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Dedication

For Mom,

who read me countless stories and always listened

once I was ready to start telling my own





DISCLAIMER TO THE DISCLAIMER

The statement below is a parody of the “all persons fictitious” disclaimer, which emerged as the standard please-god-don’t-sue-us boilerplate language after Princess Irina Alexandrovna of Russia successfully took MGM to court for libel over the 1932 movie Rasputin and the Empress.

This book will contain no further educational content.

DISCLAIMER

This story is a work of fiction, which you probably guessed when you picked it out of the fiction section. All characters, locations, and organizations are a product of the author’s imagination, except for the ones that aren’t. Any resemblance to real events is purely coincidental and would honestly be pretty surprising.

The investigative procedures used by the teenage protagonists are not condoned by the author, the Society of Professional Journalists, or any known legal system and should not be attempted by anyone. You will go to jail.




Chapter 1
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THE THIRD-GREATEST TRAGEDY of my life is that I don’t live in a film noir.

The second-greatest tragedy of my life is that it’s 498 days until my eighteenth birthday, which means 498 days until I get to leave San Miguel, California, more specifically, Presidio High School, and, more broadly, my holding pattern of a life here.

Don’t worry about the first-greatest tragedy, because it happened a long time ago and isn’t interesting or special at all. It happens to lots of people, and I prefer to focus on the ways I’m not like most people.

Here are two examples:

Everyone else at lunch is wearing shorts and T-shirts, and I am wearing a trench coat.

Everyone else is eating lunch together, and I am eating alone.

Which is fine. It’s good, actually, because it gives me space to think about things.

Like how nobody would ever eat a brown-bagged lunch in film noir. I can’t think of any noir I’ve seen where the private investigator eats a chicken focaccia sandwich, and I’ve seen pretty much every movie in the genre. Nobody goes to high school in film noir, either, but no matter how many times I ask, Dad won’t let me drop out. So here I am.

You’re probably picturing me in a school cafeteria with a lunch line and tables fiercely guarded by rival cliques, but you shouldn’t. That’s a trope. Every kind of movie has its tropes—the things you know you’re going to see, the things you start to expect—and is there a bigger one for teen dramas than cafeteria cliques?

Maybe there is. I don’t watch a lot of them.

But this is Southern California. Nothing is indoors if it doesn’t have to be, so benches and metal tables are scattered across the open-air campus. Everything here is sprawl, from freeways to lunch spots. And the only person who seems particularly attached to any given table is me.

Someone clears their throat. When I look up, there’s a whole crowd of someones gathered around my table.

Like I said, high school cliques are a trope, not reality, but if I had to sum this particular group up, I’d label them the Future Ivy Leaguer Overachievers. Perfect GPAs. Lots of extracurriculars. Would murder you with their bare hands if it meant moving one spot up on the class rank. Maybe that’s not fair, I think, when I see Lily hovering in the back, looking uncomfortable. But after what she did to me . . . maybe it is.

And standing in front—so close her legs are touching my table, clearly in charge, clearly the one who cleared her throat—is Mia. I’m not sure exactly where it falls on my list, but the existence of Mia McElroy is definitely some type of tragedy.

If my life were a noir, Mia would be described in the script like this:

MIA MCELORY (F, 16): a real knockout dame with legs that go all the way up to her pelvis (because that’s 000how legs work) and a slash of red lipstick two shades darker than her hair.

But this is just high school, and Mia’s just a girl with the personality of a piranha.

“Hi,” Mia says, drawing out the word over five seconds so I can better hear the go fuck yourself subtext underneath. “We’re going to need the table.”

You’re probably imagining her in a cheerleader uniform, but you shouldn’t. That’s another trope.

She clears her throat again. “Did you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“So . . . ?”

“So, I don’t agree.” I take a bite of my sandwich. “You don’t need the table.”

“We do need the table, actually.”

“Shelter is a need. Food is a need. Are you going to eat the table?”

“Oh my God,” Mia mutters.

“Mia,” I hear Lily say, but I refuse to look at her. “Maybe we could—”

“We need the table because, unlike you, we have actual things to accomplish this lunch period,” Mia says. “We’re planning the Key Club’s community food drive, which I know you couldn’t possibly care about, because you don’t care about helping the community, or like, anyone besides yourself.”

I point at the lumbering guy at her shoulder—her boyfriend, I can’t remember his name—who’s texting on his phone, oblivious. “Really? He’s helping with the food drive?”

Mia looks behind her. When she swats at her boyfriend’s arm, he jumps out of his skin. “Could you get off your phone and do something about him?”

Mia’s boyfriend shoves his phone in his pocket so fast you’d think it was on fire. He looks at me, then back to her. “But . . . he’s just sitting there.”

“Yeah, exactly,” I say. “Thank you, Hired Goon.”

“What?” he says.

