
	A pair of teen sophomores confront the fact that they are in love with each other while trying to solve a possible murder in their neighborhood

	 

	 

	When surly teen Sandra witnesses her new neighbor, a strange dentist, possibly murdering a woman, she asks her sunny best friend Jamie to help prove a crime has been committed. As the summer progresses, though, both girls find that their long hidden romantic feelings for each other are only growing. Confronting the difficult truth soon proves to be the greater of the two challenges before them.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	White Hill Lane.

	The soft lights from within its identical, upscale homes dotted the dark along the tidily winding pavement.

	It was nearly midnight, late especially for the young teen peering out through the pair of hefty binoculars poking out from between the blinds of her second-story room.

	Sandra rested on her knees on her window bench as she stared out into the night. Searching. A wry smirk played at her lips as her vision swept from one house to the other, finding nothing impressive at first, but then stopping at the sight of a raccoon sneaking its way into a poorly closed receptacle.

	“Ah, ha! There’s the adorable fiend who’s been nicking our trash!” she said. “Caught red-handed too!”

	“I want to see!”

	Jamie inched closer at Sandra’s side.

	They were both dressed in simple t-shirts and flannel bottoms, ready for bed. But Sandra had wanted to play her favorite game and knew she could count on her bestie to join her.

	Jamie tried to see through the minute space between the binoculars and the blinds, and when that failed she looked at Sandra with an insistent gaze.

	Sandra giggled behind the binoculars, pretending she didn’t notice.

	“The smallest hands are the reddest hands, indeed!”

	“Sandra, come on!” Jamie begged. “Let me see already!”

	A playful tussle erupted, the blinds jostling as Jamie became assertive. Sandra laughed, and suddenly pulled away from the window. A second later, Jamie moved several inches to the side with the binoculars in hand, searching anew.

	Jamie released a satisfied breath. “Okay. Where is he?”

	“Across the street, two houses to the left,” Sandra said, looking out with her.

	They sat together in the stillness and quiet of the late hour, illuminated by the dim light of the single small lamp at the farthest end of the room, set on the floor to assure their discretion.

	Sandra waited excitedly, watching, delighting in what was to come.

	Jamie found what she was looking for then, and beamed brightly.

	“Ohmigod!” she squeaked. “He is so cute! Those little hands and little mouth! And that little tummy!”

	Sandra allowed her faint smirk to become a smile. She swept back her hair, admiring her typically sunny friend. Jamie always reacted that way at the sight of a small, cuddly animal, and Sandra always enjoyed it. Even in the dim light, she was luminous.

	Sandra turned then and held her legs to her chest, facing her room. The immaculate space was free of any decoration, even pictures. The lone possession she cared about was her binoculars, which she kept in the drawer of her bedside table.

	Tonight, there was an inflatable mattress on the floor, off to the side, with its sheet and blanket and pillow, bought for nights when Jamie slept over. She thought it looked weird and wished Jamie could just share her bed.

	Sandra gazed downward, her smile diminishing.

	“If you could be any night animal, which one would you be?”

	Jamie looked away from the binoculars, seeming caught off guard by the question.

	“Oh, wow. I don’t know.” Her brow furrowed as she gave it serious thought. She itched at her shock of vibrant orange hair. “Rats are super cute. All tiny and minky. With a pink ribbon! That would be awesome! And? They can get through any hole they can get their head through. Did you know that?”

	Sandra nodded, imagining it. “They don’t live very long, though.”

	“I know,” Jamie said, with the sincerest sorrow.

	Jamie lifted off the bench and sat shoulder-to-shoulder with Sandra, one leg tucked under her and the other swinging freely.

	“How about you?” she asked, resting the binoculars on her lap. “Nocturnal mammal.”

	“I’d be a bat,” Sandra said coolly. “Terror of the night! Striking fear into the cowardly, and inspiring millionaire orphans to fight crime! I’d be all furry too, and dripping with precious diseases.”

	“Bats are hella cute. Lots of people like them, you know.”

	Sandra winced at the compliment.

