got a few strange tea leaves in the pot.

      First time I met Rita, she’d just arrived from the salon. She refused to shake my hand and instead wiggled her fingers in my face. “Mani-pedi. Still fresh.”

      We were ten.

      I had no idea what a mani-pedi was. I turned to Aunt Misty for guidance.

      My great aunt fiddled with her nose ring, shrugged and whispered, “It’s a type of foot fungus, dear.”

      I should’ve known better than to believe her. She’s an old hippie who uses nail polish to fill in the scratches on our ancient Land Rover.

      Rita considers this a sacrilege. She creates art with nail paint. “It’s part of my heritage, Evi,” she once told me.

      “Which one?”

      “I only have one, darling. The Persian one. And not L.A. Persian. I’m Hollywood Purr-r-r-sian.”

      And she dresses like it. While I run around in tattered jeans and a stained T-shirt, Rita waltzes out of the house like she’s on her way to a wedding, a funeral, or a formal dinner party.

      But back to my mess.

      So, now I’m wondering why the heck someone like me would ever want to join The Great Sea-to-Sky Scavenger Hunt. It’s a good question.

      Rita smirks. Her black unibrow flutters upward in a knowing expression. “It’s a joke, right? You’re not really planning⁠—”

      I jut my chin at her and push my glasses up my nose.

      “Yeesh. You are serious.”

      “Yup.”

      She starts laughing. “Oh, darling. You, tramping across Kenya? Hiking up the second tallest mountain on the continent? Diving into a shipwreck?” Rita pauses and waggles that dominating unibrow. “You do realize what diving means? Putting your head underwater. You know. Swimming under the surface.”

      I push her away and pace the room. “I’m phobic, not stupid.”

      “That’s funny. For a second, that’s exactly what you sounded like.”

      “Phobic?”

      “Stupid.”

      “Wow. With a friend like you⁠—”

      “You’ll need a lifetime of therapy.” Rita laughs. A volume of sound booms across the room and almost shatters the window behind me.

      “Shh. I don’t want Granny to hear us.”

      Rita snorts but softens her voice.

      I glance at my bedroom door, half-expecting my grandmother to magically appear in the doorway. I swear the woman has bat ears. It doesn’t matter where I am in the sprawling colonial mansion. Somehow she can hear me. Or sniff me out. 

      I bet if we did a genetic test on her, we’d find some serious mutations. Because I’m positive she’s equal parts bloodhound, bat, and eagle. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if one day, someone strolls up to me and announces my grandmother is really a witch.

      Rita’s smile widens. That particular smile always reminds me of the Cheshire Cat in Alice in Wonderland. Her bright red lipstick pops out from her caramel skin. The combination of lipstick, long nails, and her knowing smirk also reminds me of a Disney villain. A villainous cat, perhaps?

      “You haven’t told her, have you?” she asks in a singsong voice.

      “Does the prisoner tell the warden about the upcoming prison break?”

      “She’s not that bad.”

      Something clatters from down the hall. We both flinch and stare at the door.

      “Okay.” Rita holds up her hands, showing off the glittering tips. “Maybe she is that bad. But she’s got money. Buckets of it. Tell her it’s for your bachelorette party.”

      I scratch at my wrist, where an ugly birthmark rests over my pulse. “She’s already paid for that. And the dress. And the reception.”

      “What about Aunt Misty?”

      “She’d give me the money⁠—”

      “Great!”

      “And then tell Granny.”

      “Yeesh. So what’s Dr. Peter Okumu Esquire’s family paying for? The getaway car? Speaking of our dear Peter, why not hit him for the cash? That’s the benefit of having a wealthy fiancé. Tell him it’s for our Mombasa trip, a last fling before … You know. Your happy ever after.” Rita clutches her neck and staggers around the room as if carrying a great weight. She then collapses on my bed and giggles.

      I almost give up. Almost.

      “Real funny, Hollywood. No wonder you’re still single. Peter’ll also tell Granny. And even if he doesn’t, she’ll know he’s hiding something. But you.” I flop down beside her. “You’re the best liar ever.”

      “Why, thank you, darling. You say the sweetest things. Why don’t you team up with Peter?”

      “He’s out of the country for the next couple weeks, attending a medical convention.”

      “Peachy,” Rita says.

      “Not really.”

      I stare up at my ceiling. A grown woman shouldn’t have to sneak around, especially not from her bitter-sweet granny. But my granny and her sister Misty aren’t exactly … normal. Neither are my circumstances.

      I listen for the sounds of creaking floorboards. Not that I’ll actually hear Granny’s stealthy approach. It’s like that woman can levitate down the hallway. No one ever hears her coming.

      The other hotel residents don’t seem to mind. That’s not surprising. The Hotel Wavily is advertised as a second home. It’s really a glorified safe haven for the exotic and eccentric, not to mention fugitives and thieves. Our ten permanent guests think Granny is the bomb. And she is, especially when she gets angry.

      “I have to do this, Rita. Even if it kills me.”

      “Which it probably will.”

      “Probably.”

      I reach over and grab her hand while studying the cracks in the ceiling. The mansion is from Kenya’s colonial era, an old stone and brick building in the heart of Tea Town and surrounded by sprawling tea estates. It creaks with secrets and the whispers of ghosts. I’m pretty sure there are a few dead bodies buried in the foundation or inside the walls. The place has that kind of look to it. Not creepy. Just mysterious.

      Okay, maybe a bit creepy, but in a charming sort of way.

      Rita rolls onto her side and stares at me. She has eyelashes thicker than a rainforest. Large eyes, dark as ninety-percent dark chocolate and just as deadly. She’s armed and dangerous with those eyes. They probe me.

      I squirm but don’t dare look away.

      “So you think slinking away to join a scavenger hunt is a good idea?”

      “I don’t slink.”

      “Slither. Scuttle. Creep⁠—”

      “Slink it is.”

      “So? It’s a good idea?”

      Heck no. “Absolutely.”

      “You’re such a bad liar.”

      “Which is why you have to come with me to the starting point. That way, I’m not lying when I tell Granny we’re traveling together to the coast. She won’t mind if I’m with you. You know. Last fling and all that.”

      “She clearly doesn’t know what a scoundrel I am.”

      “Clearly. I’ve hidden your more scandalous behavior from her.”

      “Very wise, best friend. And then what?”

      I stare at the deepest crack. It runs diagonally across the ceiling, starting over my bed. I used to think that ghosts lived inside that crack. I told Aunt Misty I could hear them whispering, plotting to slip out one night and scare me.

      “Of course, there are ghosts. Here, love. Have a chocolate chip cookie,” she’d said.

      Not exactly comforting for a seven-year-old, highly imaginative child. But it’s not often Aunt Misty gives me her cookies for breakfast. Dinner, yes. Not breakfast. So I shut up about the ghosts and ate her cookie.

