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The Arabella Street Detective Club

North Long Beach woke up the same way every morning in the autumn of 1975 — slowly, and smelling like somebody's toast.

The sun came up behind the houses on the east side of Arabella Street first, laying long orange strips of light across the lawns that hadn't been mowed since Saturday, crawling over the sidewalk cracks where last summer's dandelions had pushed through and been defeated by someone's sneaker. It moved past the Vigil house, where a homemade antenna of unclear purpose rose from the garage roof like a flag for a country nobody had named yet. It drifted across the front porch of the Voit place, where a wind chime made of old spoons caught the first breeze and offered an opinion. It reached the Howe brothers' yard, where the sprinkler had been left on overnight again and was now performing a slow, exhausted circle over a patch of mud that used to be lawn. It settled, finally and warmly, on the peeling beige paint of a one-car garage at 3803 E Arabella Street, which bore, in careful block letters above its main  door, a sign that read:

ARABELLA STREET DETECTIVE CLUB — Members Only — This Means You, Brent.

Inside, Dennis Moore was already at the chalkboard.

He was ten years old, which is an age that either produces future accountants or future detectives, depending entirely on whether the child in question has ever read Sherlock Holmes. Dennis had read all of Sherlock Holmes. He had read most of Sherlock Holmes twice. He had, last summer, attempted to read The Hound of the Baskervilles three times before his mother confiscated it on the grounds that he was waking up screaming and the neighbors were talking.

He had light blue eyes that moved around a room the way a flashlight moves around an attic — methodically, catching corners. His hair needed a comb in the way that the Pacific Ocean needs a swimming pool. He was wearing a plaid shirt, jeans with one knee that had a philosophical relationship with the idea of being a knee, and a pair of Converse that had been white when school started.

On the chalkboard behind him, in handwriting that was considerably better than his grades in English would suggest, were the words: THE CASE OF THE ART ROOM — EVIDENCE SO FAR.

Below this were three things: a rough sketch of a door, a question mark, and what appeared to be a paint handprint that looked, depending on your angle, either like a starfish or like someone making a very emphatic point.

"The door was locked from the inside," Dennis said, to the garage at large. "The windows don't open. Nobody was inside when the janitor unlocked it at seven-fifteen this morning." He tapped the chalkboard. "The paint was spilled. Not knocked — spilled. The can was upright when they found it, but empty. So the paint went somewhere." He turned around. "Thoughts?"

The garage offered its thoughts through the seven people arranged on folding chairs, upturned buckets, and, in one case, a rubber tire that served no function beyond being something to sit on.

Gary Howe went first, because Gary Howe always went first. He was eleven, a year older than Dennis and everyone else in the club except Tammy, and he held this seniority the way a golden retriever holds a tennis ball — with tremendous enthusiasm and no particular plan for what to do with it. He was built like someone had stacked a normal boy on top of a slightly larger boy and told both of them to act casual. His hair was always slightly in motion.

"Ghost," said Gary.

"No," said Dennis.

"You didn't even think about it." 

"I thought about it for the amount of time it deserved, which was no time at all. Next."

Gary's younger brother Shon said nothing, which was normal. Shon Howe was ten and had spoken, in the entirety of his recorded life, approximately one-quarter of the words his brother produced in any given Tuesday. He was small and careful and had the eyes of someone who had once noticed a thing that everyone else had looked directly at and missed entirely, and who had never quite gotten over the responsibility this implied. He was looking at the sketch on the chalkboard with the particular stillness of a person doing math.

Mark Vigil had a notebook open on his knee and was drawing what appeared to be a circuit diagram, which was either relevant to the case or relevant to whatever Mark was always thinking about, which were two categories that did not always overlap. Mark was the kind of kid who read the encyclopedia for fun and had opinions about transistor radios that he would share with you whether you asked or not. He was currently wearing a shirt that said THINK on it, which Dennis always found either inspiring or presumptuous depending on the day.

"The door has a pin tumbler lock," Mark said, without looking up. "Standard interior hardware, 1960s construction. Locked from inside means either the person left through a passage we haven't found, or the lock was engaged remotely, which —" he finally looked up "— means some kind of mechanism. Which I could build, by the way. I'm not saying I did. I'm just noting the possibility for the record."