	“Yeah?” she said, quietly.

	She wished Jamie wouldn’t say such kind things. They made her stomach twist. She disregarded it, though, quickly and easily.

	“My turn!” She snatched the binoculars from Jamie’s grip and sprang up. “Ha!”

	Jamie harrumphed, moving over as Sandra got onto her knees at the window again, binoculars aimed out.

	Sandra reduced the zoom causing several homes to come into view all at once, all shrouded in the dark. Some had their curtains parted, allowing a glimpse into their sedate dens.

	She couldn’t shake the sweetness of Jamie’s words. They made her uncomfortable, like a wet chill creeping over her skin, but only because they were so undeserved. Jamie was always too kind. But Sandra liked that about her.

	Sandra forced a slight smile as she scanned the outside world.

	“We should get jobs doing this,” she said.

	“You could work for the government.”

	“No, it has to be just the two of us,” Sandra asserted. “We’ll start our own business. Jamie Solomon and Sandra van den Broek, neighborhood spies!”

	Jamie chuckled, adding, “Because you can never be too careful.”

	Sandra gasped and looked at Jamie elatedly, pointing at her.

	“Yes! Yes, that is so going to be our slogan!”

	“Sweet!”

	Sandra, with a shy smirk, returned to looking out of the window.

	She glanced to her side. Jamie was smiling at her warmly, with an adoring look that never made Sandra uncomfortable.

	“Thank you for putting my name first.”

	“Well, you’re the cute one,” Sandra said, distractedly. “Of course, you’re going to be the face of the company.”

	Jamie shrugged, quietly said, “I like your face.”

	“But I’m the bat,” Sandra said, just a little defensively. Again, Jamie was being too kind. Again, it wasn’t Jamie’s fault. She calmed. “The bat and the rat. Right?”

	Jamie nodded, smiling slightly less.

	“I can’t wait,” she said.

	Sandra smiled at the thought, only pretending to search, unable to resist indulging in the idea of a future spent with her best friend, having awesome adventures together every day. The moment she realized it made her feel genuinely happy, though, in the same way Jamie’s smile made her feel happy, she acted fast to change the subject.

	“Oh, hey, um, Mr. Williams is making out with his wife.”

	Jamie looked up, gaped. “What? Let me see!”

	Sandra laughed, already pulling away as Jamie scrambled onto the bench and grabbed at the binoculars, just out of reach.

	“No way!” Sandra said. “They’re all old and stuff. It’ll warp your young mind!”

	“Let! Me! See!”

	The blinds tossed violently as they engaged in a friendly skirmish, laughing happily into the night.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Sandra’s sparse, tidy room was filled with summer daylight.

	She turned over in her sheets, grumbled as she opened her eyes. She looked at her clock and sighed. It was nine-twenty-five.

	She turned onto her back, flat at the center of the bed, with her arms outstretched, and listened. The silence around her was absolute. Three weeks into summer vacation, she knew what that silence signified.

	She was alone.

	Sandra swept her tousled hair away from her face as she stared at the ceiling, thinking without thoughts. Most days, the first thing she felt was an indefinable resentment, followed by unabating loneliness. Today was no different.

	After a long while, Sandra grudgingly hurled herself out of bed and stepped out of her room in only a tank top and small shorts. She walked down the hall, each step landing with a thud that intentionally disrupted the quiet. She went into the bathroom, and the silence was restored.

	Five minutes later, breakfast popped from the toaster.

	Still undressed, Sandra carefully collected the slices of hot toast, dropped them on her plate, and spread berry jam over them. She ate standing there, leaning on the counter, listening to the distant tick of the living room clock.

	“So. Bored,” she sang, chewing. “So! Bored! So! Bored!” she sang louder. “So bored, so bored! And me, without, my spoon!”

	Sandra smirked, in her mind still mocking old-timey songs as she took another bite.

	Just after eleven, Sandra had brushed her hair, brushed her teeth, and dressed for the day in her usual black t-shirt and denim shorts.