      Aunt Misty’s cookies are famous and in high demand. She sells them exclusively to the local teahouses and is sold out by midmorning. It’s like she puts a magic potion in them.

      “So how much is the entrance fee for this scavenger hunt?” Rita asks.

      I exhale. “It’s not cheap. The event is raising funds to finish the last section of electric fence for the new national park.”

      “The one that’s going to have a waiting list to enter it? It’s all over the news.”

      I nod. I may not be a fan of the great outdoors, but I appreciate the need to protect it. The Kalinja National Park will preserve a very delicate ecosystem and its rare inhabitants. The tight quota for visitor passes is to protect the animals from being overwhelmed by tourists. Some of Kenya’s parks are more like large zoos than places where the wild things live. Not Kalinja.

      “That is pretty cool. So how much?”

      “And the prize is a one-week, all expenses paid holiday at the luxury lodge inside it. It’s super exclusive⁠—”

      “You mean Ol Pacino? The one Chip Baker built?” Rita whistles. “That place is so exclusive, even A-status celebrities are on a waiting list to get in. A whole week, free? Peachy.”

      I nod. “I figured it would be a great honeymoon destination.”

      “If you win.”

      “Thanks for the confidence.”

      Of course, I want to win. But more than that, I just need to go. I want to have at least one adventure in which Granny isn’t helicopter-parenting me.

      “You sure?” Rita asks.

      I nod because I don’t trust my voice. Everything inside me is quivering. Even stuff that really shouldn’t be. How do bones quiver? They’re supposed to be rigid. Help us resist gravity. But I swear I feel mine convulsing. Loosening up and melting into jelly. I’m not even going to attempt to stand up. My bones are useless. I’ll simply collapse into a shivering, oozing puddle of useless jelly.

      “So, how much do you need?”

      I gulp and tell her.

      No whistle. No brow waggle. Just stunned silence.

      Mrs. Beaucoup’s voice echoes down the hallway even though she’s in another wing of the hotel. She’s complaining about Mr. Beaucoup. He’s monopolizing the bathroom again. It’s not even possible. Each bedroom has its own bathroom, and the Beaucoups don’t stay in the same room. He made it quite clear when they moved here that he only came with her for the free food. She only tolerates him because …

      Actually, I have no idea why they’re still together. Habit, I guess. And mutual fear of being caught by some anti-narcotic agency or other.

      “Do you get to meet him?” Rita asks.

      “Who?”

      “Chip Baker, of course. He’s super-wealthy and eccentric. But single.” The unibrow starts waggling in anticipation.

      “No idea. Maybe. So?”

      Rita rolls onto her back and locks her hands behind her head. Her Cheshire Cat smile is back on, full force. “Consider this your wedding gift from me. But don’t blame me if this trip kills you.”
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      Flare gun. Chlorine pills. Medicine for mountain sickness. Crampons.

      The packing list alone is enough to scare me. Like I need the assistance.

      Can Rita find all of these things? I’m not sure what half of them are, given that I’ve never camped in my life. And that’s crazy for someone who’s grown up in Kenya. Every kid goes on at least half a dozen camping trips while attending primary and secondary schools.

      I was homeschooled.

      Lucky me.

      My formal education was delivered with military precision by Granny. Aunt Misty was never involved because she has the attention span of a gnat (Granny’s words, not mine). And when Granny was too busy, she turned me over to one of the resident guests of the hotel. Oh, the things I learned.

      What ten-year-old needs to know how to remove a bullet? Or make a homemade remedy for removing bloodstains?

      No wonder I never go out much. Most people my age talk about the latest movie or their favorite Netflix series. Me? I know how to forge a signature and conduct a bank robbery.

      I tuck a sweater underneath my bathing suit. Not that I expect Granny to check my suitcase before I leave. And that’s just the problem. I never know what to expect when Granny is around.

      Speaking of which …

      A set of bony knuckles raps against my door. She opens it before I can invite her. I don’t bother arguing anymore. I used to try when I was a teen. I’d inform her in a tone that only a teenager can perfect, “Granny, I need privacy.”

      She’d purse her lips. “Whatever for? There’s nothing here I haven’t already seen.”

      Locking the door doesn’t work either. Granny is a world-class lock pick. I once asked her why she learned such an unusual skill. “One never knows when one might need to break out of a cell one day,” she said and refused to explain beyond that.

      Granny’s thick heels snap against the floor as she marches toward me. She always wears knee-high leather boots and a swashbuckling attitude. Her black hair is spiked, just like her character. And when she’s in a mood, she speaks like an actor on the set of a Pride and Prejudice movie.

      “Have you packed your inhaler?” Granny asks.

      I wish Rita was here. She’d roll her eyes on my behalf. “Yup. In my carry-on.”

      “Extra set of glasses?”

      “I’m not planning on losing or breaking the ones I’m wearing.”

      “No one ever plans on it. But one never knows. Things break.”

      I sigh. “Yes, they do.”

      “I still think you should take the train.” 

      “No, thanks. I want to arrive in Mombasa before next year does.”

      I glance up and meet her bright blue gaze. It’s like staring into a mirror if a mirror can show what you look like thirty years into the future.

      Her hands are on her hips. Granny doesn’t reach past my shoulders, even wearing her heeled boots. She still makes me feel small. She’s not nasty or anything like that. She’s just … Granny. 

      Everyone loves and adores Aunt Misty. They think Granny’s awesome in a kick-butt, take-no-prisoners sort of way. They don’t have to live with her. I did offer on several occasions to trade places with other children who admired the hotel’s famous cookies. The kids were always willing. Their parents, not so much.

      “Inhaler. Check. And the Advil. And a packet of Band-Aids.”

      Just thinking about Band-Aids makes me shudder. Band-Aids mean someone has scratched or cut themselves. That means blood and …

      I focus on my suitcase. “We’re all good.”

      “Bug spray?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. She tosses a bottle into my suitcase. 

      I look at the label. It’s ninety-five percent DEET. “Who are you trying to kill? The bugs, or me?”

      “One can never be too sure.”

      “This stuff is toxic and lethal.”

      “Exactly.” She spins on a heel and marches out. Her thick boot wedges click determinedly along the old hardwood floorboards. Funny how I never hear her approaching my room. That’s Granny. Silent but deadly.

      I lock my suitcase. It’s useless against a determined helicopter grandmother with a set of lock picks, but a girl has to try.

      I slip past the Afghan carpet hanging on the wall and enter a secret passage that leads to a set of concealed stairs. They were built back in the day when the sprawling estate had a ridiculously large number of servants. The secret passageways prevented the servants from disturbing the lord and lady of the manor. 

      Now they’re just a convenient way for Granny, me, and the hotel staff to move around without being harassed by our guests. Not all fugitives are friendly. Just saying.