"Is that a confession?" Dawn Bragole asked.

"It's a hypothetical."

"Those are the same thing," said Dawn, and wrote something on her clipboard.

Dawn Bragole had a clipboard. She brought it to every meeting and had brought it to every meeting since the club's founding, and she maintained it with a seriousness that most people reserved for things that mattered, which was her position on all things she was involved in. She had blonde hair cut just past her shoulders, a cardigan that had belonged to her older sister and been claimed through a process that could charitably be called inheritance, and a expression that said she had already considered your argument and found it wanting, and was prepared to explain why at whatever length the situation required. She was the club's most dedicated skeptic, which Dennis privately considered its most valuable feature. A detective who couldn't be argued out of a theory wasn't detecting — they were just deciding.

"Okay," Dawn said, consulting her notes. "Three theories worth considering. One: someone was hiding in the room before the janitor locked it the night before, completed whatever they were doing, and we're wrong about the timeline. Two: the lock mechanism failed in an unusual way and is producing evidence inconsistent with the actual sequence of events. Three: it's a prank by someone who knows enough about this school's hardware to exploit it." She paused. "I have counter-arguments for all three. Would you like them now or at the end?"

"End," said everyone, including Dennis, simultaneously.

Holly Voit hadn't said anything yet either, but for different reasons than Shon. Holly was ten and went quiet the way other people went still when they heard something — not absent, but attending. She had a way of looking at a room that made people wonder if she was seeing the same room they were. It wasn't spooky, exactly. It was more like the feeling you get when a cat stares at a corner for no reason, except that Holly usually turned out to have noticed something.

"The paint pattern," she said, at last.

Dennis turned. "What about it?"

"It's not random. Mr. Ostrowski said the colors were all mixed on the floor, like they'd been poured from different cans. But the handprint" — she nodded at the sketch — "is one color. Red. And it's facing toward the window. Not the door." She paused. "If you were leaving a message, that's where you'd point. Toward the window."

Shon looked up from the chalkboard sketch. He said one word: "Ledge."

Dennis pointed at him. "The art room is on the ground floor. There's a concrete ledge under the exterior window. Wide enough to stand on." He started pacing, which was what he did when things were assembling themselves. "Someone was in the room. Someone who didn't want to be seen leaving by the door. They waited until the paint was doing its job as a message —"

"What job?" Gary interrupted.

"To make sure we found it. To make sure it looked like something happened. Then they went out the window to the ledge and —"

"The window doesn't open," Mark said. "I checked the report you wrote. You said—"

"It doesn't open from the inside," Tammy said.

A pause settled over the garage, the comfortable kind that happens when a puzzle clicks.

Tammy Simmons was eleven, the oldest in the club by two months, and she had the social fluency of someone who had been paying careful attention to how people worked since before it was technically her business. She knew things. Not in a mysterious or sinister way — she knew things the way a librarian knows where books are, because she had organized the information carefully and maintained the catalog. She knew which teachers were on hall duty when, which students had siblings in which grades, which lunch lady was in a good mood and which was not, and which combination of these facts could, in the right circumstances, produce outcomes useful to a detective club. She was currently wearing her hair in two braids and had, Dennis happened to know, three separate conversations in progress with three separate sixth-graders that were all, in various ways, relevant to the club's current caseload.

"I talked to the PE teacher yesterday," she continued. "The exterior art room window can be opened from outside if you know which corner of the frame to push. It's a building maintenance issue. Has been since 1971." She tilted her head. "Mr. Delgado is very unhappy about it. He's told the principal four times. I have the dates."

"Of course you do," said Dawn, writing on her clipboard.

"So someone got in from outside, set up the paint display, and left the same way," Dennis said. He looked around the garage. "That answers how. It doesn't answer who or why."

"I know who," said a voice from behind the tire.

Everyone looked at Brent Griffin.

Brent Griffin was eight years old, the youngest member of the Arabella Street Detective Club, and was present at meetings through a combination of geographical luck (he lived two houses down from Dennis and could not be practically excluded without more effort than anyone was willing to put in) and the fact that he had, on exactly four documented occasions, said something so accidentally correct that it had broken the case open. This had given him a confidence entirely out of proportion to his actual detective abilities, which were otherwise best described as enthusiastic.