Lily leans closer to Mia. “We could go on the lawn. If Gideon doesn’t want to move—”

That’s the first time I’ve heard Lily say my name in five years. Which wouldn’t be remarkable, except she used to say it every day, when we were still best friends.

“No.” Mia folds her arms. “We need a hard surface, and we need the space. He doesn’t. There are plenty of other tables he could use—”

“But this is my table,” I say.

“Smaller tables, more appropriate tables for one person—”

“I always sit at this table.”

“—that would work just fine if Gideon would stop being so selfish.”

I don’t know what else to say to her. I chose this table in my second week of freshman year and I’ve sat here every single day since and so I have to sit here now. It makes perfect sense in my head, but I can tell from the way they’re all staring at me it makes no sense to them.

“Why are you being so weird about this?” Mia snaps. “Just pick a different table.”

“I’m not being weird.”

“Of course you are,” she says, then gestures at . . . well, all of me. “Who the hell wears a jacket when it’s eighty degrees?”

“It’s a trench coat. I always wear a trench coat.” This gets no reaction. “People used to wear stuff like this all the time. And fedoras. And shoes that weren’t made of plastic.” I can tell I’m not helping my case, but I can’t stop. “If someone from the 1930s or the ’40s saw the way you dressed, they’d think you were the weird one. Not me.”

“Wow. So you’re really still doing it.” When she smiles, it’s toothless. “You’re still playing detective.”

I didn’t play a detective, I was one. Was.

“I’m not a detective.”

“It’s almost cute,” she continues, “how committed you are. Almost.”

“You know, Mia, why don’t you ask somebody else for their table?”

“Because you’re the one eating alone.”

“I always eat alone.”

“Yeah. You do.” Mia locks her sharp eyes on mine. “Have you ever wondered why?”

Maybe I could have left it there, if she hadn’t said that. Or if it was someone else saying it. But after what they all put me through—Mia included, Mia especially—it’s out of my mouth before I can stop myself.

“Your boyfriend is cheating on you.”

Mia’s eyes bug out. The aforementioned boyfriend’s mouth drops open.

“Excuse me?” she says.

“Oh.” I blink at her. “That means he’s seeing somebody else.”

She puts both hands on my table. “What the Jesus fuck is your problem, Gideon?”

“It’s not my problem,” I say. “It’s your problem. Yours and—” I turn to her boyfriend, who still hasn’t closed his mouth. “I’m sorry. I can’t remember your name. Colton, Ashton, Braxton . . .”

“Matt,” he says.

Okay, so I’m not batting a thousand.

“Matt,” I repeat, “I’m sorry to be doing this to you, Matt—well, not that sorry, you are cheating on her.” I take a breath and focus back on Mia. “Did you see how panicked he got, when you interrupted him before? I bet that’s been happening a lot, lately. Right, Mia? He’s all jumpy?”

Matt’s phone rings in his pocket. Just once, a high, musical alert. He ignores it. “And see, that’s interesting,” I say. “That text alert, it’s not the default tone. And no offense, Matt, but you seem like a default kind of guy.”

“Dude,” he says. “Don’t do this.”

Mia whirls around on him. “Don’t do what, Matt?”

“I’m betting he programmed a special tone for one contact,” I say. “A very special contact.”

“Give me your phone,” Mia says. “I want to see your phone.”

“What? No!” Matt’s hand rests protectively over his pocket.

“I just want to see your phone,” she repeats, deadly calm. “Why can’t I see your phone?”

“You don’t need his phone,” I assure her. “There are other clues.”

Matt throws up his hands. “Clues? Nothing is happening!”

I point at Matt’s face. “He’s trying to grow a beard, too. Can you see that? I mean, it’s not working, but—” I shrug. “Do you like beards, Mia? I bet you don’t. So who’s that for, do you think?”

“Shaving was irritating my skin!” Matt protests.

“His clothes are new, too, like he’s trying to impress somebody.” I gesture at his pants. “Forgot to take the size sticker off.”

Matt looks down at his jeans, swears, and rips off the sticker.

“What the hell is going on?” Mia yells at him, though she’s pointing at me. “Is that little asshole right?”

Five feet six is exactly average height for a sixteen-year-old American male, but I don’t think she’s in the correct mental state to hear that right now.

“Babe, of course not,” Matt pleads with her.

“It’s Ava Clark, isn’t it.”

“Does Ava Clark wear pink lip gloss?” They stop and turn to stare at me. “Like sort of a peachy color, kind of neutral, little bit of glitter?”

“Why?” Mia, vibrating with rage, bites off the word. “Why, Gideon?”

“Oh, no reason.” I point to my own shirt collar. “Just the stain on his jacket.”

Mia looks for it. Finds it. And that’s when she really explodes, a volcanic ball of righteous fury erupting in the middle of the open-air quad.

“What is that, Matt?” she demands. “Whose is that?” She gestures to her red lips. “Because it’s definitely not mine!”