      The servants’ stairs exit the house along the side. It’s away from the view of the main door, living room, and wraparound patio. That doesn’t mean I’m safe from Granny. She somehow always knows I’m leaving. I used to believe she had eyes in the back of her head. She told me she did, so why wouldn’t I believe it? An extra set of eyes would certainly explain how she knew everything.

      It was a great mystery to me when I was a kid. Now it just irritates me.

      I put a determined swing into my arms as I march down the long driveway. Miss Jenkins waves at me. I nod back and keep moving. I know better than to engage in conversation. I need to avoid all human contact if I want to get off the estate and arrive at Rita’s house sometime today.

      “Oh, Evian,” Miss Jenkins shouts. She’s a tall, bony creature with a shockingly loud, deep voice.

      I pretend I’m deaf. The driveway swings around a cluster of jacaranda trees. Their purple blossoms litter the cobblestones. I can’t see Miss Jenkins, and I’m hoping she falls for the whole out of sight, out of mind trick.

      “Evian! Where are you going?” she calls out.

      Guess not. Now the entire estate knows I’m leaving the premises.

      “Great.” I lengthen my stride.

      I hope Granny is too busy keeping the other residents entertained to notice. She’ll find some excuse to call me back. She always does. She likes me to stay on the estate, preferably inside the manor. Hence the homeschooling. Hence the total lack of social life. It’s a minor miracle I ever met Peter and Rita.

      I start to jog. The road takes another swerve around a giant, ancient mugumo tree. The fig tree is sacred to the Kikuyu tribe. No one is allowed to cut one down. Even the colonialists who built this place didn’t dare.

      A large tree root crosses the driveway. A section of the root juts up, creating a perfect tripping hazard. I stumbled over it when I was a little kid and knocked my head against a loose cobblestone. The memory is seared into my brain, probably because head cuts are the worst. The smallest injury results in a geyser of red.

      Granny had bellowed like the sky was falling for real. Her screams and the sight of blood spilling all over the place tipped me into unconsciousness. I woke up on a stretcher in the hotel’s private health clinic. My forehead was covered in bandages so thick, it looked like the cobblestone was attached to my head.

      Just thinking about the childhood incident makes me slow my pace to a fast crawl. The pet tortoise can beat me in a race two times over at my current walking speed.

      I glance behind, expecting Miss Jenkins. But my plan is working. No one is around. I reach the elaborate, wrought-iron gates without tripping, bleeding, or being caught by Granny or one of the residents. Even the tortoise is nowhere in sight.

      “Prison break, successful,” I mutter and jog down the block to Rita’s home.

      Rita’s house is the only other one on this unpaved country road. It’s the reason we initially became friends. Proximity. Granny’s philosophy on friendships is simple. Friends should live within fifteen minutes of each other. Otherwise, they’re too far away and not worth the effort.

      And this is why I need this trip. Win or lose, live or die …

      Preferably live.

      “Did you get everything?” I ask the moment Rita opens her door.

      She does her eyeball roll and unibrow waggle. “Yeesh. Great to see you too, darling. How’s your day going?”

      “Let’s just pretend we did all the social niceties. Where’s the loot?”

      She waves me towards the living room, where stacks of bags are piled on her sofa. I begin peering through them and pull out a set of lingerie that should be illegal. 

      “Because?” I ask.

      “Because you never know.”

      I toss the offending article of clothing toward the fireplace and keep plowing through. I lift a small box out of the bag. “What are these?”

      “Tampons. Obviously.”

      “Why did you buy tampons?”

      “It’s on the list.” Rita holds up the printout and taps a line somewhere in the middle.

      I don’t have to look at the list to know she’s wrong. “It says crampons. Not tampons.”

      Rita flips the paper over and squints. “Peachy. In my defense, you did print this out using the smallest possible font still visible with the unaided eye.”

      “Maybe you should use your glasses. That’s what they’re for.”

      “And maybe you should do your own shopping with your own parental figure’s credit card.”

      “Sorry.” I start tossing out more junk. “Hollywood, you know I love you, but how is any of this suitable? They said thick woolly mountain climbing socks. You bought me thin cotton anklets with a wooly mammoth pattern.”

      “That’s the mammoth from Ice Age. To inspire you. When you’re up the mountain and freezing. Get it?”

      “And this?” I yank out a wide-brimmed, frilly purple sunhat. “How is this going to keep my head warm in subzero temperatures at the top of Mount Kenya?”

      Rita scowls. Her unibrow starts working again. This time it crawls downward in the middle to create an angry V. “We’re going to the beach first, you know. I don’t want you to have a bad sunburn right before your big day.”

      “My big …” I stuff the hat into the bag. “I’m not worried about burning. I’m worried about freezing.”

      “You’re worried about everything.”

      I wish I’d brought the bottle of 95% DEET with me.

      Rita tosses up her hands and pulls the purple sunhat out. She waves it at me, then pushes it on her head. It’s a ridiculous accessory. She still rocks it.

      “Fine, Evi. Stuff’s not good enough for you? I’ll wear it.”

      “And what do I wear, Rita? The sexy lingerie?”

      “Please. That will be the day. Let’s go. Stores are still open if we hurry.”

      I hesitate. “Are you driving?”

      “Do you see anyone else around here with a license?”

      “Oh, sweet heavens.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “I’m gonna die today.”

      The Cheshire Cat grin returns.
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      “Watch out for the pedestrian,” I shout. “Oh, sweet heavens, save me.”

      “He shouldn’t be running right in front of me,” Rita says. “He jumped out of nowhere and cut me off. He’s lucky I have such good reflexes.”

      “You were driving on the sidewalk. Where else is he supposed to run?”

      “Across the road.”

      “Talk about roads, you should be on one, Rita.”

      “Have you seen the traffic? No wonder your granny never visits Nairobi. Look at this place, Evi.”

      “I’m trying not to.”

      I grip the door handle and pray to the God of Traffic and Innocent Bystanders to save me and the pedestrians from my friend’s best intentions. Or maybe Rita really is trying to kill me. It sure feels that way. 

      “We can always go shopping tomorrow. It’s okay if we don’t make it before⁠—”

      Rita presses her foot harder on the accelerator as she cuts in between a bus and a freight truck. I have no idea how we’re going to make it through the gap.

      “No time. We’re flying tomorrow. And I don’t want you freezing on top of that mountain.”

      I groan. “What did I ever do to deserve this?”

      Rita laughs. She sounds like the Joker from Batman. It’s hardly reassuring. The Cheshire Cat is bad enough. But the Joker? I’ll be lucky to arrive in one piece, never mind alive.