He was sitting on the tire in a way that suggested he had arrived by falling sideways onto it, and had decided this was comfortable enough to stay. He had a smear of something purple on his left ear that nobody had mentioned and that he appeared to be unaware of. He was holding a granola bar that he had been eating since the meeting started.

"Kevin Marsh," Brent said.

"That's a name," Dennis said carefully. "Why Kevin Marsh?"

"Because Kevin Marsh told Tommy Heller that he was going to put something in the art room that would 'mess with everyone's heads.' Tommy told his sister. His sister told my cousin Sandra. My cousin Sandra told me yesterday at dinner." Brent took a large bite of granola bar. "He's in fifth grade. He loses stuff during art class because he has to sit by the window." He chewed thoughtfully. "He probably knew about the frame thing because he's tried to open it before."

There was a silence of the particular kind that follows when the person everyone least expected to crack the case has cracked the case.

"You knew this whole time?" Gary said.

"I was waiting for the right moment," Brent said.

"That's not how detective work—" Dawn started.

"Case closed," Dennis said, because it was, and because arguing with Brent about methodology was a project with no end date. He picked up his chalk and wrote RESOLVED beneath the case heading. "Good work, everyone. Shon, your observation about the ledge was excellent. Holly, same for the handprint direction. Tammy, the frame information was the technical piece we needed." He paused. "Brent."

"Yeah," said Brent.

"I hate how often you do this." He said it with the warmth of someone who didn't hate it at all.

"I know," said Brent, and finished his granola bar.

They filed out of the garage into the bright October morning, which smelled like cut grass and the ghost of someone's barbecue from the weekend before. Arabella Street came fully awake around them.

It was three blocks long, Arabella Street — or rather, the part of it that mattered to the Arabella Street Detective Club was three blocks, which is the same thing when you are ten years old and own a bicycle. The north end stopped at Coke Street, where the liquor store had a cat that sat in the window and served as an unofficial neighborhood weathervane, being present and alert in good weather and absent in bad. The south end met Downey Avenue, where the traffic picked up and the world began to announce itself as larger than it was on Arabella.

In between, there was everything a neighborhood needs to be a world. Mrs. Pacheco's yard, which had roses along the front fence that she pruned with the intensity of someone settling a personal dispute with nature. The vacant lot at the corner of Arabella and Hedda Street that served, depending on the season and the available personnel, as a baseball diamond, a meeting space, an archaeological dig site, and on one memorable occasion an impromptu courtroom when the club had needed to formally present evidence on the matter of Mark's missing bicycle (found in the carport of the Garcias' house, where it had been borrowed without asking and then forgotten, which Mark had chosen to describe, in an excellent vocabulary word, as "sequestration").

Collins Elementary was four blocks east and one block north, close enough to walk and close enough to run if you were late, which Dennis was occasionally, because he read while he walked and sometimes the book demanded more attention than the sidewalk. The school had been built in 1958 in the architectural style that all California schools of that era shared — long and low, with wide corridors that echoed, windows that painted rectangles of afternoon sun across classroom floors, and a smell of chalk and floor wax that Dennis associated, without reservation, with the best parts of being alive.

He loved that school with the uncomplicated intensity that children are capable of before they learn to be cool about things.

They were walking toward it now — the whole group, spreading across the sidewalk in the natural formation of kids who have been walking to school together long enough that everyone knows their spot. Gary was at the front, moving fast, because Gary was always moving fast. Shon walked just behind his left shoulder, keeping pace without appearing to hurry, watching everything. Mark was explaining something about radio frequencies to Tammy, who was listening with the focused attention she brought to all information, evaluating its potential usefulness. Dawn had her clipboard under her arm and was annotating her case notes while walking, which she had gotten very good at. Holly walked alongside Dennis, quiet and comfortable in the way of someone who has known another person long enough that silence is a form of conversation.

Brent, because he was Brent, tripped on a crack in the sidewalk, caught himself, and continued without breaking stride as though it had been intentional.

"So," Gary said, from the front, without turning around. "What's next on the board?"

