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  and
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  CHAPTER 1


  LAST NIGHT IN LA
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  When I closed my eyes, I could still see my last night at home in Los Angeles. It should have been perfect. And I blew it.


  Dad had taken me and Alec, my little brother, onto the flat roof of his bungalow, like he did on cool summer nights. A chilly breeze rustled the palm trees on McCadden Avenue, and I shivered, even though it’d been a scorching day. The buzz of traffic on Sunset Boulevard two blocks north, and on Highland Avenue two blocks west, relaxed me. Dad set up his laptop to stream the Dodgers game, and he brought us dinner from Poquito Mas on Cahuenga. The smell of burritos, the spotlights dancing around in the sky—from a movie premiere or something—it was all perfect.


  Except I was ticked off. And Dad wouldn’t put down his phone.


  I looked at my burrito and smelled the fried eggplant and peppers. Delicious. I pushed it away.


  Dad didn’t notice. His phone made a blooping sound as a text came in. He started typing.


  “You don’t have to let us go, Dad,” I said. I tried to keep my tone calm, even though I felt like throwing my burrito at him. “You could do something.”


  Alec had his carnitas burrito up to his mouth, about to take a huge bite. He put it down on its silver foil wrapper. “This again?” he said. “Tonight?”


  “Tonight,” I grumbled.


  “What?” Dad looked up. He saw my face getting red and my untouched food. He saw Alec bracing himself for a storm.


  “Are you done with the guacamole?” Dad said, grabbing a chip.


  Typical Dad move. Typical cop move. Defuse whatever’s going on with something stupid and unrelated. Not tonight, Dad.


  “I said you don’t have to let us go,” I said. “There’s got to be something you can do. A petition for the court, some sort of appeal. You could talk to Mom and bring her to her senses.”


  “If he could bring Mom to her senses, she wouldn’t be going to Afghanistan,” Alec mumbled.


  Dad shot him a glance, and Alec put his hands up in surrender. My brother picked up his burrito again. “Then again, what do I know?” he said.


  “Kat,” Dad sighed. “We’ve been over this. When your mom and I split up, the court ruled that your mom gets most of the days. She gets to make decisions about things like this. I don’t like you guys being across the country, either. But the judge wasn’t wrong. Homicide cops don’t have stable home lives, and I can’t afford one of the good after-school programs or to hire someone.”


  “I thought you cared about us,” I said. “Mom doesn’t. I thought you did.”


  “Kat,” Dad said. His phone blooped again. He looked at the screen. “I have to answer this.”


  “You have to answer. Mom has to go to a war zone,” I said. “Why’d you even have kids?”


  “Kat, it’s our last night here,” Alec said. “Can you shut up and eat your burrito? Or give me your burrito and watch the game?”


  “Nobody’s talking to you, Alec,” I said.


  Dad stopped texting long enough to say, “Easy! No fighting on my roof tonight, or someone goes over the side.” Then he started texting again.


  “What’s the difference?” I said. “I either go over the side and break something, or you ship me off to Grandpa Nick, who Mom hardly ever talks to, who I barely know.”


  Dad didn’t stop typing while he talked. “Can you back off? It’s not the best situation, Kat. Your mom didn’t expect to get laid off. She felt she had to re-up with the army. I’m sorry I’m slammed. This doesn’t have to be forever.”


  “It’ll feel like forever. Grandpa Nick might be nuts. He lived in Chicago his whole life, and now suddenly he ups and moves to some town in Michigan. Have you ever even heard of Crabtree?”


  Before Dad could respond—or possibly stop typing—Alec interrupted. “That reminds me,” he said, mouth full. “I thought of a nickname for where we’re going. You say Crabtree. I say, more like Crap-tree. Get it? Crap-tree?”


  I glared at him. His stupid sense of humor was no good here.


  Dad chuckled. That made it worse. “Kind of obvious,” he said. “Think you can come up with a better one by the time you get there?” He went back to typing.


  Enough was enough. I was done competing with whoever he was texting. Eyes on your kids, Dad! I smacked the phone out of his hand.


  I’d meant for the phone to fall from his hands onto the shingles next to us. It’d be enough of a spectacle to get his attention.


  But I hit his hand too hard. Like, way too hard.


  “Holy crap!” Alec yelled.


  Exactly. Holy crap!


  The phone flew out of his hand in a perfect arc. Alec ducked, and it missed his head by a few inches. I chased after it, like maybe I could catch it.


  No luck.


  I got to the edge of the roof just in time to watch it drop.


  It sunk out of sight. My stomach lurched.


  After what seemed like a year, I heard it hit the ground with a loud smack. Maybe a crunch, too. Oh God, I didn’t mean to hit it that hard.


  I really didn’t want to pay for the phone. I shouldn’t have slapped it. My throat felt dry. I couldn’t breathe.


  “Why’d you do that?” Alec yelled. Like it was planned.


  “Kat!” Dad said, his voice raised. “What were you thinking?”


  Just like that, all my guilt disappeared. Dad was ticked off? Good!


  Alec skittered to the edge of the roof and looked down. “I think you killed it.”


  Dad followed. “What were you thinking?!” he repeated.


  That cemented it. What was I thinking? This was war. I came out shouting.


  “You get one more night with your kids, and you can’t even look up from your phone!” I yelled. “Tomorrow, Mom drives us across the country, drops us, and disappears. And you can’t stop texting.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Dad came back at me. “I’m knee deep in a murder case. Next week, I’m a key witness in a case that could set a really bad guy free. Don’t you ever think of anyone but yourself?”


  “That’s it!” I said, stomping away. “Thanks for the great last night at home, Dad.”


  “Kat,” Alec said. He was already trying to calm things down. It wasn’t working.


  Before I climbed down from the roof, I launched a final attack. “You’re right, Dad. I’m the selfish one. Two people get married and have kids. They can’t stay together, and their jobs don’t fit for a family. So they ship the kids to some creepy little town in Michigan. I’m thirteen, and I’m on my own now—not to mention responsible for the ten-year-old joke machine over there. But I’m the one who’s selfish! See if your keen detective mind can figure out who the real selfish jerks are!”


  I climbed off the roof. It wasn’t quite the mic drop moment I wanted. Dad had his old wooden ladder leaning against the backside of the bungalow. I’d gone up and down the ladder to hang out on the roof more times than I could count, and since I was six. But it still required me turning around, awkwardly stepping onto a rung and grabbing hold of the sides as I went down. I couldn’t even really turn my back on Dad and Alec.


  So it wasn’t a slamming door or something cool like that. But once my head was below roof level, it was almost like stomping off. I think I made it work. Sort of.


  I heard Dad and Alec calling after me. I ignored them. I went in the back door of the bungalow, through the kitchen, and straight to my room. I slammed the door and slumped on my bed. I started crying, but I held my breath. Those two were not going to hear me sobbing.


  My room wasn’t even my room anymore. My things were boxed up by the door. The sheets were off the bed. I buried my head in my remaining pillow.


  A few minutes later, a gentle knock came at the door. Dad.


  “Hey,” he said. “Sorry, Kat. I should’ve ignored my phone till you guys were in bed. You were right about that.”


  I was right about everything, Dad. Your apology’s way too late.


  So I didn’t answer.


  “Moving to the Midwest doesn’t have to be all bad,” he tried. “Remember how I used to tell you cop stories before bed when you were a kid? Bank jobs, drug busts, stuff like that? It’s not like there aren’t great crime stories back there. You’re going to be an hour from Chicago. Home of Al Capone. John Dillinger.”


  Nice try. Capone and Dillinger died like a hundred years ago. I’m going to Crap-tree in the present. Was he this stupid? All I wanted him to do was try to keep us here.


  Did he even want to?


  “Any chance you’re coming out anytime soon, Katty?”


  I didn’t answer. No chance, Dad.


  At that point, I thought he was the one who’d blown it. The next morning, when I was an hour outside LA, I wished I’d gotten up and opened the door.


  Instead, I heard him walk away. Probably to get back to texting.


  A few minutes later, there was another knock. This one louder, no rhythm. Alec.


  “You asleep?”


  I didn’t answer. Maybe if he wasn’t around, Dad would want to keep me in town. Maybe Alec was the problem.


  “I just wanted to congratulate you,” he said. “I thought nothing could wreck the night Dad had planned. I thought it was unwreckable. But nobody wrecks things like Kat Dylan.”


  I almost got up. So I could go to the door, open it, throttle him, and go back to bed.


  Before I could, he said, “Also, I ate your burrito. Good night.”


  I lay back on the bed. On top of everything else, I was hungry.


  CHAPTER 2


  STUCK IN CRAP-TREE
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  Now when I opened my eyes, I wasn’t in LA. I was lying on a roof, but it wasn’t my Dad’s old bungalow. It was flat, too—a platform at the top of Grandpa Nick’s three-story Victorian with peeling paint and graying shingles. No spotlights. No cool breezes through palm trees. No palm trees at all. Just warm, muggy air.


  Alec stood over me, looking down with a grin on his face. Like he was about to laugh at a joke nobody else had heard. Probably a joke about me.


  “What?” I growled. “You’re not supposed to be in my room or on my roof without asking. That was the deal.”


  He didn’t stop grinning. He just wiped his blond, sheepdog haircut out of his eyes and looked amused. I’d have to smack him. He didn’t weigh much, so I’d have to make sure my punch didn’t knock him off the roof. I’d had a bad experience with a phone.


  “I thought maybe you’d died,” he said. “You were quiet and still. I’ve never seen that before.”


  “If somebody’s going to die on this roof . . . ,” I began, standing up.


  “Widow’s walk,” he said.


  “What?”


  “This platform. It’s called a widow’s walk. I Googled it. You see, in the old days, a lady would climb up here when her husband was away at sea. And she’d look for his ship.”


  “This roof was my favorite part of the house, and your boring story is making me hate it.”


  “It’s supposed to have a railing. Could’ve rotted away. Grandpa Nick probably hasn’t gotten around to fixing it yet.”


  “Makes it easier for me to throw you off.”


  “What are you so ticked about, anyway? I figured your anger would go away on the three-day drive.”


  “Go to your own room, Alec.”


  “But look—you can see the whole town from here. It’s not so bad.”


  I’d looked at the view. I sighed. It was exactly so bad.


  “Look at the beach,” he said.


  I glanced at the thick strip of smooth sand and the gentle waves of the lake lapping against it. “Nobody’s on it, Alec. This is a beach town with a summer season. It’s fall. All the smart people left.” I pointed to a couple of pickup trucks and conversion vans pulling onto the narrow boardwalk. Men were loading the contents of the grubby, cinder-block shops. On the Shore Road, where the mammoth houses were, a few hulking SUVs idled as their owners packed up to go back to Chicago or wherever. With Labor Day weekend over, everyone with a brain was abandoning this place. I was stuck here. With Alec.


  “The lake’s pretty,” he said.


  “You can’t surf in Lake Michigan.”


  “You barely surf.”


  “I was learning!”


  “The town’s kind of cool. It’s like from another time.”


  I pointed to the boarded-up storefronts on Kirkwood, the town’s one sort-of busy street. “There’s hardly anything to do. It’s like a ghost town.” The people who lived here year round stayed in drab, dark brick houses, mostly falling apart.


  “What about that park?” he asked, pointing to a narrow flat stretch of grass that the locals had—creatively—named the City Green.


  “It’s a collection of bike paths,” I said. “Plus a big, ugly, completely dry fountain. It is a fountain, right?”


  “I thought it was a sculpture. Look, if you’re going to be like this the entire time we’re here, it’ll be a long few months.” He walked to the trapdoor in the middle of the widow’s walk and started down into the attic, otherwise known as my bedroom.


  I followed. “We’re going to be here at least nine months,” I said.


  “Dad said we’re going home at Thanksgiving,” Alec said. “That’s like three months. Maybe he only meant me. You threw his phone off the roof.”


  I didn’t say anything as I climbed down the ladder into my room. Three months was way too long. Maybe I could find an ally. Besides Alec, if he even counted.


  “We got that school orientation thing in a bit,” he said. “You should eat.”


  He walked down the stairs to the second floor. I sat on my bed and looked around my room. It was still pretty much an attic. The bed was a creaky old thing that had been there when I moved in. The desk (which Alec had Googled and told me was a “rolltop”) smelled of wood stain and mothballs. Maybe the furniture came with the house.


  I hadn’t unpacked. I didn’t want to.


  I lay back on the bed and wondered how I could get home before Thanksgiving. Sure, Dad was angry, but if I could get back, he’d probably still take me in. Right?


  My stomach growled, and I imagined Alec eating my breakfast. I went down to the second floor and then down the grand staircase into the kitchen. Grandpa Nick’s house was weird. The walls were a dull mustard color upstairs, and only two pictures on the wall seemed like they belonged to my grandfather: one was a city map of Chicago at the top of the stairs. The other, hanging in the front hall, was a poster from the Art Institute of Chicago that showed three people at a diner at night.


  There were other things on the walls—small paintings and landscape photographs—but they looked like they’d come with the house, like my bed. So did the old, dusty furniture in the living room.


  Nick was my mother’s father. They didn’t talk much, and he didn’t have a single photo of her, or of Alec and me, anywhere I could see.


  I went into the kitchen. Alec was there, wearing a T-shirt and cargo shorts. He pulled the sheepdog bangs out of the way as I walked into the room, and put on a red and white baseball cap with “Omaha Steaks” printed on it. He’d found it at a truck stop and thought it was hilarious.


  Alec was dressed, as always, for skateboarding. His crazy bright orange helmet hung around his neck by the strap. In LA, he’d even worn it that way in school. I wondered if the Crabtree teachers would be as accommodating. He had lime green kneepads and slightly darker green elbow pads that were showing underneath his T-shirt and long cargo shorts.


  Grandpa Nick stood over the stove. He was tall and thin with long graying brown hair and a crazy, messy goatee. The room smelled like bacon—a lot of bacon—and the old man smiled from ear to ear as he watched the meat crackle in the pan.


  When he saw me, he grumbled. I made him cranky. Maybe he didn’t like that I resemble him more than Alec does, even though I don’t eat bacon. I’ve got long brown-ish hair and blue eyes, too. And I’m pretty tall. And pretty cranky.


  Grandpa Nick broke the glare and looked at the pan. The sizzling meat made him happy again.


  Grandpa Nick may have been the chief of police in Crabtree, but for almost thirty years before that, he’d been a big-time police detective with the Chicago PD. Sort of like my dad was in LA. He’d hunted down major league bank robbers, nabbed murderers, and been called a hero by the local news.


  There were at least three things I didn’t understand about Grandpa Nick:


  1. Why did he dress and cut his hair like the guys in The Big Lebowski, a movie my dad liked?


  2. Why did he listen to only horrible “classic rock”? (Seriously, how many times can someone listen to “Stairway to Heaven” or “Hotel California” without losing their mind?)


  and


  3. Why did he trade in his life as a big city cop to come here?


  I took a breath. Maybe Alec was right. Maybe that didn’t matter. Maybe I could talk to Grandpa Nick about how I was feeling, and maybe he’d help me figure out a way home.


  Or maybe not.


  “Breakfast,” he said, to nobody in particular. He flipped four pieces of bacon onto a gigantic pile he’d accumulated. He looked at Alec and me, then he nodded at the pile. He opened the avocado-­colored refrigerator and pulled out a huge bottle of Spicy V-8, which he poured into a giant coffee mug.


  “Is there anything else?” I asked. I’d stopped eating meat at age six. The smell in the kitchen made me gag.


  “This is breakfast in this house,” Grandpa Nick said. “You want something else, find it yourself.”


  He coughed, took a big gulp of Spicy V-8, and took his plate of bacon to the table. I opened up the refrigerator. It was full . . . of nothing I wanted to eat.


  There were a couple giant bottles of Spicy V-8. And a family pack of bacon. And another of maple-glazed bacon. And another of turkey bacon. A smaller pack of something called back bacon (I didn’t even want to know what that was). There was even one pack of veggie bacon that Grandpa must’ve bought, thinking it’d be good enough for the vegetarian. I had no interest.


  In the produce drawer, there was a stick of butter.


  And one last green apple beginning to get mushy. I took that before anyone else could.


  “Never understood people from California,” Grandpa Nick said. He sat at the table and munched his first piece of bacon. “Can’t fathom how anyone can stick her nose up at bacon. It’s a mystery.”


  “Yeah?” I said. “I can’t fathom how anyone could ditch Chicago to move to a nothing little town like Crabtree. Life sure is full of mysteries.”


  I smiled. I thought it was funny. Grandpa Nick just glared.


  Alec’s face dropped from smiling to crestfallen. He asked if he could have a piece of bacon.


  “See?” Grandpa Nick said. “Not everyone’s so high and mighty vegetarian.”


  “I’m pretty sure Alec’s just hungry. There isn’t any other food,” I said.


  Grandpa Nick grumbled again and shoved an entire piece in his mouth. Alec looked nervous. Like he could tell Grandpa Nick and I were about to fight.


  Alec looked for a way out. “So,” he said, voice cracking. “You know, back in LA, our dad was always talking about police work. Kat used to love it. I bet you have a million stories, Grandpa. Can you tell us about—”


  Grandpa Nick interrupted. “I’m the chief of police,” he said. “You want true crime stories, go to the library. Now get ready for your school orientation and stop talking. I’m not here to give you story time and a snack.”


  “I guess the snack would be bacon,” I said.


  “That supposed to be funny? I could do without the sarcasm. It wasn’t my first choice to have kids moving in here.”


  “Sorry you didn’t win the lottery this time, Grandpa,” I said. “Alec, let’s get going.”


  Alec grabbed his skateboard from where it was leaning by the back door. I glared at him. “What?” he said. “Grandpa said I could skate over to the school for this orientation thing.”


  “Fifth graders need an adult there for orientation. So I gotta go there, too,” Grandpa Nick said. “Your brother’s not like big, grown-up eighth graders. I’ll see you there, Alec.”


  Which meant I’d have to walk to school alone. Sure, it was annoying to listen to Alec chattering, but going alone would be worse.


  Plus it wasn’t a good idea. “He’s been here less than a week, and you’re trusting him to get to the school on his own?” I cried.


  “Grandpa said I skate four blocks to Catalina Street, and then I turn right. It’s right there.”


  “I don’t think he can screw it up,” Grandpa Nick said. “I’m following in a minute.”


  I wasn’t going to win. “I guess you have to get in all the skating you can before it gets icy,” I said.


  “Skating when it’s icy?” his eyes grew big. “Excellent.”


  “Do you have your inhaler? It’s humid. It’ll be hard to breathe.” With Mom and Dad not in this time zone, I’d begun mothering him. Another thing that drove me nuts.


  “I’m fine.” He munched a piece of the crunchy bacon. “Enough with the gloom. Enough with the doom. Let’s go kick our new schools in the butt.” He took his board and headed outside.


  “Yeah. Enough with the gloom,” Grandpa Nick said. “You’re not his mother.” He smirked at me, his eyes looking at me like I was a math problem he could easily solve. Two plus one equals Kat. I couldn’t tell if he was a total jerk, or if he was the kind of cop who just poked and smirked until people confessed.


  I was already done with it. “Well, someone has to be a parent around here. Alec’s ten, and nobody’s taking care of him,” I said, my voice starting to rise like on my dad’s rooftop. “You’re not exactly stepping up to the plate, Grandpa.”


  “You’d know it wasn’t all gloom if you ate bacon.”


  “It wouldn’t all be gloom if I didn’t have to live here with you,” I said and walked out the door, slamming it behind me. Grandpa Nick could officially be crossed off my list of potential allies. Maybe I’d make a friend at my new school.


  CHAPTER 3


  ORIENTATION SUCKS
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  I walked to Crabtree Middle School for orientation. It really wasn’t very far from Grandpa Nick’s house, so I figured I had just enough time to cool off after fighting and to get the bacon smell off my clothes. I liked my clothes. It was the first time I’d meet people from my new school. I wanted them impressed.


  I wore my black velvet blazer over my good white top, jeans, and my high black leather boots. I had on the two necklaces I always wore: a piece of green sea glass on a leather cord and a ring my dad had given me on a chain. I looked ready for business.


  “You have to dress to be taken seriously, Kat,” my dad told me once. “I wear a jacket and usually a tie at work. If I show up at someone’s house dressed like that, and then I show a badge? Instant respect, unless they’re bad guys.”


  What I hadn’t counted on? Humidity. It wasn’t even 8:30 a.m., and already Crabtree was like a sauna. I wondered how Alec could breathe. Sweat welled on my forehead and on my arms. Hadn’t I already walked the entire half mile? Where was this school, anyway?


  Then I saw it. I wiped my forehead. Crabtree Middle School took up about half a block of Calaveras Street. Its old red brick facade had turned black. The place looked tired. School wouldn’t start for a couple days, so the yard stood empty and overgrown with weeds.


  But its doors were new, and the ramp outside looked like it had just been put in. Ditto the bright white and gold marquee on the front lawn announcing, “Welcome Back Students!”


  Everything else looked as old as my parents. Maybe older.


  I ignored the ramp and took the stairs two at a time. In the glass of the double doors, I caught a glimpse of my face. My hair has a little bit of wave in normal times. In this weather, it looked like I’d lost a fight with a dysfunctional curling iron. Lost badly.


  And . . . that couldn’t be right, could it? My face couldn’t be that red. Could it?


  I went inside and found the office to my left. At the desk, a woman with dishwater blond hair and bad teeth jotted something in a spiral notebook. She didn’t look up. I wondered if she really was doing anything, or if it was school policy to make kids wait until the adults were good and ready.


  A girl about my age lounged in an uncomfortable-looking blue plastic chair. She had red hair and wore shorts and a T-shirt that said, “Crabtree Middle All-Stars.” If she’d noticed me walking in the room, it didn’t force her to look up from her phone.


  My dad was right. Instant respect. I felt sweat trickle down my back.


  The woman behind the counter cleared her throat. I turned back to her. She looked annoyed, like maybe I hadn’t been standing at attention for her. I spotted a nametag on her brown plaid shirt that said, “Mrs. Berezoski.” She said, “Can I help you?”


  “I’m Kat Dylan.”


  “From Los Angel-leez.” Mrs. Berezoski stood. She looked my way for a second, then turned to the redhead. “You’re here for eighth grade orientation. Ava here,” she pointed at the other girl, like I could have been confused about who she was talking about, “will take you around and answer your questions. Then you’ll meet with Mr. Mentrup—he’s the guidance counselor—and talk over your schedule. Sound good, Kitty?”


  “Kat.”


  Mrs. Berezoski didn’t say anything or even look my way again. She sat and returned to her spiral notebook.


  Ava didn’t exactly spring out of her chair. But she did get up and slip her phone into her shorts pocket. She looked me over with a scowl, like she’d been hoping for something better. I knew girls like this. I already dreaded spending orientation with her.


  Stop it, I told myself. Ava might be great. I remembered when I’d met Chloe, my best friend back home in LA. When she showed up for the first day of third grade, I never would’ve figured her for the smart-mouthed handball champ of elementary school. At the time, she’d looked like a girl who entered pageants at the mall. First impressions meant nothing.


  “Do you have to be somewhere after this?” Ava said, eyeing my clothes. “Like a funeral?”


  On the other hand, sometimes first impressions aren’t all wrong.


  I looked down at my jacket. The white top underneath stuck to my chest. I shook my head. “Nope. Just excited to be here.”


  “I thought people in California dressed casual,” she said, leading me out of the office. “You look like you work in an office or something.”


  Strike one for me. I followed Ava down the hall. The walls of the school were cement painted a sickly green, with overhead lights shining on a black tile floor. Rows of lockers painted bright orange lined the walls.


  “Seriously,” Ava said. “Take the jacket off.”


  Seriously, I didn’t want to. While I was at it, I didn’t like Ava bossing me around. On the other hand, I wasn’t exactly swimming in friends, and I was drowning in sweat.


  “OK,” I said. I unbuttoned the front button, then pulled. I practically had to peel the blazer off. My arms were drenched. I could see pit stains on my white top. I’d have to walk with my arms tight against my body, so Ava wouldn’t see.


  “OK,” Ava said. “This is the main hall. There are four wings off this hall—Language Arts, Math and Science, Social Studies, and Art and Music.”


  I looked up and down the hall and saw the four wings. Much smaller than my old school. I wouldn’t get lost.


  She walked, and I followed. She pointed out the Language Arts wing and said, “Are you really from LA? Do you, like, know celebrities?”


  This was an easy pitch. I could overcome the humidity-induced jacket madness. “Not really,” I said. “But my dad lives in Hollywood, so you see them at the grocery store, at Starbucks, like that.”


  She looked aghast. “I thought everybody in LA was always having a pool party at some famous person’s house.”


  “Well, I did go to a pool party once for a classmate’s birthday. His mom was on a show.”


  “What show?”


  I told her. The scowl didn’t leave her face. “Never heard of it.”


  I tried again. “You know the guy who played the Hulk in the Avengers movies? He shops at the same grocery store my dad does.”


  No smile, but she didn’t seem disgusted anymore. “You must think Crabtree is lame.”


  I chuckled. “My brother calls it Crap-tree.”


  Ava’s face went right back to scowl.


  It was too late, but I tried to correct myself. “But he probably doesn’t know all the cool things . . . that . . . happen here.”


  Ava pointed out the Math and Science wing. “I guess it’s pretty boring when the summer’s over. The cool kids go back to Chicago.”


  I mumbled agreement. I tried not to let my mouth get me in bigger trouble.


  “After that,” she said, “the only thing keeping Crabtree interesting is the Monster Gang.”


  “What’s the Monster Gang?”


  She shushed me, and she gestured to the end of the hall. There was a janitor who looked our way. “All that’s down there is the Art and Music wing,” she said loudly. The janitor went back to his work, and Ava turned me around.


  “I’ll tell you about the Monster Gang,” she said, “but some adults don’t like us talking about them.”


  I didn’t want to get my hopes up, but I was almost intrigued. Could this Monster Gang really be interesting? In Crabtree? Just because it sounded like a stupid school club didn’t mean that it was.


  “We’ll just talk about normal stuff until nobody can hear us. Cool?” Ava said. “So do you think you’ll try out for cheerleading? You’re probably cute enough.”


  I laughed out loud, thinking of the cheerleaders from my old school. “Join up with a bunch of empty-headed butt-shakers in costumes designed by sick old men? Thank you, no!”


  Ava stopped walking. Immediately, I realized I had screwed up BADLY. Again.


  “Oh my God,” I said. “You’re a cheerleader, aren’t you?”


  “I’m the head cheerleader,” she said. “You think you’re too good for cheerleading? You think you’re better than me?”


  “No,” I said. “Look, it’s obviously really different here. The cheerleaders at my old school were a mess, and—”


  “What do you do outside class? Just watch TV?”


  “I was learning to surf, and I play basketball,” I said, trying to think of a way out of this. Short of a trip in a time machine, I didn’t see one.


  Ava laughed. A mean laugh. Maybe the only laugh she had. “I guess things are different around here. Was your basketball team any good?”


  “Second round of the middle school tournament for the city,” I said.


  “So you won games?”


  “We won ten. Lost two. Then 2-1 in the playoffs.”


  Ava laughed again. “The girls team here won one game last year. And they wouldn’t have won that if two girls on the other team hadn’t been suspended for fighting.”


  Ava walked on, not waiting for me. “Pick another sport. Something not for losers.”


  She got a step or two ahead of me, but I caught up. I’d played her stupid game, but I was over it. So I’d mocked cheerleading. So what? I wasn’t going to let this little troll push me around.


  I got ready for a real fight. I was maybe an inch or two taller than Ava, so she’d have to look up at me. I got in front of her. Game on.


  She didn’t look nervous. In fact, she smiled. Weird.


  She said, “Mr. Mentrup! Have you met the new girl from California? This is Kat!” Now she sounded like we were besties and she couldn’t wait to hang out more.


  I turned and saw a bald, short man with a thick beard. He wore a shirt and tie, and he was a sweaty mess. I could relate. His collar looked like it had been pulled up and wouldn’t go down. His blue tie hung to his navel.


  “Hi Kat,” he said. “Hope you’re enjoying your tour. Ava’s great, isn’t she?”


  Ava kept smiling. I got it now. She was one of those kids adults love, but who are mean as snakes. “It’s been so fun,” Ava said.


  “Great!” Mr. Mentrup said. “Kat, let’s go talk about your schedule.”


  With that, Ava departed, going out a side door. I went into Mr. Mentrup’s dark little office.


  Not long into my talk with him, I looked out the window and saw Ava again, this time with two other girls—a tall, awkward blond in a floral shirt and a shorter girl with dark skin and hair. Ava was telling them a story and laughing uncontrollably.


  I didn’t wonder who she was talking about.


  Living with my Grandpa was a bust. Making friends at school was a bust. Welcome to Crap-tree, Kat Dylan. You’ll be miserable here.


  CHAPTER 4


  AND NOW . . . THE MONSTER GANG
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  After the orientation and longer-than-necessary meeting with Mr. Mentrup, I walked back to Grandpa Nick’s house in the sweltering humidity. I needed a friend. I texted Chloe back home.


  Hey, I typed.


  A few seconds—and two time zones—later, Chloe responded.


  Hey!


  How’s the new town?


  How’s the new school?


  I thought about all the things I could tell her. The crummy, sweaty, hot air. The gruff, mean grandfather. Stupid jokes by Alec. I decided to focus on the now.


  Just had orientation at the new school. You know

  that girl Kelly at Le Conte?


  Le Conte was the name of my old middle school. I hated admitting it was no longer my school.


  Mean cheerleader Kelly

  or weird green-hair Kelly?


  Mean cheerleader.


  She’s the worst.


  They’ve got one here.


  Is she super popular like

  mean cheerleader?


  Worse. The adults

  love her, too. I think

  she runs the place.


  Dude!


  Then she texted, You’ll be very popular with her.


  I took a breath and thought about how to respond. Chloe kept going.


  You need to come home!


  She was right. I had to get out of here. And fast.


  Working on it, I texted back. Now I had to come up with a plan.


  By the time the sun went down, I had an idea. I went into Alec’s room. He didn’t look up from his laptop. I cleared my throat. He still didn’t look up. I kicked his bed, and he grumbled.


  “Do you know there’s not one skate park here?” he said. “I’ve been Googling. You have to go to South Bend, Indiana, to find the closest one.”


  “That sucks,” I said. “Want to go back to LA?”


  Now he looked up. “When?”


  “As soon as possible.”


  He closed the laptop. “I wanna try boarding on ice, but otherwise, yeah.”


  “That’s OK,” I said. “It’s going to take us a while. We’re going to need to pool the emergency money Dad gave us.”


  Our last night in LA—before I’d thrown his phone off the roof—Dad had slipped me some cash. $500. It was supposed to last until Thanksgiving, but there was no way I’d make it to November. I’d already spent $40.


  “How much did Dad give you?” I asked.


  “$300. I’ve still got about $270 of it.”


  I knew he’d spent $30 on candy and the Omaha Steaks hat. Terrible purchases, but this wasn’t the time to go into that. We needed a getaway. I didn’t even really want Alec with me, but I knew that if I didn’t include him, he’d figure out I was up to something and tell the nearest adult. Including him was the best way to keep things quiet.


  “What’s the plan?” Alec asked.


  “We need to put the money aside. Somewhere we won’t get it the next time we see a stupid hat or candy.”


  “I didn’t know Crap-tree didn’t have a single skate park!”


  “If you go with my plan, we’ll be OK.”


  “Where are we going to put the money?”


  “In a bank, stupid. Where else do you put money?”


  Alec appeared to think about it. Finally, he said, “OK. But I’d prefer not to be called stupid.”


  I left the room. As I started up to the attic, I heard him say, “My friends call me stupid! You may call me Mister Stupid!” and then crack up.


  I just couldn’t.


  The next morning, we suffered through Grandpa Nick’s morning bacon and V-8 routine. He grumbled, but I didn’t engage. He’d bought a loaf of whole wheat bread and some (non-organic) peanut butter and replenished the apples. Maybe it was his way of building bridges.


  I ate peanut butter and bread. I stayed quiet.


  Alec watched me suspiciously, and I was sure Grandpa Nick would notice. I kicked him under the kitchen table. When he yelped, Grandpa Nick glanced over.


  “What’re you two doing today? No school yet.”


  “Shooting hoops and hanging out,” I said.


  Alec didn’t say anything. He hadn’t expected a quiz. I kicked again. He yelped, then said, “Video games,” really quickly.


  Grandpa Nick glared. It didn’t look like he bought what we were selling, but he didn’t seem to care. He stuffed bacon in his mouth and said, “I’ll be at headquarters,” before leaving.


  When the door closed behind him, Alec said, “He knows something’s up.”


  “Because you’re so slow on your feet. Get it together!”


  A little bit after 9, we left the house. Alec insisted on bringing his skateboard.


  “In case we need to make a quick getaway,” he said. He had his orange helmet hanging around his neck, and knee and elbow pads with pictures of Captain America.


  “The only thing you do quickly with that board is fall off,” I said.


  But if I didn’t want Alec to tell Grandpa Nick what we were planning, I had to keep him happy. Through gritted teeth, I walked to Kirkwood Street while Alec got on his board, skated ahead of me a little, fell off, and started again.


  We approached the tired old doors of the First Midwestern Bank and Trust, the closest bank. It was a small, one-story brown brick building. Its big windows were dark shaded glass, with the bank’s name in gold lettering. The brass revolving door looked smudged and dull.


  I started to push on the door, and Alec blocked me with his skateboard. I noticed a new sour candy sticker on one end—probably from the same truck stop as the Omaha Steaks hat. “We shouldn’t go in.”


  “Why?”


  “They’ll be suspicious. We’re kids.”


  “It’s still money.”


  “We should find a grown-up we can pay off,” he said. “Like when you want to go to an R-rated movie. You pay a guy like $20, and he says he’s our dad.”


  “Where are we going to find some guy around here?” I said, my voice getting louder. It’s not that his plan sucked. It didn’t. But now?


  “I remember seeing dudes hanging out by the bowling alley up the street,” he said. “Stinky dudes. Dudes who would lie to someone at a bank for $20.”


  I fought the urge to strangle him. First the skateboard, and now this? He wanted to pay some stinky drunk guy outside a bowling alley $20 (probably more like $40 or $50) to lie to a bank teller? I didn’t want to give up my emergency money for that.


  Plus we’d end up smelling like cheap beer and body odor all day. And probably cigarettes.


  “We’ll try it my way,” I said. “I want to get our money in the bank, and if we don’t have to spend any . . .”


  Alec put up his hands in surrender. “If you say so,” he said. “I never got into an R-rated movie without someone like that.”


  “When did you go to an R-rated movie?”


  “Is this really the time?” he deadpanned.


  He had a point. Also, I never wanted to talk to him about R-rated movies.


  We went inside and stood in line for a teller. There were two—a fat woman with short curly hair and an old bald man who coughed a lot. An even older man with a hunched back stood in the corner, wearing a security guard uniform and a gun. Intimidating he was not. Was the gun even loaded?


  We got to the front of the line. Alec held his board, and I tried to look mature. It’s hard to look fully mature standing next to a goofball with a helmet around his neck and Captain America knee pads, but I did my part. I prayed for the woman with the short hair. The old teller nearly coughed up a lung on the guy in coveralls he was serving. Alec cringed every time he hacked and wheezed.


  “Should I give him my inhaler?” Alec said under his breath.


  Finally, it was our turn, and we scored the woman. I told her we had $700 in cash, and we’d like to open an account.