“Mia,” he says, eyes shifting around the crowd that’s started to gather around us. “I can explain.” She waits. He flounders. Then—“Did you know humans were never meant to be monogamous?”

Swing and a miss, Hired Goon.

“I can’t believe you!” she shouts at him. “You are, you’re cheating on me!”

“Yeah. He is.” I lean forward and smile at her. “Have you ever wondered why?”

For a second, Mia almost looks like she’s going to slap me.

Then she does slap me.
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MR. WALLACE WOULD be a terrible detective.

He chose to be a high school principal, so it doesn’t matter, but detectives have to be organized. They can’t have papers covering every inch of their desk or folders piled up to the windows. How can you find clues if you can’t even find a pen?

Another reason he wouldn’t be a good detective: he doesn’t have any clue how to lead an interrogation. He hasn’t asked me a single question yet, and this chair is very comfortable. There’s even a cushion. It’s like he doesn’t know the basics.

Maybe it’s not an interrogation. It shouldn’t be. It wasn’t my fault.

Mr. Wallace types for a moment on his computer, then cranes his head around the screen to look at me. 

“Gideon . . . ?”

“Green.”

He types some more. Then stops. Then rolls his wheelie chair away from the computer, so that he and I are eye to eye.

“Have I seen you before?” he asks.

Here’s something I like about noir movies: they don’t blur the background. In most classic cinema, the camera focuses only on the person in the foreground and whatever they’re saying and doing and feeling. And whoever’s in the background . . . they’re a washed-out blur. In film noir, the people in the background stay in focus. They still matter.

Lots of movies blur out anyone in the background. Lots of people do, too.

“Have I?” Mr. Wallace prompts me. “Seen you in my office?”

I shake my head.

“Your name sounds so familiar,” he says. “Gideon Green.”

I shrug. He folds his hands on his desk.

“All right. Can you tell me what happened at lunch?”

“I told Mia her boyfriend was cheating on her. And then she hit me.” I pause. “And then her boyfriend pulled her off and she started yelling at him—I mean, she was already yelling, but she yelled louder. And then he started yelling back at her, and then Mia called Ava Clark a home-wrecking trash bag, which isn’t accurate because Mia doesn’t have a home.”

“Okay. Well—”

“Obviously she has a home, but not one with her boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. So how could Ava Clark be a home-wrecker, is what I’m saying.”

He stares at me, unblinking, so I must have missed a step. “Lunch ended,” I add. “And then I went to chemistry. And then your receptionist came and got me and then it’s right now.”

“Do you . . . ?” He scans my face, looking for something and not finding it. “Do you have any thoughts about what happened today?”

“The average person has about forty-nine thoughts every minute,” I say. “But I’m pretty sure I have more than that, so.”

He does another scan. “I mean, do you feel responsible at all, for what happened at lunch?”

I scoff. “I’m not the one who cheated on her.”

“Don’t you feel like it was cruel,” he asks, “to tell Mia something like that? To embarrass her like that, in front of everybody?”

I wonder if he even considered she might have been cruel. A person can be class president and in the running for valedictorian and still be hell on wheels, too.

But he knows Mia. He likes her. And he’s never seen me before.

“You know,” I say, “she’s the one who hit me.”

From the look he gives me, it’s clear he thinks I deserved it. And maybe I did. But only for the last thing I said. Not for the other stuff, not for telling Mia the truth. That’s a detective’s job. Telling the world what’s real, even if people don’t want to hear it.

I’m not a detective anymore, but I still care about the truth.

“Mia was . . . remorseful,” he says. “About that.”

Please. The only way remorseful is in Mia McElroy’s vocabulary is as an SAT word.

“But she did seem concerned this was part of a pattern, for you.” 

“Pattern?”

“She said—” He checks his notes. “‘Gideon thinks he’s like Sherlock Holmes, but the only way he’s like Sherlock Holmes is being a high-functioning sociopath.’”

I didn’t want to get into this, but of course Mia would make sure I had no choice. “She means my detective work.”

That sends his eyebrows sky-high. “I’m sorry, you’re . . . a detective?”

He’s using the wrong tense. Just like Mia.

“I was a detective. Not anymore.” I cross my arms. “I retired.”

It was called Green Private Investigations and I founded it in the summer after fourth grade. I had a sign and an office and everything. I’d wanted to get a real business license, too, like Dad had with his restaurants—his first one was just going up then—but he said the county clerk’s office would never do it.

I charged clients a dollar a day and commission if I recovered something valuable. I usually didn’t. It was all sentimental stuff, and it’s not like Jennie Burke’s mangy stuffed rabbit was insured. But I can still remember the way she flung her arms around my waist when I got it back for her.

I found a lot of lost toys. Recovered missing bikes and stolen game controllers and things like that. Figured out who was stuffing mean notes in desks or who told on somebody for flooding the bathroom sink at school or whether someone was cheating at heads up, seven up. And then—

“Wait,” Mr. Wallace says, and it dawns on his face. “I remember you.”