"Nothing major," Dennis said. "The Castellano situation wrapped up last week —"

"The dog wasn't stolen," Tammy confirmed. "He was at the Nguyens' house. He went through the gap in the back fence. He does it every week. Mrs. Castellano hasn't noticed the gap because it's behind the rosemary bush."

"Case of the stolen dog," Gary said, narrating for no one in particular. "Dog not stolen. Classic."

"The case of the dog who goes on regular unauthorized visits," Dawn corrected. "Very different case. Much less dramatic."

"Everything's less dramatic than you make it sound, Gary," said Shon, which was more words than Shon typically produced before nine in the morning, and which Gary accepted with a dignity he didn't usually display.

They were at the front steps of Collins Elementary by the time Dennis remembered the other thing.

"Oh," he said, stopping on the bottom step. "The field trip."

Gary stopped. "What field trip?"

"Mrs. Koellin announced it on Friday. I thought she sent the permission slip home." He checked his memory, which was generally good on matters related to school. "Long Beach Museum of Victorian Curiosities."

The name landed in the morning air and stayed there, vibrating slightly.

"Victorian," Mark said.

"Victorian," Dennis confirmed.

"Victorian like Sherlock Holmes Victorian?" Gary said, with the expression of someone who has just been told Christmas has been rescheduled to also be happening right now.

"What other Victorian is there," said Dennis.

"There's Queen Victoria Victorian," Dawn said. "There's the whole social and economic period in British history Victorian. There's the architectural style Victorian. There's —"

"Thank you, Dawn," said Dennis.

"I have more."

"I know. Thank you."

Holly was smiling at nothing in particular, which was what she did when she was thinking. "It could be really interesting," she said. "The Victorian period is when people started taking the idea of the unexplained seriously. Spiritualism, séances, paranormal investigation as an actual field." She seemed to notice that everyone was looking at her. "I read a lot."

"The permission slip is on the kitchen table," Brent announced. "I saw it when I came to get Dennis this morning. It was under the orange juice."

"That's — how do you know where the orange juice is in my kitchen?" Dennis said.

"I know where the orange juice is in everyone's kitchen," Brent said, and walked up the steps ahead of him.

The school day proceeded in the way school days do — in unequal portions of interesting and necessary, with a long stretch in the middle where time moved at the pace of something that has given up on arriving anywhere quickly. Dennis sat in Mrs. Koellin's class and thought about Victorian museums in the part of his brain he kept separate for things that weren't the current lesson, which was a part he had been developing since second grade with considerable dedication.

Mrs. Koellin announced the field trip officially after lunch, and told them it was next Thursday, and told them the permission slips had gone home on Friday and she needed them back by Wednesday, and that the museum had "several remarkable collections" that she thought they would find "extremely educational," which was the kind of thing teachers said that meant anything from genuinely remarkable to a display of nineteenth-century kitchen implements.

Dennis looked at the flyer she handed out.

LONG BEACH MUSEUM OF VICTORIAN CURIOSITIES — ESTABLISHED 1947.

And below that, in the list of exhibits: SHERLOCK HOLMES: FACT AND FICTION — A RETROSPECTIVE OF VICTORIAN DETECTIVE CULTURE.

He stared at this for a moment.

He stared at it for several moments.

He was aware that Gary, sitting one row over, had leaned across the aisle and was staring at the same line and was about to say something that would require Dennis to manage the situation, so he kicked Gary's chair leg gently and shook his head. Gary, with rare restraint, made a face and sat back.

Below the Sherlock Holmes listing, in smaller print: ALSO FEATURING — VICTORIAN NATURAL SCIENCES — PERIOD FASHION AND FURNISHINGS — ITEMS OF HISTORICAL AND SPIRITUAL SIGNIFICANCE.

Dennis was already thinking about the Holmes exhibit. He didn't notice the last line. He would remember this later, and would consider it a valuable lesson about the things you fail to see because you are looking somewhere else — a lesson Holmes himself, he thought, would have had something pointed and slightly devastating to say about.