  “Where’s your parents, sweetie?” she asked, barely giving us a look.


  “Huh?” I said.


  “Told you,” Alec whispered. He didn’t have to be so smug. I could talk my way through this.


  “Sorry, ma’am,” I said to the teller. “What did you say?”


  “Your parents? They’re going to need to co-sign on your account. You’re both minors, right?”


  I needed to think fast. We weren’t sunk. I needed to come up with a plausible sob story that (a) the teller would buy and (b) would make her take such pity on us that she would flout normal regulations and overlook our parents not being here.


  I had to do it in less than a minute.


  Piece of cake. Probably.


  “Our parents are in Afghanistan,” I said. “We’re hoping to save some money.”


  Yes! I had my story, and it was not a lie. All the great con artists start their cover stories with details that are true. I just had to riff in the right direction.


  Then Alec stepped in. “I need surgery,” he said. “My left ventricle is leaking.”


  Ventricle? This is why he’d never be a good con artist.


  The teller looked at us sympathetically, but we didn’t move her. Probably because the kid with the leaky ventricle was holding a skateboard.


  But there was no way to get rid of it without drawing more attention to the now gaping hole in our story. I held my breath.


  “I’m so sorry to hear it, sweetie,” she said. “But get your legal guardian, whoever that is . . .”


  “Do you want to go get him at the bowling alley?” I whispered. Like maybe if you disappeared, Alec, I could finish the job. It’d be worth losing some money for you to disappear.


  But no, Alec was rolling. Who did he think was running this operation?


  “There just might not be time,” he said.


  “Are you dying now?” the teller asked. I couldn’t tell if she was concerned, or if she thought this was hilarious. “I can call an ambulance.”


  I put my hand over Alec’s mouth. I had to fix this quick. “My brother’s delirious. We’re staying with our uncle, and he doesn’t believe in Western medicine, so we need to save for the operation. But he’ll never let us open an account.”


  That was sort of plausible, right?


  “I’m going to get my manager,” the teller said.


  The manager could be worse! He could call Nick! My story would fall apart, and I’d still be stuck in Crabtree, living with Grandpa Nick and going to school with Ava.


  And Alec wouldn’t get his stupid skate park! Which would serve him right.


  I looked around. We could retreat and come back with a guy from the bowling alley. It would mean admitting Alec was right. That’d kill me, but if it got us out of here, I could live with it.


  I looked toward the bank’s front doors. We could run for it. Or try another bank. We couldn’t get caught.


  I stepped away from the teller’s window, pulling Alec along.


  I caught a glimpse of a man coming through the revolving door. Another one following him.


  Two more men came in the doors on either side of the revolving one.


  They all wore suits and ties. Hard to tell the color through the shaded glass. But they also wore masks, it looked like. Masks? Why masks? It wasn’t Halloween.


  Then I saw one of them carrying a huge gun over his shoulder.


  Masks suddenly made sense.


  I opened my mouth to say something, but they were already in the lobby.


  Four men. Dark suits, white shirts, and ties. Monster masks on their faces, like from old movies. Dracula, Frankenstein, Wolfman, and the Mummy.


  Frankenstein fired his enormous gun in the air. Five ear-­splitting blasts.


  The few customers went diving for the floor. People screamed.


  “Everybody freeze!” Dracula said. “This is a robbery!”
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  I didn’t move. Or dive for cover. I pushed Alec behind me.


  In my head, I could hear Ava during orientation. “I’ll tell you about the Monster Gang, but some adults don’t like us talking about them.” She hadn’t gotten around to it. She probably would have if I hadn’t insulted all cheerleaders everywhere.


  “We’re the Monster Gang!” Dracula yelled. “Be cool, and nobody gets hurt! If you’re not a hero today, you’ll be fine.”


  The Monster Gang seemed more serious than I’d imagined. I hadn’t expected bank robbers in rubber masks at all.


  Wait—this was the coolest thing in Crabtree? Armed robbers in monster masks?


  Customers were on the floor with their hands over their heads, like that would save them from something. Seriously, what were they doing? Dracula stood at the door. Mummy and Frankenstein were doing something around the perimeter walls of the bank. Alec and I were the only non-monsters still standing.


  Wolfman noticed. He came right at us. “Get on the floor!” he shouted. “Now!”


  His voice sounded machinelike, like from a robo call. Dracula’s voice did, too. They must’ve had electronic voice changers in their masks. Dad had told me that was becoming the norm in bank robberies in LA. Cool! Crabtree wasn’t so behind the times.


  “Now!” Wolfman shouted. “I’m not going to ask again.”


  I pushed Alec down as I slowly went for my phone. Maybe I could pull off a 911 call in here.


  Wolfman didn’t move. “I’ll take your money,” he said.


  “What?!”


  “Your money. Whatever you were going to deposit. I’ll take it.”


  “No way!” I said.


  I had my purse strung over my shoulder. It had all the money inside, plus a lip gloss and two protein bars in case I needed to keep Alec occupied.


  Wolfman grabbed it and pulled till the strap broke, which almost threw me to the floor. He came away with the purse.


  “Take the bank’s money!” I yelled. “It’s insured by the government! You don’t need mine!” I’d learned about bank insurance from Dad when he was tracking a bank robbery in Hollywood. They usually didn’t take anything from customers.


  “You bring money to this bank, you don’t deserve to keep it,” Wolfman snapped. He put his fist and my purse up in the air, past where he thought I could reach.


  “Leave it alone,” I heard Alec say quickly. Really quickly. He was starting to wheeze.


  No way. My folks sent me to Crabtree against my will. I had to live with Grandpa Nick and go to school with Ava. But these guys were going to take my money? Take the only chance we had to get out of here?


  Heck, no.


  With both hands, using all my weight, I shoved Wolfman in his chest. He stumbled a bit. I grabbed at the purse and got it. Then I grabbed Alec’s skateboard off the floor. I raised it to hit Wolfman, like it was a baseball bat. Wolfman was not getting my $700.


  Mummy charged from the other side of the bank. He had a handgun, pointed at my face. “You want to die?” he yelled, his voice changed electronically, too. “Is what you got in that purse worth it?”


  Now I didn’t breathe. Stupid, angry Kat. I tried to swallow. I kept the board raised.


  Mummy didn’t move. He was actually going to shoot. I was actually going to die for $700, a lip gloss, and protein bars.


  “It’s OK,” I heard Wolfman say. “You got spunk. Give me the bag.”


  I didn’t move. Mummy cocked his gun. Wolfman grabbed the bag.


  “We’re cool here,” Wolfman said. He forced the skateboard out of my hands. It clattered to the floor. Wolfman went behind the counter.


  I heard Alec wheezing some more. Not now! His face was red. Of all times. He was getting an asthma attack. The wheezing got louder.


  I couldn’t hear anything else now. I scanned the room. Mummy was doing something against the far wall. Wolfman grabbed stacks of money from behind the counter. Frankenstein stood next to a guy in a black suit—probably the bank manager. They were doing something at the vault.


  Dracula was at the door. Alec wheezed. I saw Mummy glaring our way.


  “What the hell’s wrong with that kid?” he snarled. He walked toward us, gun raised. “Shut him up, or I’ll do it!”


  He was going to kill us. I felt sweat trickling down my back. My breath started to get shallow, and my mouth felt dry. I tried to talk myself into breathing.


  “He’s got asthma!” I whimpered. “He can’t control it. He’s trying to breathe!”


  “Get him quiet,” Mummy snarled again.


  “I’ll get his inhaler,” I said. “Don’t shoot.”


  Alec pawed at his shorts. He couldn’t breathe, and he couldn’t find the inhaler. I knew he’d brought it. I’d badgered him until he’d shown me that it was in the lower left pocket of his cargo shorts.


  I went for the pocket. Keep breathing, Kat. Slow, decisive movements. They don’t have to know that you’re freaking out. Just get the inhaler.


  I got it. I showed it to the Mummy. Dracula was coming toward us now, too.


  “Just hurry up,” Mummy said. “That wheezing sound’s driving me nuts.”


  I handed it to Alec, whose hands were shaking. He put it to his mouth, but it only got as far as his lips. Then he dropped it. It hit the polished but dirty cement floor and skittered halfway across the room.


  Mummy took a step toward us. His gun felt really close. “What’re you trying to pull?”


  I tried not to look directly at the gun. Looking directly at Mummy’s rubber mask wasn’t better. I felt sweat on my face. I imagined Alec and me dying. I tried to take a breath, and a cough lodged in my throat. I swallowed. I could keep talking and breathing a little longer.


  “I’m getting the inhaler!” I yelled in a shaky voice. Head down, not looking at the gun, I started toward where I thought it’d gone.


  Mummy fired his gun into the air. I stopped in my tracks.


  “Get back over there,” he yelled. “You’re not going anywhere!”


  Finally, it was too much. Maybe he wanted to kill us, but I’d had enough. “You just told me to stop the wheezing or you’d kill us!” I yelled, my voice strong again. “Which is it?”


  Mummy looked like he didn’t expect someone to talk back.


  “Right!” I said. “You took my money. I’m getting his inhaler.” I broke into a run to the other side of the bank. Before anyone else could do anything, I was halfway across the floor. I bent down, scooped up the inhaler, and turned.


  And saw the gun directly in my face. Mummy had followed me. The gun couldn’t have been more than a few inches from the bridge of my nose. I was going to die. It would be my fault, and it would be really messy, bloody, and gross.


  I felt tears welling. I thought about my dad and how I should’ve apologized when I threw his phone off the roof. I wanted to look over at Alec, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the gun.
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  What happened next went incredibly fast.


  I know. I’m supposed to say that everything slowed down. That my life—all thirteen years of it—flashed before my eyes.


  But for me, right there in the bank? Not so much.


  Mummy pushed the gun toward me. The space between me and it went down to almost nothing. He was going to shoot. I was going to die. I tried to remember the things I wanted to do that were never, ever going to happen. I couldn’t focus on any of them except getting Alec his inhaler.


  I didn’t shut my eyes. I kept them open.


  Which is how I saw the old, bent-over bank security guard coming toward me. The old man, who seemed like he could barely walk, yelled something like, “Just wait a minute!”


  Then he got between me and the gun, pushing me back. I stumbled to the ground.


  The gun went off. The sound echoed in the old bank. I wanted to cover my ears, but there was no time. For a second, it even blocked out Alec wheezing. The old security guard fell to the floor, clutching his chest. I saw blood on the dusty cement floor.


  The old guy had saved my life.


  I started to move toward him, and again Mummy had the gun in my face. “Stay back!” he yelled. “You’re why he’s lying there. Maybe you ought to get it next.”


  He was right, of course. If I hadn’t pushed the Wolfman, if I hadn’t run after the inhaler, the security guard would be fine. I might as well have shot him, and now I was going to pay for it.


  Except I wasn’t. Frankenstein and Dracula tackled the Mummy.


  “What are you doing?” Frankenstein yelled as he struggled with Mummy. “We don’t do this!” It took a few seconds, but Frankenstein got the gun from Mummy and pushed him to the floor.


  “We have to go!” Dracula yelled. “We’re over time! Move it!”


  Before I could do anything, Frankenstein was gone, back behind the bank counter. As he went, something dropped from his pocket and jangled to the floor. I looked back at Dracula and Mummy. Dracula was picking Mummy up off the ground, restraining him. Neither of them had noticed the thing on the floor.


  I picked it up, not taking the time to look at it, and stuffed it into the pocket of my shorts. I knelt next to the security guard.


  I touched his shirt. It felt hot and wet, tacky. I pulled my hand away and saw the dark red of his blood on my fingers. I tried to swallow.


  He coughed. “Get the thing for your brother,” he said.


  “You saved me,” I said. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.


  “Get the thing for your little brother,” he repeated. He coughed and said, “Was just doing my job. Ain’t right them (cough, cough) threatening young kids like you. Now go!”


  “Folks, you know how this goes!” Dracula said. “You will follow Frankenstein and me out the front doors. You will cross the street and wait for the authorities.”


  I ran to Alec, who was seated on the floor, gasping and wheezing. I stuffed the inhaler in his mouth and pumped it.


  “You have three minutes,” Dracula called out. “Or ka-boom.”


  Ka-boom sounded bad.


  Alec started to breathe normally, and I helped him to his feet. He grabbed his skateboard, and I pointed him toward the door. I ran back to the guard. He hadn’t moved. I didn’t know how to help him and not hurt him. I got my shoulder under his arm. I tried to pull him up.


  “Help the old man and get out,” Dracula said.


  I saw Alec walk out the front doors. I heaved and got the guard standing. I put his left arm over my shoulder and dragged. His feet barely worked.


  “Help!” I called. Nearly everyone had left the bank.


  “Two minutes!” Dracula called out. I tried not to pay attention. I put my arm around the guard’s waist. I felt blood there, too. I hefted him closer to the door.


  “I’m trying,” the old man said.


  “I know,” I said.


  I pulled harder, and he groaned. I gritted my teeth. Two more steps. Then three. My shoulder hit the glass of the bank’s door, and I pushed. We were outside in the bright sunlight. I could hear sirens in the distance.


  Frankenstein had led the other customers, including Alec, across Kirkwood.


  We followed. The guard coughed hard and wet.


  Dracula and Mummy had the back hatch of a green SUV open. They were stuffing duffel bags of money inside. Wolfman came running out. I heard him say, “All clear in there!”


  I set the guard on the edge of the curb. If he leaned against me, he could sit up. Alec approached hesitantly. I pointed him back, away from the curb. “Just sit,” I said to the guard. “The police are coming.”


  I looked across the street. There were four cars parked in a line in front of the bank. At the head of that line was the green SUV. The Monsters finished loading the money into the back.


  I started to get up. I thought I could get a better look. Maybe even stop them.


  Someone grabbed me from behind. It was the teller. “What’s wrong with you?” she shouted. “You new around here? Stay back like you’re told!”


  Where had she been when I was helping the guard? I looked at the SUV. The Monsters were piling inside now, the engine roaring to life. The sirens got louder.


  The SUV pulled out. I was too far away to do anything. But I could still read a license plate. It had Illinois plates. I caught the number 5 and the letters K and D before it was out of sight.


  That’s when the bank exploded. The windows shattered, and the roof vaporized in a plume of smoke. I went flying back to the ground.
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  Alec and I sat on the curb. Smoke still filled the air, rising out of what used to be the First Midwestern Bank and Trust. My ears rang, but I could hear dogs barking and car alarms screeching, which was better than Alec wheezing.


  Paramedics crowded around those of us who’d been inside. They’d rushed the guard away in an ambulance. I’d caught a glimpse as they’d strapped him to a gurney. I’m not the kind of girl who prays a lot, but I wanted him to be OK.


  Alec and I were low priorities. He was breathing fine, rolling his skateboard back and forth on the ground. I was shaken but otherwise OK. Whatever surge of energy I’d felt inside the bank was gone. Now I needed a nap.


  One of the cops had put a blanket the color of split pea soup gone bad over my shoulders. I huddled in it next to Alec, who didn’t say anything.


  “Are you kidding me?” I heard Grandpa Nick say, angrier than if I’d eaten all the bacon. “Wanna tell me what you were doing here?”


  I looked up at him, dressed in his work boots, old-fashioned Levi’s, and navy blue police windbreaker. No smirking this time.


  I exhaled a full-body sigh.


  “Think you’re invincible? You could’ve been killed,” he said. I guess he wasn’t waiting for me to answer his questions.


  Fatigue rushed through me. I’d only been here a few days. I’d lost all my money, I had no chance of making friends at school, there was no surfing, and the basketball team sucked. I had no way to get home. I’d almost gotten shot and blown to smithereens. The guard had gotten shot because of me.


  So where did Grandpa Nick get off with this tone? He could’ve done a million things. Thrown his arms around us. Asked if we were OK. Called my dad and let me FaceTime with him.


  Instead, I got yelled at.


  If he hadn’t been such a jerk since we’d gotten here, we probably wouldn’t have been in such a hurry to pool our money and escape Crap-Tree.


  And he’s yelling at me?


  Fine. He wanted a fight? Exhausted or not, he’d get as good as he gave.


  I shrugged the blanket off and stood.


  “I said, you could’ve been killed,” he repeated.


  “No kidding,” I snapped. “I was there. The guy in the Mummy mask almost shot Alec and me. The only reason we’re not in a bag is that the security guard took the shot for us. So back off.”


  Grandpa Nick looked angrier. He wasn’t used to someone fighting back, let alone a thirteen-year-old girl. Welcome to living with Kat and Alec. Mostly Kat.


  “You keep this town so safe your own grandchildren almost got killed,” I said. “How many days have we been here? It’s not even a week.”


  He looked ready to burst, but I didn’t care.


  Alec butted in. “We didn’t want to hurt your feelings,” he said slowly, not getting up. “We were trying to save money. If we save enough, Dad might be able to hire someone to watch us after school. We might be able to go home.”


  Grandpa Nick took a long, deep breath, like he was breathing in Alec’s answer.


  “Nothing personal, Grandpa,” Alec said, his voice calm. “We just want to go home.”


  Nick looked like he melted a bit. His face softened. Did he get it now? Here I was, ready to fight, and he was getting it?


  I’d never know. One of the officers—her nametag read, “Sergeant Connors”—nudged Grandpa Nick. “Chief,” she said. “Dancer’s raiding Starlite Bowl. Arresting Riggins again.”


  The sympathy dried out of my grandfather’s face. He was tough again, ready for war. Only not with me. “Fine,” he said. “On my way.” He turned to us. “You two are coming. It’s clear I can’t leave you alone.”


  Alec and I looked at each other. What were we supposed to do?


  “Now!” he yelled, starting up the street at a fast pace.


  “I’d follow if I were you,” the sergeant said. So we did. In a blur, we were past the crime scene, almost jogging up Kirkwood, toward most of the local businesses and boarded-up storefronts.


  “Where are we going?” Alec managed. He pushed up his hat to see.


  “The bowling alley,” Grandpa Nick said.


  “We heard Sergeant Connors,” I said. “Seriously! Who’s Dancer? Who’s Riggins?”


  “We all could do with taking things less seriously around here,” he grumbled.


  Grandpa Nick stopped in front of a dusty red brick building with a crack in one of its front windows. Hanging above us was a half-lit neon sign that read, “Starlite Bowl-a-rama.” It was the place where Alec thought we could find an adult to help open a bank account. I’d seen it, but I never once considered stopping. For good reason.


  Alec raised an eyebrow. What was this about?


  A second later, I got the answer. The doors burst open, and we saw three men in tan sheriff’s uniforms leading a guy out in handcuffs. The guy in cuffs, who seemed to be around my grandfather’s age, wore a dirty yellow golf shirt and was scowling. His gray hair was buzzed on the sides and combed over on top.


  “Oh my goodness,” Grandpa Nick said in mock surprise. “What have we here?”


  One of the men in uniform got a sour look on his face.


  “Kids,” Grandpa Nick said. “This is Sheriff Rupert Dancer. Rupert’s the top cop in Hitchcock County. He takes care of all the unincorporated parts of the county, which means not part of a city or town. That means he doesn’t have any power here in Crabtree.”


  Sheriff Dancer smoothed out his uniform. “Chief Hawkins.”


  “Rupe, these are my grandkids.” He stopped in the middle of his train of thought. Or rather, he acted like he did. He got a look on his face as if something had just occurred to him. Totally fake, but it got the point across.


  Nick glanced at the man in handcuffs, who was sweating like crazy. “Gosh, Rupe, it looks like you’re arresting Mr. Riggins.”


  He turned to Alec and me. “Kids, meet Norm Riggins. He owns the bowling alley.”


  He turned to the sheriff. “I know you can’t be arresting him, because I don’t recall you getting in touch with my department to talk things over.”


  “We’re taking Mr. Riggins in for questioning.”


  “He’s cuffed, and you’re perp-walking him on Kirkwood.”


  “He’s a convicted bank robber. We’re in the midst of a crime wave with this Monster Gang business. Your downtown just got blown up.”


  “You got any evidence he’s involved in those robberies? Kids, you were at the bank. You see this guy?”


  “Is this necessary?” Sheriff Dancer whined.


  “Evidence? Eyewitnesses? Sort of,” Grandpa Nick grumbled. “Unless you got some kind of warrant, which you don’t, it is necessary. Uncuff him and leave him be. This is sloppy even for you, Rupe. Arrest him, and I’ll cite you for false arrest and whatever else I can think of. That’ll be another embarrassment to the sheriff’s department.”


  Dancer’s face pinched, his lips puckering. He wanted to say something, but he didn’t. He turned to his deputies, and one of them uncuffed Riggins.


  “We’ll be watching you, Riggins,” Dancer said, leading his men away.


  “That’ll keep me up nights, cop,” Riggins said, rubbing his wrists.


  The sheriff and his men glared at Grandpa Nick, who returned the look. Grandpa went inside. Alec and I followed.


  Moments later, we sat at a long counter in plain view of six bowling lanes. It was dark, but I could see that the carpet was threadbare and the drywall needed patching. Only one lane was in use, by two older guys who were definitely not pros. I could smell their stink cloud of beer and cigarettes thirty feet away.


  The guys we should’ve used to open a bank account. If we had our money. If there was a bank.


  Grandpa Nick had his back to the counter, as if watching the two stooges play. Neither of them hit a single pin for three frames.


  Riggins approached on the other side of the counter. He had a coffee-stained white towel over one shoulder. “What’re you doing here, Hawkins? Want me to thank you?”


  Nick didn’t turn around. “Sorry Dancer’s bothering you, Norm.”


  “He don’t scare me. You eating?”


  “Nachos,” Nick said. “And a BLT, plus coffee.”


  He looked over at me. I read the sticky, laminated menu, and I didn’t see anything on it that didn’t gross me out. I considered ordering water, but I wondered if I trusted that. “I’m fine.”


  “Bring her a Coke,” Grandpa Nick said.


  “What about you?” Riggins asked Alec.


  “Coke. You used to rob banks?”


  Riggins looked tiredly at Grandpa Nick. “Don’t you need to take them home?”


  Grandpa Nick smiled. “He’ll take some fries, too. He’s just trying to be friendly. We all are.”


  “We are?” I said. “Can we go?”


  “Listen to her,” Riggins said as he walked away. “She’s got more sense than you’ll ever have. Even if she does have a mouth on her.” We saw him push the order through a window into the kitchen. Someone took it, and I heard sizzling a moment later.


  Grandpa Nick took a breath. “I know it wasn’t your choice to live with me,” he said.


  “Don’t get Kat started,” Alec said.


  “Shut up, Alec,” I said. “I’ll make you eat the food here.”


  “We should try to make the best of it,” Grandpa Nick said.


  “Seriously?” I said. I was done. Whatever sympathetic look he’d given me on the street didn’t mean squat. “You lost your mind at us for being in the bank, you forced us to come here, you barely talk to us about anything or try to connect, and now I should make the best of it?”


  Alec put his hand up. It wouldn’t work. “Maybe you should tell us about why Sheriff Dancer was arresting Mr. Riggins,” he said.


  “I don’t talk about active investigations,” Nick said.


  “That’s crap,” I said. “Police detectives don’t know how to talk about anything else. With Dad, it was Dodgers scores and crime scenes.”


  “I ain’t your Dad,” Grandpa Nick said.


  “You brought us here,” I said. “Not so discreet, Grandpa.”


  Riggins came back with the food, then left without saying a word. I looked at the plates. Stale tortilla chips with pasty cheese sauce, a BLT on white toast and a huge order of darkly burned potato wedges. My Coke came in a dirty glass.


  Grandpa let out a sigh. “You’re right. Your mom said you and your dad used to talk detective work. Cases, suspects, even forensic evidence. That true?”


  “Our bedtime stories when we were little,” Alec said.


  “You still like that stuff?”


  “Pretty much all Kat ever talks about,” Alec said. “Besides surfing and basketball.”


  “Can we go?” I said.


  “And going home,” Alec said.


  “What if I told you there was a bank robber once who would destroy all the mortgage documents during robberies? He’d get the money at the bank, but everyone who owed the bank anything came away debt free. What would you say?”


  I rolled my eyes dramatically. “I’d say you’re talking about Pretty Boy Floyd. I’m going to go.”


  Grandpa Nick smiled, like he was having fun. That was it. I got up. “Come on, Alec,” I said. “I’ve had it.”


  Alec got up, looking conflicted.


  Whatever. Was the day going to get worse? I headed for the door. Alec followed.


  “Where are you going?” Grandpa Nick called out.


  “Somewhere else. Want to stop me? Arrest me.”


  Grandpa Nick called after me. “OK, genius. Third National Bank of Chicago, 1997. Four robbers come in from four different cars. They leave in one getaway vehicle. $20 million taken, two people—including one police officer—shot and killed. Who were they? Where’d they go?”


  I stopped at the door. I didn’t know this one. “I don’t know,” I said.


  “Your folks never mentioned this one?”


  “I just said that.”


  “So you don’t know the answer?”


  “You’re going to have to solve it yourself,” I said. “Along with the case of the four guys in the monster masks.” I went through the door, with Alec following.


  “Where are we going?” he said.


  “We’ve got no money and no friends,” I said.


  “And you just ticked off the guy whose house we live in,” Alec said. “Nice going.”


  We walked up Kirkwood, toward the lake. I wasn’t sure where we were going.


  “Also,” Alec said. “I’m really hungry. You?”


  I was hungry, too. Even if we wanted to go back to Grandpa Nick’s, it wasn’t like he had much edible food there, either. Right about now, I wished we had those protein bars from my purse. I had another reason to hate the Monster Gang. The day wasn’t even half over.
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  Since we didn’t have money or food, and I didn’t want to go back to Grandpa Nick’s house, we didn’t have many options. I could only think of one place we could stay all day and nobody would ask any questions: the Crabtree Public Library.


  We found the squat, yellow-brick building on Walnut, a block off Kirkwood. Inside, the walls were dirty, the overhead lights turned everything green, and the bookshelves were dusty. But the air conditioning worked (maybe too well—it was cold), and I found an open computer terminal. Alec and I sat, and I opened up the web browser.


  Something jabbed me from inside my shorts pocket. I reached inside, and I remembered.


  The thing Frankenstein dropped. I’d forgotten. I hadn’t mentioned it to Grandpa Nick. What was it, anyway? I pulled it out. I’d never seen anything like it before.


  “What’s that?” Alec whispered.


  “One of the Monsters dropped it,” I said.


  “It’s evidence. Give it to Grandpa Nick. Maybe then he’d take us to get food you’ll eat.”


  My stomach growled, but I wasn’t crawling back to Grandpa Nick. I scowled at Alec and looked at what was in my hand. It was a long, heavy woven ribbon in a dark navy blue connecting two things. One was a metal whistle, like the kind of thing my basketball coach would use, only ornate. There were words carved into it, but they were hard to read, both because they were in a weird font and because it was pretty old.


  On the other end was a small metal circle, smooth on one side and with an image on the other. I recognized it as a religious medal, the kind of thing my dad’s father wore around his neck or that my dad’s mother hung at the end of her rosary beads. I even recognized the image on it—St. Jude.


  Every cop’s kid knew about St. Jude. Dad hadn’t been successful in convincing Mom to send us to Immaculate Heart or Blessed Sacrament, but I had working knowledge of the Catholic church and its saints.


  Jude was the saint of hospitals, lost causes, and desperate situations. And police officers. Was Frankenstein a cop? Were all of them? Did they, as bank robbers, consider themselves lost causes?


  And why the whistle?


  “Should we call Grandpa Nick?” Alec said.


  “We will. I promise.”


  “What are we waiting for?”


  “I’d like to know what this is first.” I stuffed it in my pocket. “And I want to find out about that Monster Gang. We’ve got two mysteries here.”


  “Are you kidding me—mysteries? I want food.”


  “Don’t you want to know who almost killed you? They took our money!”


  “You’re right,” Alec said. “Knowing more about the robbers who almost killed us will totally make me less hungry.”


  I ignored him. The Monster Gang was easy enough to find on Google. I counted more than five hundred articles from local Crabtree and Hitchcock County news sources, and even a few items from the Chicago press. How had nobody mentioned this before we moved?


  The stories were sort of interesting. I might’ve argued less about moving. Probably not, but maybe.


  The four robbers in the Monster Gang had pulled off twelve heists—thirteen now with Crabtree—in the resort towns on this side of Lake Michigan.


  I was hooked. Each robbery happened the same way. The four arrived in four cars, always stolen, and left in a different one, usually a rental that had been planted at the scene the night before.


  I remembered the four cars in front of the bank and the green SUV.


  Arrive in four cars; leave in one. I’d heard that before.


  Where, though? “Arrive in four cars, leave in one. Where’s that from?”


  “Your memory sucks,” Alec said. “That’s the case Grandpa Nick talked about at the bowling alley. You probably could’ve heard more details if you hadn’t been in such a hurry.”


  Alec got up and left the table. I didn’t even think to ask where he might be going.


  He’d been right, which really sucked. Grandpa Nick had mentioned robbers coming in four cars and leaving in one. I tried to remember more. A bank in Chicago, right? First National? Third National? Sometime in the ’90s? Why couldn’t I remember? Was I that hungry?


  Alec came back to the table. He pulled a half-full bag of potato chips out from under his shirt, which he put down on the table. He pointed at the “No food or drink in the library” sign at the front desk, then stuffed a handful of chips in his mouth.


  I’d bookmark Grandpa Nick’s case. I had a third mystery, but I needed to eat.


  I grabbed my own handful of chips and inhaled them. Sour cream and onion flavor, which I don’t usually like, but it was a desperate time. When I’d swallowed the first handful, I said, “Where’d you get those?”


  “The trash can out front.”


  I felt like I might throw up. My stomach rumbled.


  “Stop,” Alec said. “They were right on top. That’s not even top five among the grossest things I’ve eaten.”


  I was too hungry to argue. I tried not to think about eating literal garbage, and I went back to my research. The chips gave me just enough energy to get started again. I found out that the Monsters had robbed banks all summer long. They’d only hit branches of one bank—the First Midwestern Bank and Trust. They never took hostages or hurt anyone—until today.


  Why today? Why shoot that old guy? Why were they so edgy during Alec’s asthma attack?


  I kept reading. At the end of every robbery, they made the customers and employees leave. They’d take all the money in the vault and then blow up the whole bank, even if they didn’t have to.


  Why do that? And why only that bank? There were two others in Crabtree.


  “This gang pulls thirteen jobs, all branches of the First Midwestern Bank and Trust,” I said.


  “I could’ve told you we picked the wrong bank,” Alec said.


  “How many branches are there? Had you heard of First Midwestern before we got here?”


  “We didn’t live in the Midwest.”


  I clicked open another tab on my browser and Googled the First Midwestern Bank and Trust. Two clicks later, I had my answer. The bank had thirteen branches. And when I say “had,” I mean that now they were all steaming piles of rubble.


  I went to the circulation desk and got a couple tiny sheets of paper and a stubby pencil. I started to write my questions. I’d never been in the middle of an active investigation before. Sure, Dad sometimes gave me details of a case he was working on, even if he promised Mom otherwise. But I was in this. Besides the whistle-Jude-ribbon thing, and the First or Third National Bank robbery, and the identity of the Monster Gang, what else did I have to figure out? Why the First Midwestern Bank? Why blow the places up?


  I wanted to call Dad, but if I did, he’d figure out that I had the whistle-Jude, and he’d insist I give it to Grandpa Nick. And I would—as soon as I figured out what it was.


  Maybe that was my first step. I needed to find a place where it could be identified. I started a new Google search: “Pawn shops Crabtree.”


  There was one place on the boardwalk by the lake. Hanrahan’s Exotic Emporium and Pawn Shoppe. Did the weird spelling of the word “shoppe” make people think it was classier?


  I stood. “Let’s take a walk.”


  “Where? Chicago? Catch a flight home?”


  “If I had money for a flight home, I wouldn’t be eating chips out of the garbage. So just down to the boardwalk.”


  “Most of the shops are boarded up now that the summer’s over.”


  “Good place to skate. You know, before it gets icy.”


  He seemed suddenly energized. He dropped his board and put a foot on it. “Well, why didn’t you say so?”


  On the way out of the library, we took a quick trip to the water fountain near the bathrooms. After four long, gulping turns each (to wash away the garbage chip taste), we left the library. I felt almost full. We walked through downtown Crabtree, past the courthouse, and over a couple blocks to the boardwalk. With summer over, the storefronts were, like Alec said, dark. The beach was empty. Alec skated as we went. He would roll ahead, speeding up, practicing his turns. He would wipe out, fall off, and get back on again.


  Then I thought I saw the storefront I was looking for: Hanra­han’s. Maybe someone there could identify the whistle-Jude. If not, I’d hand it over to Grandpa Nick. For real.


  As we got closer to the store, I saw three guys who looked like they were in high school circling a small chubby kid about Alec’s age. The three guys were bigger—one of them close to six feet, with a shaved head. Another chewed gum and sported slicked-back red hair. The shortest had a face pocked with bad acne, but he still towered over the little kid.


  Alec stopped his board. “What’s going on there?”


  I couldn’t hear anything. The kid with acne poked the little guy in the chest. He did it again, and the little kid took a swing.


  The punch landed on Acne Face, who didn’t do anything but step back a bit. The other two—bald guy and slicked-back red—grabbed the little kid. There was shouting, but I couldn’t hear details.


  I didn’t need details.


  I’d had my fill of bullies. Grandparent ones, monster mask ones, and now this.


  “Hey!” I yelled.


  “Kat!” Alec grabbed at me. Too late. I stole his board and hopped on. No time to grab his helmet or knee pads. My three surfing lessons served me well. I rolled straight toward the three bad guys and the fight.
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  “Kat!” Alec called again. He should’ve known it wouldn’t do any good. I wouldn’t stop or think about how I was running toward a fight with three guys bigger than I was. Bigger and mean.


  But I wasn’t going to fight these guys with brute strength unless I had to.


  As I rolled to a halt, I pulled my cell phone from my pocket. A light from the phone hit one of them—the one with slicked back red hair—in the face. “Smile, gentlemen!”


  “What’s this?” Red asked.


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “This takes really good video. Keep doing what you’re doing.”


  “Girl, you don’t know what you’re looking at,” Shaved Head said.


  Now Alec was at my side, and his phone was out, too. “Wow, it’s amazing how good you guys look on my screen, too,” he said. “I can get every detail.”


  “It’s lighting,” I said. “They call this magic hour. Right before the sun sets. You get great shadows. Know what’s better? I hit a button, and this goes on Facebook, Instagram, all the social media.”


  Not true. At all. But they didn’t know.


  They couldn’t know that when I’d moved to Crabtree, my folks had bought me a crappy refurbished iPhone, and that they’d disabled all social media and all the apps except for the camera and the phone. They’d even frozen my ability to text, unless it was to one of them, Grandpa Nick, or Chloe. That’s right—I only got one friend.


  My ruse worked. “Look, we have a misunderstanding here,” Shaved Head said.


  “Give me your phone,” Red interrupted.


  “No,” I said.


  “We could make you give ’em,” said Acne Face.


  “See?” I said. “Perfect. Now you guys look like criminals and not just jerks threatening a girl and a couple elementary school kids.”


  I slid a finger across my phone’s touchscreen, as if that would do anything. “It’s uploading! You’re famous!”


  “Give me the phone, you little—” Acne Face started.


  “Still rolling!” Alec said.


  Acne Face pivoted and started to lunge at me. I kicked the skateboard at him, and he tripped and sprawled on the boardwalk.


  “Hey!” said a voice from the other side of the boardwalk. “What’s going on there?”