      I finally start breathing when we veer into the parking lot of the Nairobi Sports House. Rita ducks in front of another vehicle to take the only remaining spot. I glance over at the enraged driver and give him an apologetic smile. He responds with an obscene gesture and honks.

      “I think we should make a run for it,” I say as I stumble out of the car. The world spins for a moment. Rita’s driving has that effect on me.

      I’m sure she has several guardian angels working overtime. Otherwise, she’d be dead several times over. I’m amazed she’s never been in a serious accident with the way she drives. Minor ones aplenty, but nothing she can’t walk away from.

      “One of these days someone’s going to toss you into jail,” I warn her.

      “If I’m lucky.” She grins as we walk across the parking lot. “Think of all the awesome stories I’ll have when I get out.”

      “There’s no Netflix in a Kenyan prison.” I know this because Granny told me. I have no idea how she knows that, but it sounds about right.

      Rita sighs dramatically and holds the door open. “All true artists must be willing to suffer for their art.”

      I scurry into the store, list in hand. “Or, in your case, a manicure.”

      “True. Oh, my. Check out your twelve-o’clock.”

      I glance at my watch. “It’s almost five.”

      Rita slaps me on the shoulder and hisses in my ear, “Not your watch. Straight ahead.”

      I look up, expecting to see some gorgeous guy. Because that’s the only reason Rita pays attention to anyone around her. Instead, I see a middle-aged man with a receding hairline. “Your tastes certainly have… matured. No judgment here.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Look what’s in his hand.”

      I look. It’s a set of crampons. “So?”

      She reaches around me and flicks a finger at the list. “Crampons. Sixth item on the list. Now how many people actually need crampons?”

      “Whatever.” It’s not like we’re the only contestants. Sure, the entrance fee is expensive. But there’s a lot of people who can afford it.

      Rita starts chatting to an older man standing behind the counter. He’s an Indian fellow with a broad smile and wire-rimmed glasses. I hope she’s not flirting with him. Just in case, I hide in the aisle with all the hiking gear. The selection of socks underwhelms me, but at least they’re better than Ice Age cotton⁠—

      Rita bumps her shoulder against mine and whispers, “The last set.”

      “Set?’”

      “Of crampons. Pay attention. Or it’s doom on you.”

      “Or we can go to another Sports House.”

      “No. You don’t understand. That’s it. The. Last. Crampons.”

      She emphasizes each word with great care. Her unibrow lifts in a horizontal line. “That old guy at the counter? He’s the owner, and he just checked with all the other branches. They don’t normally stock crampons. That one is it. The last crampons. Doom on⁠—”

      “Fine. No crampons. I don’t see why we need a set. The organizers can’t really expect us to climb the glacier. That would be irresponsible. It’s a technical climb.”

      But Rita isn’t listening. She’s abandoned me to my sock search and is marching over to the unsuspecting customer.

      Maybe asking Rita for help wasn’t my smartest move. I wonder if it’s too late to call her off and ask Peter before he leaves for his business trip. Peter would never accost other customers, even if they are holding the last set of crampons in the country.

      A pregnant woman pushes a stroller toward me. It contains a small, screaming, snot-nosed boy. He pauses to inhale before increasing the volume. I don’t blame him. I want to crawl right in there with him and cry my lungs out.

      “Sir, those belong to us,” Rita snaps.

      She speaks with such authority that the man takes a step back and starts to offer her the crampons. Sweat beads along his forehead and trickles down his dark skin. Then reason gets the better of him. 

      “Now listen here, miss⁠—”

      “Don’t you miss me, mister. I know my rights.”

      I pretend not to know her. Hear no evil, and all that. I snatch up a thick sweater and hiking socks without bothering to check sizes or colors.

      A young shop assistant sidles up and offers me a small shopping cart. “Do you need any help, madam?”

      “Do I ever, but I doubt you can save me.”

      Rita raises her voice. “You, sir, are out of line. But I’ll let it go this time.”

      I toss the sweater into the cart. “Warm socks and sweaters are overrated.”

      The shop assistant frowns but makes an effort to look like he cares.

      Surely I can just take an extra sleeping bag and huddle in my backpack? It’s only one night somewhere on the second tallest mountain in Africa. It’s unlikely I’ll be anywhere near the summit. How bad can it possibly be? In fact, I can probably stay at the luxurious Mt. Kenya Safari Club near the base after I’ve solved the mountain riddle.

      I start to smile until the customer with the crampons interrupts my little fantasy.

      “I don’t think so, miss.” His loud voice projects over the toddler’s tantrum and the mother’s useless efforts to silence it.

      The store owner is now watching, along with everyone else.

      I slouch over my cart and gauge the distance between me and the exit. I can probably make it in about five seconds. Three seconds if I leave the cart and jump over the tennis display. And if I’m lucky? I’ll manage to escape while maintaining my dignity.

      “Oh, I see how it is. You’re going to use that tone with me, are you?” 

      I don’t have to see Rita to know what she’s doing. She’s lifting her unibrow in a condescending way and piercing the man’s soul with her dark gaze. Heaven help us if she lets loose a Joker laugh. 

      “You think because you’re a man, you can bully me around?” she continues.

      “No,” the man says, his tone caught between angry and anxious. “I … What?”

      I’m definitely abandoning the cart. Warm clothes are not worth suffering through what’s coming next.

      The Joker laugh booms across the store.

      Oh, sweet heavens. It’s time to run. Forget dignity. It’s way overrated.

      “I have news for you, sir. The days of patriarchal domination are done. Finished. Guess what? We don’t tolerate that chauvinistic behavior anymore. Do we, Evian?”

      I freeze. She might as well shine a spotlight on me. I feel everyone shift to stare at me. I glance up and peer through a curtain of dark-brown hair to meet the balding man’s hostile gaze. “It’s fine. We⁠—”

      “Will pay you double for it,” Rita finishes for me. “And that’s more than generous on our part.”

      She gives me a disappointed look before shouldering past the customer. She snatches up the crampons on her way to the checkout counter.

      The man shouts and lunges for her.

      Rita starts sprinting for the exit and shouts, “Freedom!”

      The shop assistant screams, “Terrorist!”

      This is not going to end well.

      A security guard lumbers into view and raises a rubber police baton. The baton twitches in anticipation. Rita doesn’t hesitate. She fakes a left, then dodges to the right and slides under the guard’s arm.

      The bald customer isn’t quite so lucky. He stumbles in his attempt to keep up with Rita and plows straight into the security guard. The baton flies out of the guard’s hand and lands squarely on the shop assistant, who instantly collapses. A large welt blooms on his forehead.

      At least there’s no blood. Yet.

      Self-preservation kicks in. I turn away from the scene of utter chaos, not even tempted to look when something crashes behind me. Probably the security guard and the customer falling onto the tennis display.

      A couple of tennis balls bounce past me.

      Yup. Good guess.