On the walk home that afternoon, he stayed a few steps behind the others, his backpack slung over one shoulder and his copy of The Valley of Fear open to page forty-four. Brent walked beside him, eating another granola bar from an apparently inexhaustible supply. Gary and Shon were two strides ahead, conducting a low-volume argument about something. Mark was behind them, watching the neighborhood glide past and building something in his head. Holly and Tammy and Dawn were even further ahead of the boys, Tammy talking, Dawn occasionally raising an objection, Holly listening to something the conversation wasn't saying.

Arabella Street came toward them from a distance and then arrived, as it always did, with the comfortable certainty of a place that had been arranged specifically to exist for the people on it.

Dennis read until he arrived at his home, and when he got there, he stood for a moment on the sidewalk with the flyer in one hand and his book in the other. The rest of the club wandered onward to their own homes, still engaged in debate or granola bar consumption, waving casually to Dennis in departure. Dennis looked at his garage, and thought about Victorian curiosities, and thought about Holmes, and thought about how a person who had dedicated their life to the careful observation of what was actually present might react to a museum full of things from a world he actually lived in.

The October afternoon was warm and dry and full of the sound of somebody's lawn mower two streets over, and a mockingbird working through its entire repertoire in the elm tree by the vacant lot, and someone's radio coming from an open window, and from down the block the sound of the Howe brothers' sprinkler, still going, still conducting its slow circle over its slowly expanding patch of mud.

Dennis put the flyer in his book to mark his page.

He went inside to find the permission slip.

It was under the orange juice.
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Chapter Two
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The Long Beach Museum of Victorian Curiosities

The permission slip had been signed, dated, and returned by Wednesday morning — all eight of them, including Brent's, which his mother had signed in a handwriting so enthusiastic it took up the entire signature line and half the one above it.

Thursday arrived with a sky the color of good intentions and air that smelled like autumn had finally decided to show up and would be staying through the weekend. Dennis was at the bus stop twelve minutes early, which was nine minutes earlier than usual and three minutes earlier than even he had planned, and which he would have described, if asked, as coincidence.

Nobody asked.

Gary arrived at the bus stop the way Gary arrived everywhere — at a velocity that suggested he'd been running from something and had simply decided to channel the momentum into arrival. He had his lunch in a brown paper bag and was already eating from it, which was a technical violation of the concept of lunch.

"Are you eating your lunch," Dennis said. It was not a question.

"Pre-eating," Gary said. "So I'm not hungry during the museum. Hunger is distracting."

"You're going to be hungry during the museum."

"That's a problem for later Gary." He took another bite of his sandwich. "Current Gary is handling it."

Shon arrived without appearing to have moved from wherever he'd been before, the way he often did — simply present, abruptly, as though he'd been standing slightly to the left of visible and had just adjusted. He had a small notebook in his jacket pocket, which was new. Dennis noted it with approval.

Mark arrived carrying what appeared to be a modified transistor radio with a new antenna, an additional component that might have been a compass, and several pieces of electrical tape applied in a way that suggested the tape was doing significant structural work. He set it carefully on the bus stop bench.

"What is that?" Shon said.

"Electromagnetic field detector." Mark patted it with the pride of a craftsman. "Victorian-era artifacts sometimes carry residual charge from the manufacturing processes. This will tell us if anything in the museum has an unusual field signature."

"It's going to bleep at the wiring," Dawn said, arriving with her clipboard, which today had a fresh sheet of paper at the top labeled MUSEUM OBSERVATIONS in capital letters. "Everything in a building emits electromagnetic fields. You'll be bleeping the entire time."

"Constantly," Mark agreed. "But unusually."

"You can't take that on the school bus," Dennis said.

"I took it on the bus last Tuesday."

"You took it on the—" Dennis pinched the bridge of his nose. "What happened?"

"It was fine. The driver asked what it was, I said it was a science project, and he said as long as it didn't make noise." Mark paused. "It made a little noise. But I told him it was calibrating, and he seemed to accept that as a concept."

Holly and Tammy came down the street together, which was how they usually came, walking at the pace of a conversation that had been going on since before they left their respective houses. Tammy was already briefing Holly on something, which was also how they usually were. Holly was listening in the way that meant she was hearing both what was being said and whatever else the words were sitting on top of.

Brent came last, at a run, with one shoe untied, arriving at the bus stop at the same moment the school bus did and achieving entry through a sequence of events too rapid and chaotic to reconstruct. He sat down in the first seat he reached, slightly out of breath, with his lunch bag missing.