  I looked past Shaved Head and Acne Face, and I saw two guys approaching. A cute guy with wavy hair and his spiky-haired friend.


  “Nothing,” Shaved Head said. “Keep moving, Bassett.”


  “Doesn’t look like nothing, Frosty,” said the cute guy, whose name I guessed was Bassett. First name, or last?


  Wait, Shaved Head’s name was Frosty? Was that short for something? I’d ask later.


  Acne Face started to get up as Bassett and his friend approached. Bassett put his hand on Acne Face’s shoulder and shoved him back down. Spiky Hair got in Red’s face, as Bassett got in Frosty’s. Frosty was taller, but he took Bassett more seriously than . . . well, a thirteen-year-old girl and a ten-year-old with asthma.


  Bassett spoke: “Looks to me like you’re messing with a girl and a couple little kids, Frosty. I’m embarrassed for you.”


  He turned to me now. “Sorry about this . . . what’s your name?”


  “Kat,” I said. “Look, thanks for the help, but—”


  “Kat?” Spiky Hair looked over. “Aw, Tommy, she’s that girl from California that Ava was talking about. You know the one!”


  OK, a couple of takeaways. First, Cute Guy’s name was Tommy Bassett. Second, Ava had been talking about me, which wasn’t good, and probably I wouldn’t be friends with these guys.


  And third, I needed them to move along! I had this completely under control. Why do boys—cute or otherwise—always think girls need saving? Hadn’t they seen what I’d done to Acne Face?


  “As I was saying, thanks for the help,” I said. “But Frosty here was just leaving. I’ve got this under control.”


  Tommy looked at me like I’d said the Earth was flat. “Maybe it’s under control now.”


  I glared at him and then at Frosty. Frosty stepped back. “Did you really upload that video to social media?” he said.


  “What?” Tommy said.


  “Check your feed,” I said. “Get out of here.”


  Frosty looked to his guys. Acne Face got off the ground, and Red broke loose from Spiky Hair. “Let’s go,” Red said to his buddies.


  “That’s right,” Tommy said. “Get out of here.”


  Seriously? Did he think he’d done anything?


  “They’ll leave you alone,” he said. Like he was flippin’ Superman. I could feel my face turning red. I was ready to unleash on his massive ego.


  Spiky Hair was looking at the little kid Frosty and the gang had been terrorizing. “Oh my God,” he said.


  “What?” Alec said as he helped the kid get up.


  “Dude,” Spiky Hair said. “It’s Phineas Applegate.”


  The little kid—who couldn’t have been more than nine—looked like he expected a beating. He swallowed hard.


  “If I’d known it was you,” Spiky Hair said. “I’d have let Frosty finish the job.”


  “Hey!” I yelled. Instinctively, I got between Phineas and Spiky. Alec joined me—or at least didn’t move from where he’d been. “What’s wrong with you?”


  “He’s an Applegate is what’s wrong!”


  “Get out of here, Phinny,” Tommy said. Phinny didn’t need to be asked twice. The chubby little kid ran back toward town.


  I turned to Tommy and Spiky. I was still mad about Tommy acting like he was saving a damsel in distress. I geared up for a real fight. Frosty and his boys had been round 1. I was tougher than anybody in this stupid town.


  Then I heard Alec wheezing. All the action had taken a toll. He was hyperventilating. His face had turned red.


  Tommy brushed past me and sat Alec on the discarded skateboard. He sat next to him. “It’s cool, buddy,” Tommy said. “I have asthma, too. You have your inhaler?”


  Alec managed to nod. He pulled it out.


  Oh, sure. Tommy asks, and Alec has no problem going for the inhaler.


  “OK, easy does it. No need to freak, am I right?” Tommy spoke soothingly. Mister Hero. I didn’t like him. Had I really thought he was cute? Ugh.


  Alec nodded and took a hit. In a minute, his breathing returned to normal. When it did, Tommy put out his hand, and they shook.


  “I’m Alec.”


  “Pleased to meet you, buddy. You guys are from California?”


  “LA.”


  Before I could join in, Spiky Hair approached. “Hey, I’m Patrick. Patrick Chung,” he said. “Kitty, right? Can I be the first to give you an official Crabtree hello hug?”


  Seriously? After smug Tommy Bassett, I got playa Patrick? I hated Crabtree. “Not really, Patrick. And it’s Kat.”


  “C’mon, Kitty Kat. We don’t get many California girls around here.”


  Too much. “We gotta go,” I said. “Alec, you ready?”


  “It’s cool,” Tommy said. “Alec, I’ll text you my number.”


  What? When had they had time to exchange information? Alec wasn’t even supposed to have a phone. Mom and Dad had forbidden it. But one of his buddies at the skate park had stolen one from an older sibling and let Alec have it. It had internet, apps, and all the things mine didn’t. I kept praying someone would stop paying for the data, but so far, I was out of luck.


  “Awesome.” Alec got to his feet, and they fist bumped. Alec and Tommy were pals. I felt nauseated.


  “Great meeting you, Kitty Kat,” Patrick said. He went in for the hug. I spun away and grabbed Alec’s skateboard, holding it between me and Patrick.


  Keeping it there, I turned to look at the front door of Hanra­han’s. That was the whole reason we’d come. The sign on the door said “Closed.”


  “Is that where you were headed?” Patrick said. “Old man Hanrahan went fishing. Gone a month.”


  “He goes every fall,” Tommy said. “Crabtree’s pretty dead right now.”


  All this for nothing? I considered head butting the cinder-block walls of Hanrahan’s store. I felt my stomach rumble. I was hungry again. I literally couldn’t make this day any worse.


  Patrick could. He threw his arm around me and whispered. “Don’t worry, Kitty. I can take you someplace where they got way nicer things than at Hanrahan’s.”


  “I gotta go,” I said. I might have slammed the skateboard into Patrick’s gut as I slipped away. “Come on, Alec.” I wanted to get out of there as fast as I could without running. Or screaming.


  As we reached Kirkwood Street, Alec said, “Not a total loss. Tommy was cool.”


  That was the opposite of cool, I thought.
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  We had no money and no food. No way to go home. I was stuck in a school with Ava, and now with Tommy and Patrick, who thought they were local heroes. I’d almost been killed by bank robbers and again by the disgusting food at the bowling alley.


  We were out of places to go. We went back to Grandpa Nick’s.


  When we turned the corner and approached the front stoop, I saw Nick sitting at the top of the stairs. He smiled.


  “California,” he said. He didn’t sound mad. “I was hoping you’d make it back.”


  “Not many places we can go,” I said.


  “It’s possible I haven’t been all that welcoming,” he said. “Thought we’d start over.”


  He stood, picking up something next to him. A giant pizza box. Easily the most welcome sight I’d seen since getting to Crabtree.


  “Thought we’d start with something we can all eat,” he said.


  I eyed him suspiciously. Was this a trap? “What’s on it?”


  “Cheese,” he said. “You eat that, right, vegetarian? I can’t find vegan cheese around here. Might have to drive somewhere.”


  I started up the stairs. “I eat cheese,” I said.


  “It’s a start,” he said.


  “It’s better than a start,” Alec said. “I’m so hungry. And we’ve got to ask you some questions, Grandpa. That bank robbery you mentioned, and the Monster Gang, and did you know that they came in four cars and left in one—”


  Grandpa Nick interrupted. “All in good time, shortstop. First, we eat.”


  He opened the door and led us inside. In the kitchen, he dropped the box onto the table. Alec and I didn’t hesitate. We opened the box and each took a slice, while Nick went to the refrigerator and poured himself a tall Spicy V-8.


  “This party doesn’t last all night,” he said. “I have to go back to the office. But we’re waiting on the lab. Thought I’d spend time with my favorite grandchildren.”


  “Do you have other grandchildren?” Alec asked, flipping hair from his eyes.


  Nick took a swig of juice and said, “Keep it up with the smart mouths and the vegetarian cooking, I’ll find some.”


  “They’ll be lined up around the corner,” I said. I stuffed pizza in my mouth.


  Grandpa Nick took his own slice. He took a bite. “Needs bacon. But it’ll do.”


  He sat. “Of course, it’s no surprise you two have smart mouths. You should have heard your mother at your age. Always had the last word.”


  “Dirt on Mom?” Alec said. “Tell us.”


  “I’ll do better than that,” he said. “After we eat, I’ve got scrapbooks. Pictures you’ll want to see. You won’t believe the hair and clothes from back then.”


  “How come you didn’t put those pictures up?” I said.


  “No time,” Nick said. “I bought the house furnished. I’ll get around to putting up my stuff. Maybe you’ll help.”


  The doorbell rang. “Probably for you, Grandpa,” Alec said. Grandpa Nick went into the hallway, holding his V-8 and pizza. I could hear the doorbell again, then pounding on the door.


  “Who is that?” I said to Alec. “Rude.”


  “Probably someone with a seriously good deal on home internet.”


  Before I could respond, I heard the door smash open, then a crashing, and a thud. I heard people yelling and screaming.


  I couldn’t hear what they said. I couldn’t tell if Nick’s was one of the voices.


  Alec was out of his seat. We dashed to the kitchen doorway. We had a straight shot view of the front door, now off its hinges.


  There were maybe ten people in the front hall, most in tan sheriff’s department uniforms. Nick was on the floor, and two deputies were wrestling his arms behind his back. The V-8 and the slice of pizza were a soggy mess on the floor next to him.


  Sheriff Dancer stood over him. “Nick Hawkins!” he shouted. “You’re under arrest for crimes related to the Monster Gang case!”


  “What?” Nick managed as he struggled.


  More quietly, Dancer said, “Don’t resist, Nick.”


  The two deputies helped Grandpa Nick to his feet. One cuffed his hands behind his back. Nick took a deep breath.


  “This is unnecessary, Sheriff. If you wanted to come for dinner, all you had to do was call. I could’ve taught you about police work and everything.”


  Dancer smiled a reptilian grin at Nick. “Always so smug, aren’t you, Nick? So glib.”


  Nick shrugged but didn’t disagree. Dancer leaned in like he was whispering a secret: “We found your warehouse.”


  “What warehouse?”


  That made Dancer smile wider. “We found your gun. Care to explain that? You have the right to remain silent.”


  “I’m aware of my rights,” Nick said.


  “Anything you say can and will be used in a court of law,” Dancer continued.


  “Feel free to use this. Rupert Dancer is a buffoon.”


  Dancer signaled to the two deputies behind Grandpa Nick, and they led him out. Then Dancer looked over at us. Neither Alec nor I had moved.


  “You kids are going to have to leave,” Dancer said. “This is a crime scene, and you can’t stay.”


  “That’s just great, Rupe!” Nick called out from the porch. “They’re thirteen and ten. You’re just going to turn them out? I smell lawsuit. Another lawsuit.”


  Dancer’s face pinched as if maybe he didn’t like how we smelled. “Deputy Spangler,” he said to a tall, thin man, “you stay here with these children. Watch as they gather personal effects and make sure their parents are called.”


  Dancer followed Grandpa Nick and the deputies out the door. Spangler, who had eyebrows too big for his small face and a nonexistent chin, said, “OK, let’s get out of here quick. Where are your parents?”


  Alec looked like he might hyperventilate again.


  “Where?” Spangler pressed us.


  “Los Angeles and Kabul,” I said. “Who should I call first?”


  CHAPTER 11


  NO PLACE TO GO BUT THE POLICE BREAK ROOM
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  I didn’t wait for Spangler to respond. I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Dad. It went straight to voicemail.


  Seriously?! He couldn’t stay off the phone our last night in LA, but now he can’t pick up? I tried to keep my voice calm as I left a message. I failed.


  “Dad, it’s Kat,” I started. I felt short of breath. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. “I need you to call back. This is NOT A JOKE! Grandpa Nick has been arrested, and it’s connected to this bank robbery by these guys called the Monster Gang, and the cops are taking us. Call me!”


  Alec hadn’t started wheezing, but he looked like a new asthma attack might start any minute. I shook my head, as if that would keep him from the inhaler.


  “It’s OK, Alec,” I said, which could not have been less believable. I started to text Dad.


  “Who are you texting?” Spangler said.


  “My father,” I spat. “I just called and got voicemail, so now I’m texting.”


  “Is he local?”


  “No, he’s not local!” I shouted. “I just told you. He’s in Los Angeles.”


  “It’s awful late,” Spangler said.


  “It’s three hours earlier in California,” Alec said.


  It took three times as long as normal to text Dad. I kept mistyping words. Everything I typed sounded like gibberish—which wasn’t helped by my suddenly sloppy typing. I told myself to breathe. Finally, I managed:


  Dad—Call me ASAP! Very important! SOS! Left you VM!


  I considered sending an emoji for emphasis. What’s the emoji for when your grandfather gets arrested for robbery?


  I hit send. I glanced at Alec. “You should text him, too.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because if both of us are trying to get him on the phone, he won’t think we’re playing!” I yelled. I didn’t mean to yell, really, but how stupid was he?


  “No,” Alec said.


  “What?”


  “I can’t text him.”


  I tried to form words. I could feel my face getting red. I wondered if Spangler would arrest me for smacking my brother.


  Before I could say anything, Alec said, “I’m not supposed to have a phone. Mom and Dad would be so mad if they found out I had one. I’d be in such big trouble.”


  I started to rub my temples. “Alec, what do you think will happen to us if we can’t get Mom and Dad on the phone? What if they don’t come and get us?”


  Spangler spoke up. “We place you in foster care while social workers figure out what’s next.”


  “Foster care?” Alec said. His face dropped.


  Now I needed to downshift into mothering him. Crap! I still wanted to kill him, but I had to be nice. “It’s not going to come to that. It’s going to be OK.”


  Spangler intervened. “I’m shutting this down. We have to get you out of here. You,” he pointed at Alec, “pack enough for a couple of days. I’ve got to seal this crime scene.”


  Alec nodded. He sped up the stairs. I was almost grateful. If Alec could concentrate on packing for a few minutes, I could try contacting our folks.


  “I’m going to grab my laptop,” I said to Spangler. “Be right back.”


  “Huh?” Spangler said.


  “I’m going to try my mom,” I said. “I can only reach her via satellite call. It’s like FaceTime, but I have to do it on the computer.”


  “What? Where is she?” he said. “You weren’t kidding about her being in Afghanistan?”


  “No, I wasn’t kidding!” I shouted. “You think this is some sort of party for my brother and me?” Spangler might not have been dumber than dirt, but he wasn’t much smarter. I couldn’t believe Grandpa Nick left Chicago for someplace where guys like this wore a badge.


  “We don’t have time for this satellite call,” Spangler said, crossing his arms. He probably thought it made him look determined or impressive. Nope. Epic fail.


  “Fine,” I said, my breathing getting short. “I’ll call my friend Chloe in LA. Her dad’s a cop there, too, like my dad, and he can get a message to—”


  Spangler took a step toward me. “No more calls. We’ve got to go.”


  I was trying to find Chloe’s number in my contacts. “It’s just a quick call,” I said.


  Spangler grabbed the phone. “No!” he said. “Go get your things. You have five minutes.”


  “Give me my phone,” I said.


  “You’ll get it when we leave.”


  I tried to grab it back from him, and he pulled it away, holding it over his head. Spangler was stupid, but he was taller than I was. I jumped for it, and he pulled it even further away. I’d played the same trick on Alec with his toys a million times when we were younger. Now I understood why Alec hated it.


  “Am I under arrest?” I yelled.


  “Get your things,” he said.


  “Or what?”


  “Or I’ll take you out of here, and you won’t have your things,” he said. He didn’t look intimidating holding an ancient iPhone over his head, but he was serious.


  I heard Alec on the stairs. He carried a backpack and a small duffel bag. “I’d do what he says,” Alec said. “You can fight him, but you’ll wear the same underwear for days.”


  I glared. I considered all the curse words I wanted to shout at them both. Then I thought about wearing the same underwear for days.


  I went to the attic. It took a couple minutes to pull together a few days’ worth of clothes, plus my laptop, phone, headphones, and chargers. I stuffed them all in my backpack. And the whistle-Jude, whatever that was. I went into the kitchen and grabbed the keys off the key rack. I didn’t know what they were for, but I wanted them.


  When we left, Spangler closed the door, locked it with keys from somewhere, and sealed it with yellow police tape. I put my arm around Alec as we got into Spangler’s police cruiser.


  It took three minutes to drive to the police department, and Spangler paraded us past the front desk, through the bullpen, and into a break room in the back. It was an ugly space—no windows and very little on the gray walls. There was a refrigerator that looked like it had once been white in one corner, and a tiny kitchen area with chipped pressboard cabinets, a sink, and a filthy microwave. A TV, playing a game show, was bolted to one wall.


  Spangler led us to two couches in the back of the room, both of which looked like they should have been put out with the garbage. He motioned for me and Alec to sit, but neither of us did.


  “What’re we doing here?” I said.


  “Staying here till we get your parents, or we find you a place to stay,” he said. Then he left.


  “I don’t want to stay here,” Alec said.


  “We won’t,” I said. I followed Spangler out the door and literally ran into two cops. One I recognized from after the bank robbery—Sergeant Connors. The other one was a man about Grandpa Nick’s age. He was thin and wiry, with graying Brillo-pad hair.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” Connors said.


  “We’re not staying here,” I said. “This is crazy. I’m not under arrest.”


  “Why don’t you sit down?” Connors said.


  “No,” I said. “We have rights.”


  “Not that many,” said the old guy. “I’m Sergeant Jessup. Sergeant Connors and I work with Nick.”


  “Sorry about this,” Connors said.


  “But you two are minors whose legal guardian just got arrested,” Jessup said.


  “So that’s it?” I said. I might start yelling again.


  “You going to try and escape?” Jessup said. “There aren’t windows in here, and the windows we have in this building have iron bars. The only way to a door is through the bullpen, and there are twenty Crabtree cops and sheriff’s deputies out there.”


  “Have a seat,” Connors said again.


  “This sucks,” I said. “I want out. And I want my phone.”


  Connors pulled my phone out of her pocket and handed it over.


  “Was him taking my phone legal?” I asked. “I could sue.”


  “You wouldn’t win much,” Jessup said.


  “It’d be expensive,” Connors said. “And didn’t you lose all your money in the bank robbery?”


  That burned. I gritted my teeth so hard I imagined them breaking off and me spitting them at Connors and Jessup. “True,” I said. “But I’m not worried. There’s a bunch of A-team cops like you on the case. Wait, did I say A team? What I meant was—”


  Alec interrupted. “Can you tell us what’s happening? About Grandpa Nick?”


  “If you sit down and be quiet,” Jessup said.


  I went back into the room and sat down on a couch, which had giant red flowers. It felt damp, and the cushions unnaturally stiff. I smelled mildew.


  Connors spoke first. “We’re not supposed to comment on an active investigation.”


  “Bend the rules,” I spat. “Deputy Spangler was talking foster care. We just watched our grandfather get arrested. We lost our home, and we’re stuck in a break room.”


  “Nick said she was tough,” Connors said to Jessup. I almost blushed. Then I remembered where I was. Compliments meant nothing until I could leave.


  Jessup nodded. “The sheriff’s got a better case than I would’ve guessed. They got a call about an old warehouse out by the interstate. Sheriff’s department checked it out and found money from the latest Monster Gang robbery, guns, masks, and everything.”


  “So they found the Monster Gang’s hideout,” I said.


  “They checked who owns the place, and Nick’s name is on the deed,” Jessup said. “It gets worse. One of the guns they found is definitely the one that was used on that security guard today. It’s been used in half the Monster Gang robberies. It’s your grandpa’s gun. Registered to him, and he’s had it since his time in Chicago.”


  “So somebody stole it,” I said. “He’s not a bank robber.”


  “They found cash in his desk at the office. They’ve got a case. But we’re going to try to prove this is a frame-up.”


  “How long’s that going to take?”


  “A while. First, though, Sergeant Connors and I are trying to get you back with your folks. We’ve tried your dad and his precinct in LA. We’ve called the army, and we’re trying to get your mom. Whatever happens with Nick, I’m guessing you don’t want to stay here.”


  “Come on,” Alec said. “A little paint, a case of disinfectant wipes, and it’d still be horrible.”


  Connors and Jessup didn’t smile. Neither did I.


  “Stay put. We’ll be back,” Connors said. She and Jessup turned to go.


  I wanted to scream. Where exactly was I supposed to go?! Was I supposed to sleep here?


  On the TV, the local news was coming on. Alec walked over and turned on the volume. On the screen, two smiling drones sat behind a cheap-looking desk. They were getting started on the story of the day—otherwise known as my grandfather.


  I listened.


  “Back to our top story, out of Crabtree,” said the female android, who had blond hair and big teeth. “The Hitchcock County Sheriff’s Department arrested Crabtree Police Chief Nick Hawkins in connection with the Monster Gang robberies.”


  “That’s right, Maggie,” said the other android, a man with dark hair and a bad spray tan. “Although the sheriff’s department has not yet released all the charges against Chief Hawkins—”


  The He-Android put his hand to his ear, showing he was getting an urgent transmission. “Wait, we’re getting an update to this story.”


  “Bet you fifty bucks he has nothing in his ear,” Alec said.


  I shushed him. No time for his stupid jokes.


  The newscaster continued. “We take you live to the Hitchcock County Courthouse in Crabtree, where Sheriff Rupert Dancer is making a statement.”


  The picture cut to the staircase leading to the limestone rotunda of the courthouse. In the corners of the screen we could see TV cameras.


  “Bet you fifty bucks that this is a terrible statement.”


  “Will you shut up?”


  “I’m just trying to lighten the mood.”


  “Lighten it quieter,” I hissed. “Or do it in your head.”


  Onscreen, the courthouse doors opened, and Dancer came out. He cleared his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, I will make a statement and entertain questions. My name is Rupert Dancer, and I am sheriff of Hitchcock County.”


  “Heck of a start,” Alec said. I made a fist. He put his hands up in surrender.


  Dancer continued. “This afternoon, at approximately 6:32 p.m., my deputies and I arrested Crabtree Police Chief Nicholas Hawkins. Chief Hawkins has been charged with attempted homicide, as well as thirty-three counts of armed robbery, grand larceny, arson, destruction of property, and more, all related to the recent spree of crimes committed by the Monster Gang.”


  “Approximately 6:32? That seems pretty exact,” Alec said.


  “Oh my God, Alec! Stop!”


  “After investigation,” Dancer continued, “our department alleges Hawkins participated in the planning and implementation of the Monster Gang crimes. He and his cohorts have stolen money and were responsible for the destruction of property owned by the First Midwestern Bank and Trust.”


  Onscreen, a reporter asked, “What evidence do you have?”


  Dancer pursed his lips. “We will not be making the evidence against Chief Hawkins—excuse me, Mr. Hawkins—available. Today, following a tip, we uncovered a Monster Gang hideout. Evidence there led us to Mr. Hawkins.”


  “Wonder who tipped them,” I said.


  “Can you identify the tipster?” a reporter asked.


  “You could do this job—at least in Crabtree,” Alec said. I let that one go.


  “At this time,” Dancer said, “no comment.”


  “He doesn’t know,” Alec and I said at the same time.


  “You mentioned accomplices,” a reporter said.


  “Yes,” Dancer replied. “There are at least four members of the gang.”


  “Who are the other members?”


  Dancer paused a while. “No comment at this time.”


  “Grandpa Nick’s right,” Alec said. “This guy’s a buffoon.” He turned off the TV. I sat back on the couch. The mildew smell filled my nostrils again. Was I going to have to sleep here? It was too horrible to imagine.


  Almost as horrible as when I realized probably everyone in Crabtree would know about Grandpa Nick’s arrest. All the kids at our new school would know. It would give Ava something to talk about. I could see her grinning. And Tommy and Patrick, Crabtree’s self-appointed superheroes.


  Alec sat next to me. “This probably is the wrong time, but tomorrow’s our first day of school.”


  My head dropped into my hands. Were they going to expect us to go after all this?


  CHAPTER 12


  THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL IS LIKE PRISON
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  Nobody reached either of our parents that night. We sat and watched local coverage of Grandpa Nick on the TV, and occasionally one of the uniformed cops brought us water or offered us gross snacks.


  “We have pork rinds,” a cop with red hair said. “And cheese curds.”


  Alec said a polite “No thanks.”


  I was less polite. “What the heck are pork rinds and cheese curds?” I said, loudly. Before he could answer, I said, “Don’t tell me. I’m good.”


  We didn’t see Sergeant Connors or Sergeant Jessup. Maybe they’d grown tired of our witty banter. We didn’t learn much from the TV news.


  I never took my shoes off or got comfortable, but Alec stretched out on his nasty yellow sofa and fell asleep. Around midnight, I rested my head against one of the arms of the floral sofa and stared at the cottage cheese ceiling.


  I imagined my parents arguing about what had happened. I could almost hear Mom yelling at Dad, “Don’t start. Crabtree is safer than LA!”


  Right. In thirteen years in LA, we’d never had a family member arrested for attempted murder and armed robbery. Not once.


  Right about then, my phone buzzed with a text. Maybe it was my dad, and he was on his way. Maybe we were saved.


  No such luck. It was Chloe. Usually, I would’ve wanted to text with her way more than any adult. But the chance of her coming to save Alec and me from Crabtree was unlikely.


  Did you come up with a plan?


  Are you coming back?


  Before I could respond—before I could even think of a response, she sent another.


  My mom says u can hang at our house after

  school every day until your dad’s off.


  Also, how’s Alec?


  My throat tightened up, and my eyes got wet. I really didn’t want anything more than to go back to my old school, and then to go home in the afternoons with Chloe. We could shoot hoops, watch videos, mock our classmates . . . why hadn’t I pushed harder for something like that before we got sent here?


  I started to reply to her text. How should I even start? “My first plan failed because the bank got robbed and I almost got killed, but right now I’m in a police station because my Grandpa’s under arrest, and also Alec is fine”? I thought about piecing out the message.


  I couldn’t come up with anything I liked. Instead I went with:


  First plan failed. Badly. GTG. TTYL.


  I put the phone down and stared at the ceiling longer. I felt antsy. I thought about getting my laptop and trying to learn more about the whistle-Jude, or the Monster Gang, or that other case that Grandpa Nick mentioned. But I wanted to keep my internet searches private for now.


  I thought about school the next day. My stomach hurt.


  I must’ve fallen asleep. When I opened my eyes, Sergeant Jessup and Sergeant Connors were back in the room. Alec was putting on his shoes.


  “Wake up,” said Sergeant Connors. She had a Crabtree PD windbreaker on over her uniform. “First day of school. Let’s go.”


  “You’re going to make us go?” I said, sitting up. I was still in my clothes from the day before.


  “Can’t keep you in the break room all day,” Sergeant Jessup said.


  My stomach burned, and I felt a lump in my throat. I stood and grabbed my backpack, and Sergeant Connors led me to the women’s locker room, which looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since before I was born.


  I tried to ignore the mold in the sink and the dust in the corners. I checked myself in the mirror. My hair was a mess, and I hadn’t washed my face before going to sleep. My eyeliner was smeared. She handed me a rough towel that used to be white, and she pointed to a filthy shower stall with a blue plastic curtain.


  “Fifteen minutes,” Sergeant Connors said. “I’ll wait.”


  “I do this by myself all the time. You can go.”


  “If I recall, you were talking about escaping last night.”


  “Couldn’t I do that just as easily at school?”


  “Easier,” the sergeant smiled. “But then it’s not my problem.”


  “I might have a stomach cramp,” I tried.


  “Great. You choose. I can take you to school or the hospital.”


  I didn’t answer. She turned her back, and I stripped. I got in the shower, ripped the curtain shut and turned on the water. It was, of course, ice cold. I didn’t scream. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. It took restraint.


  Then I remembered. In my rush out of Grandpa Nick’s house, I’d only grabbed my toothbrush from the bathroom. I didn’t have soap or shampoo or conditioner or anything.


  Sergeant Connors must’ve anticipated that. “There’s a soap dispenser on the wall,” she called.


  The dispenser was dirty, too. How’s that possible in a shower? I squirted out soap and began to wash. It smelled like dying flowers.


  After I finished and brushed my teeth, I checked myself in the mirror. My face looked raw and red. I barely wore makeup anyway, and trying to repair what I saw in the mirror was beyond my skills. My hair was wet and flat. Not the first impression I’d been looking to make.


  I put on my black Amoeba Records T-shirt, jean shorts, and Converses. Then the two necklaces. No dressing to impress. Everyone would know I spent the night at the police station.


  When I was dressed, I met Alec outside the break room. Sergeant Jessup took our belongings and said he’d hold them until the end of the day. I considered arguing, but I decided I had no interest in lugging my clothes all over school. So fine. He won.


  Sergeant Connors drove us to school, which took about four minutes. She parked illegally in front of Crabtree Elementary. “I’ll take Alec inside,” she said. “You walk over to the middle school.”


  “Are you more worried about Alec running away than me?” I said.


  “We covered this,” she said. “If you run here, you’re not my problem.”


  “Who’s running away?” Alec said.


  “Fine!” I said. It was all I could think to say. I got out and started toward school. I didn’t bother saying goodbye. I crossed the playing field that separated Crabtree Middle from Crabtree Elementary. There were kids my age chatting and laughing, cliques already formed. I would have sworn I saw a couple kids look my way and then say something to their friends.


  Whatever. I didn’t care what anyone thought. So what if they talked about me, and how my grandfather had been arrested, and I’d spent the night in jail?


  OK, I cared a little.


  As I reached the door to the school, I saw someone I did know.


  Ava. She was laughing and talking to the same girls I’d seen her with before. One had dark hair and skin. The other was tall and blond, with glasses. The blond one was wearing an ugly flowered shirt. I wondered if she’d lost a bet with Ava and now had to spend the first day of school like that.


  Decision time. Ignore Ava, or take a chance.


  I could use an ally. Even Ava.


  I took a breath and approached. She saw me and immediately stopped laughing.


  She nudged the other girls and put on that wicked smile. I already knew this was a terrible idea. Too late to turn back.


  “Hi, Ava,” I started.


  “Hello,” Ava said in that sweet, demeaning way only really mean girls use.


  “First day,” I said.


  She nodded and said, “Yeah.” She turned to her pals, who were smiling but watching her for cues. “Jess, Gabby, this is Kat. She’s from California, and she’s new.”


  I said hello. Gabby (the dark-haired girl) mumbled a hello. Jess looked nervously at Ava, trying to figure out what to do.


  “So,” Ava said. “You know about the Monster Gang now.”


  I froze. I hadn’t expected the first attack so quickly.


  “Seeing as how your grandfather runs it,” she continued.


  I hadn’t quite expected this. I stuttered a bit.


  “How was your night in jail?” Ava said. “I heard you spent the whole night in a cell.”


  “You did?” Jess said.


  I started to say no and to explain, but Ava was rolling. “You can talk to her about it later, Jess. She says she wants to play basketball, so you’ll have time to chat while you’re losing.”


  Jess looked terrified. I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out.


  “Let’s go, girls,” Ava said. “See you in class, Kat.”


  She left. Gabby and Jess waited a second, watching me. Then they left, too.


  The first school bell rang. Maybe I should run right now. And go where?


  Once I was in class, the day dragged. I couldn’t shake Ava, who was in most of my classes, or the looks from Jess and Gabby. Then the whispers from the other kids started to pile on. I saw them looking and grinning or laughing.


  I tried to focus on teachers, who didn’t make it easy. Did they have to be this dull? I didn’t even get to choose where to sit. The teachers placed us alphabetically. With a D last name, I was stuck near the front. I couldn’t even watch the others and figure out who I wanted to know.


  After fourth period Life Sciences, I made a quick teacher inventory. Advisory was Mr. Sampson, who also taught seventh period American History. He seemed OK, better than Mrs. Dibney at my old school. Not necessarily smarter, just not as boring.


  Ms. Gardner was first period Pre-Algebra. Gruff and sour. Maybe she’d be fine, but why was her face always red? English with Mrs. Graham went next. Total bust. I’d read most of the books for the first quarter—The Hobbit, Lord of the Flies, To Kill a Mockingbird. That was bad enough. But listening to Mrs. Graham talk? That was its own punishment.


  Health was next. The less said, the better. Then Life Sciences with Mr. Fox, who was new. His voice cracked whenever someone asked a question. So, a lot.


  At lunchtime, I realized I didn’t have any money. I was hungry and tired. I took a drink from the water fountain, and I walked outside to the field and climbed the bleachers.


  A few minutes later, Alec crossed the field. He climbed up the bleachers and sat down.


  “Are you supposed to be here?” I asked.


  “Nobody stopped me,” he said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out an apple and a bag of animal crackers.


  “Where’d you get those?” I said.


  “Kids in my class heard I spent the night in jail,” he said. “They gave me the stuff their moms packed that they don’t like. I figured you were hungry. But the animal crackers are mine.”


  I wanted to cry. A night at the police station, no money, charity from other kids. This sucked. We watched high school kids throw footballs and Frisbees. Nobody paid any attention to us.


  I wondered if things could get worse. Then I heard a voice I knew.


  Things were worse.


  “Hey, Kitty Kat!” Patrick and Tommy were jogging up.


  Patrick ate from a bag of mini Oreos. Tommy’s eyes seemed drawn toward the ground. Today he was in cargo shorts, an old red T-shirt, and hiking boots. Patrick’s hair was spiky again, and he’d replaced his Green Lantern shirt from the other day with a too-tight Captain America.


  “You guys OK?” Patrick said, his mouth full. “You’ve had a crazy first week in Crabtree, am I right? First the Applegate kid, now your Grandpa’s arrested.”


  Tommy gave him a glare and said, “Your Grandpa OK?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “We haven’t seen him. But how could he be?”


  “He’s not guilty,” Alec said.


  Tommy looked like he couldn’t believe that was in question. “I saw the thing about the warehouse online. Why would the Monster Gang make that place their hideout?”


  “Why not?” Alec said.


  “It’s not exactly tucked away. Everyone goes by to get on the highway.”


  “Wouldn’t be the worst thing if he was with the Monster Gang,” Patrick said, wiping Oreo from his lip.


  I exploded. “What does that mean?”


  “Easy, Kitty Kat,” Patrick said.


  I grabbed his bag of mini Oreos and threw it on the ground. Cookies went everywhere. “My name is Kat. K-A-T.”


  “What the hell!” Patrick looked at the mess of cookies.


  “What makes the Monster Gang so great?” I got in Patrick’s face. If I killed him right now, would anyone hold it against me?


  “You would know if you were from here.”


  “Whatever,” I said. “My grandfather’s not guilty. Come on, Alec.” I grabbed his arm again and pulled him toward his school.


  “Nice work,” I heard Tommy say to Patrick, but I didn’t turn around.


  Out of earshot, Alec said, “Again, nobody is better at making friends than Kat Dylan.”


  “Shut up.”


  “I appreciate your charisma.”


  I wanted to laugh, but I managed to hold my face to a silent smirk until I watched him go inside his school.


  When I got back to my locker, Mrs. Berezoski was waiting. She said, “Katty, Mr. Mentrup would like to see you.”


  I wondered if I could go hang out at the police station instead.


  Mr. Mentrup’s door stood open, and when he saw me, he motioned me inside to sit. After I did, he sat opposite, and we stared at each other for what seemed like an entire day. Finally, he said, “Eventful couple of days so far?”


  “Yeah. Crabtree knows how to start the school year.”


  Mentrup smiled. He probably thought it made him look sympathetic, but it made him look stupid. “That’s funny. Sometimes people use humor to shield themselves from difficult emotions.”