      My arms start pumping, and my legs discover a new skill in the form of sprinting for one’s life.

      The checkout counter is to my left. I see the owner’s expression. His eyes and mouth are all in the shape of large O’s. Sound is gushing out of his mouth, but I can’t hear him because I’m focused on the exit.

      The pregnant woman with the still-screaming toddler exits the neighboring aisle and strolls in front of me. The toddler sees me first. His face is purple, his lips blue. He keeps screaming and points at me. The mother isn’t paying attention. She and I share something in common. We both wish we didn’t have a shopping companion.

      Momentum and gravity have never been my friends. The toddler knows it. I know it. The mother has no clue.

      I’m not able to stop. Not before I plow into her, the stroller and her large protrusion.

      I wave my arms as if I can sweep her out of my path. The woman sees me just in time. Mother’s instincts are incredible. Despite her toddler being a screaming, horrible, snotty mess, she does what she needs to do to save him from being trampled over by a raging lunatic. She pushes the stroller in one direction and stumbles backward in the other, clearing the path.

      More tennis balls bounce ahead of me, creating a moving floor of neon yellow.

      “Blast,” I cry out.

      I know what’s going to happen before it does. Knowing doesn’t save me. It just makes it worse. It’s like a bad movie except it’s for real.

      My foot lands on one of those neon yellow balls.

      My legs shoot up. My head thumps down. Stars in the shape of tennis balls float overhead.

      Rita leaps over my horizontal body, shouting a wordless war cry. She thrusts the crampons above her head like a victory flag. I try to warn her.

      Too late.

      She lands on the tennis balls. Her head snaps against my stomach. I cough out air and maybe part of a lung. I’m just glad I haven’t eaten recently. Otherwise, air wouldn’t be the only thing gushing out of me.

      Faces appear above me. My brain attempts to focus in on them. They all look like large tennis balls for a moment. One of the balls has a set of wire-rimmed glasses. 

      The glasses-wearing ball morphs into the store owner’s face. He’s no longer smiling. The buzzing in my ears is too loud for me to hear what he’s shouting. I’m going to go out on a limb here and take a wild guess that it’s nothing good. His face is purple, which reminds me of the screaming toddler who’s still throwing a tantrum. Except the owner has a large vein on the side of his neck, which looks like it’s about to explode. And if that happens, I’m passing out. 

      That’s not such a bad idea. I consider inducing myself into unconsciousness.

      Too late.

      My hearing clears.

      “And I never, ever want to see you or this other maniac in my stores again. Do you understand?” He whips out a phone and takes a photo of the two of us. “See here? I’m sending this to all my staff.”

      Rita holds up the crampons. “Peachy. Can we get a discount on these?”
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      Rita’s right. I’m a terrible liar.

      I make sure to layer the beachwear at the top of my suitcase and stuff the crampons and other mountain-related clothes underneath. Rita told Granny we’ll be at the beach for a week. Taking a big suitcase shouldn’t raise her eyebrows too much.

      I hope.

      Rita’s unibrow is powerful. But it doesn’t have anything on Granny’s thin, pointy eyebrows. And right now, both eyebrows are making miniature tents on Granny’s forehead.

      We’re sitting in the tearoom where she is — not surprisingly — pouring tea into our cups. It’s mid-afternoon, which means everyone must congregate for tea. The only excuses for missing the scheduled activity are incarceration, coma, or death, and even then, I’m not sure.

      The room is more of an atrium. Full of plants. One wall is all glass, facing the overgrown jungle that is our garden. As much as I love the tearoom, I’d rather be on the airplane heading for the coast. And I hate flying. By hate, I, of course, mean I’m scared breathless. Just another one of my phobias.

      “How many bathing suits do you need for the beach?”

      I shrug and slurp at my tea.

      Aunt Misty shakes her head. “In my day, we didn’t bother packing swimwear. We merely trotted into the ocean, lickety-split.”

      “So, you walked around with wet clothes all day?” I ask.

      “Oh, no, love. Who said anything about swimming with clothes on?”

      “Oh, sweet heavens. I’m going to need therapy.”

      Aunt Misty giggles. “You young people and your modern peculiarities.”

      “Covering ourselves with clothes and wearing shoes. Shocking,” I say.

      “Truly, I am astounded with the both of you,” Granny murmurs. “I have no intention of allowing any member of this family to wander around without clothes.”

      “No arguments here,” I grumble.

      Granny runs The Hotel Wavily with military precision. But Aunt Misty is a whole other deal. She’s a hippie. And I mean the full-meal-deal hippie. Tie-dye clothes, rainbow bandanas, and a collection of sappy peace songs. I’m not sure which of the three I find more offensive.

      “Speaking of swimming,” Granny says and pins me with her stare. “Don’t go near the reef. You can scratch your knee on one of the corals. Especially in low tide.”

      “Yes, Granny.”

      It’s an automatic response. My voice is mechanical as I say it. Because arguing with Granny is like facing down a charging rhino: a waste of time, and a surefire way to get trampled.

      She doesn’t warn me about sunblock or wearing hats or anything else. I could come back crispy red, and she wouldn’t raise one of those pointy eyebrows. But a scratch? That’s enough to send her over the proverbial cliff. Something I wish she would do right about now. I hold my breath and wonder if I can induce a fainting spell.

      “And don’t forget to wear closed shoes. There’ll be no walking around barefoot on the paths. They’re a minefield of broken glass and such.”

      Miss Jenkins strolls into the tearoom. “Evian! I need help with bandaging up my bunions.”

      I leap out of the wicker chair and ignore Granny’s tented eyebrows. “Let’s do those bunions.”

      Miss Jenkins is seventy, making her the eldest hotel resident by far. But she doesn’t have bunions. She just wants someone to listen to her complain about all her various aches and pains, including her not-so-secret crush on Mr. Hayes, who is about half her age. I half-listen while I plot how to leave the house without being caught by Granny’s version of the Spanish Inquisition.

      “And do you know what I told Mr. Hayes?” Miss Jenkins asks. “I said, ‘Mr. Hayes, you are too much. You really don’t need to hear all the details about my digestive system.’”

      “No, we don’t.” I finish wrapping up her feet.

      “That’s what I said. But he insisted. Have you ever heard of purple feces?”

      And there it is. You know how little kids talk about poop as if it’s something Santa Claus leaves in their Christmas stockings? Newsflash. Those conversations come winging back around when people reach seventy.

      Fortunately, I have an answer for every digestion-related comment and question. “Must be the beetroot.”

      Never mind that Miss Jenkins never eats beetroot. We actually haven’t served it in a few weeks specifically to avoid these sorts of conversations with her. But quite frankly, I don’t care what the real reason is behind her colorful excretions. That’s what our part-time resident doctor is for. I’m just the house help.