"Where's your lunch?" Dennis said.

"I think I left it at home," Brent said.

"You think?"

"I had it. And then I was running. And now I don't." He seemed to regard this as a sequence of facts rather than a problem. "I'll figure it out."

The bus smelled of vinyl seats and something that was either someone's thermos or the permanent ambient scent of years of field trips. Mrs. Koellin was already aboard, seated at the front with a clipboard of her own — more modest than Dawn's, Dennis noted, which was a character detail he found interesting — and doing a headcount before anyone had finished boarding.

Mrs. Koellin was the kind of teacher who existed at the precise intersection of rigorous and kind, which is a much harder combination to achieve than either one alone. She was in her early forties, with dark hair going silver at the temples in a way that she had clearly decided was not a problem, and brown eyes behind glasses that had the quality of seeing through whatever you were doing to the reason you were doing it. She had been teaching fifth grade at Collins Elementary for eleven years, which meant she had seen more or less everything, and maintained a cheerful disposition in the face of this knowledge that Dennis had always found quietly admirable.

She was also the teacher who had first put a Sherlock Holmes story in Dennis's hands, in third grade, when she had still been his after-school reading tutor. She'd handed it across the library table with a matter-of-fact "You'll like this one" that had been, looking back, a fairly significant moment in his life.

"Twenty-three," she said, finishing her count. "Good. Everyone sit. We'll be there in twenty minutes."

"Twenty-two minutes," said the bus driver, with the air of someone who had settled this question many times with many teachers and would settle it again.

"Twenty-two minutes," Mrs. Koellin amended, without looking up.

The bus pulled out of the Collins Elementary parking lot and headed south on Atlantic Avenue, then west, the neighborhood rolling past the windows in its familiar vocabulary — the swap meet on Thursdays with its hand-lettered signs, the tire shop with the pyramid of tires that Gary insisted was a monument to something, the stretch of Carson Street where the storefronts were in a perpetual state of one or two being closed and one or two having just opened with handpainted lettering that announced their presence with hope. The lawns got a little different the closer they got to the water — larger lots, more mature trees, the occasional sidewalk replaced by something broader and better-maintained — and the air through the bus windows, which Dennis had cracked two inches, began to carry the different weight of somewhere closer to the ocean.

The Long Beach Museum of Victorian Curiosities occupied a building that had been a bank in the 1920s, then a department store, then something to do with municipal records that nobody could quite explain, and was now a museum in the way that a person who has changed careers several times is now a person who does the most recent thing. It was two stories of pale stone with columns out front that had accumulated four decades of Southern California grime in the carved decorative bits, and a sign above the main entrance that was missing the letter C in Curiosities, making it the Long Beach Museum of Victorian uriosities, which Brent noticed and pointed out as the bus parked.

"It's been like that since August," Tammy said. "They ordered the letter. There was a supply issue."

Brent looked at her. "How do you know that?"

"I know things," Tammy said.

Inside the museum, the air was different. It was the particular indoor air of a building that has been keeping things for a long time — cool and slightly still, with a quality of patience to it, as though the building understood that its job was preservation and had organized itself accordingly. The lobby had a black-and-white tile floor, a reception desk where a woman was not quite managing the competing demands of the telephone and a coffee cup, and display cases along the walls that held small objects behind glass with little typed cards explaining what they were and why they mattered.

Their docent was a man in his late sixties named, according to his name tag, GERALD. Gerald had the posture of someone who had given this tour many times and would give it many more and had made a certain peace with this fact. He carried a wooden pointer and wore a brown blazer and had a voice that projected efficiently into the middle distance, where it arrived with complete information and minimal warmth.

"Welcome to the Long Beach Museum of Victorian Curiosities," Gerald said. "Please do not touch the displays. Please do not lean on the display cases. Please do not remove items from the shelves in the reading room. Please do not attempt to operate any of the mechanical demonstrations without a staff member present." He looked at them all steadily. "Are there questions before we begin?"

There was a silence that was mostly students deciding which questions to suppress.

"Wonderful," Gerald said. "Follow me."