  This was worse than Life Sciences.


  “We’re here for you. Even if your grandfather is convicted—”


  “He’s not going to be convicted. He’s been a cop for forty years.”


  “It’s a thankless role.” Mr. Mentrup looked at the floor.


  “Can I go to class?”


  “Of course. Just know that my door is always open. It’s hard to learn that our parents or grandparents aren’t who we thought they were.”


  “My grandfather eats too much bacon, and he’s obsessed with Led Zeppelin and the Eagles. He’s not a bank robber.”


  “There are worse things. Some think the Monster Gang are heroes.”


  “That’s stupid.”


  He gestured for the door, and I left. But that was strange. Mentrup and Patrick both talking about the Monster Gang like they were good guys? What the heck?


  CHAPTER 13


  AND THEN WE ACTUALLY GO TO PRISON
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  After the final bell, I walked across the field and met Alec. Sergeant Jessup was waiting with him, wearing mirrored sunglasses that were way too big.


  “Didn’t run away, I guess?” the sergeant’s voice rasped.


  “Thanks for rubbing it in,” I said.


  I’d actually thought about running off about a million times, especially during Health. But then what? No money, no place to go. And Alec. What would he have done? I couldn’t bust him out of fifth grade on the sly. He couldn’t face Crabtree and foster care alone.


  Having a little brother cramps your style.


  “Your stuff’s in the car,” he said. “We’ve got you a place to stay, but first we got permission for you to see your grandfather.”


  “Where?” Alec said.


  “At the bowling alley,” I said. “Where do you think?”


  “We’re going to the Hitchcock County Jail,” Sergeant Jessup said in a tone that was kinder than it would have been to me.


  Hitchcock County Jail was an ugly two-story cinder-block building a block from the surprisingly pretty Greek-style courthouse. While we rode, I reached into my backpack and found the whistle-Jude.


  Time to see if I had a clue that could break Grandpa Nick’s case open.


  The sergeant led us inside. The floor was a dirty gray-and-black tile, the walls a sickly green color made sicklier by the overhead lights. I asked Jessup if Grandpa Nick had a lawyer.


  “They let him call a couple lawyers he knew back in Chicago,” he said. “Those calls didn’t go well. I called the best local guy. It’ll help with Hitchcock County judges, anyway.”


  “Why didn’t the Chicago lawyers want the case?” Alec asked.


  “Is it that big a loser?” I asked.


  The sergeant didn’t answer. He said, “Bryan Bassett—the lawyer I called. He took the case. He’s pretty good. His family’s been around Crabtree forever.”


  “Pretty good.” The way you’d describe day-old bread or a mediocre movie.


  Grandpa Nick was in big trouble. And that last name—Bassett. In a town the size of Crabtree, he had to be related to Super Tommy of the Amazing Ego. Just what we all needed.


  We arrived at a heavy metal door painted dull pink. It had a tiny window and was guarded by a chunky guy who looked too young for the job.


  “This is his family, Charlie,” the sergeant said.


  Charlie opened the door. He didn’t seem to notice the helmet around Alec’s neck, or the kneepads jutting out from under his shorts. Inside, Grandpa Nick, in an orange jumpsuit, sat at a table. His right hand was cuffed to a ring in the center.


  “Hey, kids. You should see the food they serve. Not a piece of bacon to be found,” Grandpa Nick said. He was joking, which made me uncomfortable. This guy is gruff all the time, but in jail he’s our fun-loving pal? It’s like he knew he was going away forever.


  He didn’t look good. His hair had turned another shade of gray, and I noticed wrinkles and rings under his eyes. I wondered if he might be sick. Alec and I stayed near the door.


  “Have a seat,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  We did. The plastic chair felt cold.


  “I told them about the case,” Sergeant Jessup said. “First, there’s the warehouse. Rupert got an anonymous tip yesterday. The tip directed him to a place out by the interstate.”


  “Anonymous,” Alec whispered. I shushed him.


  Jessup continued. “Inside, they found money wrapped up in bands from the First Midwestern Bank and Trust. They checked the ownership of the warehouse, and it’s you.”


  “You’d think I’d do a better job covering my tracks,” Nick said. He looked at Alec and me like he expected us to laugh.


  “Is that supposed to be funny?” I spit out. “Maybe you should workshop these jokes before you’re in front of an audience that spent the night in the police station break room.”


  Grandpa Nick didn’t answer. A day ago, he would’ve blown his stack at me. Today, he looked wounded. Good. If Alec and I were in line for foster care, he could take this seriously.


  Scratching the top of his Brillo-pad hair, the sergeant explained, “If this is a frame job, whoever set it up has been working on it for a little while.”


  “Wait,” Alec said. “So do you own the warehouse?”


  Nick looked at Alec like he’d grown a second head. “You think I make enough money to own extra real estate?”


  I cut in. “He probably doesn’t know. He’s ten, and we’re not up to date on real estate prices here. Why don’t you answer the question?”


  Before he could, Sergeant Jessup cleared his throat loudly.


  I stood and cleared mine, louder. “Answer the question!” I said. “Otherwise, why are we here?”


  The sergeant exhaled and gestured to Grandpa Nick. I turned to him. “Well?”


  “I don’t own a warehouse. I doubt I could afford one,” Grandpa Nick said. He sounded exasperated. So what?


  I sat. Jessup waited to see if I had anything else to say. I didn’t.


  He continued: “What’s worse is they’ve tied your gun to the other robberies. It’s yours.”


  “Yeah. It was my backup piece in Chicago. I didn’t know it was missing,” he said. “Haven’t used it since we got here.”


  “What do you mean you didn’t know?” I said. “Where was it?”


  “Locked in a drawer in my office,” Grandpa Nick said.


  “Who had keys to the drawer?” I pressed him.


  “Are you cross examining me? Or should I wait for the DA?” Nick spat back.


  “If you can’t hold your own against an eighth grader, I can’t imagine you should bother waiting,” I said.


  I got up and walked toward the door. When I got there, I realized I didn’t actually want to leave. That totally undercut the drama of me getting up, so I stayed by the door.


  Grandpa Nick sighed. “I don’t know who had keys to the desk. I didn’t think anyone, but sometimes I left my key in the top drawer. Maybe someone could’ve known.”


  “My guys at the Sheriff’s say you can’t account for your whereabouts yesterday during the robbery,” Sergeant Jessup said.


  “I was in the home office, working an old case.”


  “Nobody saw you?”


  Grandpa Nick shook his head.


  Alec spoke up. “If you don’t own the warehouse, who does?”


  “If he’s being framed,” I said, “then whoever’s framing him bought it and put it in Grandpa Nick’s name.”


  “Do you believe I’m being framed?” Grandpa Nick said.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Of course you didn’t do it.”


  “Sheriff Dancer wants to believe Nick’s guilty,” the sergeant said, “and he’s hoping this’ll flush out the other members of the gang. If he can catch Nick, he can catch them.”


  Nick started to say something, but there was a knock at the door. Sergeant Jessup came over and opened it, and a man in a suit walked in. I assumed it was the lawyer, Bryan Bassett. He was tall and slim with dark, wavy hair. If he wasn’t Super Tommy’s father, he was at least related. He brushed past me and shook hands with Nick.


  “I would have come to the office, but I got held up here,” Nick said, showing off his hand cuffed to the table.


  Great. Back to the jokes.


  “Sorry we’ve got to meet like this, Chief.”


  The lawyer sat down in the chair where I’d been. He looked at Alec but didn’t say anything.


  Nick gestured to us. “These are my grandkids, Kat and Alec.”


  “So you’re the California kids I heard about,” Mr. Bassett said. “You know my son Tommy. He told me he saved you from some bullies out on the boardwalk.” Now I saw the resemblance.


  And wait a second! “Saved” us? I already hated Grandpa Nick’s lawyer.


  Alec was no help. “Oh, cool!” he said. “He’s awesome.”


  “Yeah,” I said, sarcastically. “Awesome.”


  The adults looked at me, registering the sarcasm but not getting it.


  It occurred to me that if Bryan Bassett was Grandpa Nick’s lawyer, I might have to see Super Tommy more often, as long as I was stuck in Crabtree. That made me angrier.


  “Bryan’s family has been a big part of Crabtree for a while,” Sergeant Jessup said.


  “Good for him,” I mumbled. Either nobody heard, or they were tired of me.


  “I hate to do this, but maybe we could exclude the kids?” Mr. Bassett said. “I’d like to confer with the Chief.” He turned to me. “Think you can let the adults talk?”


  “Sure. You want to let me know when the adults show up?” I said.


  Mr. Bassett looked surprised. The sergeant cleared his throat loudly again.


  “Sorry, not sorry,” I said. “Grandpa Nick’s arrest means Alec and I are in official custody until our parents show up. I’d like to hear about the case. I think we’re entitled.”


  “I’m OK with going,” Alec said quietly.


  “Fine,” Mr. Bassett said, his voice clipped now. Maybe he wasn’t used to dealing with kids who talked back. Super Tommy was probably respectful when he wasn’t “saving” me on the boardwalk.


  “I have to lead with some bad news,” the lawyer continued. “George Wilson, the security guard who was shot during the Crabtree robbery? He died this morning. That means, Chief Hawkins, that you’re now charged with murder, as well as the other offenses.”


  My legs buckled. I thought I might throw up.


  “That’s horrible,” I heard Grandpa Nick saying.


  “We can go into the particulars,” Mr. Bassett said. I looked over at Alec. He looked like he might start hyperventilating.


  “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “We’ll leave.”


  This time, Sergeant Jessup didn’t say anything. Neither did Nick, who just nodded. I felt tears starting to flow down my face, and my chin and lip were quivering. I held it all back.


  Alec joined me at the door. Jessup knocked, and Charlie the guard opened it. I stepped into the hall, and I felt something poke my leg from inside the pocket of my shorts.


  The whistle-Jude! Maybe I had the thing that could clear Nick! Maybe this would lead us to the real killers, and we could do something for George Wilson.


  “One second!” I said. My voice came out like a sob. I didn’t care. I rushed back to the table and tossed the whistle-Jude onto it.


  “Do you know what this is?” I said. This was it. I was going to break the case open. We’d have Grandpa Nick out of jail by dinner time. He could eat bacon.


  “Hey!” he said, as if he recognized something. “Where’d you find this? I’ve been looking all over for this. I never used to go anywhere without it, but it’s been gone the last couple days.”


  I felt the air going out of my lungs. He’d been looking for it?


  “This is something special, California,” he said. “All us old folks who were on the Chicago force during the city’s sesquicentennial—that’s the hundred and fiftieth birthday—back in 1987 got one of these.”


  He held it up. “See, this is an old-fashioned police whistle. If you look close, it’s engraved with words about the city’s hundred and fiftieth. On this end is the St. Jude medal. You know who he is, right?”


  I blinked back tears. It was his. It’d fallen out of Frankenstein’s pocket, and it was Grandpa’s. I tried to catch my breath.


  “Kat?” he said. “You all right?”


  “Patron saint of police officers,” I almost whispered.


  “Yeah. Where’d you find it, anyway?”


  “At the house,” I said. I sounded dead, or like a machine. Could he tell I was lying? Alec could. He shot me a look, and I shook my head.


  “Keep it safe for me,” he smiled. “I’ll want it back when I’m out.”


  I took it. Sergeant Jessup ushered me to the door.


  As bad as things had been—Crabtree, the stolen money, the school, the arrest, Super Tommy—they were much worse now.


  CHAPTER 14


  NO HOME LIKE A FOSTER HOME
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  Sergeant Jessup didn’t say anything when we returned to his car. He unlocked it and got in. It would’ve been the perfect time to take off running, if I’d known where to go.


  I barely thought of it. I kept hearing Grandpa Nick.


  “I’ve been looking all over for this.”


  “It’s been gone the last couple of days.”


  Maybe he was guilty. Sheriff Dancer seemed like a moron, but even morons got things right occasionally.


  Alec opened the door and got in. I joined him.


  When I closed the door, the sergeant spoke: “So I have news about your folks.”


  “Don’t tell me,” I said. “They’re not really in LA and Afghanistan. It was a plot to ship us here and forget we existed.”


  Alec said, “Kaaaaaat,” drawing my name out in a whine.


  “I spoke to your father and his lieutenant,” the sergeant said. “Your dad’s the primary witness in a murder trial. He’s asked the judge if he can come get you. The judge denied his request and said if he did leave, he’d be found in contempt. That could mean the bad guy goes free, which could be trouble for his badge.”


  I had a headache. I rubbed my temples.


  “Dad mentioned the trial,” Alec said.


  “He didn’t mention he’d be unreachable,” I said.


  “He probably didn’t think it’d matter,” Alec said.


  That sounded right, but I didn’t have to like it.


  “We got an email from your mother,” Sergeant Jessup continued. “She’s requesting a pass to come back to the States. Could take a few days.”


  “More good news,” I said. My head spun.


  “But look, you won’t spend another night in the break room.”


  I waited. There had to be more, and I had a feeling I wouldn’t like it.


  “Where are we going?” Alec asked when I didn’t speak.


  “We’ve arranged for you to stay with the Torres family. Mrs. Torres is a foster parent. She runs a group home. She has free beds, so . . .”


  He trailed off. I didn’t feel like letting him. “So . . . ?” I asked.


  “So until your folks get here, you’ll stay there. It’s clean and safe, and I’ve known Juanita Torres for years.”


  “I don’t like it,” I said.


  “What do you mean?” I could tell he hadn’t expected a reaction, which meant he hadn’t paid attention. Oh, well.


  “What do I mean?” I shouted. “We don’t need to go to a foster home! We need to go home! Can’t my dad send money for a couple of plane tickets? Even a really cheap flight?! We’ll sit in the back of the plane!”


  The sergeant shook his head. “Doesn’t work like that. We don’t drop off minors at the airport.”


  “Do we get to talk to our parents?” I kept yelling. “Either of them?”


  He sighed. “I’ll try to arrange for that. For now, let’s get you to your temporary quarters.” He put the car into reverse and backed out of the parking space.


  I started pulling on the door handle. “I’m not doing this!” I yelled, and I opened the door while the car was moving. “You and Grandpa Nick can have Crabtree! I’ve had enough.”


  The sergeant stopped the car with a loud screech. He turned and glared.


  Oooh, real scary. I started to get out.


  “You can run,” he said. “But we’ll find you. In the meantime, it means we’ll separate you and Alec. He’ll go to one place. You’ll go to another.”


  I got back in. He wasn’t bluffing.


  Alec looked stunned. And terrified.


  “How’s that sound, Kat?” Sergeant Jessup said.


  I closed the door. “Take us where we’re going,” I said.


  He drove us past the schools and the City Green, up to a house about the same size as Grandpa Nick’s. It was a tall, narrow Victorian painted white with brown trim. It wasn’t in better shape than Nick’s, but the shingles didn’t look quite so faded.


  Jessup helped us unload, then led us to the door. I followed. For now, I was stuck.


  The front door opened, and three people came outside. Leading the pack was a Black woman, short and thin, older than my parents or Bryan Bassett. She wore jeans and a gray hoodie over a green Michigan State T-shirt.


  She smiled and put out a hand. “You must be Kat and Alec. I’m Mrs. Torres. Glad to have you.” Her smile seemed genuine. Even warm. It didn’t seem right to be rude, no matter how bad everything was. I smiled back weakly and shook her hand. Alec shook, too.


  Mrs. Torres looked over her right shoulder toward a tall Black man. He had to be her son. I figured him for around twenty, or slightly older. He wore a blue button-down, untucked on one side, and khaki pants with hiking boots. “This is Oliver,” she said. “He’s on break from law school.”


  She looked over her left shoulder at a teenage girl. She was tall, too. “This is Janelle. She’s at the high school.”


  “Usually, Juanita and her family have a household full of foster kids, but we’re in luck and she has space,” Sergeant Jessup said.


  I mumbled, “We’re definitely in luck.” Nobody responded.


  “Janelle will show you to your rooms,” Mrs. Torres said. Janelle started inside, and Alec and I followed. Mrs. Torres and Oliver stayed behind to talk with the sergeant.


  “How many people are living here now?” I asked Janelle as we went up the front stoop.


  “Just us three,” Janelle said. “Now you.”


  She led us into the foyer, which was clean and neat. I glanced into the living room as I went up the stairs. Not much in the way of personal or family touches. No photos. Just walls painted a light beige, with a dark red rug over the hardwood floors.


  At the top of the stairs, Janelle opened a door into a room with two twin beds—one on either side, a dresser, and a desk. Again, clean and neat. No personality. Like an inexpensive motel room.


  “This is yours,” she said.


  Then it hit me. “Wait a second. Do you mean both of us?”


  Janelle didn’t react. No smile, no frown, nothing.


  “I have to share a room with her?” Alec said.


  “You’re next door,” Janelle said to Alec. “Boys and girls don’t share in foster care.”


  “Thank God! She’s a slob,” Alec said.


  “I’m a slob?” I cried out. This from the skater in the Omaha Steaks hat?


  “Get comfortable, Kat,” Janelle said. “Mom says you’re probably not here that long. Of course, we’ve heard that before. Alec, follow me next door. Your room’s exactly the same.”


  “The same? But I have triple-A. I thought I got an upgrade!”


  Nothing from Janelle. No smile. No annoyance, either.


  I slumped on the bed, and I listened as Janelle led Alec to the room next door. The walls must have been super thin, because I heard him try and tell another joke, and then a bed creak as he likely slumped on it, too.


  Janelle came back in the doorway. “This is home until your parents show up or until your grandfather gets out of jail. Dinner’s at six,” she said, loud enough to be heard in both rooms.


  Alec came back into my room. “How come you got this room? Your view is better.”


  “I’m older. And a slob. And because I basically saved your life. Want more reasons?”


  He sat down on the bed across from me. “They don’t seem that bad.”


  I sighed. “They don’t.”


  “Janelle’s tougher than you, but—”


  “I’m having a bad day,” I said. “You shutting up would make it better.”


  I looked at my phone and remembered that I was supposed to text Chloe. I opened the app, but I couldn’t think what to say. It’d been hard enough to come up with something last night. How did I tell my best friend that Alec and I were in foster care now?


  I closed the app. I’d text later.


  Something occurred to me. “Better view, huh?” I said.


  “Your window looks out front,” Alec said. “I’ve got a brick wall from the house next door.”


  I got up and went to the window. It was pretty big, and it opened wide enough. Below us was the roof to a bay window in what I presumed was the living room.


  Probably we could sneak out that way. It didn’t look like a far drop to the ground.


  Then what? Unless escaping could magically get Dad or Mom here, or . . .


  “Janelle’s right about one thing,” I said.


  “That you’re a diva?”


  “When did she say that?”


  “It was implied.”


  I picked up the pillow off my new bed and cocked my arm to throw it. Alec put his hands up in defense. Good. He was still scared of me.


  “If we want to get out of here, we need to get Grandpa Nick out of jail. Which means proving he’s innocent.”


  “Are you sure he is? He recognized that whistle thing. He said it was his.”


  I sat back down on the bed. “I’m not sure.”


  Alec opened his mouth to speak, and I interrupted. “I can’t get my head around him being guilty. We’re stuck. We could try sitting around and waiting for someone to save us.”


  “That hasn’t worked well,” Alec said.


  “Or we can take matters into our own hands,” I said. “What if we figure something out the cops haven’t? Sheriff Dancer’s made up his mind. Maybe he missed something.”


  Alec slumped. “OK. How do we start?”


  “Not tonight,” I said. “They’ll expect that. We start tomorrow.”


  “Doing what?”


  “I’d like to get a look at that warehouse hideout,” I said. “Wouldn’t you?”


  CHAPTER 15


  CLEAN CLOTHES
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  I woke the next morning to the sound of someone pounding on the door. It was so loud and so sudden that I popped up, positive the house was on fire or the Monster Gang was coming.


  It was Janelle. She opened the door with a big smile. “Sorry,” she said. “Did I scare you?”


  I gasped for breath. She stood out in the hall and banged on Alec’s door, too, then opened it. I could hear him say, “Ready to go. Been awake for hours.”


  Janelle looked like she might crack up.


  I checked the time on my phone. 6:00 a.m. “Why do I get the feeling that you enjoyed that, Janelle?” I said.


  Janelle shrugged. “How do I know why you get these feelings?” she said. “You need to be downstairs, ready to go, in fifteen minutes.”


  I started to get out of bed. “Why? School isn’t for another couple hours.”


  Janelle shrugged again. “Mom figured you’d want to get your things out of your grandpa’s house. Mr. Bassett got you permission, but you gotta go before school. Of course, if you’re happy with what you’ve got here, roll over for another twenty-five.”


  “I’m getting up,” I said. I stood and started pulling clothes out of my backpack.


  “See you in fifteen,” Janelle said with an infuriating smile. She shut the door.


  There was a more gentle knocking that followed. Alec opened the door.


  He grinned. “What?” I said.


  “Janelle,” he said. “She might be more Kat Dylan than Kat Dylan.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “She just owned you,” he said. “You’re good. She’s better.”


  I started getting ready. I wanted my stuff.


  A half hour later, we were back at Nick’s. There was a police cruiser outside. As we got out of the car, Deputy Spangler—the officer from the night of the arrest—got out of his.


  “Here we are again,” he said, fiddling with a ring of keys.


  “I’m surprised to see you,” I said. “You’re from the sheriff’s department. I’d think local Crabtree cops would guard the house.”


  Spangler grinned. He probably thought it made him look smart. Nope. “The mayor asked Sheriff Dancer to take control of the police department until a new chief is named. Who knows how many Crabtree cops are in the Monster Gang?”


  “Three or four at most, right?” I said. “Since there are only four robbers?”


  Spangler squinted, like he didn’t get the joke. Mostly because he didn’t get the joke. I heard Mrs. Torres sighing.


  “Forget it,” I said. “Can we go inside?”


  The front door had yellow police tape across it and a giant padlock. Spangler cut the tape and unlocked the door. “I’ll need inventory of what you take,” he said.


  “How specific should I get?” I said. “I’m getting more underwear. Do you want to know how many pairs? Or maybe just color?”


  He pursed his lips and said, “Just saying ‘clothing’ will suffice.”


  “Efficient,” I said.


  Inside, I was all business. “Alec, go to the garage and get a suitcase.”


  “Why do I have to do that?” Alec said.


  “You don’t, Alec,” I said. “I’m not Mom. I can’t make you do anything. I thought if we split up the tasks, we’d be faster. But if you’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears.”


  Speed had nothing to do with it. Why would I worry about wasting Spangler’s time? The real reason was Alec wasn’t good with secrets. I’d told him my plan to check out the warehouse, and I’d need to take him along. Not because I wanted to. Because if I didn’t, he’d find a way to spill what I was doing, and I’d get caught. If he spent too much time around these adults, he might also spill. So a trip to get a suitcase took him off the board.


  Alec walked to the back door through the kitchen. He mumbled, “You sure sound like Mom.”


  I tried to act hurt. “Tell her that if we ever get her on the phone.”


  I headed upstairs. When I got to the attic, I took a second to look out the big circular window at one end of the room. It looked down on the street.


  I thought about the warehouse. I wanted to see it that night, but I had one big problem: I didn’t know where it was. And I didn’t know who to ask.


  If I’d had a normal smartphone, I could Google it, but Mom and Dad made that impossible. I’d have to wait until I could use my laptop in private. But I didn’t even know what to put in the search bar. “Warehouse Monster Gang Address”? That could go wrong.


  Another problem: Once I snuck out of Mrs. Torres’s house and figured out where to go, how were Alec and I getting there? Crabtree was small enough that we could walk from one end to the other, but if local cops—or just local adults—saw us wandering around, we’d end up back at Mrs. Torres’s place fast.


  I had a lot to figure out.


  I turned to start packing, and then—down on the street—I caught a glimpse of something I’d forgotten.


  Mom’s crappy Toyota Camry.


  She’d driven us from LA to Crabtree in the Camry, even though the car was a sure bet to die somewhere on the 2,500-mile trip. She’d left it in front of Grandpa Nick’s house when she’d reported for duty. And while I was sure the police had impounded Nick’s Ford Explorer (which was in better shape), maybe they didn’t know about the Camry.


  Nobody was using it.


  I knew how to drive. Dad had let me steer his car around a parking lot the year before. If I took the car, drove to the warehouse, then brought it back . . . well, I could probably check out everything and be back at Mrs. Torres’s house before anyone knew.


  If I got caught . . . but I wouldn’t. I could probably park it near the Torreses’ house, and nobody would notice. I went back to my backpack and shuffled through my belongings. I’d taken a bunch of keys when we’d left Grandpa Nick’s house.


  I found one with a key fob with the Toyota logo on it. Bingo.


  Now I just had to figure out where I was going.


  CHAPTER 16


  JUST A NIGHTTIME DRIVE WITH THE LOCAL HERO
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  After dinner, Alec and I sat in the hallway outside our rooms, not speaking. I was on my laptop trying to Google the warehouse. He was . . . doing something. He had headphones on, and he played with his phone. He giggled occasionally. I didn’t want to know why.


  Finding the warehouse’s address was a nonstarter. I found Warehouse Beer locations, stories about Grandpa Nick’s arrest, and other entries that were no help. I was seconds away from flinging my laptop against the wall when Alec took off the headphones.


  “Tommy’s taking us to the warehouse,” he whispered.


  “What?” I said at normal volume. Maybe yelling. I wanted to fling my laptop at him.


  Don’t do it, I told myself. The short-term gain of watching the laptop break on Alec’s face wouldn’t be worth the cost of no laptop and getting caught by Mrs. Torres.


  “What’s wrong?” Alec asked. As if he didn’t know.


  I brought my volume down. Trying to contain my fury, I said, “You told Tommy Bassett about our plan? Why? You’re the worst sidekick ever!”


  “He knows where it is, genius. What was your plan? Wander around all night looking for it?”


  “Now I have to put up with Super Tommy and his fantastic ego?” I whispered back. “I’d rather never find it.”


  “Too bad,” Alec said.


  “Couldn’t he just text you the address?” I said. “Does he have to come?”


  I could just see Tommy flipping his hair out of his eyes and talking about how he’d been happy to save us again. As if I didn’t have everything under control. I hated Tommy.


  Now he knew what we were doing. Which meant I probably had to take him with us.


  I wanted to kill Alec.


  “He’ll be helpful,” Alec said. “What’s your problem?”


  “He’s smug and self-important. If we find something that sets Grandpa Nick free, he’ll take the credit. He’ll act like we’re his little helpers.”


  “If Grandpa Nick goes free, who cares?”


  I started to protest, and Alec said, “I think you might like him.”


  “I don’t like him!” The fact that he was cute and nice to Alec made this worse.


  “You’re acting like you do,” Alec said.


  I couldn’t take it. “Fine,” I said. “Have him meet us at Grandpa Nick’s house.”


  Alec texted him, then continued some text discussion that made him giggle more. I sneered. I reminded myself: You need to see the warehouse. This is about solving the case. Maybe about a ticket out of Crabtree. Worth putting up with Tommy.


  At 9:30, Janelle came into the hall. “Lights out,” she said. Alec and I went into our rooms like we were going to sleep. I put away my electronics and turned out the lights. I even got under the covers and stared at the dark ceiling. I heard a little rumbling around the house and counted the minutes. I looked out the window and watched the light from the downstairs bay window go out. I got out of bed, opened the door, and opened Alec’s, quietly as I could.


  “Ready?” I whispered.


  He started to jump out of bed, and I shushed him.


  “Quiet! Don’t let anyone hear.”


  “I didn’t say anything. You’re louder than me.”


  I shook my head. I snuck back to the window in my room. It opened pretty noiselessly, and I pushed the screen out of the way. I picked my Converses off the floor and held them.


  Alec came in the room dressed and starting to put on his high tops.


  “Don’t put on your shoes until we’re on the ground,” I whispered.


  I went out the window in sock feet. I dropped down quiet as I could onto the roof of the bay window, and in a crouching crawl I scooted to the edge of the roof. I looked back. Alec gave me a thumbs-up. Whatever that meant.


  I pushed off the roof and landed on the grass of the side yard. I looked around. It was past 10:30, and there was nobody on the street. The house was dark, too. I waved for Alec.


  He did it just like I did. Out the window, a crawl to the edge of the roof, then a quick drop. Quiet. No asthma. I would have told him he’d done a good job, but I didn’t want it to go to his head.


  I watched him adjust his knee pads and put on his high tops. I whispered, “Hurry!”


  We walked from Mrs. Torres’s house to Grandpa Nick’s. It was less than a mile through the twisty, turny residential streets, and it took about fifteen minutes.


  When we turned onto Grandpa Nick’s street, Alec said, “If I tell you something, do you promise not to freak out?”


  I sighed. He interrupted. “Forget it. I knew I shouldn’t tell you.”


  “I can’t swear I won’t freak out about something when I don’t know what it is,” I said.


  “Now I’m definitely not going to tell you.”


  “Great. Better for everyone.”


  We arrived at Grandpa Nick’s house. Tommy was there, standing under a tree.


  “Thought you guys weren’t going to show,” he said.


  “We wouldn’t have if we knew another tour guide,” I said.


  “What’s that mean?”


  “Ignore her,” Alec said.


  “OK, but how’re we getting there?” Tommy asked. “The warehouse is by the interstate. That’s a hike. We could be out all night.”


  I pulled the Camry’s keys out of my pocket and clicked the “Unlock” button. The Camry chirped to life. If anyone in the neighborhood noticed, I couldn’t tell.


  “You’re driving?” Tommy said. “Aren’t you thirteen?”


  “Get in,” I said. Who’s cool now, Tommy Bassett? I got in the driver’s seat and closed the door behind me. The car was old and busted, but the engine came on when I turned the key.


  Tommy and Alec were still outside. I waved for them to get in. Alec got into the backseat.


  “I’m going to sit back here,” he said. “Safer if there’s a crash.”


  “We won’t crash,” I said. “I might throw you out once we get moving.”


  Tommy got in on the passenger side. He buckled up, and I did the same. “You sure you want to take this car?”


  “Totally.” I put it into drive, and I pulled out . . . maybe a bit faster than I wanted.


  “Holy cow!” Alec yelled. Tommy grabbed the door like he was bracing for impact.


  “I’m fine,” I said. “Just getting used to it.”


  I kept my hands on the wheel, and I found a comfortable spot on the accelerator. We moved. Not super fast, but not super slow, either.


  “Is there a reason you’re going fifteen miles per hour?” Tommy asked. I sped up.


  “Are you driving on the right or left side of the street?” Alec called from the back. I straightened out and stayed in my lane. I could do this.


  “OK,” Tommy said. “Now you’ll want to—”


  “Look,” I said. “I don’t need your advice, Tommy. Think you can drive better? Of course you do. You’re the great, magical Tommy Bassett. Well, I’ve got it under control. Sit back, and enjoy the ride.”


  “OK,” Tommy said. “But you need to turn right at the stop sign to get to the warehouse.” After I turned, he said, “Is it OK if I tell you how to get there?”


  “I’m OK with you giving directions,” I said.


  Ten minutes later, I had parked the Camry in the Hardee’s parking lot across the street from the warehouse. The warehouse itself was a two-story box with a giant sliding steel door on the side. The door had two pieces of yellow police tape hung in an X across it.


  There were no windows on the first floor. The few on the second floor looked small. The parking lot was a lonely patch of gravel and broken asphalt.


  “Not much to look at, is it?” Tommy said. “What’re you hoping to find?”


  “You never can tell,” I said, using my best “expert” voice. “Dad told us about a time the gang unit raided a place like this in LA. Inside they found a manhole that led to an underground hiding area. They found guns, more evidence against the suspect, even a shooting range.” Take that, Tommy Bassett.


  “Think we’ll find a shooting range?” Alec deadpanned. I didn’t answer.


  We crossed the street. We could hear the interstate, which was less than a quarter mile away, but there was nobody around. Nobody at Hardee’s, nobody on the road. Creepy. But good for us.


  We went to the door, which was taller than me and looked like it slid open. It also looked heavier and thicker than the actual walls of the warehouse. In the glare of the light from the Hardee’s, I could tell someone had once painted it red to complement the building’s tin-colored walls. Time had passed, paint had peeled, and it no longer complemented anything. I pushed on it. It didn’t move.


  Alec tried it, because of course he did. No give.


  I hadn’t thought it’d be unlocked. But I hadn’t considered how to get inside, either.


  Some detective. I’d snuck out and stolen a car to get here. Now what?


  At least Alec was there to rub it in. “I imagine the gang unit back in LA had a way to get into that hideout,” he said.


  CHAPTER 17


  BREAKING AND ENTERING
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  “How can we get in?” I asked.


  “Not sure,” Tommy said. “I figured that was part of your plan.”


  “Do you have ideas, Tommy?” I said. “Come on, you’re a fountain of brilliance.”


  Tommy shrugged, and Alec stepped in. “When the police came here, they said it was unlocked.”


  “That’s suspicious,” I said. “It just happens to be open?”


  “What now?” Tommy asked.


  “Now we figure it out,” I said, as if something might come to me.


  We circled the building and came to a loading dock. We tried the corrugated steel garage door. It wasn’t moving. Above the garage door was a window, and I thought it looked ajar. I pointed, and Tommy shined his flashlight at it.


  “Think I can get up there?” I said.


  “Can you do a pull-up?” Tommy asked.


  “More than you,” I said. Which might be true, if he couldn’t do more than five.


  “You’ll only need one,” he said, cupping his hands.


  I put my foot inside, and Tommy hoisted me up. I could reach the window sill. My arms hurt as I pulled myself up. The window was ajar, but not enough for me to fit through.


  I pulled up a little further. It seemed to take hours, and my arms felt like rubber. But I got my elbows resting on the window sill.


  “Can you get in?” Alec called.


  “Working on it,” I said. “Can you keep your voice down?” Sheesh. It was like Alec had never broken in anywhere before.


  I placed my hands on the window and pushed. It moved a little, but not enough. I tried pounding on it with my fist. Now it moved, but I was slipping.


  I put my palms on the sill and pushed up, until I could almost sit. Then I knocked the window with my shoulder. It opened a bit. I could get through.


  I felt wobbly, but I pushed and opened it the rest of the way. I gave Tommy and Alec the thumbs-up.


  “Go to the front. I’ll open it.” I slipped inside.


  I jumped down into the warehouse. A split second before my Converses hit the floor, I wondered, What if there’s an alarm?


  I hit the floor. I waited. No alarms. At least I didn’t hear any.


  I snapped on my flashlight. I was in an office that hadn’t been used in some time. A desk and chair were covered with cobwebs. I tried to notice the details, like a good detective. An old metal filing cabinet stood off to one side, and I opened it, hoping to find a clue.


  Empty.


  On the wall was a logo, and I pointed my flashlight at it. It looked like something from the side of a truck. “HOOPER GOLD SHIPPING & TRUCKING.”


  I pulled my phone from my pocket and typed the name into my Notes app. I’d look it up later. I checked my calls and texts. Nothing. Mrs. Torres and her family must be asleep. Dad and Mom had forgotten I existed.


  I opened the office door. I found myself on a catwalk above the warehouse floor. I tried to imagine what went on in the warehouse at some point, but the place was dead now. Below, I saw a dozen workstations spread out haphazardly. Some had been covered with tarps; others were empty.


  At the end of the catwalk, I found stairs. Quietly, I jogged down to the floor and found the giant sliding door. Even in the dark, it wasn’t hard to find. I crept along slowly. I didn’t want to step in anything or trigger an alarm that hadn’t already been triggered.