All the tendons in my body tense at once. He doesn’t remember me. He remembers one single thing I did when I was ten, and that’s if I’m lucky.

“Gideon Green, I knew I remembered that name,” he says slowly, like it’s coming back to him in pieces. “You were on the local news. Five years ago, something like that? Someone’s necklace had gone missing, and you led the cops right to it. That was you?”

“It was actually a necklace and earring set.”

“And they did a little mock ceremony for you, right? Gave you a medal, the police chief shook your hand, they put you on the local news. My wife taped the segment, she thought it was so cute.”

Yeah, just what every detective wants. To be adorable.

Then he stops. Frowns. “Or . . . were you on the news twice? Once with the medal, and another time later—”

“Nope,” I interrupt. “Just once.”

You can find yourself on the other side of adorable in a flat second.

He nods, though, so I guess he believes me. One more reason Mr. Wallace would be a bad detective: his memory sucks. I wish everyone’s did.

“When did you retire?” he asks.

I take a deep breath before answering. “Middle school.”

I never saw it coming. I should have, when the whole summer between sixth and seventh grades passed with no customers. Just me and Lily in my dad’s garage, boiling in the heat until Lily would force me to go back to her house, which at least had AC.

What’s going on? I remember asking her. Why aren’t they coming back?

I don’t know, Gideon, she said. But she knew.

Here’s what happened: puberty had hit everyone else like a freight train, and I didn’t even notice. When Lily started updating me with who had kissed who and who had broken up, I didn’t hear her. Or I didn’t understand what it meant, I guess.

That August, Lily went to sleepaway camp. We’d spent every whole summer together since we were seven, but all the other girls were going. When she came back, she had different clothes and stiff shoulders and a look in her eyes that was far away.

She also had a lot of excuses, mostly for why she couldn’t come over. And when seventh grade started—a blur of new buildings and new teachers and triple the kids of our elementary school—she started avoiding my eyes and practically hurtling herself out of earshot whenever the bell rang. By the time I got out to the quad, she’d already be at a table with a bunch of girls who stared daggers whenever I got too close.

Finally, Mia took it upon herself to deal with me. And being Mia, she did it with all the subtlety and compassion of a hand grenade.

Don’t you get it? Mia snapped at me after she’d cornered me by my locker. She doesn’t want to hang out with you. So stop coming over, already.

She’s my best friend, I protested. Why doesn’t she want to—

Mia flicked her eyes from my thrift-store fedora to the Dashiell Hammett paperbacks spilling out of my locker. Yeah. It’s a real mystery.

I didn’t talk to Lily again.

This isn’t the first-greatest tragedy of my life. Tragedies are bad things that happen without anybody clear to blame, which is what makes them tragic.

This was a straight-up betrayal.

Mr. Wallace shuffles papers around on his desk, watching me out of the corner of his eye. I think I was quiet for too long. I think I was supposed to say something, even though I didn’t have anything to say.

“Well. Obviously, the events of today were . . . unfortunate,” Mr. Wallace says.

“I’m sorry,” I say. It’s a little bit true. “I didn’t know Mia was going to flip out like that.” That’s all the way true.

“Maybe you two could talk it through,” he says, sounding hopeful. “We could set you and Mia up for peer counseling.”

“Wouldn’t we have to be peers first?”

He closes his eyes. Sighs. Opens them again. “Just . . . please keep your deductions to yourself in the future.”

I nod. “Okay.”

He gets up, leads me to the door, and gestures out into the empty hallway. “I sincerely hope I don’t see you here again.”

He won’t. I know what I am. Just a blur in the background.

San Miguel is like a bunch of cities in San Diego County, in that it is not a city.

I mean, it is, technically. It says so on the “Welcome to San Miguel” sign by the freeway and also on Wikipedia. But it isn’t a real kind of city, with skyscrapers or subways or dark alleys. It’s a medium-sized suburb-ish kind of place that isn’t close enough to the ocean to be a beach town.

Dad says I don’t know how lucky we are to live here. And fine, the weather is perfect and the food is fresh and the sidewalks practically sparkle, but it’s like—who do you have to kill for a little grit around here?

My neighborhood does have one big upside: I can walk to and from school. Sure, it’s up a gigantic hill, but being able to get myself home every day, without needing a ride or trying to dash across the freeway like a raccoon with a death wish? It’s basically like owning a unicorn.

Inside, I hang up my keys on the hook in the kitchen, above the phone. I’m sure we’re the only people under eighty who still have a landline, and the only calls we get on it are from telemarketers and my grandma Felicitas. She refuses to learn a new phone number, which means Dad can’t ever disconnect it.

Then I make a beeline for my room, shutting the door as quietly as I can behind me, kicking my shoes into the footwear graveyard under my bed, and dropping my backpack by my dresser. There’s a rustle next to me, then a series of irritated squeaks as my chinchilla gnaws at the bars of his habitat.