The tour began in the natural sciences wing, where specimens of Victorian-era taxidermy regarded the class from glass cases with the slightly startled expressions of animals that had not seen this coming. Gerald explained the Victorian fascination with classification and collection, which Dennis found genuinely interesting, and which Gary found genuinely disturbing on the grounds that the fox in the corner looked too alive.

"It's not alive, Gary," Dennis said, in a low voice.

"It's pretending," Gary said.

The period fashion section produced a fifteen-minute detour during which Dawn asked Gerald three consecutive questions about the structural engineering of the bustle, which Gerald had not been asked before and which he appeared to find genuinely refreshing, answering with more animation than he'd shown anywhere else on the tour. Tammy meanwhile moved through the room and, by a process that was invisible unless you were specifically watching for it, spoke quietly to every person in it and learned something from each of them.

Mark's electromagnetic field detector beeped at the Victorian lighting fixtures, beeped at the climate control unit, beeped at a decorative brass railing, and beeped at Mark's own wristwatch, at which point Mark covered it with his jacket because Gerald had given it a look.

The Sherlock Holmes retrospective was in a long gallery off the main corridor — THE GREAT DETECTIVE: FACT, FICTION, AND THE VICTORIAN SCIENCE OF OBSERVATION, announced the sign above the entrance, in lettering that had the confidence of an exhibit that knew what it was. Dennis stopped in the doorway and took a moment.

It was a good exhibit. He could tell from the doorway. The cases held first editions behind glass, pages open to key passages. There were photographs of the Baker Street area in the 1890s, and photographs of the actors who had played Holmes across the decades — the sharp profile of Basil Rathbone, which Dennis had always thought was exactly right; the gentler version that never quite worked; the newer ones that had their qualities and their limitations. There was a reproduction of the Baker Street sitting room — the chemistry equipment, the violin, the two chairs by the fire that Holmes and Watson had occupied for decades of stories.

And there was a case, near the back, labeled: THE METHOD — VICTORIAN FORENSIC SCIENCE AND ITS DESCENDANTS.

Dennis stood at that case for four minutes while the rest of the class moved around him and Gerald's voice continued its steady efficient narration in the background. The case contained handwriting samples, magnifying glasses of the era, a display on tobacco ash classification (Doyle's Holmes had catalogued 140 varieties — Dennis knew this, had known it since age nine, but seeing the actual period implements made it real in a different way), and at the center, a letter in Victorian copperplate from a police inspector to a colleague, saying that the consulting methods of a certain Mr. Holmes, while irregular, had produced results that conventional investigation had failed to achieve.

The letter was dated 1898.

"You're doing the face," Holly said, beside him.

"What face?"

"The one where you forget I'm here." She said it without any complaint. "What are you thinking?"

"That it was real," Dennis said. "I mean — I know it was fictional. But the ideas were real. The method was real. Someone actually thought it through, all of it, and made it work as a system, and other people looked at it and said yes, that's how you find things out." He looked at the letter. "I don't know. It feels like it matters."

Holly looked at the letter too. "It does matter," she said. She said it simply, the way she said things that she had decided were true.

They were the last two out of the Holmes gallery, catching up with the group in the corridor, where Gerald was preparing to move them toward the main staircase and the second-floor collections.

This was the moment Dennis noticed the door.

It was set into the wall of the corridor, between the Holmes gallery and the staircase — a plain door, darker wood than the others, without a display card or directional sign. It had a small printed placard at eye level that said RESTRICTED — STAFF ONLY. But the door was not closed. It was open approximately eight inches, held there by a folding chair that someone had propped against it — a chair from the reading room, Dennis thought, recognizing the style. Someone had propped it open and walked away and not come back.

Through the eight-inch gap came air that was different from the rest of the museum. Cooler, and with a quality Dennis could not have named precisely — older, maybe, in the way that a room with the windows shut for years develops a smell that is the accumulated presence of everything that happened in it.

Gerald did not look at the door. Gerald was pointing his wooden pointer at the staircase and explaining what was on the second floor.

Dennis looked at the gap.

He looked at the back of Gerald's head.

He looked at the gap again.

"Don't," said Dawn, who was beside him, looking forward like a responsible person.

"I haven't said anything."