  When I reached the door, I shined the light on all its locks. There were two deadbolts, which I flipped, and a heavy bar that I managed to push to one side, hurting my shoulder. The door slid open.


  Tommy and Alec were there. They both had a bug-eyed look on their faces.


  “What?”


  Alec shook his head and tried to push past me into the warehouse. I pushed back.


  “What?” I said louder.


  “Kat, shut up!” Tommy said.


  “Don’t tell me to shut up.”


  “There’s a police car coming,” Tommy said through clenched teeth.


  I looked past him. A sheriff’s department cruiser was a block away, but it absolutely, positively was coming in our direction.


  “Maybe it’ll turn away,” Alec managed.


  “Right,” I said. “We’ve been so lucky until now.”


  The cruiser kept coming. If the cops hadn’t seen us yet, they would soon. I didn’t want to think about what Mom or Dad would say. Or what might happen to our housing with Mrs. Torres. Or how I’d stolen a car.


  I didn’t want to get caught.


  “Get inside,” I said. “I don’t think they’ve seen us.”


  “How do you know?” Alec managed.


  “You want to argue about this now?”


  Tommy didn’t. He stepped past me into the warehouse. The car was still coming, but it hadn’t put on its red and blue lights. I dragged Alec inside. Tommy slid the door into place and locked it.


  I put my ear to the door and waited. “Think they’re out there?’


  Tommy said, “I don’t think they’re stopping. Probably just a patrol.”


  “Right,” I said. “If we keep quiet, we’re in the clear.”


  “Cool,” Alec said. “I want to explore.”


  Fire almost came out of my nostrils. “Explore! For real?!”


  I calmed down enough to whisper and yell at the same time, “Not until they’re gone! All we need is one loud noise, and we’re sunk!”


  “She’s right,” Tommy whispered. “Stay quiet. Once they’re gone, we look around quick, and we get out of here.” At least he was sensible about something.


  “Fine,” Alec said. “I’ll wait.”


  It felt like a weight had lifted. I leaned against one of the workstations. All we had to do was keep quiet for a minute. I could relax.


  The station I was leaning against toppled over with a loud CRASH.


  I hit the floor, along with old machine parts and the rickety old table. My shoulder hit first, and then my head banged against the concrete.


  The crash echoed through the warehouse.


  I saw Alec and Tommy. Bug-eyed again. Mouths gaping open.


  I looked over at the door. Through the crack around it, I saw the flashing red and blue lights. I heard a chirp of a police siren. Just great.


  “Plan B,” Alec said.


  “Do you have a Plan B?” I managed as I got to my feet.


  “Me?” he whisper yelled. “This whole thing is your plan!”


  So Alec didn’t have a Plan B.


  Unfortunately, neither did I. We didn’t move. Outside, we could hear a police radio squawking, and the lights from the cruiser flashed.


  I wracked my brain for a way out. “You locked the door?” I whispered to Tommy.


  “You watched me do it.”


  “OK, if it locks from inside, they’re going to need another way in. How?”


  “Probably the door by the loading dock,” Alec pointed toward the back of room.


  “Great,” I whispered. “All we have to do is lure the cops away from the loading dock long enough for the three of us to get up the stairs and dive out of a second-floor window.”


  “Without them noticing,” Tommy said.


  Alec said, “Sounds reasonable.”


  “You’re an idiot,” I said. “We’re doomed.”


  “Should we turn ourselves in?” Tommy asked. “We could say it was a prank. I’ll say I dragged you into this.”


  “You’d love that, wouldn’t you?” I said. “Tommy saves the day again.”


  “I was trying to be nice!” he said.


  “What’s your problem?” Alec said.


  “My problem? My problem is we’re about to get arrested!” I said. “Tommy can throw himself on a sword, but what difference would it make? We’re in huge trouble. I borrowed a car to get here.”


  “You stole it,” Alec deadpanned.


  “If we return it before anyone notices, it’s no big deal.”


  “Except it’s outside a crime scene, and the cops know somebody’s inside,” Tommy said. “We should turn ourselves in.”


  I considered. And then I did something I never, ever wanted to do again: I agreed with Tommy. “It’s probably the smartest thing we could do.” I was in trouble almost any way this turned out. Maybe telling the cops it was a prank could spare Alec.


  Across the warehouse, we heard something at the door to the loading dock. Someone unlocked it. The cops were here.


  Now would be as good a time as any to surrender.


  We heard the lock turn.


  “Hide!” I whispered.


  “Hide?” Alec said.


  “Do it!” I whispered.


  Hide? That was my plan? Now who was the idiot? What was I thinking?


  I’ll never know. The door creaked open, and the three of us dashed for opposite ends of the warehouse. Two officers came in, snapping on flashlights, which they shined this way and that. One was Black and tall, the other white and chunky.


  “Could have just been a cat, Billy,” the Black cop said.


  “How’d a cat get in?”


  “Cats get in places.”


  I poked my head out from my hiding place behind a workstation. The cops didn’t seem to be coming my way—I was in a far corner. I tried to figure out where Alec and Tommy were. We’d all gone our own way, and it was too dark for me to see very far.


  “Split up, Gus,” Billy said. “We’ll go faster.”


  Each officer headed toward an opposite corner. Gus came toward me. I pulled back behind the workstation and considered holding my breath.


  I didn’t need to. Before Gus could reach me, Billy tripped. His flashlight skidded across the floor. “You OK?” Gus called out, jogging over to his partner.


  “I tripped on . . . what is that?”


  I poked my head out. I couldn’t see.


  Gus shined his light. “It’s a shoe! Someone’s here!”


  Before either cop could react, Alec dashed out from underneath a workstation. He plowed through the officers and made a run for it.


  “Hey!” the cops yelled. I didn’t see another way out. I bolted, too.


  Even with Billy’s and Gus’s flashlights swirling around, I couldn’t see Alec or Tommy. I could see the stairwell. That was the goal.


  I needed to find Alec. If I got caught, he was going down, too. If I got away, I’d have to save him, too. Little brothers are the worst.


  I heard Gus chasing me, so I snaked my way through the aisles in between the workstations. I needed to lead him far enough from the stairs so he couldn’t catch me when I cut back.


  I could run: I knew that. During basketball season, I always outran whoever guarded me. Gus and Billy were probably no match.


  I glimpsed Tommy. He was at the sliding door. I heard him unbolt it, and he slid it open.


  “He’s going for the door!” Billy yelled. Sharp one, that Billy.


  He ran for Tommy. Outside, I heard cars and saw lights flashing.


  Tommy slid through anyway.


  It killed me, but I’d have to thank him later. He was genuinely trying to help. I’d never hear the end of it. Now there was only one cop chasing Alec and me.


  With the door open, there was enough light from outside to see. But Gus could see, too. He came at me at his top speed. He had his Maglite raised like a club.


  I turned to run, but I was slow starting. Gus reached out to grab me. I could feel his fingers graze my arm.


  Then I saw something else. Alec ran at us. He was on top of one of the workstations, only steps away from a three-way collision. He smiled.


  It was like Christmas morning for the little moron. Gus didn’t see him.


  Gus’s arm clasped on mine. He started to say something. I locked eyes with him.


  Then came Alec. He crashed into Gus, jumping head, shoulder, and elbow first. Gus let go of my arm, and he and Alec fell to the floor. Gus sprawled as he hit, dazed.


  Alec was on his feet. He grabbed my arm, and we raced for the stairs. “That move is ‘tai sabaki,’” he said as we ran. “I saw it on YouTube.”


  “Our folks will be proud,” I said as we ran, “if we get away.”


  Alec took the stairs two at a time, while I jogged along. We were into the office in seconds. The window was still open, and Alec climbed up. He was breathing hard. “What about Tommy?” he panted.


  “Think they got him.”


  Alec said one of the curse words he knew, and we looked out the window. Miraculously, we didn’t see any officers. Just empty cruisers. Maybe we were lucky enough.


  “I’ll go first,” Alec said. He couldn’t catch his breath.


  “Do you have your inhaler?”


  “Later!” He climbed through the window and jumped. He hit the broken pavement hard, but he knew how to take a fall from all that skateboarding. I still didn’t see any cops.


  I slipped through and dropped down, too. When I hit the ground, Alec was hyperventilating. He dug in his pocket, pawing for the inhaler. “Where is it?” I whispered.


  He couldn’t answer. He could barely get a breath. Finally, he got it. He put it up to his face, but his hands shook, and it dropped. I got hold of it in time to see a polished boot slam down next to it. I looked up.


  Sheriff Dancer stood there, grimacing. We were caught.


  Alec gasped. The sheriff said, “Give him the inhaler, for God’s sake.”


  I handed it over. Alec took a hit, and his breathing went back to normal.


  “Good,” the sheriff said. “I think we’re done for the night. Don’t you?”


  Two other cops came into view with Tommy, who was cuffed. Sheriff Dancer smiled. “What a treat. First I get Hawkins. Now the rest of the family.”


  CHAPTER 18


  UNDER ARREST
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  The sheriff and two deputies led us to a police cruiser. Another officer led Tommy to a second cruiser. I felt bad. This was absolutely, positively my fault.


  Just like George Wilson at the bank. Just like the last night in LA.


  “Empty your pockets, hands up against the car,” the sheriff said. Alec dropped his inhaler, his illegal phone, and an LA Dodgers keychain with no keys on it onto the cruiser.


  I followed suit. Onto the cruiser went my wallet, my phone, a couple of dollars, and the keys to the Camry. Maybe they wouldn’t notice the Camry keys.


  No luck. Sheriff Dancer picked up the keys. “What’s this?” he said. He pushed the unlock button on the fob. Across the street, the Camry chirped, and its lights flashed. He started chuckling.


  “You’re kidding me,” he said. “How old are you?”


  “Sixteen,” I said.


  “No chance,” he said. “That’s not your car.”


  “Because I’m too stylish for that crappy old Camry?”


  “Because you’re thirteen!” Alec said. “Shut up! We’re already in trouble!”


  “Cuff them,” the sheriff told his deputies. “We’ll add grand theft auto to the charges.”


  The deputies cuffed us, hands behind our backs. Tommy’s deputy pushed him into a squad car. Our deputies did the same to Alec and me.


  I wondered what came next. You’d think I’d know, with all the cops in the family.


  Before the deputies shut the door, Sheriff Dancer said, “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.” I tuned him out from there. I knew the rest from TV.


  It was hot inside the police car, and it smelled like moldy old sweat socks.


  Moldy old sweat socks into which someone had vomited.


  “Mom and Dad are going to kill us,” Alec moped.


  “They’d have to get here first,” I said.


  “I’m never, ever going to forgive you,” he said. “I’m going to get you back.”


  “Careful. Anything you say will be used against you in a court of law.”


  He shut up. I’m surprised it worked. The two deputies got in the front, and we drove into town. I waited for the taunting. These cops were sure to let loose with “You kids really did it.”


  Surprisingly, they didn’t say a word. The drive didn’t take long. We just sat and breathed in the smell of police cruiser. And I felt guilty.


  I gasped for air when the deputies pulled me out. Then, in short order, one led me up the stairs to the front desk. The other deputy took Alec.


  Sergeant Connors was on duty. “What’s this?”


  “Breaking and entering, grand theft auto, other charges,” my deputy mumbled.


  “These are the old man’s grandkids,” she said. “You’re kidding.”


  “They broke into the Monster Gang warehouse. Stole a car too. Shoot ’em and print ’em.”


  Sergeant Connors shot us a look. “What’d you do?”


  “Sheriff says shoot ’em and print ’em,” my deputy said again.


  “Do I take orders from you, Deputy?”


  Sergeant Connors stared at me, expecting an answer.


  Alec said, “Actually, the deputy covered it.”


  The sergeant walked us to an area where we were photographed, one after the other. I tried to look defiant. Not sure it worked. Alec stood on tiptoes, which made him just over five feet tall.


  “I know you guys aren’t supposed to say anything,” she said as she uncuffed us and held our fingers down on a pad to fingerprint them. “But if you need anything, let me know. We try to take it easy on first timers.”


  She locked me alone in a holding cell. I didn’t see where she took Alec.


  The cell was a tiny room with pink walls (seriously!), and a stainless steel toilet that I never, ever wanted to touch with any part of my body. The lights cast a green glow, and I sat on a bench with a long mattress spread across it. Not what I expected. No inmates, no prison songs or fights. Just an empty, boring room. I wondered if Alec had a better holding cell.


  He had to, right? This sucked. Worse than the break room.


  I thought about what I’d say when I got out. I thought about what I’d learned from the warehouse (not much). Then I tried to remember the names of all the shops on Cahuenga between Hollywood and Sunset, in order.


  I actually hoped they’d come get me soon.


  After what seemed like hours, the door opened. Sergeant Connors was there, chewing bubble gum. She’d pulled her brown hair into a ponytail. “Let’s go talk to the sheriff.”


  “Don’t I get a phone call?”


  “Sure. But first we talk to the sheriff. He’s acting chief.”


  I got up and followed her. “How’s it work when I get my call?”


  “What do you mean? You use a telephone.”


  “Do I use my cell phone? Or your phone? Do I have to pay for the call?”


  “We’ve got phones. But you don’t have to worry. I already called your parents.”


  My stomach dropped. Shouldn’t I decide whether my parents got called?


  “What did their voicemails have to say?” I said.


  The sergeant stopped at a door with a plate that read, “Conference Room A.”


  “Ask your mom yourself.” She blew a bubble, let it pop, and opened the door. “I lucked out and got her on a SAT call.”


  To say my heart sunk is an understatement. I could feel my tonsils in my intestines.


  I walked into the conference room. Inside, Sheriff Dancer sat smiling behind a long conference table. Alec and Tommy were already there.


  Someone’s laptop was open, and I could see Mom on the video screen. It was daytime wherever she was, and she looked sunburned and tired. But that could’ve just been the screen. Maybe the laptop adds five pounds, sunburn, and murderous anger to anyone.


  Mom glared daggers.


  I tried to tell myself that I didn’t care. Sure, I was guilty of whatever the sheriff threw at me. But really, it was Mom’s fault. If she hadn’t moved me to Crabtree, well . . .


  That was my story for now, anyway.


  It would have been more believable if I hadn’t started sweating like someone put a ghost pepper in my Cheerios. And if my stomach didn’t hurt and my hands didn’t shake.


  Bryan Bassett sat next to the laptop. He gave his best “We’re disappointed in you, young lady” look, which pissed me off. What did he have to be disappointed in? His son was here, too!


  That didn’t matter. Everyone looked at me.


  “Maybe I should go back to my cell,” I said to Sergeant Connors.


  “Too late.” She shut the door behind her. Sheriff Dancer motioned for me to have a seat next to Alec, which I did.


  “OK,” the sheriff said. “Thank you for joining us, Ms. Dylan. As I was saying . . .”


  He looked down at a file. “We have charges of criminal trespassing, grand theft auto, breaking and entering, vandalism, resisting arrest, and we could go on. One of you tackled my officer. That’s assault, but I’m tempted to let it go.”


  Alec slumped in his chair and didn’t dare look at Mom’s face on the screen.


  My stomach lurched. I’d never been charged with a crime before. And I was guilty. Maybe I deserved what I got from Sheriff Dancer.


  I glanced at Mom’s face on the screen. She didn’t take her furious eyes off me.


  Maybe I deserved that, too. I looked down at the table. I blinked away tears.


  They would put Alec and me in separate foster homes, wouldn’t they? I’d screwed up that badly. I wondered if—even when my dad came—I’d be allowed to go home.


  I tried to breathe. Then Mom started talking.


  “Thank you, Sheriff,” Mom mumbled. “I appreciate you being lenient with my children. Even though they’re guilty. At least my daughter is.”


  Wait. What?


  She went on. “I have no doubt she dragged her brother into this, and she thought she could do any damn thing she wanted.”


  “It wasn’t like that, Mom!” Alec sat up.


  “You don’t think it was, sweetie,” Mom said. “She manipulates you. You’re a little boy.”


  I manipulate him? He’s a little boy?


  Whatever feelings of guilt I had evaporated. My stomach settled, and I breathed evenly again. We were here in Crabtree because of her. She’d abandoned us!


  Now I looked at Mom on the laptop. She was shaking her head. I couldn’t take it. “What are you saying, Mom?” I tried to keep my tone even. “Moving us to Crabtree hasn’t worked out like you planned?”


  “Don’t talk to me like that,” she started.


  “Don’t kiss up to Sheriff Dancer, either,” I shouted back. “You’re thanking him for dropping the assault charge? He’s dropping it because his deputies got punked by kids too young to go to an R-rated movie! Alec tackled them using a move he learned on YouTube!”


  I’d just incriminated Alec. Didn’t matter anymore. These adults were going to do what they wanted, anyway. Just like when Mom moved us here.


  “Kat,” Mr. Bassett said, probably hoping I’d shut up.


  Sheriff Dancer looked right at me. “Don’t know what they thought they were doing,” he said.


  Alec piped up. “I told you what we were doing. We were investigating—”


  Mr. Bassett jumped in. “Alec, as your attorney, I’d keep quiet.”


  “You’re our attorney?” I said. “When did that happen?”


  “When I hired him,” Mom said.


  “Don’t I get a choice?”


  “Your mother’s your legal guardian, Kat,” Mr. Bassett said. “Since you’re a minor, she has the right to choose for you. It’s not like lawyers are lining up.”


  Solid burn, Bassett. “Fine,” I said. I’d lost that fight. At least Mom wasn’t talking anymore.


  I shut up, and Alec did, too. Mr. Bassett took a breath before continuing. “Look, Sheriff,” he said. “Can’t we chalk this up to good kids making a mistake? It’s been a crazy few days.”


  “I wouldn’t call them good,” the sheriff interrupted. “Stealing a car, breaking and entering. Doesn’t sound like Eagle Scouts.”


  I was flipping him the middle finger under the table as Mr. Bassett said, “First offense for all three. They have strong academic records, and I’d argue this was borne out of Nick Hawkins’s arrest.”


  “They broke into a crime scene,” the sheriff said.


  Mr. Bassett sat back, cocking his head up at the ceiling. “Breaking and entering, Rupert? Is that the primary charge? Because I’m no sheriff, but in B&E cases, doesn’t the owner of the property have to press charges?”


  “It was a crime scene!”


  “Not an active one. Wouldn’t you normally have remanded the location to its owner, if you hadn’t arrested Nick? Wouldn’t it be private property now? If Nick owns that warehouse, wouldn’t he need to press charges?”


  The sheriff looked like he might chew his own teeth. “Fine. We’ll drop these charges, assuming that you assure me I won’t be seeing these children here again.”


  The sheriff stood up and, not making eye contact with anyone, left. Mr. Bassett grinned at us and followed him. Now I saw where Tommy got his attitude. This guy had said two sentences, and he was acting the big hero.


  Ugh. Now I owed two different Bassetts: Tommy for trying to lead the cops away in the warehouse (and for getting us there) and his dad for keeping us out of juvenile hall.


  I’d never hear the end of it.


  Mom said, “Is the sheriff gone? Can I speak to my children?”


  Alec got up and moved the computer so I was facing a screen. Mom let loose again.


  “Katheryn Dylan, if you think you’ve dodged a bullet, know this: your troubles are just beginning.”


  “OK,” I said.


  “I’m serious,” she said.


  “Yeah?” I spit back. “What’re you going to do, Mom? Not call more often?”


  Not the nicest thing I’ve ever said. I kept going. “Why are you yelling at me? Why not Alec? He did this, too.”


  “You stole my car! Alec is ten!”


  “Tell you what,” I said. “You and dad figure out who’s going to come get us. Do that, and I’ll take my punishment. Until then, thanks for moving us here to live with Grandpa Nick in time for his arrest. I wouldn’t want to have missed that.”


  Mom was about to unleash, but I was saved—momentarily—when the lawyer came back. He moved the computer back into place. “Sally?”


  “Mr. Bassett, thank you. I know it’s not easy with my kids.”


  “It’s fine. Besides, I think my son was one of the ringleaders.”


  That’s right! It wasn’t just me! He was at least as much to blame!


  Except for the part where I stole a car . . . .


  And except that he wasn’t. Tommy’s ego aside, this was mostly on me.


  Before Mom could respond (and let him know everything was my fault), he said, “I have an idea about next steps. I’ll need your permission.”


  CHAPTER 19


  FIRST DAY ON THE OUTSIDE
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  We finally left the police station around 12:45 a.m. The cops let us go, but we were in Tommy’s dad’s custody. We also got another lecture, this time from Sergeant Connors.


  “I see a lot of kids your age come through here,” she said. “They start with stupid pranks. Before they’re out of high school, they’re real criminals. Think about that.”


  “Wow,” I said. “I’m scared straight.”


  Mr. Bassett got us out of there before the sergeant could respond. “Your mouth is going to get you in trouble,” he said as we got in his car.


  “You didn’t buy it? I didn’t seem scared straight? Where’d it fall apart for you?”


  I never did find out.


  Mr. Bassett got Alec and me back to Mrs. Torres’s house at 1 a.m. When we opened the car doors, we saw Mrs. Torres and Oliver standing there, both with their arms crossed.


  I felt bad. For real.


  Sneaking out hadn’t been personal. Nothing to do with them. If I’d had my way, they’d have slept through the whole thing.


  Mrs. Torres had been nice, and she’d been fair. I hoped she wasn’t hurt.


  I couldn’t tell. Neither she nor Oliver showed a thing. “Get on to bed,” she said. “We’ll discuss things tomorrow.”


  She and Oliver talked to Mr. Bassett. I looked back at Tommy, still in the car. I thought about saying something. It killed me, but he really did try to get us out of a jam.


  I considered being nicer. I took a step back toward him.


  Mrs. Torres said again, “Get on to bed.” She didn’t raise her voice. Didn’t need to. Alec and I went upstairs. He went in his room, and I could hear him drop his elbow and knee pads on the floor and collapse. I lay down and stared at the ceiling.


  Getting a good night’s sleep after the warehouse wasn’t easy. The sheets were still too stiff and the bed too soft. I watched the sky grow lighter through the bedroom window.


  The sounds didn’t help, either: people talking downstairs, unfamiliar birds and night sounds, not to mention a snoring, farting little brother I could hear through the wall.


  The snoring, farting little brother was the biggest problem.


  I had just dozed off when Janelle called out, “Get up! Time for school.”


  I shook my head awake. “You’re making us go?”


  Janelle and her mom stood in the doorway. “Think you’re the first kids who pulled something?” Mrs. Torres asked. “You don’t sleep in when you’re in jail, either. Get up.”


  “It’s not like I was up all night watching movies.”


  “No. You were up all night because you stole a car. Your mom’s car. And broke into a crime scene. And assaulted a police officer—”


  “I’m getting up,” I said. “But it was Alec who assaulted the police officer.”


  “Lies,” Alec mumbled from the hallway. “Who’re you going to believe? The car thief?”


  It didn’t get better at school. Crabtree was small, and I should’ve figured news would travel fast. I’d been in jail. By 8 a.m., I was major gossip at the middle school.


  People stared and whispered as I passed. Some actually pointed, like I’d grown a horn or something. As I approached Mr. Sampson’s advisory, I saw Ava, Jess, and Gabby talking to a bunch of chucklehead boys. Jess and Gabby looked my way nervously. Ava smiled big.


  She didn’t even pretend they were talking about anybody else.


  “. . . broke into a crime scene,” one of the boys said.


  “Stole her mom’s car, and then . . .” started another.


  “That girl is bad ass!” said the third.


  It must’ve burned Ava that her pals thought my night was the stuff of legends. She needed to shut that down fast. She did.


  “More like psycho. She spent the night in jail . . . again,” Ava said, and then side-eyed me. “She tackled one of the sheriff’s deputies. I heard he went to the hospital, and she was charged with attempted murder.”


  Apparently, it worked. The boys shut up. Their eyes got big as I passed. Their smiles faded. Ava really was the queen of Crabtree Middle. Didn’t anybody else want the job?


  I thought about correcting her account. Alec had tackled the deputy; he should get credit. Instead, I leaned in and said, “It’s true. I’m a total psycho. Imagine what I’d do to mouth breathers and cheerleaders who tick me off.”


  Then I blew them a kiss and kept walking. I didn’t make it into advisory.


  Mr. Sampson stood in the doorway, smoothing his mustache, looking disappointed. “Kat, Mr. Mentrup wants to see you.”


  Mr. Mentrup waited for me at the door to his office.


  “We’ve heard about the excitement,” he said. He slurped his coffee. His tie was too short again, and his plaid button-down threatened to untuck itself.


  “The whole school has.”


  “Nothing in your record from California suggested you’re a lawbreaker.”


  “I stayed one step ahead of Johnny Law. Not here, though.”


  He ignored me. We went into his office, and he closed the door. “What happened last night? Do you want to talk?”


  “Not really.”


  “Just teenage acting out?”


  I was tired, and my wit would be wasted on Mr. Mentrup. I didn’t say anything.


  “I’ll repeat. Why did you break into the warehouse?”


  “I spoke to the police. All charges were dropped.”


  “I don’t like your tone.”


  “I’m not nuts about yours. What can I do for you, Mr. Mentrup?”


  “I want to know what you were doing and why. We know what that warehouse was, and we know about your grandfather.”


  “He’s innocent.” Not sure I believed that, but Mentrup had pushed me past annoyance. I was approaching volcano-level anger. Like usual.


  “Innocent? Like the Applegate family and their banks?”


  “What’s that mean?” I asked. “Mr. Mentrup, seems like you have an agenda.”


  Now he didn’t say anything. But he’d given me something. This notion that the Monster Gang wasn’t all bad was back. Mentrup’s anger focused on the people who owned the bank.


  My brain immediately flashed to the kid on the boardwalk Alec and I had saved. What was his name? Phineas? He’d gotten the punching bag treatment because of his last name. What was so bad about the Applegates?


  Mentrup hadn’t started talking again, so I did. “Were you hoping I’d be a blubbering mess? Can I hear about how the Monster Gang is a bunch of heroes?”


  “Go to math class, Ms. Dylan. You’re suspended from school activities for two weeks.”


  “I’m not in any school activities.” I got up from my chair.


  “You should think about how you speak to adults,” he turned his back to me.


  “I’ll think about it right after math.”


  “Two weeks,” Mentrup said.


  “I’ll try to survive.”


  At the end of the day, I dragged myself across the field, looking for Alec. As I went, clusters of kids stared at me, pointing and whispering.


  The new normal in Crabtree. I was Bonnie to Alec’s Clyde. Or maybe Tommy was Clyde.


  Didn’t matter. I was notorious. I got attention. No friends, but attention.


  During study hall, I’d tallied the number of times some moron had suggested it was “kewl” I’d been arrested and the number of sneers from Ava. I’d lost count, but Ava was winning. Why was I so unpopular with her? One stupid comment about cheerleaders? That’s all?


  A man stepped in front of me, blocking my path. I stopped. I looked up and saw his face. I hadn’t recognized him out of uniform.


  “Come with me,” Sergeant Jessup said. He wore khakis and a red plaid shirt. “Mr. Bassett asked me to pick you up. He and Mrs. Torres have an idea.”


  The story was plausible. But I wasn’t an idiot. “What’s the code word?”


  “Good for you.”


  “I’m not hearing it.”


  “First of all,” he said, “It’s a code phrase. Second, saying it makes me nauseous.”


  “Keep stalling.”


  “Sushi and doughnuts.”


  I nodded. That was it—the code phrase my parents had used with Alec and me forever. It was safe to go with the sergeant. When we reached his car, I saw Alec and Tommy in the back. I got in front.


  “Do people eat that in California?” The sergeant asked as he started the car.


  “Know anyplace we can get it here?” I asked. “I could go for veggie sushi.”


  Sergeant Jessup groaned and didn’t speak for the rest of the drive. I have that effect on a lot of people. Tommy, Alec, and I compared notes about our first day post-arrest.


  “I got kicked off the soccer team,” Tommy said. “Indefinitely.”


  “Mr. Mentrup suspended me from school activities,” I said.


  “Are you in any school activities?” Tommy asked.


  “Nope.”


  “I’ve always wondered how Mr. Mentrup keeps his job.”


  “You guys got in trouble?” Alec asked. “Dude! That sucks.”


  “People didn’t hear about what happened at your school?” I asked.


  “Oh, they heard! I’m a hero. The dudes on the soccer team were asking if I wanted to hang this weekend. This girl told me that this other girl might like me. These other dudes wanted to know what kind of board I use.”


  “The bad boy of Crabtree Elementary,” I said. Hilarious.


  The sergeant drove us onto Kirkwood. He turned right on Walnut and parked in front of a three-story limestone building with a wrought-iron gate that led to a small courtyard and fountain on the first floor.


  “Where are we?” I said.


  “My dad’s office,” Tommy said.


  The sergeant led us through the courtyard to an elevator with brass-colored doors polished enough for us to see our reflections.


  Tommy looked cute because of course he did. I looked really tired. We got in the elevator, and the sergeant pushed the button for the third floor. When the doors opened, we were in the reception area of Mr. Bassett’s law firm. It looked like someone’s idea of a living room. Or a living room setup in a furniture store.


  There was a mahogany desk with a laptop, and a fancy European chair behind it. There were black-and-white photos on the wall and leather sofas in one corner. Mrs. Torres sat on one. “Any trouble, Ray?” she asked.


  “Nope. Both asked for the pass phrase their mother gave us.”


  Tommy’s dad came into the reception area. “Let’s jump in.”


  He didn’t usher us into another room but instead pointed toward the couches where Mrs. Torres was. I sat across from her, facing Mr. Bassett. Alec sat next to me, and Tommy leaned on the armrest. Sergeant Jessup stood behind us.


  “OK,” he said. “After last night, you three have been remanded to my custody. Kat and Alec, that will remain the case until one of your parents can get you.”


  “When will that be?” Alec said.


  “Not much longer,” Mr. Bassett said. “It’ll be your dad. Your mom is still trying, but she’s having trouble getting a pass from the army. Your dad’s stuck in a trial, but it’s supposed to conclude soon. Probably you’ve got a week in Crabtree, at the longest.”


  “How are we going to cram all the fun into one week?” I said.


  “Until he gets here, your parents have approved you remaining in Mrs. Torres’s home,” Mr. Bassett continued. “I don’t need to tell you: another stunt like last night, and the sheriff will charge you. I won’t be able to keep you out of juvenile hall.”


  That didn’t stun me. I looked over at Tommy, who looked at the floor.


  “You’re going to need adult supervision around the clock. When you’re at school, the teachers will take care of that. At Mrs. Torres’s home, she will. The rest of the time . . . well, come on out, Ollie.”


  Oliver Torres walked into the room, wearing a gray suit and blue tie with a blue-and-white striped shirt. His black shoes gleamed.


  “Looking good, Oliver,” I said. “Why the dramatic reveal? This isn’t a reality show, is it?”


  Mr. Bassett ignored me again. “Oliver’s a law student at Michigan State, clerking at the firm. His primary job for the next week is to serve as your custodian.”


  Mrs. Torres spoke up: “He’ll get you to school and pick you up. He’ll make sure you don’t get in more trouble. That includes the detective work you tried last night.”


  “I don’t like it,” I said. “I’m sure Oliver doesn’t, either. We don’t need someone breathing down our necks.”


  “If you’d had Oliver doing that last night, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” Mr. Bassett pointed out.


  “I’ve been on my own after school since I was eight,” I said. “I’ve taken care of Alec since I was nine.”


  “Last night you got arrested,” the lawyer said. “So now you have Oliver.”


  “Can’t we just promise we won’t break in anyplace else?”


  “Right,” Alec said. “Who wouldn’t trust a promise from Kat Dylan?”


  I let that go. “Seriously. We’ll be good.” I had no intention of being good, but I didn’t love the idea of having to shake Oliver over and over.


  “Nope,” Mr. Bassett said. “The stakes are too high. You get arrested again, you and Tommy are for sure going to juvie. You and Alec get separated. And the negative effect on your grandfather’s trial . . .”


  “So you get a babysitter,” Mrs. Torres said. There wouldn’t be discussion.


  Oliver looked like he just realized he’d walked into a chainsaw.


  I probably looked the same. If I was going to prove Grandpa Nick was innocent or guilty, they’d made my job harder.


  CHAPTER 20


  DAD FINALLY CALLS
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  After the meeting, Mrs. Torres drove Alec, Oliver, and me back to her house. The ride was silent, and when we arrived, there wasn’t any conversation.


  “You two go to your rooms. Dinner’s at 6,” Mrs. Torres said, and then turned her back on us. For a change, we did what she said.


  “Oliver seems nice, right?” Alec said when we got upstairs.


  “He’s going to be watching us every minute we’re not in school. Probably when we’re asleep. You won’t be able to use the bathroom in private!”


  “He’s better than juvenile hall, right?”


  “That’s the standard we’re using?”


  “It is when you steal a car and break into a crime scene. Do you have a better chaperone idea?”


  He went in his room. I saw him turn on whatever he’d been playing on his phone. He looked away.


  Just as well. I didn’t have a better idea.


  But I didn’t have to like it.


  After a silent dinner (roasted chicken, which I couldn’t and wouldn’t eat, and soggy vegetables), Alec and I went back upstairs. I sat on the bed and surfed the net.


  I had nothing to do. I wanted to scream. I looked at the clock. 7:45. I wouldn’t be sleepy for hours. I looked at my homework. I’d done the reading for English during school, and I couldn’t concentrate on the social studies or math.


  I looked out the window at Crabtree by twilight.


  It had gotten that bad. I was looking at Crabtree by twilight.


  I really needed to solve Grandpa Nick’s case. Literally the only thing to do.


  But if I was going to get anywhere—without Oliver knowing—I needed to talk it over with someone. But who?


  Alec? No. For one thing, he was ten. I wanted him out of harm’s way. For another, who could count on him to be serious?


  For another, he was in the next room, headphones on, gaming or maybe asleep—at 7:45.


  So that left who? Mom? Uh, no.


  Tommy? Pretty sure I still hated him. I’d come back to him if I couldn’t find anyone else.


  I wished I had someone who really understood this kind of thing.


  My phone rang. Maybe—just maybe—the person who could best help me was on the line.


  It was Dad. This time I wasn’t going to screw it up. I answered.


  “You want to tell me what you were thinking?” he said. I recognized the tone immediately. Angry cop voice. My dad didn’t scream when angry. He came at you with an edge to his voice. It punched you in the throat and diminished you at the same time. You were going to tell him exactly what he wanted to know and now.


  He used it on murderers. It also worked on his kids.


  He continued. The tone didn’t fade. “Is Alec there? Put me on speaker. I’m not doing this twice.”


  Maybe it was time to reconsider Tommy. He didn’t seem like such a bad option right now. I went in the hall and knocked on Alec’s door. Then I opened it and mouthed the word “Dad.”


  I put Dad on speakerphone. Alec came out of his daze and pulled off his headphones.


  “Hey, Dad,” Alec managed. “You mad?”


  “Mad? Why would I be mad? Just because it’s against the law to break into places, especially crime scenes? Or maybe because you stole Mom’s car?”


  “It’s complicated,” I said.


  “Really? You didn’t break into that warehouse? Or steal Mom’s car?”


  “How do you know about this?” Alec asked.


  “That’s not a denial,” he said. “I talked to Ray Jessup at Crabtree PD. Answer me. Did you do it?” I didn’t say anything. Neither did Alec.


  “That’s what I thought,” he said. “Now . . . how’re you holding up?”