      A house help who has to finish packing for the beach, the mountain, and heaven knows where.

      I leave Miss Jenkins rambling on about Mr. Hayes and his appalling sense of propriety. I mentally go through the remaining items on my list. Rita and I managed to buy almost everything despite our lifelong ban from the Nairobi Sports House. No big loss since I avoid sports like Mr. Beaucoup avoids his wife.

      Sweaters.

      In my haste to escape the judgmental glares of the other customers, I’d abandoned the sweater and hiking socks. It’s okay because I’m pretty sure Granny has a few dusty sweaters somewhere in that deep walk-in closet of hers. Aunt Misty gave all her winter clothes away a while ago, but Granny keeps everything. Even my ballet shoes from when I was seven. I once dared to ask her why she’s keeping my ballet shoes.

      “One never knows when such things come in handy,” she’d replied.

      As if we’re going to adopt a seven-year-old who happens to have a passion for ballet.

      I grab the small backup I’m using as my daypack and head to her bedroom.

      You know that scene in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe? The one in which the youngest girl steps into the wardrobe and pushes aside heavy fur coats. And she keeps pushing them aside and moving toward the back of the wardrobe, except there is no back. It just goes on and on and on until she stumbles out into a snowy forest of wonderment and enchantment.

      Granny’s walk-in closet feels like that.

      I used to find it a magical place when I was a kid, especially since I had to sneak in when no one was watching. It’s been a few years since I dared venture inside. Granny is quite particular about her privacy, even if she has no respect for mine. But it’s only a sweater, so she shouldn’t mind. I keep telling myself that, hoping to reassure the worm of anxiety, nibbling at my confidence.

      Then why not ask her?

      I really hate that little mind voice. Always coming up with reasonable questions and logical suggestions.

      Rita tells me it’s better to beg for forgiveness than ask for permission. Or if it’s really important, it’s better to steal what you need and not get caught than ask for permission and not get it.

      That hasn’t always worked out well for her. I hope to have better luck.

      My glasses slip down my sweaty nose. I don’t know anyone else whose nose sweats when they’re nervous. It’s just another way I’m special. I keep pushing up the glasses as I sneak into Granny’s room and pray she stays in the tearoom for a while longer. I should hear her if she comes up the grand staircase unless she really can levitate. If she can, then I’m in even bigger trouble than I thought.

      I tiptoe just in case her bat ears hear me from the other side of the house. The air in her room is silent and heavy as if warning me to go back to where I belong. I ignore the air, my sweaty nose, the anxious worm, and my little inner voice, which is now screaming at me to leave.

      The walk-in closet is lit with only a single bulb. There’s a forest of clothes hanging on either side. Most of it is for warm weather with a few light jackets and shawls for cooler evenings. I flick through anyways.

      Nothing.

      I crane my neck to study the top shelf. It’s stuffed with boxes of all shapes, sizes, colors, and materials. I’m sure one of them must have a musty old sweater from the time she lived in Canada. She’s told me a few stories of her years spent in Winnipeg. There’s no way she survived those winters without a heavy jacket and several layers of sweaters.

      I start pulling down boxes. The first one is a fabric-covered hatbox which contains a hat. No surprise there. The hat is one of those fancy, wide-brimmed deals complete with a lace veil. The type that a dedicated church lady saves for Sundays. All frilly, flouncy, and flowery. Granny hasn’t seen the inside of a church ever, as far as I know.

      The second box contains yellowed, crinkly receipts. Granny’s idea of a filing system.

      I stretch my arm, hoping to have more luck at the back of the shelf. My fingers graze against cold metal. A handle. I latch onto it and tug something heavy into view.

      A box made of dark hardwood. Maybe mahogany. It looks old and smells like lavender when I pull it closer. Symmetrical designs are carved on all surfaces. It’s too beautiful to store receipts in it. It must be something precious and important.

      So not a sweater.

      I glance over my shoulder, but the bedroom is empty. Only birds squabbling on the tree right outside the window disturbs the silence.

      “Beg for forgiveness,” I remind myself and haul the ornate box off the shelf. It’s as heavy as it looks, and I almost drop it. It pinches my toes as I set it down.

      I bite back a curse as I crouch before the box. I take a moment to ponder the wisdom of opening it. Maybe it’s the proverbial Pandora’s Box. Or maybe it’s just a bunch of old receipts.

      I stroke the intricate pattern carved on its lid and snap my hand back when my fingertips sizzle. It’s as if electricity is coursing through the wood. And I’m pretty sure that’s not possible. My homeschool curriculum included several lessons on electricity. Granny made me redo the lesson on how to avoid being electrocuted, just to make sure I understood.

      Wood isn’t a conductor.

      “Just nerves.” I place my hand on the box and prepare to leap back if sparks fly at me. Nothing happens.

      I squint at the small padlock. It’s shiny brass, like the handle and hinges. Shiny as if someone has taken good care of it.

      “It’s probably locked, then.” I hope it is. Because then I’ll have no choice but to put it back and move on.

      My fingers tingle when I brush both hands over the lid.

      Weird and weirder.

      The chest waits for me to make a decision. It’s big enough to put a few sweaters in it, so … I tug at the padlock. It pops open with a soft snick.

      “Oh, bother.”

      Now I have no choice but to open the box. With every breath, I’m more certain that terrible secrets will come flying out, forever destroying my life.

      Or I could just find a sweater.

      The lid opens easily, almost eagerly. As if the box had been waiting for me to open it.

      I stare at the contents and wonder who my grandmother is.
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      If you know the story of Alice in Wonderland, you have a pretty good idea of what my life is like. Because I’m always falling down a rabbit hole.

      Take this antique carved box, for example. It’s fancy, looks and smells expensive. Someone clearly cares enough to oil the wood and hinges.

      Most grandmothers store their unfinished knitting in such boxes. Or old jewelry they wish to give to a beloved granddaughter. Mementos from their wedding. Their babies’ christening outfits and first shoes. Romantic letters, most likely from her husband because a normal grandmother only ever has one true love in her life.

      Not Granny.

      I lift up the lid and hope for miracles. But I know better than to expect something as mundane as knitting or letters from a dearly missed, deceased husband. I still hold onto the hope that one day I’ll discover some proof I come from a normal family. That my life isn’t a twisted fairytale created by a drug-addled writer.

      Today is not that day.

      I peer closely at the surface of a dagger. It’s too sharp to be ornamental and too ornate to be a kitchen knife.

      “Please, God, let those be rust spots,” I mutter and decide not to touch the reddish-brown stains. A rusty knife approaches normal. Bloodstains? Not so much.

      There’s a thin bone about the length of my index finger. It’s old, the color of ivory. A Halloween prop? I stroke its surface. It’s not plastic. I start to hyperventilate. What had I been thinking, opening this box?