"You're about to."

"I'm just noting that the door is open."

"You're noting it very aggressively."

The group began to move toward the staircase. In the organized confusion of twenty-three fifth-graders and one docent navigating a corridor, there was a natural moment — a gap, really — in which several children were neither at the front of the group nor at the back, and the corridor itself provided a natural visual break around a column that made it possible to be in one place and then, without any dramatic announcement, in another.

The eight of them were in the annex before anyone had discussed it, in the way that certain decisions happen in groups — less as a choice than as a gravitational conclusion.

The annex was a single large room, lower-ceilinged than the rest of the museum, with wooden shelving along two walls holding items that were clearly not part of any active display — pieces wrapped in cloth, crates with stenciled labels, several paintings leaning face-to-wall. The floor was bare boards, slightly dusty. A single pendant light hung from the center of the ceiling, dim and yellowish. Two small windows sat high in the far wall, one of them showing a crack across the upper left corner of its pane.

In the center of the room, as though it had been placed there with deliberate intention, was a trunk.

It was large — roughly four feet long, two and a half feet wide, substantial in the way of things built to last rather than to be convenient. Iron banding at the corners and across the top, dark with age. The wood beneath the iron was almost black, either from the wood itself or from time. There were symbols stamped into the iron banding at intervals that Dennis could not immediately identify — not letters, not any alphabet he recognized, but deliberate marks, evenly spaced, that had the look of something with a specific purpose.

A paper label, brown at the edges, was affixed to the top with what had once been paste. It read, in Victorian copperplate nearly identical to the handwriting in the letter Dennis had just been looking at:

PROPERTY OF R. COLLIER — FRAGILE / SPIRIT TRAP

There was a silence in the room that had its own texture.

"Spirit Trap," Gary read. He said it the way you might say the name of a roller coaster — with enthusiasm and a slight failure to register what it might actually imply.

"It's a label," Dawn said. "It's probably a Victorian term for something completely ordinary. Like a birdcage. Or a flue."

"A flue is not called a spirit trap," Tammy said.

"I'm illustrating a category. Things that sound dramatic but aren't."

Shon was not looking at the label. He was looking at the symbols on the iron banding, moving slowly around the trunk, examining them from different angles. He took the small notebook from his jacket pocket and began to sketch, quickly and accurately — Dennis had seen Shon draw before and was consistently surprised by the precision of it.

Mark had his electromagnetic field detector out again, uncovered from his jacket, and was moving it slowly toward the trunk. The device, which had been producing its intermittent commentary since they boarded the bus, went quiet as he approached. Completely quiet. Then, when the antenna was approximately six inches from the iron banding, it produced a sound unlike any it had made in the museum so far — a single sustained tone, low and very clear, that was not a beep so much as a note.

Mark stopped.

"That's different," he said.

"Different how?" Dennis asked.

"Everything else beeped in the frequency range you'd expect from electrical systems. This is —" Mark tilted his head at the detector. "This is below that. This is like something that generates its own field. Not from electricity."

"So it's a magnet," Dawn said.

"Magnets don't produce tones. They produce constant fields. This is—" He moved the detector slightly closer. The tone shifted upward half a step. "This is responsive. Like it's reacting to the proximity." He looked up. "That's not magnetism."

Holly was standing apart from the trunk, near the shelving along the wall. She had not moved toward it at all. She was looking at it the way she sometimes looked at rooms — from a slight remove, with her head very slightly tilted, as though she was listening to something other than what was audible.

"Don't open it," she said.

Nobody had said anything about opening it.

"We're not going to open it," Dennis said.

"I know," Holly said. She didn't move.

Dennis crouched beside the trunk and looked at the latch. It was a Victorian mechanism — heavy, iron, with a catch that would have required a key at some point but appeared to have been welded or treated with something that had fused the keyhole. The latch itself sat flush against the housing, held in place by its own weight and by decades of accumulated corrosion that had bonded it in a way that was effectively permanent.

Effectively.

From behind him came a sound — a brief, abrupt, complicated sound that involved a shoe, a floor board, a moment of surprised acceleration, and the impact of an elbow against iron banding.

This was followed by a silence of approximately two seconds.

Which was followed by the latch
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