  His tone had switched. Empathy and concern entered. Even encouragement. Like he was talking to a six-year-old who’d fallen off her bike. This was the most infuriating thing about Dad. He’d gone from rage to Dad of the Year in less than a second. It was so fast that I was off balance.


  Detective Grade III Jimmy Dylan was the only person who could keep me off balance for any amount of time. Which is not to say it would last long.


  “Why don’t you come here and find out?” I’d promised myself I wouldn’t screw things up. I didn’t promise to take whatever he dished out.


  He sighed. “We’ve been over this. I have to stick around until this trial’s over. The judge wouldn’t let me leave. This is a bad guy I’m dealing with.”


  “We’ve got those here, too,” I said.


  Alec cut in. “How long until the trial’s over?” Stopping the fight before it started.


  “Less than a week,” Dad said. “When I’m released, I’m on the first flight out. My lieutenant already approved it.”


  He paused. Nobody said anything. “You two haven’t killed each other?”


  “We’re fine,” Alec said.


  “Nick OK?”


  “No, he’s not OK,” I said.


  “Jessup said the case was pretty tight,” Dad said. “Want to tell me about it?”


  I told him most of it, starting with the explosion and shooting. He knew about George Wilson dying. I told him about Nick’s arrest and the break-in.


  Dad interrupted. “I’m guessing the warehouse idea was yours, right, Kat? But you figured if you didn’t take Alec, he’d end up spilling what you were doing, even if he didn’t mean to?”


  “What does that mean?” Alec said.


  “He thinks you’re mostly innocent,” I said.


  I kept going. I covered the craziness at school and the Torres family. I debated telling him about the whistle-Jude. If I told him, he might conclude Nick was guilty (which maybe he was), and I’d definitely be in trouble for not turning over evidence. But if Nick were innocent, maybe Dad would know how to better judge the evidence, and . . .


  Before I got the chance, Dad interrupted. “How tall’s that Oliver guy?”


  “I don’t know. Tall.”


  “There was a kid who played basketball at Michigan State a few years back. I think his name was Oliver Torres. If it’s the same kid, I saw him knock UCLA out of the tournament.”


  “Uh huh.” Not helpful. At all.


  “OK, first, you know you should stay away from this case, right? Sounds like there are real detectives handling this, and even if there aren’t, Nick will be out soon. He’s good at this.”


  If he wasn’t guilty.


  “Strange, right?” Dad commented. “Nick being framed? Why would the Monster Gang do it?”


  “I don’t follow,” I said.


  “Think about it this way. He’d only officially been on their trail a day. How close could he have gotten? Why him and not someone else? Like one of the cops who’d been working this all summer?”


  “Because he’s good, and they suck?”


  “How do they know he’s good?”


  I didn’t say anything. That was interesting.


  “Cui bono,” he said.


  “Kwee what?”


  “I knew we should have put you in Catholic school. Cui bono. It’s Latin. It means, ‘to whose benefit?’ but people shorten it to ‘Who benefits?’ It’s one of the main questions detectives ask when they investigate a crime. Who benefits from Nick being behind bars?”


  I sat there and considered. Who wanted Grandpa Nick out of the picture, and why?


  Before I could think of anything to say, Alec piped in. “You forgot to tell Dad about the whistle thing from the robbery,” he said. “The one with the St. Jude.”


  I glared at him.


  “What?” he said. He didn’t know I’d been holding back.


  “What’s he talking about?” Dad asked.


  “During the robbery, one of the Monsters dropped this thing, and Kat picked it up,” Alec said. I smacked Alec, and he cried out.


  “Kat, what’s he talking about?” Dad’s voice was back to urgent. He was steps away from angry cop tone.


  “Nothing,” I said. “I was going to tell you.”


  “But you didn’t!” he said, yelling now. “Why on Earth would you withhold evidence? Do you not get the kind of trouble you could be in? This is the warehouse times 11!”


  “Stop yelling!” I matched his voice decibel for decibel.


  “You’re committing a crime!”


  “What do you know?” I yelled back. “You dumped Alec and me out here by ourselves! You don’t call or check in! When you do, all we hear about is your stupid case! We almost died in the bank robbery, Dad! Grandpa Nick is in jail. I’m doing the best I can to keep us alive.”


  “You’re not doing very well,” he said.


  “The evidence you’re yelling about? It almost definitely proves Grandpa Nick is guilty, you jerk! What would you do?”


  “Maybe I’d quit screwing around, and I’d call someone,” he said.


  “I’ve been calling you for days!”


  “Maybe you should’ve used your brother’s not-so-secret phone!” he yelled.


  “You know about that?” Alec said. He went white as a sheet.


  “You’re not as slick as you think,” Dad said.


  “He’s doing the best he can,” I said. “Just like me. Know what? You’re not as good a dad as you think, Detective.”


  I hung up on him. I wound up to throw the phone against the wall, but I stopped myself. I didn’t need to break something in Mrs. Torres’s house.


  Now what? Now Dad knew that I was withholding evidence, Grandpa Nick might be guilty, and Alec had a secret phone. I’d blown it again.


  CHAPTER 21


  SIBLING BLOWOUT AND STRANGE COINCIDENCE
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  Alec shoved me—both hands on my arms and the hardest push he could muster. I toppled a little.


  “Why’d you do that?” Alec yelled.


  “Do what? You pushed me!”


  “Why’d you pick another fight with Dad? Why’d you tell him about my phone!”


  I pushed Alec back and went into my room. He followed.


  “I didn’t tell him about your phone, idiot,” I said. “You screwed up somewhere, and he figured it out. Why did you tell him about the whistle-Jude?”


  “I thought he could help,” Alec said.


  “He’s probably going to call Sergeant Jessup and tell him,” I said. “We might actually go to juvie. Or I will. Congratulations. You’re going to be in foster care alone from now on.”


  “At least I won’t have a record!”


  I was about to hit him. Seriously. I knew exactly where I wanted my fist to fall on his smug little face. I could make it hurt.


  I heard footsteps on the stairs. Oliver came in the hall. “So,” he said, “what’s going on?”


  I dropped my fist. “Nothing,” I said.


  “I heard yelling.”


  “My dad called.”


  “I’ll say again. I heard yelling.”


  “She was being a jerk,” Alec said. “Happens all the time.”


  I glared at him, but I held back from hitting him. Small victory.


  My phone buzzed. I looked at the screen. Dad.


  “I should get this,” I said. “Dad probably wants to apologize.”


  “Keep it down,” Oliver said. “That’s a warning.” He left, but kept the door wide open.


  I answered the phone, said “Wrong number,” and hung up again.


  “Why did you do that?” Alec said.


  “Because I don’t want to talk to him.”


  The phone started buzzing again.


  “Let me talk to him.”


  “No,” I said. I picked up again and hung up again. I texted, Don’t call me. And Alec’s phone doesn’t even take calls, Detective.


  Then I took a breath.


  The phone buzzed again. I looked at the screen, readying myself to answer it and start screaming at my dad. But it was a text.


  From Chloe.


  Did u get arrested?


  My dad says ur dad says u stole a car?


  And that ur granddad is in jail for robbery?


  Bruh! WTH? What’s happening?!


  Now everyone in LA would know about our adventures in Crabtree. I imagined my friends at my old school looking at me the way I’d been looked at that morning at Crabtree Middle. I couldn’t deal.


  I couldn’t blow Chloe off anymore. That’d make it worse.


  But if I explained what was going on, that’d be worse, too.


  I typed a quick message.


  Biiiiiiiiiig misunderstanding. Really crazy around

  here. Not arrested. I’ll explain everything later.


  Later. Like when I didn’t live in Crabtree anymore.


  I threw the phone on the floor. For just a minute, I hoped my crappy old iPhone would bust into a million pieces. Then I wouldn’t have to lie to my friend or put up with calls from my dad. The phone hit the rug in the middle of the floor. It didn’t shatter, and I picked it up.


  “You’re a mess,” Alec said.


  “I’m all you’ve got.”


  “This is why I never tell you anything.”


  “You can barely keep your mouth shut.”


  “Oh yeah?” Alec said. “I never told you about what I found in Grandpa Nick’s garage. So there!”


  We were both quiet a second. Alec sighed. “I guess I’ve told you now.”


  I said, “I really didn’t tell him about the phone.”


  “I shouldn’t have told him about the whistle thing. Do you want to see what I found?” I followed him into his room. He grabbed his phone, flipped through photos, and tossed it to me.


  “Grandpa Nick has a home office above the garage,” he continued. “I found it when we went back to get our things. That timeline was on the wall.” I’d had to yell for him twice when he was in the garage supposedly getting our luggage. Now I knew why he was so slow.


  I flipped through and saw photos of a timeline stretching around the room. “What’s the timeline for?”


  “I think it’s a cold case. Actually, I think it’s that case he talked about at the bowling alley. If you zoom in on the first picture, you can see the words ‘Third National Robbery.’ I Googled it.”


  Alec was right: it’d been the Third National Bank. Grandpa Nick had mentioned robbers who came in separate cars and left in one and who blew up the vault for no reason.


  Alec got his laptop and opened the browser to a bookmark. I sat on the bed next to him and read: “Officer killed in bank robbery shootout.” Nick had mentioned the officer killed.


  March 27, 1997—Two people, including a rookie Chicago police officer, were killed and 15 injured in a shootout during a daring Loop bank robbery that stunned local law enforcement agencies. Four robbers engineered a heist of the Third National Bank, 55 E. Monroe Street, absconding with more than $20 million.


  Alec pointed back to the phone. “It’s hard to see, but those are crime scene pics on that timeline. There was a shot of the cop who died.”


  Outside, in the distance, we heard sirens. There were at least three or four screeching, but they were far off. I scrolled down on the article.


  “Look at the name of the dead officer,” Alec said.


  I scrolled until I found it: “After the first volley of gunfire, Officer Daniel J. Hawkins, 22, lay dead on the bank floor. Police said that Hawkins is believed to have wounded one of the robbers.”


  “Hawkins?” I said. “Like Nick Hawkins?”


  “Can’t be a coincidence, right? Dad always says there aren’t coincidences.”


  I felt like the air had gone out of my lungs. I’d never heard of Daniel Hawkins. Who was he? What was Grandpa Nick still doing on some case from twenty years ago? Did it have something to do with the Monster Gang?


  Outside, I heard more sirens, still far away.


  A cell phone blooped, and I came out of my fog. It was Alec’s. He looked at it and then grabbed his laptop. He opened a new tab on his browser and started searching Google.


  “I didn’t finish the article.”


  “That was Tommy,” he said. “He said we need to see this.” He showed me the screen again. He’d gotten to a local news website. The first image was a streaming shot of a huge building engulfed in flames. At least four fire crews were trying to douse it, with not much success.


  “Must be those sirens,” I said.


  “Crazy, right?” Alec said.


  “Why? Fires happen,” I said.


  “Dude, look where it is!”


  I tried to take in the whole picture. I saw the flames, the arc of water from the firefighters’ hoses, the big parking lot around the building . . . and the Hardee’s sign across the street.


  “Oh my God,” I said. “It’s the warehouse.”


  Alec pointed to the headline below the image: “Arson Suspected in Five-Alarm Fire.”


  CHAPTER 22


  HERE COME THE MONSTERS
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  Alec and I sat in the hall and followed the news on his laptop for another hour. That’s when Oliver came back up the stairs.


  “Lights out,” he said.


  “It’s Friday night,” I said. “Do we really need to be in bed before 10?”


  “House rules,” Oliver said.


  “You can’t make an exception?” I was trying to be nice. Maybe it’d work.


  “For you?” Oliver smiled. “Go to bed.”


  “If you let us stay up, we’ll probably get too tired to sneak out again.”


  “I’ll miss you when you go to juvie,” Oliver said. “Back in five, and I’ll expect you in your rooms with the lights ready to go out.”


  He left. Alec shut his laptop and went into his room. He started changing, then remembered to shut the door. I got up and—grumbling—went into my room to get ready, too.


  “This babysitting arrangement is going to work out,” I said through the wall. “Oliver doesn’t seem to be getting in our business at all.”


  “Would you shut up?” Alec called back. “Oliver’s doing his job.”


  “What’s his job? Ticking me off?”


  “That’s more of a perk. Good night.” I could hear Alec’s bed creak as he got in.


  I turned off the light and got into my bed. Oliver came back, looked in, and closed the door. No good night, no conversation of any kind. Lots of personality, that Oliver. I lay in the dark and waited. After a few minutes, I pulled my laptop out from under the bed and flipped it open.


  I heard a knock on the wall. “Put the laptop away,” Alec whispered.


  “I’m finding out about that fire,” I whispered back.


  “There won’t be anything new until tomorrow,” he whispered through the wall.


  I didn’t say anything. I began searching for the news site.


  He knocked again. “You think Oliver and Mrs. Torres can’t tell when we’re on devices after dark?” he said. “I knew you were without even checking! Close it up! They’ll take everything. Not just your stuff, either. She’ll take my phone, laptop, everything.”


  “You shouldn’t even have a phone.”


  “Hope that feeling is worth you losing your stuff, too.”


  “Fine!” I shut my laptop and put it back under my bed. I’d never admit it, but Alec had a point. If I acted up now, Mrs. Torres might bolt the windows and put one of those ankle bracelets on me to track my movements. Or just call the police.


  “Just try to sleep,” Alec whispered through the wall. “Try to count the arguments you’ve had today. You’ll drift off.”


  I lay awake, thinking of the loose ends in Grandpa Nick’s case. The whistle-Jude. Dad’s question about who benefits. Daniel Hawkins and the Third National robbery. Did this stuff tie together?


  At some point, I must’ve drifted off. When I woke up, sun was pouring through the window, and Oliver stood in the doorway.


  “Get up,” he said. “You’re coming with me today. If you want breakfast, you’ve got to move.”


  I looked around. Alec was in the hall, dressed.


  “Where are we going?” I said as I sat up.


  Oliver didn’t answer.


  I ate a quick breakfast—hard boiled eggs, toast, and a banana. It wasn’t much, but I had to admit it was way better than we got at Grandpa Nick’s house. Afterward, we got into Oliver’s green Mazda hatchback and drove to Mr. Bassett’s house. It was a townhouse a block off the Kirkwood strip, walking distance from his office. It hadn’t been lived in for long. The light-colored hardwood floors were spotless and scrape-free. The walls were off-white and unmarred by fingerprints.


  The furniture in the living room was beige, centered around a flat-screen TV on the wall. A white shag rug sat under the dark wood coffee table.


  “Doesn’t look like anybody lives here,” I whispered to Alec.


  “Dad moved here after the divorce,” Tommy said, coming up behind us.


  “Guess I didn’t whisper quietly enough,” I said. “Eavesdropping is rude.”


  Tommy didn’t respond. “Dad’s been here less than a year. My mom lives in our old place near City Green.”


  Mr. Bassett came into the living room, nodded at Oliver, and told us he was headed to the office. He had a tweed blazer over an open shirt and jeans. He didn’t make eye contact with Alec or me.


  “Be nice to Oliver,” he said as he left. “Stay out of jail.”


  I turned to Tommy. “Pep talks at your house are the best.”


  “Pretty sure that was for you,” Tommy said. He sat on the sofa and turned on the TV.


  Oliver told us to do our homework or watch TV. He said he’d be working on Grandpa Nick’s case, and then he parked himself in the dining nook adjacent to the living room. He opened his laptop and pretended to ignore us. It was the weekend, so he was dressed casually—a blue button-down untucked, rolled-up jeans, black Nikes.


  Alec stood with me for a second. “Take it easy on Oliver,” Alec said. “He can mess with our beds at night.”


  “He’s not doing that.”


  “Also,” he said. “It’s not his fault you stole a car.”


  “If the cops hadn’t caught us, you’d think that was brilliant.”


  “Uh huh,” Alec said.


  I’d never admit it, but Alec was probably right. There wasn’t anything wrong with Oliver. Maybe he wasn’t just an annoying babysitter who wouldn’t leave me alone. Maybe he could help me understand what was going on with the Monster Gang and Grandpa Nick.


  Maybe Dad would figure out a way to get me out of here sooner than a week. If that happened, I wouldn’t have to know if I could trust Oliver or not.


  I could keep an open mind. Probably.


  I went to the sofa in the living room and sat near Alec and Tommy, who were watching a college football game. I started thinking about what I’d learned. Someone had burned down the warehouse, supposedly a hideout for the Monster Gang, and a big part of the case against Grandpa Nick. One of the Monsters had dropped the whistle-Jude, and Grandpa Nick had identified it as his, which meant either he was one of the Monsters or someone had stolen it to make him look like one. And there was the twenty-year-old bank robbery and murder in Chicago.


  And Daniel Hawkins. Who was he?


  I didn’t know where to start. I needed to move.


  “Is there a yard here?” I asked Tommy.


  “A small one, and the complex has a tennis court and basketball hoop.”


  I got permission from Oliver to shoot hoops, and Tommy furnished me with an old but not entirely flat ball. Good enough.


  The hoop was regulation height, standing at one end of a cement half court, next to a single tennis court. I was surrounded on all sides by townhouses like Mr. Bassett’s.


  I stretched and started practicing three-pointers. I missed the first by a mile, so I got my own rebound and started firing. I made four of the next six.


  I heard someone coming out of the house. Alec? Tommy even? No such luck.


  Oliver walked onto the court and watched as I sunk a midrange jumper. “Your brother says you’re good. That means you’ll be great for Crabtree. Want to play HORSE?”


  “Thanks,” I said. “Not now. I’m clearing my head. I’m not looking for a game.”


  “Come on,” he said. “It’s not often I get competition. We got off on the wrong foot. One game.”


  “Oliver, I’m being nice.”


  “We can talk about the other night at the warehouse. What’d you think you would find?”


  I pulled back and hit another shot from three-point range. I grabbed it and threw it at Oliver’s head. He caught it (I figured he could), so no damage done.


  “I’m done for now. I need some space,” I said. I walked past him toward the house.


  “The offer’s good whenever,” Oliver called.


  “Look, I’m not breaking into anything or running away,” I yelled back. “You’re doing your job. But jeez, back off.”


  Back inside, Alec said, “Did you turn down playing basketball? With a starter from Michigan State?”


  “Leave me alone.”


  “He’s really OK,” he said.


  “Great,” I said. “You shoot with him. I went to clear my head. He muffed it.”


  Alec went back to watching football with Tommy. I sat nearby, and started my questions over again. How did all this fit together?


  We stayed at Mr. Bassett’s until after dark. Every time I tried to spy a look at my laptop and learn more about the case, I was sure Oliver was watching.


  He was actually doing a good job keeping track of us. Annoying. I’d been counting on him to be bad at it, or at least bored. He made my job harder.


  That night, we ate pizza for dinner. Not delivery. Oliver rolled up his sleeves and cooked, with Tommy and Alec helping. I didn’t offer to participate. I was thinking about Daniel Hawkins. I looked at Alec’s phone and tried to make out the other notes on the timeline.


  Oliver might have been watching, but even if he had super vision, he couldn’t see the screen on Alec’s phone.


  “I hear you’re vegetarian,” he said. “I make a mean caprese. I brought the grape tomatoes and everything. I got a veggie pesto recipe, too. Want to help?”


  I eyed him suspiciously. The place on Kirkwood put pepperoni on your pie whether you wanted it or not.


  “Give me a chance,” Oliver said.


  I got up and stifled a smile, but it was hard. I missed good pizza. Before I could start anything, though, I heard a loud thump outside.


  “What was that?” Tommy said.


  The lights went out.


  “Probably fine,” Oliver said. “The power grid in Crabtree gets strange in the fall.”


  Alec and I walked out of the kitchen toward the foyer, groping as we went. In the kitchen, the gas light in the oven kept things barely visible, but the front of the house was pitch black. Alec passed a window, with the blinds drawn. He opened them.


  “Kaaaaaaaat!” he called. He was freaked. Tommy and I looked out the window.


  Suddenly, there was a face. A monster’s face. We were looking at Dracula.


  Tommy scrambled backward and tripped over something. He fell to the floor.


  Now there were four faces in the window. Dracula was joined by Frankenstein, Wolfman, and Mummy. The Monster Gang was here.


  CHAPTER 23


  THE MONSTERS TRY TO CLEAR THE AIR
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  The front doorknob turned. I rushed over and tried to find the lock. Maybe I could keep them out.


  Too late. One Monster pushed the door open wide, and I stumbled but managed to stay on my feet. I was breathing hard as Dracula stepped inside, the others behind him.


  I stared at the four men in the doorway, each in a dark suit and rubber mask. They stared back at us, like maybe they didn’t know what to do, either. I heard someone behind me, on the floor. Tommy? Oliver?


  I grabbed Alec’s arm and backed up. I bumped against someone else. Tommy? Oliver? I didn’t dare look. This was terrifying. The Monsters didn’t need to know that.


  Alec hugged my arm tight.


  “You’re in the wrong place,” I said. I’m pretty sure my voice didn’t quiver. “There’s no vault to blow up, no old man to kill.”


  The Monsters were outlined by the porch light as they came through the door. The next thing I saw were the guns. Frankenstein and Mummy held them aloft, in my direction. Dracula, who didn’t have one, took point.


  “If you were really monsters, wouldn’t we have to invite you in?” Alec said, voice cracking. “Seems like you’re not clear on the rules.”


  I shushed him. Bravado wasn’t a good look on a ten-year-old. I didn’t want him getting shot for something he thought I would say.


  My throat was dry. I couldn’t swallow. I didn’t know Mr. Bassett’s house well, so I didn’t know where I could run or hide. I wasn’t even sure there was another door.


  And there were guns pointed at me. By guys who framed Grandpa Nick and killed George Wilson. Maybe if I could get them talking, I could figure out who they were.


  “Whose guns are those?” I said.


  “What?” Mummy said.


  “You stole my grandfather’s gun, but that’s in police custody now,” I said. “Who’d these belong to? Who’re you going to frame now?”


  Dracula didn’t answer, but he shot glances at Mummy and Frankenstein. “Put the guns down,” he said. His voice still had that digital disguise to it. “We won’t need them.”


  “You might!” Alec called out. “I’ve got one, too!”


  I elbowed him hard. What did he think he was doing? He really was going to get us all killed.


  Dracula laughed. It sounded creepy with the digital enhancement. Like a cackling voicemail. “I don’t believe that’s true,” he said.


  “If you do, you’re not the only one,” said Frankenstein.


  His voice didn’t sound machinelike. Maybe he’d forgotten to turn on the voice changer. Was his voice familiar? I couldn’t place it, but I felt like it was.


  Maybe if I got him talking. Remember the plan, girl. Keep them talking.


  “You here to kill us? Is that the game? Like the guard in the bank?”


  “We don’t mean you any harm,” Dracula said.


  “Could have fooled me.”


  “Maybe you should shut your mouth,” said Mummy. I didn’t think I could recognize his voice, but he had a point.


  Tommy stepped in front of me. Where’d he come from?


  “Don’t talk to her like that,” he yelled.


  “That’s OK, Tommy,” I said. “I got this.”


  “I’m not going to let them . . .” Tommy said, stepping toward Mummy.


  Mummy didn’t hesitate. The gun went back up, inches from Tommy’s forehead.


  “Don’t think I won’t,” the Mummy said.


  “Tommy, step back,” I said through clenched teeth. “You’re going to get killed, probably us, too.”


  He didn’t move. His mouth gaped. His eyes were wide. The great Tommy Bassett hadn’t figured on maybe dying. I grabbed his arm and pulled him behind me. I felt him collide with Alec. I maneuvered myself in front of both of them.


  Having two idiots as sidekicks wasn’t helpful.


  I glared at Dracula. “Want us to listen? Lower your guns.”


  Dracula looked to the Mummy. “Put it down,” he said.


  “Later,” Mummy said.


  Frankenstein raised his own gun at Mummy. “Do it now.” Mummy complied.


  “Great,” I said. I realized I’d been holding my breath. “Now what?”


  “Now we talk,” Dracula said. “Won’t take long.”


  “I was hoping you’d stay for Jell-O and Twister,” I said.


  “Your grandfather is innocent. We didn’t mean for him to be arrested.”


  I tilted my head at Dracula, trying to see through the rubbery mask. No good. Also, it looked like I didn’t believe him, which, of course, I didn’t.


  Alec butted in. “Do something about it. Turn yourselves in.”


  “It’s complicated,” Frankenstein barked. Maybe Frankenstein was trying to disguise his voice. Maybe I couldn’t fully recognize it, but someone in the room could.


  “Complicated how?” I said.


  Keep them talking. I slowly pulled my phone from my pocket. It was dark. Maybe they wouldn’t notice. Time to really try 911.


  “It’s just complicated,” said Dracula. “We’ll do what we can to help him.”


  “Gosh, Drac,” I said. “You’ve been a lot of help so far.”


  “We’ll go now,” he said.


  Oh no, they didn’t. As they stepped back, I stepped forward. Frontal assault time.


  “Help him how?” I said, voice rising. “Frame somebody else? Somebody put his name on that warehouse. Somebody took his gun.”


  “How do you know we took it?” Mummy yelled out.


  Dracula shot Mummy a look, but too late. A split between the members of the gang might be all I needed. I pushed.


  “How do I know, moron?” I yelled. “Because there’s four of you. If he was one of you, there’d be three. That’s math. I heard that mummies got their brains pulled out, but I never had proof until now.”


  Dracula reached into his jacket pocket. In the movies, this meant he was going for a gun.


  Time for me to act. I lurched forward and grabbed at Dracula’s lapel with my left hand. I brought my right across in a hook to his rubber face. I made contact. It felt like a good punch.


  Dracula toppled into his friends, but he got his hand loose. Whatever it was in his hand, it wasn’t a gun. He tossed it toward us. A blinding flash of light followed, and someone—maybe Tommy—pushed Alec and me to the ground.


  When I opened my eyes, I saw spots. The Monster Gang was gone.


  Alec got up and dashed for the door. I joined him. The porch, the yard, the street—all empty. The lights in the house came back on. I dialed 911, and I hit call.


  “Get inside, wait for the cops to arrive,” Oliver said. He stood behind us, near the kitchen.


  I seethed. “Thanks for protecting us, Oliver.”


  “I’m a babysitter, not a bodyguard,” he said. “Get inside.”


  CHAPTER 24
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  It took ten minutes for two officers to arrive. When they did, they weren’t much help.


  I’d heard the term “Good Cop/Bad Cop” before, and I’d seen my parents try it on Alec and me when they were together. But never like this. The two cops were Sergeant Connors, who took notes and asked questions as pleasantly as she could, and Deputy Plaschke, who glared at us with a puckered-up face he probably thought made him look tough.


  It didn’t.


  “I’ll do the talking,” Oliver said when he opened the door. I let him have the first crack at it. He greeted the officers and then led them (and us) to the living room. Tommy, Alec, and I sat. The officers and Oliver stood.


  I listened as he reported things in an even tone. He basically hit all the points:


  1. The lights went out.


  2. The Monsters arrived and came in through the front. He couldn’t remember (neither could I) if the door had been locked before they came in.


  3. The Monsters carried guns. Nobody got hurt, but the Mummy had threatened us.


  I broke in at that point, just to remind the officers that Mummy was the one who shot George Wilson. He seemed to have tension with Dracula.


  Oliver continued:


  4. The Monsters apologized for Nick getting arrested, and they promised to help. They didn’t explain how.


  5. Toward the end, Dracula produced something that caused a blinding flash, and then they disappeared.


  Sergeant Connors asked if we had anything to add. Not much. Alec pointed out that I had accused them of stealing Grandpa Nick’s gun, and they hadn’t argued.


  Deputy Plaschke said, “I don’t like it.”


  “Pardon me?” Oliver said.


  “Ain’t these the same kids who broke into the warehouse?” the deputy fired back. “Why should we trust them with any story? Especially about the Monster Gang.”


  “Are you kidding?” I said. Oliver motioned for me to be quiet, but I was on my feet, itching for a fight.


  “Got any proof, little girl?” the deputy snarled. “You should be in juvie.”


  The sergeant asked, “Kat, do you have anything to add to Mr. Torres’s story?” She was still playing Good Cop.


  “Officers,” Oliver said, “I was here, too. I saw everything. The Monster Gang was here, and they did the things I described.”


  “Don’t you work for Nick Hawkins’s lawyer?” Deputy Plaschke smirked. “Wouldn’t it build the case that Hawkins ain’t guilty? Pretty convenient.”


  “Are you accusing me of giving a false statement?” Oliver asked. He looked ticked. I sat down. Maybe I’d enjoy this.


  “I think we ought to take you all in,” the deputy said.


  “I don’t think so, Deputy,” came a voice from the hallway. The cops turned, and Bryan Bassett stepped into the room. “This is my house, and these children are in my custody.”


  “Evening, Mr. Bassett,” Sergeant Connors said. “There was an incident, and we were—”


  “You were accusing my clerk and these children of filing a false report, right, Sergeant?” Mr. Bassett asked. “I heard Deputy Plaschke threatening to arrest everyone. If he’d like to bring everyone to the station, he’ll need a warrant.”


  “This sounds fishy,” the deputy said.


  “Fishy? That’s not enough for a warrant. Otherwise, are we done here? Nobody is leaving town, and I will make Mr. Torres and the children available for further questions.”


  Sergeant Connors said that she had what she needed. Deputy Plaschke started to jabber, and this time, the sergeant showed him the door. Mr. Bassett closed it.


  I’d been looking forward to an Oliver–Plaschke fight, and not only did I not get that, I also owed Mr. Bassett again. The guy kept me out of jail another night. On the other hand, I’d heard him refer to Alec, Tommy, and me as “children” a lot.


  That grated on me. I was thirteen. Not just one of the children.


  Mr. Bassett called Mrs. Torres, asking her to come over and pick us up.


  “Is that necessary?” Oliver said. “I can take them back when we’re done.”


  “It’s necessary,” Mr. Bassett said, after hanging up. He sat down and asked us to tell him what happened. This time, Alec and I took the lead, mostly repeating Oliver’s version of the story. Alec mentioned that I’d hit Dracula in the face. I mentioned Tommy almost getting shot.


  When we finished, Mrs. Torres had arrived. Mr. Bassett asked us to repeat the story for her, which we did. He digested it, nodding at plot points. Mrs. Torres looked surprised but didn’t fall over.


  Oliver noticed it, too. “You OK, Mom?” he asked.


  “Fine,” she said. She shot him a look. I didn’t know her looks yet, but I guessed that she wanted Oliver to ask that in private. She saw me looking. She wiped the look off her face. “I’m sorry Kat and Alec are going through this.”


  I tried to smile. “My mom said we came here because it was safe,” I said. “Our dad always brought his job home. Mom believed Nick when he said it wouldn’t happen here. Stupid, huh?”


  “You’re talking about your mother, Kat,” Mr. Bassett said.


  “I’m grounded for life, anyway. All our lives in LA, Alec and I never once watched a bank robbery or a murder, or had a relative arrested.”


  “We also never stole a car,” Alec said. “So there’s room to grow.”


  “Why don’t we get you back to my house?” Mrs. Torres said. “You can rest.”


  Mr. Bassett stopped us. “I’d like to go over the story once more,” he said. “I want to get the details while they’re fresh.”


  I nodded, and Alec shrugged.


  Mr. Bassett turned to Tommy. “You OK with that, Tommy?”


  “Fine, Dad,” Tommy said. It was the first time that he’d said anything since Mummy had put a gun in his face. Was he OK? He had an ego, but I hoped he was fine.


  I wasn’t worried about him. Just so we’re clear.


  Mr. Bassett said, “Who wants to tell the story this time?”


  Nobody spoke up, so I did it, with Alec jumping in with details. I took a seat on the sofa as I talked, and I watched the group. Tommy looked at the floor.


  Oliver leaned against the wall above me. I couldn’t tell how he reacted. He was calm. I wondered why this didn’t bother him like Tommy. Or me.


  As I started talking about the cops, something struck me. Deputy Plaschke might have been the biggest jerk I’d met in Crabtree yet, but he had a point.


  Why did the Monsters come visit us? It was convenient.


  More to the point, it could help Nick’s case. So why?


  Mr. Bassett spoke, and I returned to Earth. “I shouldn’t have to say this. But kids, I don’t want you doing any more investigating. These Monster guys are dangerous.”


  I laughed. “You’re right. It’s our fault. We never should have invited them to hang.”


  “Kat,” Mrs. Torres sounded tired.


  “I worded the invitations wrong. You say, ‘Come to our BYOG—Bring Your Own Guns—party at Bassett’s House, we’ll have punch and pie,’ and people get the wrong idea.”


  The adults didn’t think it was funny.


  “We didn’t do anything,” Alec said. “They came to us.”


  “Tell them, Oliver,” I said. “From where you were standing—and doing nothing—did we encourage the scary men?”


  Oliver cleared his throat and said, “They just defended themselves.”


  Mr. Bassett shrugged, as if to say, “Help me out.” Who was going to help him? Oliver? Good luck.


  I decided to call him out. “What’s with the shrugging? Is that a courtroom maneuver? From here, you and Oliver look like you’re a stooge short.”


  “Take it easy,” Tommy said. I opened my mouth, but got interrupted.


  “From now on, you go to school, you come here or to Mrs. Torres’s house, and study with Oliver. That’s all,” Mr. Bassett said. “We want you safe.”


  Tommy nodded. Alec didn’t respond. I felt like screaming, “Fat chance! I don’t take orders from dudes in monster masks or from crummy lawyers.” Figuring out who the monsters were was still my best chance at getting out of Crabtree.


  The lawyer went on: “There is good news. What the Monsters did is create the basis for a Straw Man defense. Know what that means?” I shook my head. Tommy and Alec looked clueless.


  “If the DA wants to convict Nick, she has to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that he’s part of the Monster Gang. One thing we can do is to find another suspect—or even create the impression there’s someone else who could just as likely be the ringleader. We don’t have to catch him, or her. We don’t even have to name them. But when we create an alternative, we plant seeds of doubt for a jury. Make sense?”


  Nobody spoke, so he kept going. “The other question is, if they were telling the truth, who framed Nick? Who’s getting away with something by keeping you busy?”


  “Cui bono,” I said.


  “Exactly,” he said. “Who benefits? Nice, Kat. I didn’t know you knew Latin.”


  “Just something I play with in my spare time.”


  Nobody laughed. Tough room.


  “It’s late, and we’ll let you get back to Mrs. Torres’s house,” Mr. Bassett said. “But good question. Who’s benefitting?”


  Everyone got up. Mrs. Torres and Oliver ushered us toward the door, but I pulled away and stopped Mr. Bassett. “I’ve got a request.”


  “You give me a tough time all night, and now you’re making requests?”


  “Alec and I need to see Grandpa Nick,” I said. “Tomorrow if we can.”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” he said.


  Tommy waited at the door. He gave Alec a quick hug, and then he put his arms out for me to hug, too. I’m not a big hugger, but I did it anyway.


  “Thanks for your help,” I said. “You were brave.”


  “It didn’t go well,” he said.


  “We’re alive,” I said.


  “I just wanted to protect you guys.”


  I pulled away from the hug, and—maybe for the first time—smiled at him. “I’m not the kind of girl who needs protecting.”


  “I’m starting to get that,” he said as we walked out the door.


  CHAPTER 25


  BACK TO JAIL WITH GRANDPA NICK
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  I woke the next morning to Oliver in the bedroom doorway again. This was getting annoying.


  “Get dressed,” he said. “Mr. Bassett called the jail. You’re seeing your grandfather. I’ll drive when you’re ready.”


  It didn’t take long to clean up and get dressed. At 10:30, we were back in the meeting room where we’d seen Grandpa Nick before. Charlie the guard ushered Grandpa Nick to his seat and cuffed him to the hoop in the table.


