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Before this day, I’d only seen two dead bodies. By the end of the day, I would see four.

Apologies, but every book about writing books I’ve ever read says you must write a first line that hooks your reader and encourages them to keep reading. I hadn’t tried writing for a long time after my first book, I Know Who Killed Penelope: The Fiona Brooks Story, got published when I was 16. At the risk of shocking people, it had been mostly re-written by a ghostwriter after the first draft I insisted on writing came out too heavy with survivor’s guilt and the shame of getting one of my friends murdered by a pedophile, and a little too light on the brilliance of my deductive reasoning. It was supposed to be a heroic tale, and the ghostwriter did a great job of inventing a bunch of easily “verifiable” facts to juice up my Sherlock Holmes-style credentials.

Unfortunately, that meant that, though I’d been recently traumatized, I, who (may I remind you) was only fourteen when I solved my first murder, still got dragged through all manner of shit for possibly creating a career off a pretty blonde girl’s gruesome murder. Fiona Brooks, the mixed girl with tan skin and brown, wavy hair, was not supposed to be out and about making money, especially after being accused of lying about the facts of the case. So I’m determined to, at the very least, write a better book than my ghostwriter did. Fuck you, Rick.   Also, I didn’t get rich.

I also want to make it clear at this point, before we get into how I solved a second, third, and fourth murder, that I am not going to lie to you, dear reader. An unreliable narrator in the story of a mystery is uniquely terrible. I will do my best to be clear about what I was saying, what I was doing, how I felt, and how I deduced everything. If I forget to add something, it is almost certainly not on purpose.

I’m also not some kind of weird mind reader. There’s no, “I knew you were guilty from the moment I met you because you’re a woman working in a man’s world,” coming. I saw that episode of The Mentalist, and it’s bad for a lot of reasons, not limited to, but including, the fact that the main character solves the case in the first minute of the show, we know he solved the case, and yet we still have to deal with an hour of him sitting around while other people die. And not in a charming way like Monk, where Monk is like, “I don’t know why, but that’s the guy,” but in a scummy “you let people die so you could make out with a murderer” way.

I’m not going to pull any solutions out of my ass; I am not a genius. I am an observant person who just happened to solve four murders. If you follow along and pay attention, you’ll probably solve them too.

Every murder is a story about people, after all. And if you can figure out what makes a person tick, it becomes easier to solve a mystery. The way to get to know a murderer is to talk to them, to figure out what moves them. In a mystery, everyone wants to know how a murder was committed. The part that sticks in my brain is the why. Knowing a person’s why is crucial to understanding their means, motive, and opportunity.

There is no greater crime in law or against humanity than robbing someone of their life.   To get to that point takes a desperation of mind and depravity of soul that is equal parts horrifying and fascinating. That’s why we all like true crime, right?

All these years later, I still don’t know why Nel’s killer did what he did, to us both. I’m determined not to let another person suffer that fate.

Now, where were we?
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“My brother was murdered and no one believes me. The killer is one of his closest friends. I’m desperate. Please help.”

Ji-Won Min’s first letter to me was simple and to the point, and I appreciated it. It wasn’t that I hadn’t been approached to solve cases before, I had. But none of them were actual murder cases. In Washington, D.C., the only people who asked me for help were fellow students trying to figure out if their spouses were cheating, or teachers who, a little less obviously, were also worried about their spouses cheating. Occasionally, someone who was definitely not a cop would come to me with some clue, some piece of forensic evidence they couldn’t place, and leave disappointed when I either recognized them for what they were, or when I made it clear I was far more interested in passing a test than proving some politician wasn’t cheating on his wife.

I was working toward my bachelor’s degree in English at Howard University, the hallowed home of authors like Zora Neale Hurston and Ta-Nehisi Coates. I had already “written” a pencil-thin pulp murder memoir, which, as one could imagine, filled me with the kind of impostor syndrome that only comes to people who were published too early. At least Ta-Nehisi wrote comics, I would tell myself whenever I sat down to write a novel or an essay, only to find it lacked the substantive weight of my peers’ work. It’s part of the reason I never thought I’d write another book about murder. Nothing I wrote could ever stand next to Their Eyes Were Watching God or Between the World and Me.

In short, I felt like a poser. And having no friends or romantic interests of note only made campus life lonelier. The fact that people seemed to come around only when they needed something from me made it worse.