“Okay, Asta, I’ll take you out.” I unlatch the door and scoop him out. “You don’t have to scream about it.”

Asta resumes gnawing, this time at my fingers.

I lie down on my bed, letting Asta curl up on my chest. Every inch of the four walls around me is covered with posters of my favorite movies. Dad told me he doesn’t understand how I can relax with so many pictures of guys in fedoras with pistols glaring down at me. I told him I don’t understand how jogging is relaxing, but I don’t make a big deal about him doing that.

The truth is, there’s nowhere in the world I feel more relaxed than here. It’s hot outside, but my room is dark and cool. Getting through seven hours at school is hard, but Asta’s fur is soft under my fingertips. Everything I like and everything I need is right here, in this tiny space that’s only mine.

There’s a knock at my door. Before I can say, “Come in,” Dad has already pushed it open and is standing in the doorway.

“Hey, kiddo,” he says.

“Hey,” I say, but I keep my eyes on Asta, gearing up for the rest of our daily two-minute conversation. He’ll say, How was school? and I’ll say, Fine. And then I’ll say, How was last night? and he’ll say, Oh, you know, and I’ll nod as if I do.

I know getting a new restaurant off the ground takes a lot of work, because I’ve seen Dad do it before, but he seems more tired this time around. When I see him. Which isn’t that much, because by the time Dad gets home at night—after the last guest pays their tab, the kitchen gets cleaned, and the staff piles out—I’m asleep. And when I leave for school early in the morning, he’s asleep.

It didn’t use to be like that. He used to be home more, and I used to spend more time at the restaurant—his first one, which had burgers, not the new one, which has nothing on the menu a child would eat. I liked his first place, as a kid. All the college-girl waitresses snuck me desserts, and it was way better than hanging out with a babysitter or staying at school for aftercare. It felt like I was home.

But I’m not a kid anymore. So now I just feel in the way.

Dad steps in through the door, moving my backpack out of the way with one of his clunky, nonslip clogs.

“Can you put Asta in his cage? I want to talk to you.”

“It’s not a cage,” I say, lowering Asta back in. “It’s a habitat.”

Dad shakes his head. But it isn’t a cage. A cage is somewhere you don’t want to be but are trapped in anyway. A habitat is a place where you have everything you need. Where you’re supposed to be.

“I’m heading over to Verde for dinner service.”

“Okay,” I say, when what I really mean is, Duh.

“What’s your plan for dinner? There’s plenty in the fridge.” He lists on his fingers. “A bunch of mole, a quarter of a quiche . . . a whole branzino entrée.”

“Is that an animal or a fish?”

“Fish are animals.”

That means it’s fish. “Maybe I’ll make fries.”

His mouth slides into a frown.

“People pay good money for my branzino,” he says, “and you want freezer fries.”

I’m glad they do. I like living in a house, I think about saying. But I don’t like fish. You know I don’t like fish. I decide not to say anything at all.

Dad clears his throat. “Fries, and?”

“Just that.”

“Eat a vegetable.”

“Technically,” I point out, “a potato is a—”

“You’re killing me,” he says. “A green vegetable.”

I nod like I’m considering it—which I’m not—but he keeps staring at me. I stare back at him, trying to figure out what he wants me to do. Then he looks away. Takes a deep breath in through his nose.

“Gideon . . .”

“What?” I ask, warily, because when he does that—makes my whole name a giant sigh—the rest of the conversation never seems to go my way.

“Aren’t you tired of this?” 

I don’t say anything, because I don’t know what he means. He sweeps his hand across the room until it lands back on me. “Every afternoon, it’s the same.”

I like it the same.

“You hole yourself up in this room—”

I like my room.

“Draw all the curtains—”

He acts like I’m a vampire, but it’s just practical. “It has to be dark so I can watch—”

“Movies,” he cuts in, sounding like he just ran a marathon. “Yes, I know, your movies. And look, it would be one thing if they were different movies, okay? If you were, I don’t know, making your way through the whole Criterion Collection. Preparing for film school, or something. But it’s the same movies, every day.”

“I cycle through them.”

“It’s either the one where the gas station owner goes to Mexico—”

“Out of the Past.”

“Or the one where an insurance salesman strangles a man, and there’s the girl with ugly bangs—”

“Double Indemnity, and he snaps the guy’s neck.”

“My point is: you’re in a rut. And you need to get out.”

One person’s rut is another person’s routine. And there’s nothing wrong with a routine.

“Whatever, fine. So I’ll watch a new one.”

“I mean you literally need to get out.”

This didn’t work when I was twelve and he signed me up for Sports Adventure Camp (outfielder + poor hand-eye coordination = broken nose), and it didn’t work when I was fourteen and he tried locking me out in the backyard all afternoon (summer in the desert + no shade = mild heatstroke). I wonder what he’ll try this time. And how I’ll injure myself.