	She paced the expansive den with her phone to her ear. Waiting, she glanced from the white couch to its matching armchair, then to the glass coffee table at her side, all as immaculate as her room. Her mother wouldn’t have it any other way.

	Finally, someone picked up.

	“Administration,” a listless voice said.

	“Yeah, hi,” Sandra said, ready and hopeful. “Dr. van den Broek, please? This is her daughter.”

	The response was direct and immediate.

	“Sorry, she’s unavailable, can I take a message?”

	Sandra stopped, all hope vanishing from her expression. She didn’t know why she was disappointed when it was exactly what she’d expected.

	“No, that’s okay. I get it,” she said, barely masking her bitterness. “Thank you.”

	Sandra ended the call, and still clutching the phone put her fist to her chin. Finally, she released an angry sigh.

	“Whatever.”

	She dropped hard onto the couch, took the pen and pad of paper on the coffee table, and scribbled a note. Went to Jamie’s house.

	“Don’t want to take my calls? Fine. Then a note’s gonna have to do!”

	Sandra signed her name with a final triumphant flourish, then stood, proudly marched into the foyer, grabbed her key off the table, stepped into her unlaced black sneakers, and left the house without a regret.

	The slam of the front door filled the silence behind her, but only briefly.

	 

	Sandra lived in Autumn Hills, only ten miles from downtown Koenigsburg. Two miles from the affluent neighborhood was Paradise Park, the mobile home court where Jamie lived.

	It took Sandra fifteen minutes to get there on her bicycle, but it was worth it to see her friend. The ride, though, left her no less aggravated.

	Sandra turned and glided down the court’s concrete lane. It was a clean, pleasant place, with elegant signs and plenty of trees and flowers around its homes, most of which were sadly fading and even visibly faltering.

	She didn’t have to look where she was going, navigating by familiarity alone. The bright yellow, fairly new double-wide home soon came into view. She let herself roll into its drive, halting behind a well-worn Cutlass. She hopped off her bicycle, set it on its side, and hurried up the creaky wooden steps.

	Sandra pulled back the screen and knocked on the door eagerly.

	Birds sang in the distance as she waited, bopping in place. She didn’t actually know if Jamie was home, only hoped.

	The door opened and Jamie’s mother, Patricia, stepped to the threshold. She was full-figured and had dark hair. Even though they looked nothing alike, Jamie clearly got her personality from her mother.

	Patricia smiled. “Sandra, hey! Good morning!” she said, typically welcoming.

	Sandra easily affected an equally kind smile in return.

	“Hi, Mrs. Solomon. Is Jamie home?”

	“Why, yes she is.” Patricia called back, “Jamie!” And then looked at Sandra. “She’ll just be a sec, hang on.”

	Patricia stepped away, into the kitchen, just as Jamie raced out, across the den and up to the door. She was wearing a white tank top and small blue gym shorts. Delightful, as always.

	“Hey!” Jamie said cheerily, smoothing her hair. A look of embarrassment flashed across her face, despite her smile. “What’s up?”

	“I’m so bored!” Sandra whined. “Please hang out with me.” She clasped her hands and, with a knowing smirk, begged, “Oh, please! Oh, please! Oh, please!”

	Jamie squirmed in place. “I would, but, I’m helping my mom clean. You know. It’s her day off.” She thought and added, “If you want, you can help.”

	“Yeah, totally!”

	Jamie stepped aside, and Sandra entered, closing the door behind her.

	Patricia was cleaning the kitchen counter.

	“I was just cleaning my room,” Jamie said. She looked into the kitchen. “Mom, is it okay if Sandra helps?”

	“I have no problem with it,” Patricia said.

	“Thanks, Mrs. Solomon,” Sandra called.

	They headed toward the bedroom.

	Sandra loved Jamie’s room. She knew it was small, and that Jamie’s family didn’t have much money. But none of those things mattered. It was a true home, filled with love.

	And it was where Jamie lived.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jamie walked fast, looking downward.

	Sandra had been over many times before, and each time Jamie felt ashamed. Her home was small and fake, and all of the furniture was
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