      Why does Granny have a real bone and a bloodstained knife in her closet?

      That’s a better question, but it doesn’t help. My throat constricts, and I lower my head. Bad idea. Now I’m breathing in the dusty lavender scent and staring at my reflection in the knife’s surface.

      I sit up and wipe a hand across my mouth. I don’t have my inhaler with me, and if I leave now, I know I’ll never dare sneak back into the closet.

      And I’m not leaving without a sweater.

      “Way to focus on priorities, Evian,” I whisper.

      If I can talk, I can breathe. The thought calms me down.

      I should probably close up the box. Instead, I sift through a layer of dried petals. They’re dark red and tear-shaped. Kind of like drops of⁠—

      “Enough of that,” I interrupt my little mind voice before I really lose it.

      A small leather-bound notebook sits under all the petals. Next to it is a hand mirror set inside a heavy, decorative silver frame. I ignore the knife, the bone, and several lumpy balls that look like shriveled-up animal organs. I’m not sure how I know what they are.

      “It’s common knowledge,” I say. “Yeah. That’s it. Everyone knows what dried-up animal organs look like.”

      I pick up the notebook. Its thick, yellowed pages crinkle with age as I open it. I don’t recognize the handwriting or the language used.

      I flick through the pages. Hand-drawn paintings cover some of them. One of the drawings looks like a map.

      “Please don’t kill your husband, Mrs. Beaucoup,” Granny’s voice pierces the heavy silence. “I’d rather not have to deal with corpses today. The cleanup is such an inconvenience.”

      My heart and lungs change places. Granny is at the entrance to the family wing.

      Oh, sweet heavens.

      I don’t think. It seems to be a recurring theme for me lately. I stuff the notebook into my backpack, softly close the box, and gaze up at the shelf.

      Granny’s heels hit the hardwood floor of her room. She must’ve raced down the hallway after warning Mrs. Beaucoup against murder. There’s no time. I shove the box under the clothes hanging in front of me and hope Granny isn’t looking for an evening gown at that moment.

      “What are you doing in here, Evian?”

      I swivel while remaining on my knees. Beg for forgiveness was never so literal before. The backpack feels heavy. Or is that my guilt?

      “One does not merely walk into another person’s closet,” Granny continues.

      “No, one doesn’t. I mean, I came here looking for a sweater.” I stand up and focus on my lips. The left side always twitches when I lie. Not that I’m lying at the moment. Not exactly. I mean, I did come looking for a sweater.

      Her pointed eyebrows float up her forehead. “And why do you need a sweater for the coast?”

      Busted.

      “For the airplane?” I try to inject confidence in my voice. It sounds like I’m questioning my own judgment.

      Probably because I am. Along with my sanity. I swear the book is sizzling against my back.

      She harrumphs. “Yes, they do like to freeze their passengers, don’t they? Then again, a frozen person is so much more docile and manageable than a warm one. I can’t say I entirely disapprove.” 

      She marches into her closet. The click of her boot heels reminds me of a bomb’s ticking clock. Not that I have experience with such things.

      I glance down and see a corner of the mahogany box poking out from beneath a black sequined gown. I swivel to stand in front of it and push it back with a foot.

      “Here. You may find this useful.” She yanks a sweater off a stack on the top shelf and hands it to me.

      How did I not see that pile of sweaters? It’s right there, clearly visible.

      I don’t look too closely at the one she gives me. It’s definitely from another century. I don’t care. It’s a sweater, and she doesn’t know what I found. Neither do I, but that’s beside the point.

      “Thanks.”

      I glance at the gown on my way out. The box is out of sight. I silently promise to come back later and return it to its shelf. But for now, I just want to escape Granny’s inquisitive stare.
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      “One of these days, Rita, you’re going to get us arrested,” I warn her.

      Rita’s unibrow wiggles as she laughs. “We can only hope.”

      “Great. I’m traveling with a madwoman.”

      The taxi driver glances back at us. “Don’t be mad. I give you a good price.”

      “Watch out for the—” I scream as he heads straight toward a scrawny cow crossing the road.

      The driver grins and jerks the steering wheel. Tires screech and I knock my head against the window.

      “Forget the discount. He’s going to give me a heart attack,” I say.

      Rita pats my knee.

      We landed in Mombasa half an hour ago and just in time to enjoy the evening rush hour. Combine that with humidity, heat, and no air conditioning, and I’m already a puddle of nerves and sweat. Plus, we need to reach the starting point by sundown, which is only minutes away.

      I glance at my watch. “We’re cutting it close.”

      Rita sticks her head out the window.

      “If your head gets knocked off by another vehicle, don’t blame me.”

      She ignores me. Or maybe the rush of air prevents her from hearing anything.

      I need an Advil.

      I slump in my seat and tug my small backpack open. “Why do you think we need a speargun?”

      Wind or no wind, Rita hears that question. She slides back inside and laughs. “Should be fun, right?”

      “Your definition of fun leaves much to be desired. Anything involving the use of a gun and crampons is definitely not fun.”

      “But that’s the best part!”

      “Do you have the evening’s schedule?” 

      I know she doesn’t because that’s not Rita’s style. She’s happy to show up at the starting line without any thought, drop me off and let me figure things out myself.

      I begin searching through my backpack because I’m pretty sure I printed out the schedule. Not that it’s particularly detailed. The website had been slim on details and fat on exclamation marks about how exciting the contest was going to be.

      “I wonder if they’ll give us all the clues tonight? I hope so. I could sure use your help to⁠—”

      My fingertips sizzle as if brushing against an electric fence.

      I know what it is, but it shouldn’t do that. And it shouldn’t be here. I frown and pull out the notebook.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I stuff the book back into the pack. “Nothing.”

      Nothing at all. Apart from the fact, a leather notebook keeps giving me an electric shock. And I forgot to put the book back in the box, and the box back on the top shelf.

      Nothing’s wrong, apart from certain death once I arrive back home. Granny doesn’t like me going into her room. Her closet was off-limits when I was a child, and forbidden ever since that time I disobeyed her. She’s going to be furious.

      Maybe I’ll get lost on the mountain and be adopted by a tribe of yetis. If I’m lucky.

      “Isn’t this a one-way street?” Rita’s question intrudes on my panicked thoughts.

      I look up in time to see an arrow nailed to the wall. The arrow is pointing in the opposite direction of the one we’re facing. “Sir?”

      The driver looks over his shoulder and smiles. “Don’t worry. Hakuna Matata. Everyone does this.”

      “Does the other truck know that?”

      “Hakuna … What other truck?”

      A large truck honks. It’s hurtling toward us along the narrow, one-way street.

      My life flashes before me. I never really understood what that phrase meant until this moment. Sadly, the flashing thing doesn’t take long. My life apparently isn’t that interesting. I still don’t want to die.