So, I did what most disaffected, lost people my age do: I started a podcast. I won’t tell you the name of it, because it wasn’t very good, mostly just a very angry and confused woman being very angry and confused into a microphone for a couple of hours every week, or every month, or every few days if I’d just gotten back from seeing my mom and stepdad. I didn’t expect anyone to listen, and to the credit of many people, almost no one did.

Almost no one.

It was nearly impossible to hear from someone in my hometown who I didn’t already know; Havendale Harbor isn’t a big place. Only someone who had recently moved to the island could have slipped past the gossip networks. I had heard about her brother’s unfortunate suicide, but in town, it hadn’t seemed to be that big a deal, certainly not like a cover-up.

But Havendale Harbor was a strange place, and the police there did strange things. I could almost hear the pleading in Ji-Won’s message, the begging for some kind of peace of mind.

“I’m going to have a memorial for my brother in their old content house,” she had written.

The fuck is a content house? I thought.

“If you could accompany me, I’d be eternally grateful,” she had added.

It didn’t take me long to make up my mind. Something was pulling me home, and a letter from a desperate person in my hometown was too much to ignore.

I simply wrote back, “When’s the memorial?”

She sent me the date.

I booked my tickets.

Havendale Harbor was a small island in a state you probably know. In its earliest days, it was a small town of no particular repute, home to fishermen, ferriers, and coal miners, along with the people who sold to them. It was a hidden little alcove where people could take in the breathtaking views of the Tol’eres Mountains and the large deciduous trees that dotted the landscape. It was precisely the kind of place you’d want to go if you were looking to escape the hustle and bustle of big-city living, which is to say, it was exactly the kind of place ripe to be taken over by the least tolerable sorts. The ones who claimed to hate living in cities but couldn’t resist turning cool, small communities into miniature cities.

And so, the Bean-N-Gone Coffee Shop stood directly across Main Street from the Starbucks, the Home Depot put Buck’s Hardware out of business, and, despite years of fighting and a threat from my grandmother that she would burn it to the ground, eventually a Wal-Mart was built. Debra’s Lakehouse. The classic lake houses and small cabins still made up the bulk of the town, but those who could afford it ended up taking up residence in what was once Prezlek’s Forest, now a development full of mansions under a forgettable name no one bothered to memorize.

The shift turned the small town into a tourist destination where people could come, spend a few days pretending to be “earthy,” and then leave after whining that it didn’t have the luxuries needed to let them pretend comfortably. Meanwhile, the townies adjusted and adapted to this new way of life and, aside from the occasional yelling during town council meetings, embraced their roles as arbiters of good fortune and small-town niceness.

I didn’t want to go home. Well, I didn’t want my mom to know I was in town at all. It’s a long story I’ll tell another time, after I’ve spoken to my therapist about how exactly I feel about her. Again. At any rate, I was staying at the Finkelshteyn Inn, a small two-room “hotel” run by a very kind Russian couple, who served Ji-Won Min and me some blini, crème fraîche, and smoked salmon.

Olga, the matriarch of the inn, set our food down and said something in Russian, to which Ji-Won responded with equally fluent sentences. After a brief exchange, I asked, “You speak Russian?”

“Huh? Oh. Conversationally,” she said with a shrug.

“Ahh.” I nodded. “You didn’t want to play a sport or pick up an instrument, so language became your extracurricular?”

Ji-Won smiled, her brown almond-shaped eyes wide. “It’s that obvious?”

“Daughters of women of color,” I said. “My thing was ballet. I did that right up until the teacher called me fat, and I fired back with a lot of words that were funny coming out of the mouth of an eight-year-old, but still very inappropriate.”

“My brother tried soccer first,” Ji-Won said with a laugh. “Then basketball. Then field hockey. Then soccer again. I think he finally convinced my parents that playing chess and getting good grades was enough.” She paused, her eyes falling. “He was a good kid.”

“Right. The bad stuff,” I sighed. “The hard stuff. The question that needs answering. Ji-Won Min...what the fuck is a content house, and how did it wind up killing your brother?”
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Ji-Won smiled for a second, almost like she didn’t believe me. “A content house. You know, a content house...” she said it a second time, as though simply repeating the same words over and over would make it more obvious.