“You could come work with me,” he suggests. “I was your age when I got my first kitchen job.”

That’s worse than a broken nose. “The kitchen?”

Kitchens are loud, hot, and chaotic, with people calling out orders and scrambling around each other and ten burners going at once. I can’t think of a place I’d like to be less.

“Or as a server,” he says. “You’d make good tips.”

Has he met me? Waiters have to be nice to people even when those people are mean to them. They have to apologize for things that aren’t their fault. You don’t make good tips by being honest.

When Dad looks at me, I wonder how much of what he sees is actually me and how much is some ghost of who he hoped I’d be, instead.

“Fine.” He shrugs. “Thought I’d make it easy on you, but if you want to find something on your own, that’s okay, too.”

“What do you mean, find something?”

“I mean come up with anything else to keep you busy and out of this dark little room. A job, a sport, a hobby—it’s up to you. But otherwise, you’re coming to the restaurant with me. Got it?”

“But—”

“Nope,” he says. “I asked if you got it.”

If I tell him I do, he wins, and if I tell him I don’t, he’ll only keep talking. So I throw my hands up and say: “This is so unfair!”

“Just once I’d love a simple ‘yes’ from you, Gideon.” He checks his watch. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t set the house on fire.”

One time. It was only the stove. And did he ever acknowledge how good I turned out to be with that fire extinguisher? He did not. 

He leaves without shutting my door, and I listen to his footsteps down the hallway, the jingle as he grabs his car keys, and the click of the lock behind him.

Once I’m sure he’s gone, I get up and slam my door closed. It doesn’t make me feel any better. It’s always the same thing with him: the things I like aren’t the things he likes, and somehow that makes the things I like wrong.

He didn’t use to mind, so much. When I asked for pasta with butter every night in first grade, he accepted we might not ever have the same taste in food. When it turned out I couldn’t swing a bat to save my life, he accepted I wouldn’t be the varsity baseball captain, like he’d been. But the older I get, the more differences there are. It’s like they’re the giant bags of flour I’ve helped him carry into his kitchen. When you can carry them one by one, it’s doable. But pile them on top of each other, and your knees buckle.

The doorbell chimes. I don’t get up right away, because sometimes our mail carrier does that to let us know he left a package. But then it chimes again, so I guess Dad forgot his keys or his phone or some other aspect of my personality he wanted to criticize.

As I’m walking to the entryway, the doorbell rings a third time.

“God, okay,” I say as I twist the knob, “would you just give me a—”

But the moment I open the door, I stop dead in my tracks.

Because it isn’t Dad standing in front of me.

It’s Lily.





Chapter 3
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THE FIRST THING Lily says is: “I need your help.”

The second thing she says is: “Oh God, that’s not how I meant to do this.”

And then, before my brain catches up with my vocal cords, she’s burying me under an avalanche of words. “I planned this, you know, because I like planning things, and when you answered the door I was going to say ‘Hi,’ and then you were going to say ‘Hi,’ and I was going to ask if I could come in and the whole help part of it wasn’t going to be a thing until way later.”

She takes a breath. I seize the opportunity.

“Do you want to?” I ask her.

She blinks. “Want to what?”

I move out of the doorway. “Come in?”

“Oh. Yes.”

When she steps through into the entryway, she turns all the way around.

“Wow,” she says as I’m locking the door again behind us. “I haven’t been here in forever.”

My shoulders stiffen, and I turn around so we’re face-to-face. “Whose fault is that?”

Her eyes go soft and sad. “I didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine.”

“All I was trying to say—”

“Do you want something to drink?” I interrupt her again. “Water, or . . . ?”

Lily looks relieved. Maybe she didn’t actually know what she was trying to say. “Water would be great. Thanks.”

I look down the hallway. “You remember where it is, right? My room?”

“Yeah. Of course.” Then she turns and heads toward it.

As I fill up her glass at the kitchen sink, I keep replaying the words. Four of them. One syllable each. I need your help.

Nothing in my life is like a noir. I don’t have an agency with my name on the door. I don’t go looking for leads on foggy nights or walk alone on wet sidewalks. It only rains like forty days a year here. Another tragedy. Constant sunshine really destroys the aesthetic.

Nothing in my life is like a noir . . . except this.

Because this is always how it happens: a detective in his office. A knock at the door. And a girl who needs help.

Well, okay, they’re women, not girls. Femmes fatales, if you want to get technical with trope names. Complete with dark pasts, hidden motives, and skirts so tight I don’t understand how they even walked.

This is my bedroom, though, I think as I step through the door. And this isn’t just any girl. It’s Lily.

“Your room looks just like I remember it,” she says, taking the glass. “Exactly the same.”

I almost ask her to try to figure out what’s changed, like that game you find on kids’ menus. Spot the differences.

“Isn’t yours?” I ask.