  Grandpa Nick smiled. He didn’t look worse than last time, but he didn’t look better. His smile didn’t quite rise to a smirk. He looked tired. He hadn’t shaved since last time, and his graying mustache had turned into a full beard.


  “You look like a Melrose Avenue hipster,” I said. “Get a pair of skinny jeans and a trucker hat, and you’re set.”


  “My life’s ambition,” he said. “You figure a way out of here, I’ll take you to Melrose Avenue right now.” His delivery seemed shaky.


  I struggled with where to begin. The Monster Gang? The Third National robbery? I had the whistle-Jude in my pocket, but I didn’t want to start there.


  What if he said something that convinced me he was guilty?


  Grandpa Nick broke the silence. “Heard you got a visit from the Monster Gang.”


  “Mr. Bassett told you?” I said. “How often do you talk to him?”


  “Every day,” Grandpa Nick said. “That why you’re here?”


  I hesitated, then switched gears. Time to take Grandpa Nick off balance. If I did that, we’d see if he said or did anything incriminating.


  “Yes,” I said. “But first, I thought we’d finish what we started at the bowling alley.”


  He squinted, like he didn’t remember. Then the squint opened. He remembered.


  For a second, I thought he looked anxious. He tried to cover, but I’d seen the reaction. I kept going. “I did the research. I learned about the Third National Bank.”


  “Actually,” Alec interrupted. “I did the research.”


  Before I could say anything, he continued. “I found the timeline in your office. Then we did the reading online.”


  I let it pass. Alec deserved credit. “The robbers arrived in four cars and left in one,” I said. “They blew up the vault, which they didn’t need to do. Sounds familiar.”


  Nick raised his eyebrows.


  “Is that why you’re in Crabtree? Because you think this twenty-year-old case might be connected to the Monsters?”


  He shook his head. “Just winding down a long career.”


  I shook my head and looked disgusted. “No way you chose to end up here. Why Crabtree instead of Florida or Arizona? They need decent cops everywhere.”


  “Can’t stand the heat,” Grandpa Nick said. “I don’t golf.”


  “I don’t think you believe that,” I said. “Try again.”


  “Really,” he said. “What’d Teddy Roosevelt say? Golf is ‘a good walk spoiled’?”


  “Stop,” Alec said. “We know you came here for a reason. We’re trying to figure out if you were hunting someone. Maybe that’s who framed you.”


  I stood. It was for show, but I was ready to leave if need be.


  “Forget it, Alec,” I said. “It’s not worth the trouble. He’s never going to be honest. If he came here for a reason, it’s Danny Hawkins.”


  If Nick had half a brain, he must’ve expected me to say the name. He still looked like he’d been slapped. Then he looked sad.


  “Who was he?” I said.


  “You don’t know?”


  “Never heard the name before this week.” I sat back down.


  Nick took a breath. “That figures. Your mother and I never talked about him afterward. She left Chicago, went into the army straight out of nursing school.”


  I felt something in the pit of my stomach. We’d stumbled onto something, after all.


  Nick didn’t need to say more. I knew the truth.


  “Look at that brother of yours, Katty,” he said.


  I did. Alec was still piecing things together. But I already knew.


  “Danny was your mom’s kid brother. About the same difference in ages as you and Alec.”


  I finished the thought. “Danny followed you onto the Chicago force.”


  “And he got killed, in a case I couldn’t solve.”


  He kept it together, but his eyes were wet. “I’m not going to my grave without getting the people who did it.”


  “Why here?” Alec said.


  “I tracked the robbers to Hitchcock County in ’97 and lost the trail. Since then, I’ve come here a lot. I thought the robbers would come back to Chicago, but they didn’t.”


  “Then robberies started happening in Hitchcock that had a lot in common with the Third National one,” I finished the story.


  “And detectives don’t believe in coincidence,” Alec said.


  Nick nodded. “So when the chief job came open, I put my hat in the ring. I had friends here. Jessup and I went way back, and Connors had the makings of a good cop.”


  Something clicked for me. “That’s why you bought the furnished place,” I said. “Why you didn’t decorate.”


  Nick didn’t say anything. Alec said, “Huh?”


  “You never meant to stay, did you?” I asked. “You came to Crabtree for this. When Mom shipped out, you had to take us, but you didn’t tell her why you were here.”


  “That’s thin,” Alec said.


  “It’s right,” Grandpa Nick said. “You mom doesn’t talk about Danny. I told my captain in Chicago what I was doing. He agreed to keep me on extended leave, but I told everyone I was retiring.”


  “So if you catch the bad guy, we go to Chicago?” Alec said.


  I shot him a glare. “What?” he said. “That’s better, right?”


  I bought the story. Maybe I didn’t want to think my grandfather was a Monster. But I bought it. For now.


  “You’ve been here a while,” I said. “Who were your suspects?”


  “Didn’t get far enough to narrow it down,” he said.


  “You’re holding out on us.”


  “Why would I do that?”


  “Maybe you don’t have a good enough case yet,” I said.


  “Maybe you’re worried whoever the suspect is could be dangerous,” Alec said.


  Grandpa Nick stared at Alec. That was it. He worried we’d be in danger.


  Time to change the channel. I pulled the whistle-Jude from my pocket and put it on the table.


  Grandpa Nick squinted. “This again? What about it? Glad you found it.”


  Alec and I exchanged a glance, and then I dove in.


  “I found it on the floor of the First Midwestern Bank and Trust.”


  Grandpa Nick sat back, stunned.


  “Frankenstein dropped it,” I said. Grandpa Nick didn’t speak.


  “Which means one of three things is true. One, it’s yours, and you dropped it, and you’re Frankenstein. Two, it’s yours, and someone stole it. Maybe when they stole the gun, but who knows? Three, it belongs to someone else who would have this special commemorative police whistle thing from Chicago.”


  Nobody said anything. So I went on. “Wanna tell me which is true?”


  Grandpa Nick leaned forward. “Am I to understand this is evidence from the First Midwestern robbery? You’ve held onto it?”


  “Save it! I’ve heard it from Dad.”


  “You could go to juvenile hall!” he said.


  “You could go to prison for life!” I yelled. “I’m trying like crazy to believe you’re not guilty, and this proves you are. I’m trying to be on your side!”


  “She’s got a point,” Alec mumbled. “If you look guilty to us, imagine what this’ll do for a jury.”


  “Sheriff Dancer would have a field day,” I said.


  “Give it to Bassett,” Grandpa Nick said.


  “Not yet,” I said. “First we talk.”


  “About what?” he spit out.


  “About who else could have one of these,” I said. “You said everyone on the Chicago force got one. Could one of the Monster Gang have been a Chicago cop?”


  “Or one of the Third National robbers?” Alec said.


  Grandpa Nick looked ticked.


  “You mad, Grandpa?” I said. “Good. Answer the question.”


  Alec said, “Think of the Sherlock Holmes quote: ‘Eliminate the impossible, and whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’ Dad taught us that.”


  Grandpa Nick looked at his cuffed hand. “I don’t know if it’s mine, or if it could’ve been taken from my house. I haven’t seen mine in a while.”


  “What about the suspects?” I said.


  “I didn’t have any suspects here or in Chicago who were cops,” he said.


  “What about now?” I said. “Think about it.”


  “I am thinking about it.”


  The door opened, and Charlie came in. “Sorry, folks,” he said. “Time’s up.”


  Alec and I got up. I looked Grandpa in the eye and said, “To be continued.”


  CHAPTER 26


  MEET REGINA
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  We came out of the meeting room and saw Oliver. He led us outside.


  “Where to?” Alec said.


  “Today we’re at my mother’s house,” Oliver said. “Tommy will be joining us in the afternoon.”


  The temperature had dropped, and the wind was crisp, blowing hard off the lake. I wrapped my jean jacket around me. Alec pulled his Omaha Steaks hat lower. His shaggy hair looked long.


  “How was your visit?” Oliver said.


  “Great,” I said with a big, fake smile. “I need to talk to Alec. Can you give us space?”


  “I’m walking you to the car,” Oliver said.


  “Uh huh. Can you walk behind us? I want to discuss something private. Cross my heart we’re not running off.”


  “Wouldn’t matter,” Oliver said. “I can outrun you.”


  “We’ll see,” I said. But Oliver fell a few paces behind.


  “Whadya think?” Alec asked.


  “We know more than we did,” I said.


  “Right. But he’s still holding back.”


  “You saw that, too?”


  “I’m not new to the family,” he said. “He has a suspect or two. He thinks it’s too dangerous for us to know who. But Danny is why he came here.”


  “That felt legit,” I said. “But if we knew who the suspect was, we might know who benefitted from framing him.”


  Before I could say another word, a voice came from the parking lot. “Kathryn Dylan?”


  An extremely tall woman in a black pantsuit walked toward us. She had to be six foot two, and she wasn’t wearing heels. Her hair was pulled back in a severe ponytail, so tight it looked like it’d cause a headache. She smiled, but she looked mean, like her teeth might be razor-sharp under the grin.


  “Do they call you Kat?”


  “Who’s asking?”


  She put out a hand. “This is your brother, Alec, right? My name’s Regina Gallup.”


  Before I could say anything, Oliver was standing in front of us. Maybe he really was faster than me. “Can I help you?”


  “No, Mr. Torres, you can’t,” she said.


  Oliver looked surprised. He didn’t know her, either.


  “I’m here to talk to Kat and Alec,” she said.


  “OK,” I said. I took a step toward her, and Oliver tried to block me.


  “Don’t be stupid, Ollie,” I said. “We’re outside the jail. She’s not going to hurt me.”


  Grimacing, Oliver let me approach the woman, who still had her hand out.


  I didn’t take it. Not yet.


  “You’re tough, aren’t you?” she smiled wider. It didn’t make her look warmer.


  “Not really,” I said. Now I took her hand and shook it. “Who are you?”


  “You mean, why am I talking to you?”


  Alec said, “Yeah.”


  Way to go, Alec. Ruining my tough-as-nails mojo.


  She pulled a business card from her jacket, like in the movies. I didn’t know people still had business cards. She handed it to me. It said:


  BLACKTHORNE PARTNERS


  Investigations & Security


  Regina Gallup, Vice President


  312-555-1111


  rgallup@blackthorneinvestigations.com


  I handed it to Alec. I shrugged to let her know she could speak.


  “My firm’s been hired by the First Midwestern Bank and Trust and its CEO, Bennett Applegate. We’re looking into the Monster Gang robberies. Mr. Applegate doesn’t believe local police are doing an adequate job.”


  “Neither do we,” I said.


  “Kat,” Oliver said.


  “My lawyer and his clerk would like me to have no comment,” I said. “But I think local law enforcement sucks at their job.”


  Regina chuckled. “I knew your grandfather on the Chicago PD.”


  “He eats too much bacon and has bad taste in music,” Alec said, “but he doesn’t rob banks.”


  Regina kept smiling. She seemed warmer. Almost. “That sounds right.”


  She kept talking. “I understand the Monster Gang paid you a visit. True?”


  Now I hesitated. I couldn’t decide what to say. I didn’t know who this woman was. I probably shouldn’t trust her, right? She could be anything—a reporter, a lawyer making a case against Nick, one of the Monster Gang.


  Oliver intervened. “Enough,” he said. “Come on, Kat. You’re not talking to her.”


  “I’ll talk to anyone I want.”


  “Do you understand who she works for?” Oliver said.


  “I understand her boss’s bank got blown up,” I said. “And she doesn’t buy Grandpa Nick as one of the Monster Gang.”


  “What the Applegates have done to Crabtree—” Oliver began.


  “You can shove your town, Ollie,” I said. I turned to Regina.


  Before I could say anything, Alec jumped into the fray. “Yes,” he said. “The Monster Gang came to our lawyer’s house. Guns raised and everything.”


  “What did they say?”


  I tried to get Alec’s attention. He needed to shut up. I had this under control. Once again, some guy was trying to take over.


  Alec kept going. “They said Grandpa Nick was innocent, and they’d never meant for him to get caught up in this. They said we should stop investigating.”


  Oliver got in front of Alec and put his hand over my brother’s mouth.


  I shoved Oliver. He lost his balance and stumbled to the ground.


  Oliver seethed. I balled my fists. “Don’t touch him again,” I said. “Understand?”


  Regina acted like she didn’t notice. Oliver glared. I ignored him.


  “Interesting,” she said. Her face had gone to almost fierce. She raised an eyebrow, and I thought she might challenge Oliver to a duel. I thought I’d like to see that.


  “So,” she continued, “they not only exonerated Chief Hawkins but suggested someone else framed him?”


  “Yeah,” Alec said.


  “Alec!” I said.


  “What? She already knew they came to us!”


  I made a cutting motion across my throat. He needed to shut up. I could control the conversation with Regina. And the first way to control it was to shut it down temporarily.


  Alec closed his mouth. I put my hand out to Ollie and helped him up.


  I turned back to Regina. “Oliver might be overanxious,” I said. “But he’s right about one thing. If we’re going to talk with you about this, we should probably have our lawyer.”


  “Bryan Bassett?”


  “Yeah. We got arrested a few days ago. I’m not anxious to get back in lock up.”


  “I heard about that,” Regina said. “You do seem pretty tough.”


  “Mr. Bassett kept us out of juvie. So . . .”


  Regina nodded. “Sensible. Have Bryan call me. We’ll set something up. Who knows? Maybe the bank or my firm can be a character witness for your grandfather.”


  She turned to go, then apparently thought better of it. She leaned down this time when she talked so that our eyes were level. It ticked me off. I’m tall for my age—almost five foot five, with room to grow—but I didn’t need any reminder she was taller. Her bending down twisted a knife.


  “You and Alec seem smart. But the Monster Gang killed someone, and they’ve stolen millions. They’re not to be trifled with.”


  “They already warned us,” I said.


  She smiled again. “Right. But they’re not all you have to worry about. You’ve got to find them and whoever framed your grandfather. And you’ve got to stay out of trouble. Tall order.”


  I didn’t say anything. Alec didn’t, either. At last!


  Regina Gallup sauntered over to a black BMW sedan at the curb. “I’m going to George Wilson’s funeral,” she said. “It’s in a few minutes. Will I see you?”


  It felt like a punch to the gut. With everything else, I hadn’t thought about George Wilson’s funeral. The man actually died for me, and I’d forgotten about him.


  Some kind of person you are, Kat Dylan. “We’ll be there,” I said.


  “No,” Oliver said, “we won’t.”


  “See you there,” she said as she got in the car.


  I started walking toward the parking lot. Oliver and Alec started jogging after me.


  “I’m serious,” Oliver said. “We’re not going.”


  “You can either drive me, or I can find it on my own.”


  He grabbed my shoulder. I turned on him, fist raised. “Want to stop me?” I said. “Prepare to have me arrested, or find a way to restrain me.”


  Alec turned on Oliver, too. “I’m going, too. He died because I had an asthma attack.”


  Oliver looked like he might haul off and smack us. I was ready. I’d smack back. We glared at one another for a while. If it had started to rain, I don’t think either of us would’ve budged.


  He relented. “I’ll take you,” he said. “I was trying to keep you safe.”


  “Nobody’ll hurt me at a funeral,” I said. “I still owe it to George Wilson to be there.”


  “Let’s go,” Oliver grumbled, leading us to his car. “I hate being your babysitter.”


  “Give it time,” Alec said. “It’ll get worse.”


  CHAPTER 27


  GUEST OF HONOR AT THE FUNERAL
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  I’d only been to one funeral—my dad’s Aunt Edith. It’d been in a cemetery near Malibu, on a cliffside overlooking the Pacific. The day had been sunny and warm, and the ceremony was short. My parents, who were still together then, had talked about the cycle of life and how Edith was going to rest in a beautiful place.


  I hadn’t known Great Aunt Edith well, so I hadn’t been sad. I came away feeling good. Like maybe she was at rest, or something.


  George Wilson’s funeral was nothing like that.


  Crabtree Village Cemetery sat gray and overgrown a few hundred yards from City Green Park. The stones were gray or bleached white, and the trees and grass looked like they hadn’t been trimmed in a year. Only a few people showed up for the service, but none of them were dressed as casually as we were. Alec hadn’t even worn his black elbow and knee pads.


  An old woman in black sat in a folding chair. A couple of other mourners, including old guys in firefighter’s uniforms, stood. There was a minister in a white-and-gold robe over a black collar. And, of course, Oliver, Alec, and me.


  Regina was there, standing with an older man with white hair slicked back and bug eyes. I’d seen him after the robbery. He’d stood among the onlookers. He’d talked to Grandpa Nick and the cops.


  Oliver saw me staring. “That’s Bennett Applegate,” he said. “President of the First Midwestern Bank and Trust.”


  “He hasn’t had a good summer,” I said.


  “Look who’s with him,” Alec said, nodding in Applegate’s direction.


  I hadn’t seen him at first, but next to Applegate was a chunky kid about Alec’s age. I’d seen him before, too: Alec and I had rescued him from three teenage bullies on the boardwalk—before Tommy and Patrick took credit.


  What was his name again? Phineas?


  Phineas saw us. He recognized us and looked surprised. He nudged Applegate, who signaled for the boy to be quiet. Applegate looked too old to be his dad. Grandfather, maybe?


  Regina smiled at us. Same creepy smile as before. I had the feeling she’d smile like that at someone before she killed them. I nodded at her. We weren’t dressed for the funeral. I felt guilty being in shorts and Converses when everyone else was dressed up.


  At least the Converses were black. Alec took off his Omaha Steaks hat.


  The minister had been speaking when we arrived. I didn’t start listening until he said, “And now, George’s family is honored to have Bennett Applegate, president of the First Midwestern Bank, one of Crabtree’s leading citizens, say a few words.”


  I watched as Applegate moved over toward the minister.


  “This is a sad day,” he said. “Terribly sad when fine men like George Wilson are victims of the evil forces that seek to destroy our town and way of life. You all know that George had a long career as a firefighter. He was a good man, and we were honored to have him at our bank. George knew he was part of something special. The Crabtree branch of the bank is close to our main offices, so I’d see George regularly. He knew we were doing great things there, trying to make Crabtree the great town it used to be. He liked being part of that, and in the end, he heroically saved our customers—the people who share in our dream for Crabtree and Hitchcock County—from the Monster Gang.”


  “Does he mean us?” Alec whispered. “We’re sharing the dream?”


  “What dream?” I said. Alec looked like he was holding back a laugh.


  “Seriously,” I whispered. “What dream is he talking about?”


  I would’ve kept listening, but I noticed Oliver’s reaction. He gritted his teeth and looked at the ground, shaking his head.


  “What’s with you?” I whispered.


  “Let me know when you want to leave,” he said.


  “It’ll be over soon,” I whispered.


  “Too bad we have to listen to this. George Wilson deserved better,” Oliver whispered back. I started to ask another question, but Applegate’s talk came to an end. There was a smattering of murmurs and other reactions from the crowd. Oliver grimaced.


  When the funeral was over, I approached the old woman who was seated.


  “Hi,” I said. “Were you Mr. Wilson’s wife?”


  “His sister,” she said. “His wife left him a couple years back.”


  I wasn’t quite sure what to say. “I . . . I’m sorry for your loss.”


  Alec was next to me now. “He saved us,” he said. “That day, at the bank.”


  “I know that,” George’s sister said. “I know who you are. I saw you coming.”


  “You can’t know how thankful we are,” I said.


  “I can guess,” she said. “And you can probably guess I don’t want to talk any more with you. From what I hear, your granddaddy was part of that Monster Gang. And they shot George, who thought he was protecting you.”


  “He was,” Alec said. “We—”


  “I’d like you to leave,” she said.


  Now Oliver was pulling us away from the woman.


  I tried to catch my breath. George Wilson’s sister had every reason to hate us. Heck, she had every reason to think Alec and I were at the bank as part of the Monster Gang’s robbery. To an outsider, it couldn’t be coincidence. Mummy threatening to shoot us would have looked like play-acting. I felt worse. When was Dad’s trial going to be over already?


  I got into Oliver’s car, and I didn’t say anything on the way back to Mrs. Torres’s house.


  By the time we got there, the gut punch from George Wilson’s sister had turned into teeth-gritting anger.


  First off, she didn’t know me. And I’d been afraid for my life, for Alec’s life, during the robbery. She didn’t have to talk to me, but I didn’t deserve to be treated like one of the robbers.


  Come to think of it, neither did Grandpa Nick. Not if he wasn’t guilty, and I was getting pretty sure he wasn’t. For one thing, if he was going to turn bad, why now? Think of the banks he could’ve robbed in Chicago! Why bother with crummy little Crabtree?


  I needed to get Nick out of jail.


  Which meant I needed to get to work.


  Mrs. Torres gave us free reign over the living room, and Alec and I had our laptops out and our schoolbooks. To the casual observer, we were just toiling away at our weekly homework.


  Yeah, right.


  Instead, we were messaging each other, coming up with a complete list of questions we still had to answer to get Grandpa Nick free. Alec was better at this than I would’ve guessed. Maybe he wasn’t a total moron. So far, we had:


  1. (Mine) Who was the suspect Grandpa Nick identified, and why wouldn’t he tell us?


  2. (Alec’s) Why would the Monster Gang go out of its way to tell us Grandpa Nick was innocent?


  3. (Mine) Who benefitted from Grandpa Nick being behind bars?


  4. (Alec’s) Why burn down the warehouse? Was there evidence we’d missed?


  5. (Alec’s) Why did the Monster Gang only steal from the First Midwestern Bank and Trust? There were two other banks in Crabtree. Why not them? (I really liked that question. Super interesting.)


  6. (Mine) Why did people in Crabtree—outside of the president of the bank and George Wilson’s sister, who, let’s face it, had reason to hate them—act like the Monster Gang wasn’t so bad? Why did Oliver hate Applegate so much?


  “Which one do we tackle first?” Alec said.


  Before I could answer, Tommy came in the door with Mr. Bassett. I closed my laptop, and Alec did the same. Mrs. Torres talked for a minute with Mr. Bassett before he departed. Mrs. Torres looked into the living room and asked how the homework was going.


  “Awesome,” I said. “Almost done with math. Then I’m going to help Alec on his social studies.” As soon as I’d said it, I worried I’d overplayed my hand.


  Mrs. Torres let it go. She smiled uneasily and left us alone.


  When she was gone, Tommy said, “Still playing detective?”


  “What are you talking about? I’m doing math,” I said.


  “Totally. Go, social studies,” Alec said.


  “Guys,” Tommy said, a touch annoyed.


  “Fine!” Alec said. “After our time with Grandpa Nick, and then the creepy Regina lady, and then the funeral, we’ve got things to figure out.”


  “What creepy Regina lady?” Tommy said.


  Alec told him about the meeting with Grandpa Nick and about Regina. When he was finished, Tommy said, “What are you doing? Even this Regina lady’s saying you should stay out of this.”


  “We might not be here when this blows over,” I said. “Our dad will be here in a few days, and I don’t see Sheriff Dancer and his pals figuring this out by then.”


  “Right,” Alec said. “It doesn’t matter if we’re in trouble with everybody. It’s not like Kat’s going to steal another car. We’re asking questions.”


  “Besides,” I said. “I don’t take orders from guys in rubber masks. If we hadn’t been onto something, the Monster Gang would never have come for us. You think they make courtesy calls? Why tell us Nick’s innocent?”


  Tommy didn’t say anything.


  “They came to us for a reason,” I said. “Alec and I aren’t stopping. We need your help. You could probably help us figure out what we need to know.”


  He scowled, then said, “Fine. What questions?”


  I couldn’t help smiling, and I really tried to stop. It wasn’t because Tommy was joining us. He was growing on me, but that wasn’t it. It was because of . . . other stuff.


  I opened my laptop and looked at my list. Maybe he could help with number 6.


  “Why do people in Crabtree act like the Monster Gang’s not so bad?”


  Tommy considered his answer. He knew something. I could see it.


  Alec and I waited. After what seemed like forever, Alec said, “Well?”


  “I don’t know,” Tommy said. He got up from the sofa. “Anyone want a snack? I’m getting one.”


  He left the room. I considered running after him and punching him. It wouldn’t work. He’d just mope around or continue to not tell us anything. I needed someone else.


  “You’re going to kill him, aren’t you?” Alec said.


  “Thinking about it.”


  “I thought he was with us,” Alec said.


  I had another idea. I would work around Tommy Bassett. A plan was forming.


  Alec knew something was up. “Oh, no,” he said. “What’re you going to do now?”


  I smiled at him. “Why don’t I see if Patrick will meet me after school?” Now I would just have to find a way to get in touch with Patrick without Tommy knowing.


  Alec shrugged. “Cool. You want his number?”


  “You have Patrick’s number? Why do you have Patrick’s number?”


  “I’ve had it a while. That dude’s hilarious! He’s been texting me about this place here in Crabtree where they deep-fry Twinkies! Is that crazy or what? I can’t wait to try one!” Alec scrolled through the contacts on his screen and held up his phone for me. “You want to copy this down, or should I just text him?”


  Grumbling, I put the number in my phone. My Tommy Bassett workaround seemed a lot less triumphant now, but I didn’t need Alec getting full of himself. Or realizing that he was the only Dylan in town who was making friends.


  CHAPTER 28


  PATRICK SETS THE SCENE
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  On Monday, I knew Oliver would be in front of the school in time to pick Alec and me up after the last bell.


  I didn’t take chances. I left the school through a side door and took the long way around to avoid seeing him in the pickup line. If I missed him, I’d plead ignorance. “Oliver, what happened?” I’d say. “I waited and waited. Where were you?”


  Alec would do his part. “I don’t know where she is,” he’d say. “Should we look around? She said she was going to look into joining the cheerleading squad.”


  Cheerleading. Heh. Me and Ava, sisters of the pompoms.


  It’d keep Oliver busy long enough.


  Patrick sat in a corner booth in the Starlite Bowl. My second visit to the place didn’t do anything to change my opinion. The table was sticky, and the orange fake leather on my seat was torn. The carpet on the floor was threadbare, its color lost long ago. Two vagrant-looking old men (maybe the same ones who’d been there the last time) bowled at one end of the room, but the other lanes were empty.


  Patrick had a wide grin. “I thought you’d given up on me, Kitty Kat. I know you’ve been hanging out with my boy Tommy. You got him arrested!”


  “He got himself arrested,” I said.


  He fake laughed. “I like that. You got spirit. What can I get you?”


  “Why did you pick this place? We could’ve met anywhere.”


  Patrick pointed to a guy who came from behind the lunch counter carrying a plate of something. He looked like a taller, thinner version of Patrick, with the same thick black hair on top and a wispy goatee. “My brother works here when he’s not at the community college.”


  I nodded hello to his brother, who smirked and put the plate in front of Patrick.


  It was ten mini hot dogs wrapped in bacon. I could still see chunks of butter trying to melt on top of them. And failing.


  Patrick dug in. So gross. “That means food and drinks are on the house. Bacon dog?”


  I remembered how disgusting the food was on my last visit, but I hadn’t been prepared for this. Patrick popped two bacon dogs into his mouth. I heard an ugly crunching sound.


  I wanted information from Patrick. I didn’t want it that bad.


  “Have one,” he said, his mouth full. “You can taste the butter and the bacon.”


  “I’m a vegetarian.”


  That didn’t deter Patrick. “Carl!” he shouted. “Two Cokes and a jumbo cheese fries for me and the hottie here!”


  I nearly barfed in my mouth. I put on a fake smile. Carl turned his thumb and forefinger into a gun and pretended to shoot Patrick, then went into the kitchen.


  “Cheese fries are good here,” he said. “Maybe when we’re done, we’ll get cookies.”


  I couldn’t imagine I’d want cookies from this place, and I tried to shake the image of bowling alley cheese fries. “Patrick,” I said, “remember you told me you could help me get to know Crabtree?”


  “Sure. Didn’t think you’d take me up on that.” He popped another dog into his mouth.


  “Changed my mind. I’m going to live here, right?”


  Patrick nodded and chewed loudly, so I went on.


  “So first, I’m sorry about how I freaked out on you after my grandfather got arrested. But I want to understand. What’s the deal? Why does everyone act like the Monster Gang are heroes?”


  Patrick sat back in the booth, and his brother arrived with two Cokes in tall paper cups and an enormous plate of cold-looking potato wedges under an onslaught of bright yellow liquid cheese.


  “Dig in,” Carl said.


  Patrick did. In seconds, he had a cheese whiz goatee that almost matched his older brother’s real one. “You came to the right place,” he said between bites.


  I sipped my Coke. “I figured,” I said.


  “Crabtree used to be a pretty good place,” he said. “The summer season’s always fun, and people who lived here year round could start a business and do really well. Chicago’s less than ninety minutes away, and you got the beaches.”


  “What changed?”


  “The bank—First Midwestern Bank and Trust. That family who owns them, the Applegates? They got aggressive, started closing businesses. They foreclosed on houses, rewrote small business loans so one bad month could mean you get closed down for good, stuff like that.”


  “That sounds pretty standard.”


  “Rumor is they’re trying to make over the town, make it more attractive to rich people from Chicago and wherever.” He grabbed a handful of cheese fries, stuffed them in his mouth, then licked the leftover cheese from his fingers.


  “Sounds like that’d be good for everyone.” It sounded like the “dream” that Applegate had been describing at the funeral.


  “Not people like us. They’re kicking us to the curb. Take my dad’s hot dog on a stick place. It was here fifteen years. They had bad months, but they’d make their year during the summer. For years, the bank understood. But last year, we had a bad February, and they foreclosed. My dad’s out of business. Now we’re depending on my mom’s newsstand, which barely does anything except during the summer because it’s on the boardwalk. Totally sucks.”


  He stopped talking. I wondered if he’d noticed I hadn’t eaten anything. I took a breath and pulled a cheese fry out of the sticky mass in the middle of the table. I took a bite. Gross. I nearly retched, but I had Patrick on a roll.


  “So people like the Monster Gang because they’re targeting the First Midwestern Bank. They only rob it, and not any of the other banks.”


  “That’s part of it,” Patrick smiled and licked his finger and thumb. He knew something else and felt powerful.


  I batted my eyes like a dumb girl in an old movie. “What’s the rest, Patrick? You can tell me.” Ick. It made my skin crawl.


  Patrick looked around. Nobody was listening. I saw the bowling alley’s owner come out from the kitchen, but he was on the phone. If he saw me, he didn’t show it.


  Patrick pushed the cheese fries to the middle of the table and leaned in.


  “OK,” he said. “It’s like this. The Monster Gang reached out to people who lost their businesses. I don’t know how they did it, but they did. They made a deal. They steal money from the Applegates, and they give the locals a cut. Nobody’s getting rich, but they can pay their bills.”


  “You’re kidding,” I said. “The Monster Gang is playing Robin Hood? They don’t keep the money?”


  “I’m sure they’re keeping some. But a lot of people get paid. My dad is.”


  “How do they do it?”


  “I don’t know for sure, but I know that a few days after every robbery, there’s a meeting. I don’t know how many people get payoffs, but there’s a lot. They meet up with the Monsters in one place, and they get their money.”


  “You’re joking.” I didn’t think he was, but I had to keep him talking.


  “No,” he said. “Matter of fact, the next money drop is tonight.”


  CHAPTER 29


  PULLING A JANELLE


  [image: ]


  As I walked up the front stoop of Mrs. Torres’s house, I practiced what I’d say. Mrs. Torres and Oliver had seen enough of the real me. They weren’t going to buy that I was some innocent girl who just happened to be missing when Oliver came to pick her up. They’d know I’d planned something if I played it that way.


  The trick would be to not overplay my story. And to not let it slip that I’d been at the bowling alley with Patrick. I took a breath as I reached the door. Show time.


  I opened the door and stepped inside. “Hello?” I called out. “Anybody here?”


  When nobody answered, I closed the door and called out, “I thought Oliver was picking me up. Sorry I missed you, Oliver. I waited. Was I in the wrong place?”


  Nobody answered. I stepped into the house a bit further.


  “Oliver? Mrs. Torres?”


  I heard someone moving around upstairs. I started toward the staircase.


  “Guys?”


  Someone grabbed me from the side. I shrieked.


  I looked to see who it was.


  Alec.


  I smacked him. “OW!” he yelled.


  “Don’t sneak up on me, twerp,” I said.


  “I was practicing my ninja moves,” he said. “I watched this video on YouTube. They say you can sneak up on anybody. I guess it actually works.”


  “Where is everybody? How much trouble am I in?”


  “You’re fine,” he said. “Oliver got called to some meeting at Mr. Bassett’s office, and Mrs. Torres is doing something. So Janelle walked me home. When you didn’t show, she said, ‘She knows the way.’”


  “Glad she’s concerned about my safety,” I said.


  “She’s upstairs,” he said. “Do you want to tell her you’re back?”


  “In a minute,” I said.


  “How’d it go with Patrick? Did you make a new friend?” he asked. “I’d love to see you hanging out with the cool kids here in Crabtree.”


  “Barf,” I said, and I wasn’t just talking about the cheese fries. “We’ve got a new challenge. We have to go out tonight, but if Oliver and Mrs. Torres aren’t around, it might work out.”


  I told him about the conversation with my new friend Patrick. He listened for a change. “So . . . you’re thinking that we follow Patrick’s dad tonight. Are you stealing another car?”


  “No. Been there, done that. But we have to get past Janelle, and I’ve got no ideas.”


  Alec, sadly, had plenty. “Maybe we could build a papier-mâché replica of you, me, and Tommy doing homework!”


  I sighed. “Unlikely to pass.”


  “Maybe Mrs. Torres has sleeping meds. Maybe we could slip three or four doses in whatever Janelle drinks.”


  “That sucks, Alec! We put too much in her drink, and she’ll go to the hospital.”


  “Maybe Tommy’ll have an idea.”


  “An idea about what?” Tommy’s voice said. He came out into the hall from the living room. “I thought you guys were coming in here. Hey, Kat. How about that ninja move? He got you, huh?”


  Hearing Tommy’s voice made me grit my teeth. My face felt hot. I could feel my chest tightening. I wanted to start hitting something hard, starting with Big Ego Tommy in his stupid smirking face.


  “I don’t want Tommy’s ideas,” I said. “He’s not coming, anyway.”


  “What?” Tommy said. “What’re you talking about?”


  “Yeah,” Alec said. “What’re you talking about? I thought you were cool with Tommy.”


  I stepped forward and shoved Tommy in the chest with both hands. He stumbled backward and fell onto his butt in the living room. “What the hell?” he yelled.


  “I’ll tell you what I’m talking about,” I said, barely controlling the rage in my voice. “The Monster Gang’s been giving money to people who lost their jobs or their businesses in Crabtree. They’re playing Robin Hood, and they have been since they started.”


  Tommy didn’t say anything. He didn’t get up, either.


  “Patrick knew about it, so I’m guessing you did, too,” I said.


  “Patrick? When were you with Patrick?”


  “I just came from hanging out with Patrick,” I said. “At least he’s honest. You let Alec and me stumble around for days. You could’ve told us why people like the Monster Gang, but you sat on it.”


  “Oh my God,” Alec said. “You thought he was holding something back. This?”


  “This,” I said. “You suck, Bassett. I can’t believe I was starting to like you.”


  Tommy tried to get up. “I can explain.”


  I walked over and shoved him down again. “Stay down. Big hero guy. You were talking about protecting me? I can’t trust you. What else haven’t you told us?”