The blank expression on my face must’ve been enough of a hint that I had no idea what she meant.

“It’s like...a bunch of influencers get together in a house to, you know...create...content...” Ji-Won’s mile-a-minute chatter had slowed down. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was confused that I didn’t know what a “content house” was, or if she realized that defining it the way she was sounded silly. It was probably a combination of both. “You know, YouTube, TikTok, Insta...that kind of stuff. It’s like young people getting together in one place to help each other’s social media accounts grow.”

“Oh. Gotcha. Narcissists. You could've said narcissists and I would’ve understood you,” I said with a nod.

“Tae-Yun was was not a narcissist,” Ji-Won said tightly.

“Right. Sorry,” I said sincerely.

“He was nice. And sweet. And caring. And handsome,” Ji-Won sighed, and then chuckled. “And such a nerd. That’s how his TikTok started. He used to do shorts about Dungeons and Dragons, and like, no one watched them except me. I thought that was okay though. I wish he had,” she trailed off, then shook her head, coming back down to earth. “Anyway, he did a TikTok where he created the D&D Dance, and for some reason, it blew up and went viral. And nothing was the same after that. He started making money. Like, a lot of money. For doing nothing. After a while, the stuff about Dungeons and Dragons and Marvel movies and whatever else stopped, and it was just dancing and thirst traps and going by the name ‘Troy’.”

I nodded. “So then he joined this Clique Crib...thing.”

“He didn’t start it,” Ji-Won clarified. “He was recruited into it. First, they invited him to be in their videos, and he became the most popular member. That’s when Marco and Blaine got involved.”

Ji-Won was looking at a little notebook and reading off some meticulous-looking notes. I had no idea how most detectives kept track of so much shit in their heads, or how they always managed to have a convenient sidekick around that would help them remember clues, so my plan was to stuff as much stuff as I thought I could possibly need into a fanny pack and hope for the best. “Okay, who’s Marco?”

“Good question,” Ji-Won said, rolling her eyes.

“...No, seriously, who is he?” I asked after too long a pause.

“Oh, right,” Ji-Won said, again seeming taken aback that I didn’t already know this person. “Marco Rodriguez. He’d like to think of himself as a manager, I guess. He was the one who made the hard sell to Troy after Blaine Davenport approached Troy with the idea of moving into the house.”

“And why do you think he’d approach Troy?”

“I honestly don’t know. Maybe he thought Troy was the most naïve...and given that he’s dead now, he was probably right.”

“Marco didn’t kill your brother. Now, you said Troy was naïve, why would you say that?”

Ji-Won cocked her head to the side and looked befuddled. “Why would you say that?”

“That he didn’t kill your brother? Because he didn’t.”

“I haven’t told you anything about him.”

“I know.”

“So how do you know he didn’t kill my brother?”

I took a deep breath. “Let’s cut to the chase; why do you think someone murdered your brother?”

“It’s because someone did.”

“Look, Ji-Won”

“Call me Jane.”

“Jane. I’m going to need you to be as open and honest with me as humanly possible going into this situation, because I know less than I’d like to know about this whole scenario, and you know everything. I can’t read your mind. I need information if I’m going to help you.”

Jane took a deep breath. “I...I just know, okay?”

“How?”

“Because Troy wouldn’t commit suicide,” Jane’s voice was short. “That’s what the cops told my mom and dad and me. They said...Troy was at the Clique Crib. Marco called 911 after he found Troy in his room, unresponsive. They tried CPR...but it didn’t work. He was pronounced dead at the scene. They found...prescription bottles, I guess, all around him. They said he died of a drug overdose, and that they found a note...it said something about him not wanting to tell my mom and dad about ‘who he really was’...the police figured it was because he was gay. But my parents wouldn’t care about that, and the letter was typed. And then, at the funeral, when only one of Troy’s friends showed up, he told us about Troy’s contract. Apparently, the contract they signed allowed Marco to open life insurance policies in each of their names. Two hundred fifty thousand dollars apiece.”

Jane paused again, as if waiting for me to confirm her suspicions.

I didn’t.

“That doesn’t prove that he didn’t commit suicide,” I said. “It proves that Marco, who, again, I will reiterate, did not kill your brother, is a scumbag, but not a murderer.”