“What?”

“The same.”

She laughs. “Since sixth grade? I still had my doll collection on display.”

I frown. Then she frowns.

“No,” she says. Quieter. “I—it’s changed, a lot. Since then.”

I don’t know what I’m supposed to say to that, and I guess neither does Lily, because there’s only silence for a moment.

“Well,” I say finally, “Asta’s new, anyway.” I nod my head over her shoulder, at Asta’s habitat.

Lily turns. Then gasps. Then rushes over to plop down beside the habitat. “Oh my God. She’s so cute.”

“He’s a boy.”

“I’m sorry for misgendering you, Asta,” she says.

He sniffs at her fingers, apparently unoffended.

Lily looks back up at me. “Why is he named Asta?”

“It’s a movie reference.” I gesture at my wall of DVDs. “I’m kind of into them.”

“No kidding.” Lily squints at the wall. She never liked wearing her glasses. I guess that hasn’t changed. “Do you only own movies that were made in the past?”

“All movies were made in the past.”

“You know what I mean.”

I think life would be a whole lot easier if people would just say what they mean and not force me to guess.

Then, out of nowhere, Lily says: “Oh my gosh.” At first, I think she’s overcome with how soft Asta’s fur is (understandable) until I see her eyes aren’t on him, but on the bulletin board above my desk.

I know what photo she’s seen, without even having to ask. It’s the one on the pushpin in the corner, the one with curled-up edges. The one where Lily and I—the kid versions of ourselves, anyway—are standing in front of my garage and the “Green Detective Agency” sign we made out of butcher paper and paint. We’re small, and smiling, and still friends.

Lily gets to her feet, walks over, and takes the picture from its pushpin. “How old were we here? Nine?”

“Ten.”

From this angle, I can see both Lilys at once, the one in the photograph and the one standing in my room. And I can see all the differences, too. Her dark hair shorter and swept up into a ponytail instead of two braids. The freckles on the bridge of her nose all faded. Taller and willowy instead of just skinny.

I’m taller, too, obviously, and my hair’s more brown than red at this point, but . . . Lily looks one step away from adult. And I barely look different at all.

“I can’t believe you still have this,” she says.

“What, a picture?”

“A picture of us.”

It isn’t a picture of us. It’s a picture of me and my detective agency. She only happens to be in the frame. I get the angle she’s going for. She wants that photo to be evidence I missed her, and I didn’t. I don’t.

I clear my throat. “You said you needed help.”

She leaves the photo on my desk and comes back to sit on the bed. I stay leaning against the door frame.

“So,” she says, suddenly sounding nervous. “As you may or may not know, I’m the Features editor for the Herald.”

I look at her blankly.

“The newspaper.”

My face doesn’t shift.

“The school newspaper. Of our school.”

“Oh.” I nod. “Yeah. Sure.”

“I take it you’re not a regular reader.”

“There’s a crossword puzzle, right? I think I’ve done the—”

“Anyway. I’m the editor of the Features section.”

Features is another word for full-length films. Maybe we still have something in common. “Is that movies?”

“No, Entertainment covers movies. Features is more like human-interest pieces. Profiles of people or clubs. Highlighting stuff that’s interesting but isn’t going to get a big flashy news headline. You know?”

I don’t know. I nod anyway.

“And I really like it. I mean, I definitely joined in freshman year just for my résumé, but it’s my favorite thing I do now—and I do a lot, so that says something. I would totally edit Features again next year, but what I’d really, really like to be is . . .” She hesitates, like it’s hard to say it out loud. “Editor in chief.”

“Oh.” From the faraway look in her eye, I guess this means something, to her. I can’t relate. Nothing that happens in high school actually matters. “I hope you get it.”

“Me too, but—” She shakes her head. “At the beginning of the year, I thought I was a shoo-in. It’s only me and the Opinion editor and one of the News editors who are even interested, and I’m the best writer of all of us, by far. Not to mention, the current editor in chief basically acted like it was already mine. But then lately—” Lily makes a frustrated noise. “I don’t know. It’s like she’s not sure anymore. Maybe it’s because I don’t really write stuff that’s hard-hitting. I barely ever make the front page and the one time I did it was a total disaster, which wasn’t even my fault—” She takes a breath. “I just know I have to do something. Something really big. And I think this piece could be it.”

“What piece?”

Lily takes a moment, then says: “Do you know Luke Dobson?”

I shake my head.

“He’s a senior, he goes to Presidio. Well—went to Presidio. Until recently.”

“Dropped out?”

“Not exactly,” she says. “He got arrested.”

That makes my ears perk up. Presidio has over a thousand kids, so there are bound to be people who get transferred to the alternative school for having weed in their locker or something, but an actual arrest? That’s rare.

“For what?” I ask. “Drugs?”