      I scream. Rita lets loose her Joker laugh, and the driver yanks the steering wheel just in time for us to swerve into a side road. The truck keeps honking as it zooms past us. I think my heart is on the front windshield of that truck because it sure the heck isn’t in my chest. I can’t feel anything.

      “I think I’m dying,” I wheeze.

      The Joker laugh subsides. “If you’re able to talk, you’re breathing. So you’re probably still alive.”

      “Tell that to my lungs.”

      “We’re here,” the driver announces and slams on the brakes hard enough for me to thump my head against the back of his seat.

      Rita helps me haul out my large suitcase, then tugs out her own. The driver waves at us and careens into the traffic in a wave of honks and smelly, gray exhaust.

      “Thank heavens that’s over, and only a minute to spare,” I mutter and stare at the gloomy building looming in front of us.

      Fort Jesus. A well-preserved, sixteenth-century Portuguese fortress that stares out at the ocean on one side and Mombasa City on the other.

      Rita gives me her Cheshire Cat grin. “Ready?”

      Definitely not. I force a smile. “Absolutely.”

      “Liar.”

      The organizers of the scavenger hunt have pulled some serious strings. The fort is normally full of tourists but is now closed to everyone except the contestants. I personally prefer to experience historical sites via a Netflix or NatGeo documentary, but I’m still intrigued. We’ll be spending the night inside the UNESCO World Heritage Site. I’m not sure where. The fort isn’t designed to house anything but ghosts and seabirds. I doubt there’s even running water.

      We’re the last ones to arrive. The guard shuts the gate behind us as the sun sets.

      “We nearly missed getting in,” I say and gesture to the guard.

      “But we didn’t,” Rita says. “Glass half full, darling.”

      “Where are the emergency exits?”

      “Who cares? It’s not like the walls can catch fire.”

      I glance around. Everything is made with large squares of rough stone. “They could work on their interior decorating.”

      Rita rolls her eyes as she saunters toward the crowd. “Come on, Evi. Registration desk is over here. Let’s check-in and check out our room.”

      “So, what’re your plans after I leave tomorrow morning?” I ask as we join the line in front of the desk.

      Five people ahead of me. How many people are in this contest? Do I have a chance at winning? I don’t even know how to scuba dive. My idea of mountain climbing involves a set of steps and a coffee shop at the top.

      “About that.”

      My head jerks toward Rita. She doesn’t meet my gaze.

      “What? You did pay the entrance fee, right? Oh, sweet heavens. Did you forget the crampons? After all we did to get⁠—”

      “You mean, what I did to get them. All you did was knock over the tennis display.”

      “Actually, it was Mr. Bald Guy who knocked over the tennis display. So what did you do?”

      Rita clears her throat. 

      Blast. That’s a bad sign. It means she’s feeling guilty. And Rita never feels guilty. Unless she’s stolen your last piece of chocolate from your Halloween stash. She did that to me when we were twelve years old. True story. That was a couple of decades ago, but some events are burned into memory. This is one of them.

      It was the one year Granny allowed me to go trick-or-treating in town. Okay, she didn’t actually allow me. She was traveling at the time, Aunt Misty didn’t mind, and Rita’s mom naturally assumed I was allowed because that’s what normal children do. And I naturally neglected to tell her there’s nothing normal about my family life.

      The only other time I can remember Rita clearing her throat was when she forgot to feed my goldfish for a weekend.

      Rita clears her throat again, louder this time.

      Flashbacks of missing Halloween candy and dead goldfish float to the top of my mind.

      “Rita Boroomand. Out with it.” 

      “Of course, I paid the entrance fee.” Pause. “For both of us.”

      She’s still not looking at me, so it takes me a minute to understand what she just said. 

      “Why would you pay … Wait, what? Both of us? Are you also going to be a contestant?” I feel stupid the minute I ask the question.

      Her unibrow dips down. “The entrance form says teams of one to four, with two being preferred. So I figured⁠—”

      “Oh, no, you didn’t. No. No way. You’re not⁠—”

      “What?” She swivels to face me, knocking the guy in front of us with her handbag in the process. He glares at her. She doesn’t bother to return the favor because she’s scowling at me. Her scowl deepens, and the unibrow is almost a solid vertical line pointing down her nose. 

      “Why shouldn’t I come? I paid for everything except your flight down here. I did most of the shopping. So why not?”

      “Because the prize is my honeymoon trip!”

      The sentence ends in a wail. People glance over at me.

      “You can go somewhere else for your honeymoon. Peter can pay for it. It’s not like he’s broke and needs friends to pay his entrance fees. What’s the big deal?”

      I stand on tiptoes, so my eyes are level with hers. “Because I want to contribute something for a change.”

      “Then get a job.”

      Tears sting my eyes, but I refuse to cry. Rita’s expression softens a bit. She knows she’s gone too far. Granny and Aunt Misty need me to help at the hotel. It’s the only job I’ve ever had, and my salary is pretty much minimum wage.

      “You can’t do this to me,” I whisper.

      Any guilt she might’ve had fades away. She faces forward and lifts her chin so I can’t see directly into her eyes. “I already have. Besides, you can’t win this hunt without me. Scuba diving? Please. You don’t even know how to swim.”

      It doesn’t matter she’s right. In fact, that only makes it worse. “I can manage.”

      “Yeah. To get yourself killed. You want to know why you need a speargun?”

      I’m not sure if I really do. I suspect I don’t. Either way, I don’t answer.

      She leans toward me and hisses in my ear, “In case there are sharks where we have to dive.”

      “So? I’ll just hide behind some coral.”

      The man in front of us chuckles.

      Rita slaps him on the shoulder with her bag, this time on purpose. “Hey, only I get to laugh at her. You just face forward and keep quiet.”

      The man half-turns and smirks. It’s one of those smirks that makes me want to hit him hard. And not on the shoulder or with a handbag. Unless the handbag has a couple of bricks inside. But my preference is to smack a cast-iron frying pan across his head.

      “Ladies. This race isn’t for the likes of you.”

      As if his smirk isn’t bad enough, he rakes his gaze over both of us, slowly. Like he’s mentally stripping us.

      Nope. A couple of bricks definitely aren’t enough. More like a truckload of them upended on his head.

      Rita smiles. If the Joker and the Cheshire Cat had a child, it would have that smile.

      She reaches into her bag, pulls out a Swiss Army knife, and steps into his space. She jabs the unopened tool at his crotch. “Turn around. Or you may find yourself joining the ranks of female contestants.” She leans back and stares at a point below his belt. “You don’t need those anyway. Unless you plan to feed them to the shark.”

      The man blanches and mutters something unsavory under his breath.

      Okay. Maybe I do need her with me.

      But I’m never going to admit it.
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