At the risk of people thinking I’m setting up Marco to be some sort of red herring, I will come right out and say it: Marco did not kill Troy Min. Marco had nothing to do with his death. Marco Rodriguez was an asshole and probably a creep, but he didn’t kill anyone. And no, this is not a situation where he technically killed Troy and set in place a series of coincidences that just happened to lead to Troy’s murder. He was not the murderer. Period.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Call it a hunch.”

“In episode 24 of your podcast, ‘Hunches are Bullshit,’ you said that most of the time, police ‘hunches’ are lucky guesses that turn out to be right in hindsight. You also cursed a lot,” Jane said.

I took another bite of food and a deep breath. “Well then. Since your brother was murdered, it’d be good for me to know who the suspects, besides Marco Rodriguez, truly are.”

As if on cue, Jane reached into her bag and pulled out several folded, printed pieces of paper.

“Blaine Hargrove.” She pointed at one picture.

He had a face that was meant to be punched.

That was my immediate thought upon seeing Blaine Hargrove. There was something about him that screamed, kick my ass. Maybe it was his impossibly square jawline, that some celebrity plastic surgeon had been severely underpaid to reconstruct. Maybe it was the five-o’clock shadow that looked more like it arrived at six-thirty and desperately needed a trim. Maybe it was the eyes, wide open and piercing blue, the kind of thing that convinced many people he was attractive, even though it was the only appealing thing on his face.

If it seems like I’m already being incredibly mean to Blaine, he’s going to dislocate my shoulder and nearly kill me in a few chapters and not even bother to apologize for it, so I think it’s my right to be mean.

Jane said, “He’s been making content on YouTube since he was 11. His parents had a channel, but then he went solo and created his own. He makes prank videos and releases ‘rap music’” she put that in big air quotes “under the name Big Baby B-Hard. He has 15 million followers and a host of sponsorships, but he’s kind of a tool and hasn’t been able to escape controversy. Like the time he went into a cemetery and peed on someone’s grave. Ironically, that led him to another content creator, who happened to make videos about cleaning.”

“That’s not ironic,” I corrected.

“What?”

“That’s a coincidence. It’s not ironic.”

“Does it matter?”

“As an English major, someone who angrily tweeted at Alanis Morissette four times a week about how she ruined the meaning of the word until my therapist suggested I leave social media, yes, yes it does.”

Jane looked at me, puzzled, but continued as she pulled out her phone and flipped through her social media contacts until she landed on a girl with fair skin, platinum blond hair, and blue eyes. “Arielle Pietrigallo. She started on TikTok doing daily content about her day, dances, the normal thing. Then one day her content changed. She started making engagement-bait content: disgusting food, pretending to work in businesses for a day, cleaning bathrooms, and yes, even cleaning graves. That’s where she met Blaine, and rather than take that as the giant red flag it was, she and Blaine went on a whirlwind romance that culminated in you two getting married and her legally changing your name to Arielle Hargrove. About two months after that, they legally separated behind the scenes but kept pretending to be married in front of the camera. That probably has something to do with the fact that Arielle got sober and Blaine... definitely has not.”

“Then you have Anish Carl.” A younger guy with short black hair, brown skin, and a prominent neck tattoo slid into view. “He bought some crypto just for fun when he was sixteen. By the time he was eighteen, he was already a millionaire. He started posting tips about how to make money with crypto. Then, when the floor dropped out, he rebranded himself as a dating guru and investment specialist. Now he charges thousands of dollars teaching men how to make passive income and have a never-ending parade of women, even with a repulsive personality. That’s where Anish met Marco, and they went into business together. Anish and Marco met Blaine. Blaine was with Arielle...”

“A scrum of unscrupulous scoundrels,” I said, laughing at my own alliteration. Jane gave me a sympathy chuckle. I cleared my throat. “Please continue.”

“This is Cori.” She swiped left again. Hazel eyes stood out against tan skin and long blond braids. “Cori. One word. Like Madonna. She started her career dancing on TikTok, which worked well for her until a white girl named Arielle came along, stole those same dances, and got way more popular. That’s when Cori moved into the drama sphere on social media, calling Arielle out and labeling her a content thief, which, honestly, she kind of was. Cori then started a podcast called Bitch You Thought, where she reported on every piece of gossip possible, including the Hargroves’ marriage problems. It was always kind of weird that she decided to be in the house.”