“Vandalism, as far as I can tell. He’s still seventeen—that kind of stuff isn’t public if you’re a minor—but that’s what he said, when I called, after I heard. I only got to talk to him for a minute, but that’s what he said. That the charge was vandalism.” She pauses. “And that he was framed.”

Well, duh. Nobody’s ever guilty in prison, are they?

“You know him,” I say, and it isn’t a question. “He’s not just some kid who goes to Presidio. He’s your friend.”

“Family friend,” she says. “Our moms formed this kids’ playgroup together when we were little, them and a couple other families. So we all saw each other a lot—it’s a pretty small club, kids of gay moms in East County—but we never hung out at school, or anything.”

“So friends, but not best friends,” I clarify. “Like we were.”

She looks down at the bedspread. “Right.”

“But you care about him enough to want to . . . what? Exonerate him?”

“I wanted to do this Features piece,” she explains, “like a deep-dive, long-form investigation on kids getting caught in the juvenile justice system and all its failings, and obviously I wanted Luke’s experience to be the centerpiece. A San Miguel kid, just like all of us, who because of one nonviolent crime has his whole life upended. Anyway, I pitched it to our editor in chief and she completely shot me down. Killed the story and let it bleed out on the floor.”

It’s not the kind of thing I’d read, but that doesn’t mean it’s bad. “Why?”

“Tess said the administration would never go for it, having some story about a Presidio student who turned out to be a criminal. But I know her, if she’d believed in the story, she would have fought for it.” Lily looks down at her hands. “She just didn’t believe I could pull it off.”

“So how’d you convince her?”

Lily hesitates. “I didn’t. Haven’t. Yet.”

A loose-cannon cop on the edge is a pretty standard trope, but I’ve never heard of a loose-cannon teenage journalist before.

“I wasn’t ready to let it go,” she continues, digging a battered blue notebook from her backpack. “So, I thought, maybe if I can show her this issue is bigger than my family friend, maybe I can convince her there’s something really newsworthy here. That’s when I started looking at the overall crime stats. And they were . . . weird.”

“Weird how?”

“San Miguel is a very consistent city—”

“That’s about the only thing you can say for it.”

“Crimewise. It’s consistent.” Lily flips through the notebook. “From year to year, the crime rate stays steady. Not that much better, not that much worse. Until . . . this year.”

She holds the open page out to me. And without really understanding why I’m doing it, I move from the doorway, sit next to her on the bed. It’s a giant graph—hand drawn—with lines in all colors. Some arching steeply upward, but some totally flat.

I point them out. “Those don’t look like they’re changed.”

“And that’s what’s so weird! Violent crime—assaults, muggings, domestics—they’ve stayed the same, and pretty low. It’s the nonviolent crimes that shot up.” She points. “Burglaries up seventy percent, vandalism up almost a hundred percent, more car break-ins than we’ve had in three years combined—”

“There goes the neighborhood.”

“Yeah, and people have definitely noticed. It’s become a whole thing, for the mayor, all these suburban moms sending him petitions to ‘Save Our Streets.’”

“Okay, so . . .” I shrug. “The city’s going downhill. It happens, right?”

“Not that suddenly,” she says, shaking her head. “Not for no apparent reason, and not in only some crimes, the kind that aren’t violent.”

“And the ones without witnesses.”

“What?”

“None of those crimes have witnesses,” I point out. “People don’t get burgled when they’re sitting in the living room watching TV.”

Lily thinks about this. “We do have a witness, though.”

“We, what we—”

“I finally convinced Luke to talk to me about the whole thing, and if he thinks he was framed, there must be something connecting him to this weird pattern.”

“I don’t see what any of this has to do with me.”

“I tried going through the proper channels first,” she says. “I put in a public records request for the arrests, but that can take months. I even called the police department directly, to see if they could give me some kind of explanation.”

I could have told Lily from experience taking anything to the SMPD was only going to get her condescended to. At best. “I’m sure that was a dead end.”

“I asked for the press liaison, but I guess the closest thing they have is the police chief’s assistant, and she just gave me some line about the department’s commitment to the community, then hung up before I could ask a second question.”

“Yeah, they’re useless and they’re dicks about it, that’s kind of their MO,” I say, starting to feel impatient. “But it’s not like I can help. I don’t know anything about crime rates, or journalism, or any of this stuff.”

“Maybe not.” Lily folds her hands in her lap. “But you do know how to solve a mystery.”

When I finally get it, my first thought is: Oh.

My second thought is: Hell no.

“Lily—”

“It might not seem like a mystery, not the ones you’re used to, but I know it is. I know there’s an explanation, but my last name isn’t Woodward. Or Bernstein.”

“Yeah, I know, it’s Krupitsky-Sharma.”

Lily closes her eyes. Shakes her head. Opens them again. “What I mean is—I’m a good writer, but I’m not a detective.”

“You heard me tell Mia. Neither am I.”

“You might have taken the sign down off your garage. But yeah, I was there, at lunch, with
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