“Unless Marco and Blaine were trying to buy her silence,” I offered. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, and all that.”

Jane blinked. “I never thought about that.”

“Most good people assume others do things for good reasons. If you think Marco is bad enough to murder, it’s not unreasonable to assume he’d do far less terrible things, like manipulate those around him.”

“Marco.” Jane grimaced, flipping to the face of a man with wide brown eyes, pale skin, and an unnaturally squared jaw. “Marco started his life selling skis at his parents’ shop in Aspen. He went to Stanford, then dropped out and launched several failed businesses, including baby booties made out of recycled bottles, an electric car company that somehow burned through one hundred and forty million dollars without ever producing a car, and a flamethrower company, which, honestly, is kind of cool. But Marco really hit it big when he realized he could exploit a bunch of twenty-year-olds.”

“A reminder: Marco didn’t kill anyone,” I offered again.

“How do you know that?” Jane asked.

“A hunch.”

Jane smiled. “See, that’s where I came up with a genius idea.”

“‘Genius Doesn’t Exist,’ Episode 27,” I said. I was particularly proud of that episode.

“Okay, well, I came up with a good idea. Again, none of these people even went to Troy’s funeral. So before I contacted you, I tricked them. I made a big social media post about how none of them went to Troy’s funeral, which actually pissed me off. But like I thought he would, Marco decided to organize one more ‘party’ at the Clique Crib to help memorialize Troy and ‘keep him partying in heaven,’” she said, the last bit dripping with disgust. “Everyone is going to be there, and that’s going to give you enough time to find out what actually happened to Troy. Someone there has got to know. It’s too weird that Troy died by himself on the couch weeks after everyone had left. If you can’t prove the murder, at least... you can give me some peace.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Jane asked.

“You don’t have to convince me. I think you’re right. I think the circumstances of your brother’s death at least warrant a second look. And if the police can’t give you one, I’d be more than willing to do it,” I said with a smile.

“Really? Great!” Jane seemed taken aback by her own surprise. “Uh, so... I should pay you...”

“I’ll tell you what: you pay for my food, and we call it even,” I said.

“No, I can actually pay”

“I don’t want you to,” I said bluntly. “Lots of people have offered me lots of money to solve cases. If I wanted to do this to make money, I would. I want to do this to help you. So my payment will be nothing more than some delicious blini and smoked salmon, or I will walk away from the table. Do we have a deal?” I extended my hand across the table.

Jane looked me up and down, and I could see something on her face: some combination of thankfulness, confusion, and relief. She reached across the table and shook my hand. “Deal.”

In the midst of a second round of blini, the storm that had been threatening all day, with its ominous, dark gray skies, finally arrived. And it arrived quickly. Unfortunately, the economy car I had rented, and Jane’s Mini Cooper, were both trapped in several feet of snow.

“This blizzard is un-brr-lievable,” I said with a laugh.

Jane weakly laughed in response.

“That reception was certainly frosty,” I offered again.

This time I got nothing.

“Okay, you’re not big on puns. I’ll chill.”

“How are we going to get there now?” Jane asked. I thought about repeating the last joke but bit my tongue instead.

“It’s snow big deal,” I said as I pulled out my phone, looking at her again for any laughter whatsoever. There was none. “We don’t have to stress out about a ride. Lucky for you and me, I snow a guy.”

“What?” Jane asked, sounding both confused and annoyed.

I sighed. “We’re not stuck here. I know a guy.”

“Does your mom know you’re back in town?”

Tucker Marshall hadn’t even bothered to say “hi” or “how you doing?” when he pulled up in the standard-issue police Ford Explorer. When I called him and hastily explained what was going on, I got little more than an “Okay. Bet.” before he hung up. His big brown eyes stared at me with more than the usual annoyance, his dreadlocks poking out from his beanie, a leather jacket thrown over a Pikachu T-shirt, and jeans that were clearly not designed for winter weather.

I think Jane was shocked when he first arrived, thinking she had already gotten in trouble. He exchanged pleasantries with her in that “I’m the friendly, well-behaved cop” sort of way that gnawed at my brain, all “Don’t worry, ma’am” and “I’m here to help.” The fact that he was clearly carrying his sidearm and had bothered to throw his badge around his neck seemed all the more like a slight, a wall between us without him having to say anything at all. He used the tow hook of the Ford Explorer and placed
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