  “Nothing,” he said. “I should’ve said something. But I didn’t want to get anyone else in trouble. I know some of the families who are getting money from the Monsters. I know you want your grandpa out of jail, and I do, too. But I don’t want those other families to go to jail. The Monsters are keeping them alive.”


  I wanted to kick him in his cute face. Hopefully make it less cute.


  In a low voice, Alec said, “That does make sense.”


  “What’s going on around here?” a voice came from behind us. “Oh, look who came home after all.”


  I knew the voice. I knew the tone. It could only be one person in Crabtree.


  “Hi, Janelle,” I turned around. “Sorry we missed each other.”


  “I don’t care,” she said. “What’d little Tommy Bassett do?”


  An idea came to me immediately. “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “I’d rather not think about him. But I’m wondering. Janelle, do you think we can come to some sort of arrangement?”


  Janelle laughed. “Big tough Kat Dylan wants a favor? This is gonna be good.”


  “Not a favor,” I said. “An arrangement.”


  Here came the risky part. If I screwed up now, Janelle was going to turn me over to Mrs. Torres. And maybe I was looking at getting sent to another foster home.


  “What’d you have in mind?” Janelle said.


  “I need you to look the other way for a couple hours,” I said. “Alec and I are running out, and we’ll be back before any adult knows better. I’ll give you $40. You cover for us.”


  I didn’t have $40. Everything I had now belonged to the Monster Gang. Which meant it might be making its way to the people of Crabtree tonight at the money drop.


  But I had a laptop. It was old and not great. But I could get more than $40 for it.


  Janelle looked around, like somebody was watching. “What about Tommy?” she said.


  “Tommy stays here. He’s not invited.”


  “Seriously?” Tommy cried out.


  “Yeah, seriously,” I said, side-eyeing the jerk. “$40, Janelle, no questions asked.”


  Janelle played hardball. “You ain’t got $40.”


  “I got a laptop,” I said. “I’ll sell it. Or give it to you.”


  Janelle laughed. “Whatever you’re doing must be good. You want this that bad, it’s worth $80.”


  “Do I look like I have $80? Come on!”


  “Your laptop’s worth more than $40,” she said. “You’ll get at least $100. You can keep the change once I get my $80.”


  Now I was in deep. I had to give her something, and if I said the deal was off, there was nothing to stop her from telling Oliver and Mrs. Torres about me trying to bribe her.


  “Come on,” I said. “If I have to get rid of the laptop—”


  “I’m not doing it for less than $60,” Janelle said.


  “Wow,” Alec said. “She’s really good at this. Much better than you.”


  “Forget it,” Tommy spoke up from the floor. “I’ll pay the $60. I’ll even pay $80.”


  He stood up and pulled out his wallet. He took out three $20 bills and held them out to Janelle. “You look the other way for a couple hours, no questions asked.”


  Then he looked at me, “You keep your laptop.”


  “Forget it,” I said. “Deal’s off. I’m not owing you anything.”


  Janelle grabbed the money. “Deal’s on,” she said. “You get what you want, Kat. But now that I have my money, I have conditions.”


  “Wait! What?” I yelled. Not only did I owe Tommy Bassett—for real, this time—and owe his father, but now Janelle was in charge.


  How soon could I leave Crabtree?


  CHAPTER 30


  KAT DYLAN, STOWAWAY
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  Janelle’s conditions were worse than I’d imagined. And I could imagine horrible conditions. First, she had to drive.


  “No way!” I said.


  “Forget it,” Alec said.


  “You idiots just got a visit from the Monster Gang, right? And the cops know all about you, right? You think nobody’s going to notice you walking down the street? You’re dumber than I thought.”


  “She really is better than you at this,” Alec said. “Like 50 percent better.”


  I grumbled but accepted the condition.


  Condition number two was Tommy had to come.


  “No,” I said. “I can’t trust him.”


  “Maybe you’d rather have your boyfriend Patrick,” Tommy spit back. “I paid for this.”


  “He’s not my boyfriend, jerk,” I said.


  “Does he know that?”


  I raised a fist. “I will knock every one of your pretty little teeth out of your mouth for that comment alone,” I said.


  Janelle cleared her throat loudly. “She’s got a point, Tommy. You apologize. I know you’re jealous of your boy Patrick.”


  “I’m not jealous of—”


  “Do Kat and I need to slap you around?” Janelle said.


  Tommy looked at the ground. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I was just mad.”


  “And jealous,” Janelle said.


  “I wasn’t . . .” Tommy started. I had to admit, I enjoyed watching Janelle own him as much as she owned me.


  “We’ll work on that,” Janelle said. She turned to me. “OK, look. Tommy’s going. For one thing, he did pay. For another, do you think—for sixty bucks—I should leave him home alone, a day after the Monsters and a couple days after he almost went to juvie? His dad’s my brother’s boss!”


  I didn’t say anything.


  “I’ll make sure he behaves,” she said.


  “I don’t like it,” Alec said. “But it makes sense. It’s not your day. You lost. But we can still go to the money drop.”


  And so . . . I accepted the conditions.


  A little later, we were in Janelle’s junky Honda Fit. She made all of us sit in the back, which doubled the humiliation. I was squeezed between Alec and Tommy. Alec farted a lot.


  “Sorry! I shouldn’t have eaten tuna for lunch,” he said.


  “I can’t believe we’re paying for this. Sixty bucks!” I complained.


  Tommy glared at me. I acted like I didn’t notice, so he spoke.


  “Look, I’m trying to apologize,” Tommy said.


  “Apologize to Patrick,” I said. “You know, the guy who respected me enough to tell me what was going on.”


  “I told you,” he said. “I didn’t want to get anyone in trouble.”


  He sounded sincere, and I considered he might actually feel torn about telling Alec and me about the Monster Gang’s Robin Hood work.


  “Where are we going, anyway?” he said.


  “Patrick’s house,” I said.


  We were driving through one of the residential neighborhoods north of Kirkwood. The houses were small and poorly maintained, the yards overgrown. Janelle didn’t talk as she drove. She had earbuds in and bobbed her head to music I couldn’t hear.


  “There,” Tommy said. He pointed at a shabby ranch house painted yellow with purple-ish shutters. The roof looked like it was caving in on one side, and the driveway was cracked and oil splattered. A white Ford F-250 with a dent in the side was parked in front.


  Whatever the Monsters were paying Patrick’s dad, it wasn’t going into the house.


  Janelle pulled over and parked across the street.


  “That’s his dad’s truck,” Tommy said.


  “So he probably hasn’t gone yet,” I said.


  “What now?” Tommy said.


  “We wait,” Alec said.


  For a moment, I wished I had stolen a car again. I wouldn’t owe Tommy anything, and he wouldn’t be here. Also, I worried someone would notice a tiny car with four kids in it. But the street was dark, and there wasn’t much foot traffic.


  Around 9, Patrick’s brother Carl pulled up to the house on a battered ten-speed. He leaned the bike against the mailbox post but didn’t lock it, then went inside. Minutes later, an older, chunkier man with the same facial features as Patrick and Carl came outside.


  This, I guessed, was their father.


  He unlocked the truck and paused for a moment. He went back to the house, opened the door, and called inside. I couldn’t hear what he said. But I got an idea.


  “Let me out,” I said.


  “Why?” Tommy said.


  I didn’t answer. I climbed over him and opened the car door. Quiet as I could, I got out. Mr. Chung’s back was still turned to the street—and, more importantly, to me.


  Janelle rolled down the window, but before she could speak, I whispered, “I’ll come back. Just checking something.”


  That was a lie, but hopefully Tommy’s money would keep her quiet.


  I ran from the car. I had a couple of seconds.


  I made it to the truck. Mr. Chung was still talking to someone inside.


  I pushed up and hopped into the bed of the truck. I hugged the bed, trying to make myself as flat and invisible as I could. I closed my eyes.


  I didn’t want to know if I’d screwed this up.


  I heard Mr. Chung come back to the truck and get in. I braced myself.


  Nobody pulled me out. Nobody yelled at me. The engine started.


  I felt the truck back up and turn onto the street. Mr. Chung put it in drive, and we were off. I hugged my arms tightly around me. Slowly I turned onto my side and then my back. I saw power lines, street lights, and the edges of trees hanging over the road. The night sky was blue black.


  I’d done it. I was definitely going to the money drop.


  Only I didn’t know where that was or even how far.


  This could go wrong quickly.


  I tried to think of one of Dad’s stories where a cop stowed away in a criminal’s vehicle, and it led to a big arrest or a happy ending. I couldn’t think of anything except Lois Lane pulling something like this in one of the Superman cartoons Alec used to watch.


  If this went wrong (it usually did for Lois), I would only have Tommy the Ego and a fifth grader with asthma to save me. I wondered if I’d made the right choice.


  My phone blooped in my pocket, and I freaked. I grabbed it and immediately turned off the volume. Had Mr. Chung heard?


  We went over a bump, and I was almost airborne for a second. But we didn’t stop. Maybe he hadn’t heard. I pulled my phone up against my chest and looked down at the screen.


  A text from Alec.


  What r u doing?! We’re following the truck!


  We were still moving. I figured I was safe.


  Great, I typed into my phone. But stay back when we get wherever. I’ll txt u when it’s clear.


  I stayed still and waited. We stopped. Were we there? I thought I saw a reflection of red light against the white of the cab. We started up again. It’d been a traffic light.


  We went over a series of bumps—railroad tracks. I tried to figure out where we were, and I cursed myself for not knowing my way around Crabtree better. We went another hundred yards or so, and then the truck turned left.


  We rolled down a small hill and across a patch of gravel. The truck turned right and stopped. I heard Mr. Chung cut the engine.


  I held my breath. We were here, wherever that was. Was I caught?


  I didn’t know anything about Mr. Chung. If he found me, would I be safe?


  He opened the cab door and stepped down onto the gravel. He slammed the door behind him, and I heard him lock the truck remotely. Then I heard feet crunching against gravel, going away.


  Maybe I was safe.


  I rolled onto my belly and slowly pushed myself up so that my eyes were above the edge of the truck bed. I was in a parking lot, among dozens of other cars and trucks. It was well lit, and I could hear street noises not far away.


  I lifted my head farther, and I saw a huge building just a few hundred yards away. I was somewhere I would have never picked for a money drop.


  The Crabtree Mall.


  CHAPTER 31


  THE MALL DROP
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  I texted Alec: Come over. I got out of the truck bed and found a hiding spot.


  Janelle, Alec, and Tommy took their sweet time getting there. I waited between a beige Nissan and a gray Chevy. And waited. And then waited some more. I checked the clock on my phone.


  How far behind Mr. Chung were they?


  I watched Mr. Chung go in the building. Before I could get up, I heard a car door close not too far away, and I ducked down again. When I dared glance over the side of the truck, I saw a couple of stragglers—nobody I recognized—follow Mr. Chung inside.


  I couldn’t keep waiting. I got up from my hiding place and went to the mall’s front doors. Inside I could see Mr. Chung and the stragglers, their backs to me, a long way off. I tried the doors. Locked.


  Ditto the revolving door. It didn’t move.


  I’d only been to the mall once before, but I thought I remembered another entrance by the food court. I scanned the parking lot. No movement, and no Janelle and company. I jogged over to the food court entrance.


  Also locked. What the heck? Had someone let Mr. Chung and the others in and then locked up? I’d been too busy hiding to see for sure. I jogged back toward Mr. Chung’s truck.


  I caught a glimpse of the entrance to the parking lot. A car was coming. Janelle? I couldn’t tell. I scrambled back to my hiding place.


  Moments later, Janelle’s Honda Fit parked a few spaces away. The parking lot stood quiet now, at about forty cars. As Tommy and Alec walked toward the truck, I popped out from my spot. Alec gasped.


  “Did you bring your inhaler?” I said.


  “Don’t do that!” Alec said.


  “I’m staying out of sight.” I smiled. Now who’s the ninja?


  “What’d we miss?” Tommy said.


  “Mr. Chung went inside. Other people after him, but nobody I recognized.”


  “Let’s go,” Tommy said.


  “Can’t. The front doors are locked, and so are the ones near the food court.”


  “Someone had to let Mr. Chung in,” Alec said.


  Did I really need to go through all this with him? Apparently, yes. I explained my efforts trying to get into the mall only to find the entrances locked. Tommy and Alec nodded and, as usual, added nothing.


  Finally, I glanced at Tommy. “Any ideas?”


  Tommy shook his head. I looked at Alec. “I’ve only been inside that mall once,” he said.


  Janelle poked her head out the car window. “Need a way in? Get in the car.”


  Crabtree Mall had eight movie theaters, but they weren’t all in one place. The big theater, Cinema 1—where summer blockbusters were shown—sat on the main promenade. Cinemas 2, 3, and 4 were near the front entrance.


  Cinemas 5 through 8 sat on the east side in what had once been a discount department store. They were smaller, but . . .


  “They’re easy to sneak into,” Janelle said when she parked near them. “The latch on the door to Cinema 7 never worked. So if you wanted to watch all four of the movies in these theaters, you can.”


  Tommy, Alec, and I got out and walked over to the Cinema 7 exit. Tommy tried it, and it swung open. “See?” Janelle called from the car.


  “Want to come?” Alec said. “You’re a better leader than Kat.”


  Janelle smiled. “I only do so much for sixty bucks. I’ll be here when you come out.”


  Tommy said, “You OK with me coming?”


  I was OK. Him giving me the puppy dog eyes worked. But he didn’t need to know.


  “Nothing I can do about it,” I said. “Janelle’s rules, remember?”


  I went inside. Tommy and Alec followed. The theater stood dark but for the red exit signs. Unlike me and Alec, Tommy had spent time there, so he took the lead, taking us into the small, grubby lobby, then into the interior of the mall.


  The floors were sticky, its walls dingy, and the overhead lights dim. The anchor department store was a cruddy knock-off. The shops were sad: a jeweler, a Hallmark, cheesy clothing stores for kids and older women. Being here when it was empty didn’t make it better.


  “OK, it’s creepy,” I said. “What now?”


  Tommy walked to the center of the mall’s long promenade. We followed. We hadn’t gotten far when Alec stopped us.


  “What?” I whispered.


  Alec put a finger to his mouth. We listened.


  “If this is a fart joke—” I started.


  Alec put his hand over my mouth and gave me an urgent look.


  Tommy nodded and whispered, “I hear it.” I listened, and then I heard it, too. Somewhere—not far—people were talking. It came from the central plaza, on the other side of the food court.


  We followed the sound, moving cautiously. Nowhere to hide. I felt exposed. Could someone be watching us? We slipped into the food court, which smelled of greasy food and industrial cleaner. My Converses stuck to the floor and ripped away each time I took a step.


  Alec kept turning back, making sure nobody followed us. Each time he did, his helmet, which he was still wearing with the chinstrap around his neck, rattled. I looked into the darkened Steak Escape and Sbarro stands. If someone hid there, we’d be sitting ducks. They’d hear us coming because of the stupid skateboard helmet.


  The rumble of conversation got louder. Tommy got ahead a few steps, and he motioned for us to follow. Next to Long John Silver’s, the mall’s walkway curved into the central plaza. To see the whole plaza, we’d need to turn the corner.


  “Someone’s turned up the lights,” I whispered.


  Alec shushed me. Tommy poked his head around. “Oh my God.”


  I slid past Tommy, around the bend. He didn’t stop me, but he didn’t follow. At one end of the plaza stood the entrance to the department store. At the other was a grubby elevator.


  In the middle of the floor stood a train ride for kids. It’d seen better days. It went in a small circle in front of a bunch of empty stores. In the middle of the circle was a model Nordic village, with five or six houses too small for any but the youngest kids to use. Maybe it had been some sort of Santa’s village display at one point, but it was permanent now, still standing in September.


  Tonight, it was the only thing between us and the Monster Gang.


  The Monsters, in masks and suits, had their backs to us. They weren’t alone. A line of people, maybe fifty in all, waited.


  There was a bench and a planter adjacent to the train ride. With my head down, I sprinted and hid behind the planter. I glanced up. Nobody had noticed. I waved Alec and Tommy to join me. One by one, they did.


  We watched. Mr. Chung had a spot at the front of the line. He approached the Monsters and mumbled something. Frankenstein handed him a bundle.


  “Your take is $6,300, Denny,” Frankenstein said. Mr. Chung said a quiet thanks before moving on. As he left, he opened his bundle, which held a giant roll of cash.


  “Wow,” Tommy whispered. “I recognize most of these people. They’re locals who lost their businesses to the Applegates. I didn’t know there were so many.”


  “The Monsters are playing Robin Hood,” Alec said.


  “No wonder they’re heroes around here,” I whispered.


  Someone new stepped to the front of the line. Someone I knew.


  Mrs. Torres.


  “Almost $7,000, ma’am,” Frankenstein handed her a bundle. She took it.


  “Oh my God,” I whispered.


  “Think Janelle knows?” Alec whispered.


  “No way,” I whispered back. “She never would’ve brought us.”


  “Unless it’s a trap,” Alec whispered.


  Tommy shook his head. “They would’ve grabbed us already. There’s no way Mrs. Torres is telling Janelle she needs to take Monster Gang money.”


  Still, my stomach dropped. I liked Mrs. Torres.


  I scanned the line. I recognized a couple teachers from school. Other faces looked familiar, but I couldn’t place them.


  Tommy inched out from behind the planter. I grabbed him. “Where are you going?”


  “Maybe I can figure out who’s under those masks.” He inched forward in a crouch.


  The biggest building in the kid’s ride was an imitation train station, tall enough to act as a playhouse. Tommy slid across the floor unseen and climbed into it. An older man came to the front of the line. “Sorry about the boat shack,” Frankenstein said, handing out more cash.


  Inside the train station, Tommy craned his neck through a small window. He pulled out his iPhone and snapped photos. As he did, he shifted on his left knee, pushing it down. I watched as the floor panel underneath moved. He was kneeling on a pedal, which looked like it did something.


  It did. The ride, its lights, its tinny calliope music whirred to life. The train began to chug around the tracks. The Monsters and the crowd turned to the ride, as if noticing it for the first time. Tommy tried to duck below the window. Too late. They saw him.


  Frankenstein and Dracula started toward him. Tommy was paralyzed. I couldn’t take it. I sprung up and charged the train station. Reaching inside, I grabbed Tommy. We were going to run.


  CHAPTER 32


  MONSTER CHASE!


  [image: ]


  So we ran.


  I was in the lead, with Tommy and Alec close behind. Behind them, I saw Wolfman, Dracula, and Mummy racing after us. The Monsters looked fit, but I thought we could keep a healthy distance. What choice did we have?


  I looked at Tommy as we ran. “Always have to be the hero, don’t you?” I called out.


  “You’re doing this now?” he yelled back.


  “Right,” I said. “I’ll do this once I’ve gotten us out of your mess!”


  I poured on speed. Tommy pushed himself to catch up, and Alec did the best he could.


  I had two concerns. Running faster than the Monsters wasn’t one of them. I’d been fastest on my basketball team. If Tommy played soccer, he’d handle a wind sprint.


  Alec was another story. His asthma had a way of popping up at the worst times. If he couldn’t breathe, we were sunk. Plus, he still had the stupid helmet around his neck, which seemed like a pretty easy thing for a Monster to grab. If that happened, we’d be caught and he’d never stop coughing.


  “You OK?” I called to him.


  “Fine!”


  “Asthma?”


  “Would you shut up? I’m fine!”


  “Take off your stupid helmet!”


  “You think I should stop and do it now?” he yelled back.


  Fine.


  I found my next gear and sped up again. Tommy did the same. I could feel Alec on my heels.


  Now my second concern. Where were we going, if we were going to get away?


  I looked at Tommy. “Where to?”


  “You mean the great Kat Dylan doesn’t know how to get us out of my mess?” he yelled. “That figures. Food court!”


  We took a sharp turn into the food court. The Monsters were gaining but hadn’t expected us to veer off course.


  We avoided the aisles and went on a collision course with the tables and chairs.


  Tommy was in the lead now. The big hero, again. Insufferable.


  Alec slid over table after table, while Tommy and I jumped over chairs that got in our way. The Monsters followed but didn’t move as easily through the obstacle course.


  Alec looked back at the Monsters as he came down off a table top. He stopped long enough to topple the table behind him. Tommy started kicking over chairs as he went. If the Monsters were following, we wouldn’t make it easy. Mummy tripped over a chair.


  I got another idea. Passing Panda Express, I saw a pile of plastic trays. I grabbed them.


  “What’re you doing?” Tommy called out.


  “You’ll see!” To Alec, I said, “Remember the Glendale Galleria?”


  Alec got it. We raced out the other end of the food court. We had a straight shot to the main entrance. It had been locked on the way in, but maybe getting out would be easier.


  Tommy and Alec kept running, but I stopped.


  “Keep going!” I said. I turned back.


  The Monsters were through the food court now, too. I had a clear shot.


  I flung the first of the plastic trays across the floor at the Monsters. It slid fast, careening into Wolfman’s feet, tripping him. He struggled to keep balance.


  I let another fly. It went faster, harder into Mummy’s shin. Not hard enough to hurt, but he stumbled, colliding with Wolfman. Both went down.


  No time to reset for Dracula, who was still coming. I let a third go in his direction. I had four more. I threw them in the general direction of the Monsters. Then I took off.


  In a few seconds, we came to the main entrance of the Mall.


  Once we hit the parking lot, the Monsters would lose their shot at us.


  I tried the first glass door. It wouldn’t budge. Tommy tried another. Locked tight. Alec tried the revolving door. Ditto.


  “Must be on a master lock,” Tommy said. He looked for a bolt along the top or bottom of the door.


  The Monsters were coming. Our chance to get away had evaporated. I caught a look from Alec. I knew what we had to do. I looked to my right. Alec looked to his left.


  “Split up!” Alec called out. He ran left.


  I moved to join him, but I felt Tommy tug my arm. He was running, and to keep from my arm being pulled off, I was, too.


  “Let go!” I said.


  “Alec said split up,” he said. “We’re splitting up!”


  “I should be with Alec! He’s a kid!”


  Tommy didn’t let go. “Sure. Let’s go back and reset,” he said.


  I looked back toward the front doors. Dracula and the other Monsters were there. Alec was out of sight. Dracula went in Alec’s direction, and then Mummy and Wolfman came in ours.


  I didn’t have time to argue with Tommy. “What’s this way?” I asked.


  “Cinemas 2, 3, and 4,” Tommy said.


  CHAPTER 33


  SPLIT UP
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  Tommy held onto my arm and kept up his top speed.


  “I’ll go faster if you let go,” I said.


  “Fine!” he said, exasperated. I took off ahead of him. He needed to remember who was in charge.


  We reached the movie theaters, and I flung open the doors. “Now what?” I said.


  “I thought you were in charge.”


  Solid burn. No time to acknowledge it.


  Outside, we could hear the Monsters coming down the hall, their hard-soled shoes thumping on the concrete floor. We had to move. I looked around. Where could we go?


  Into the theaters? I didn’t know what they were like. Was there anywhere to hide?


  The concession stand? We might be cornered.


  So where? Come on, Kat, you wanted to be in charge.


  I spotted an old, wrap-around desk where someone collected tickets. I dove behind it, pulling Tommy with me.


  We huddled under the ticket desk and tried not to breathe loudly. In the dark of the theater, we’d be hard to see.


  We heard the theater door swing open. “You take number two. I’ll take four. We’ll come back for three,” one of them said. Wolfman and Mummy passed the ticket desk.


  I put my finger to my lips. Tommy nodded.


  We slid closer together. Our faces were really close. Our eyes met for a second. They stayed there for a second, or two, or three. I might have stopped breathing.


  We heard the Monsters come out of Cinemas 2 and 4 and go into 3. One said, “Think they could have gone outside through here?”


  I listened for them to come back. I stayed quiet.


  My heart pounded so loud. Tommy must’ve heard it.


  “Sorry about before,” Tommy whispered. “You were right. I wanted—”


  I put my finger up to his lips. I thought I heard the Monsters coming.


  Tommy was sitting there, holding his breath. He looked sorry, and he’d actually been really good.


  The Monsters came out of Cinema 3. They weren’t talking, but I heard them moving.


  I leaned into Tommy, closing my eyes and pressing my lips to his.


  He didn’t stop me.


  I couldn’t hear the Monsters. Had they found us? Were they going to?


  And holy crap! What was I doing kissing Tommy? Hadn’t I hated him like five minutes ago?


  He still wasn’t stopping me. He was kissing me back.


  I peeked an eye open and saw his were closed, so I closed mine again.


  We kissed, then broke, then kissed again.


  I heard the door to Cinemas 2, 3, and 4 opening, and the Monsters going out.


  “Must’ve gotten outside,” one said.


  “I’m not going outside,” the other said. “Good way to get caught.”


  I heard the door close behind them, but Tommy and I were kissing again.


  We broke for a second.


  “Think they’re gone?” he whispered.


  “Yeah. We should give them a minute.”


  More kissing.


  Then I remembered. Oh God! Alec!


  I broke off the kiss this time. “We should find Alec!”


  “Right,” Tommy said. He started kissing me again. “Just a second.”


  The mood was gone for me. What if the Monsters got Alec? My heart beat like crazy again.


  “We’ll find him,” Tommy said. “I want to make sure they’re gone.”


  “OK,” I said. When he moved in again, I kissed him back. Maybe the mood wasn’t gone.


  That’s when we heard the theater door open.


  “Guys?” we heard Alec say. “You in here?”


  Now the moment was gone. Officially dead. Time of death: when Alec showed up.


  I poked my head up. Tommy and I came out from under the desk. Tommy didn’t even look my way.


  “We should go,” Alec said.


  Tommy stepped out into the hall.


  I shot Alec a look. Same old Alec. Always showing up at the wrong times.


  “Did I miss something?” he said.


  Tommy came back into the theater lobby. “I don’t want to walk through the mall yet,” he said. “The Monsters and the rest will be dispersing pretty fast. We should stay hidden for a bit.”


  We went into Cinema 3 and sat in the back row. Alec first, then me, then Tommy. We scrunched in our seats. Tommy signaled us to stay quiet.


  Nobody said a word.


  Nothing awkward about that. Nope. Just sitting quietly with a guy you maybe like (who you just KISSED!) and your little brother. I watched the time on my phone.


  After 10, Tommy said, “Let’s try now.”


  We went back to the mall’s entrance. Still locked.


  But now the mall was empty. We trudged through the empty corridors. I felt sure someone was lurking. Nobody jumped out. Our shoes echoed on the cement floor. In the food court, someone had turned the tables and chairs right side up.


  “They got out fast,” I said.


  “Cell phones,” Tommy said. “They couldn’t be sure we hadn’t called the police.”


  “OK,” Alec said. “We saw Patrick’s dad and Mrs. Torres. Anyone else?”


  Tommy nodded. “I’ll make a list. I took photos. That worries me, too. If I recognized them, couldn’t they recognize me?”


  “That’s our immediate problem,” I said. “There’s no way Mrs. Torres didn’t see us. She knows what we know. The Monsters could be waiting at her house.”


  “You can come to my house,” Tommy said.


  “We have to go back,” I said. “She could turn us over to the Monsters, but that’s risky, too. When our dad gets here, we can’t be missing, or there’ll be an investigation. We know she’s taking money, so we have leverage, too.”


  “I don’t think I’ll sleep well in that house,” Alec said.


  “Did you ever?” I said. “Janelle’s waiting. If we run, nobody’ll believe us about Mrs. Torres and Mr. Chung. We’ll just be bad kids. But if we go back, we’ve got leverage.”


  “People get killed over leverage!” Alec said.


  “What’s your idea?” I spat back.


  He didn’t have one. As usual. We didn’t speak again until we’d gone back through Cinemas 5–8 and into the parking lot. Tommy checked the time. “10:15.”


  “So?” Alec said.


  “When’s Mrs. Torres back?”


  “Might be back now,” I said. “But she’s not going to do anything in front of Janelle.”


  Janelle’s car came around the corner and stopped. She rolled down the window. “Where you guys been? I’ve been circling the mall for twenty minutes. I saw half of Crabtree leave.”


  “Did they see you?” I asked. Janelle may have jobbed Tommy out of money, but I didn’t want the Monsters on her case. I didn’t ask if she’d seen her mom.


  “Doubt it,” she said. “I was sitting in the parked car with the lights off. Why?”


  “Don’t worry,” Tommy said. “Let’s get back to your house.”


  We piled into Janelle’s car and zipped away. We were at Mrs. Torres’s house in ten minutes. We walked in together, and I braced myself for a big confrontation.


  I didn’t get one. The house was dark and quiet.


  “Mom’s meeting must’ve gone long,” Janelle said.


  “Oliver’s, too,” I said. That was weird, right? Neither of them were here?


  “Sometimes my brother hangs out with his high school friends,” Janelle said. “The ones he played basketball with. Two of them live over in Benton Harbor now. He probably went there.”


  Alec and I agreed to wait with Tommy until his dad came. We went into the living room, and I fell onto the sofa, putting my head against one of the pillows. Fatigue washed over me. It’s not every night you get chased all over a mall by bank robbers.


  And make out with Tommy Bassett.


  I didn’t want to sleep, but my arms and shoulders felt heavy.


  Alec plopped into an easy chair. He was talking to himself about something, but I couldn’t make it out. Tommy paced around, then picked up the remote control and turned on the TV. He flipped to ESPN.


  Janelle came into the room. “That’s it?” she said. “One little ride, and you’re sacked out and watching highlights? You’re easier than my brother said. And I made sixty bucks.”


  I looked at Tommy. He looked at the floor.


  What was that about? I knew he was conflicted about the Monsters, but I thought he’d sit with me now, or at least say something. But no. Nothing out of him. He paced, glancing up at the TV again and then down at the floor.


  It made me even more tired.


  CHAPTER 34


  SLEEPLESS IN CRABTREE
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  I dozed off on the couch—but not for long. When I woke, Mr. Bassett was there, and Tommy was getting up to go. Alec had zonked out in his easy chair.


  “What time is it?” I managed.


  “Don’t worry,” Mr. Bassett said. “You and your brother go to bed.”


  I felt too foggy to argue. I watched Tommy and his dad leave. Oliver was in the hallway, and he closed the door behind them. He pointed up the stairs.


  I roused Alec. Practically sleepwalking, we went up the stairs and into our rooms. I quickly changed into pajamas. Next door, I heard Alec collapse.


  I got under my covers. I closed my eyes to drift off . . .


  And my phone buzzed. I checked the screen. Chloe.


  Hey!


  Didn’t hear from u.


  What’s going on?


  U OK?


  I took a deep breath. What should I even tell her? That I just kissed this boy who was on the high school soccer team, but that wasn’t the real story because it happened after bank robbers chased us all over a mall?


  I’d definitely tell her about Tommy if I were there.


  I’d definitely tell her about the Monster Gang and the mall, and . . . but I didn’t even know where to start.


  I started to type a long text, and then I deleted it. Then I started to text about kissing Tommy. Ugh. I had to delete that. I really wanted to tell someone, and Chloe would be the best someone. If I didn’t tell her, I had . . . who? Alec?


  He did know all about the Monster Gang already, so that’d be out of the way. But ewww, I was not going to tell my brother about Tommy. Nope, it had to be Chloe.


  But not tonight. Instead, So late here. TTYL. Promise. We’re good.


  Now I couldn’t sleep. I was wide awake.


  In the dark, I stared at the cottage cheese ceiling. I tried not to think about Tommy or about why he shut down when Alec found us. I definitely did not think about the kissing. Or about how soft his lips seemed. Or how he smelled.


  Nope. Not one bit.


  I shook those thoughts and shifted to Mrs. Torres. She was taking money from the Monster Gang. Which meant she was on their side.


  I sat up in bed and wondered what was stopping her from coming in here now. If I dared drift off, was I going to wake up and see the Monsters standing over me? Guns drawn? Mrs. Torres seemed nice, sure, but if I was threatening the roof over her head, would she hesitate to get me killed?


  I’d said that nonsense at the mall about us having something on her, but I didn’t actually believe it. It’s not like I was best friends with Sheriff Dancer. Who would believe me? Could the Monsters make Alec and me disappear?


  The door to my room creaked open. I almost jumped and screamed.


  It wasn’t the Monsters. Just Alec. “You awake?”


  “No. Go to sleep, Alec.”


  “I will. I just wanted to know something.”


  I didn’t respond, so he stood in the doorway and went on. Of course.


  “Why’d you give me that look? At the movie theater, when I found you guys, you gave me this look, like you were ready to kill me. Was that . . . hold on a second! Oh! I’ve got it now!”


  I put my head in my hands. Oh, God . . .


  “You and he . . . what were you guys doing? Making out or something?”


  “Alec!”


  “Oh God, you were totally making out! Holy monkey! You and Tommy!”


  The only way this could get worse is if the Monster Gang came in now and killed us. At least that would be over sooner. Now I’d have to hear about making out with Tommy from my brother.


  I sat up. “Alec, I’m not talking to you about this. You don’t get to know about this.”


  I stood up and walked over to him. I towered over him in my Aquarium of the Pacific T-shirt and light blue Star Wars pajama bottoms.


  I guess I could have worn something more intimidating. Whatever. I went on. “Do not think for one second this is material for your stupid jokes. The first time you bring this up around him, you’re dead. Really dead. Like frogs in a biology class.”


  “OK!” he said. He looked away. I went back to my bed. I closed my eyes.


  Alec didn’t move. “Kat, what’re we going to do? We don’t know how many people are getting help from the Monsters. Who’ll listen to us? Grandpa would, but he’s in jail. Plus, maybe the Monster Gang shouldn’t be stopped. It seems like they aren’t hurting people, and they’re helping others.”


  “They’re hurting Nick. They can’t go on without him staying in jail.”


  “I know,” Alec said. “But what about Patrick’s dad? That family’s in big trouble without that money, and the First Midwestern Bank isn’t so great.”


  “What about George Wilson?” I said. “They killed him.”


  Alec stopped talking.


  “Right,” I said. “They’re not good guys, Alec.”


  Of course, that was easy to say. I couldn’t start thinking about Patrick’s dad, or Mrs. Torres, or anybody else who needed the Gang’s help. It’d cloud the picture. They’d killed a nice old man. They’d let Grandpa Nick go to jail. I couldn’t be conflicted.


  That’s what I told myself.


  I changed the subject. “I need you to do something tomorrow. Cover for me. I’m cutting school. I have people to see.”


  I told him what I had planned. Alec didn’t object.


  CHAPTER 35


  MRS. TORRES COMES CLEAN
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  I must’ve fallen asleep again because I woke with a start a little before 7 a.m. I knew someone was in the room. I gulped air as I sat up, and I looked around for a weapon.


  My eyes focused.


  No Monster Gang.


  Mrs. Torres stood in the doorway. Everyone was always in my doorway.


  Her face betrayed nothing. She didn’t grimace or smile. She stared, her mouth a straight line with no curves. I wiped hair out of my face.


  “Get up,” she said. “I’m driving you to school.”


  “You are?” I said. I hoped I didn’t sound terrified.


  “That’s right,” she said. “Be ready in fifteen minutes. We’re going early.”


  She left the room, closing the door. Alec opened it a second later.


  “We’re dead,” he said. “Right? She’s taking us to the Monster Gang.”


  I couldn’t think of anything even a little reassuring that didn’t also sound like complete crap. “I don’t know.”


  “OK, let’s go,” he said. “Out the window.”


  “Then what?”


  “What do you mean, then what? We run,” he said. “To the police. We call Dad. I know you’re ticked at him, but he doesn’t want us dead.”


  “You honestly think we’d make it a block?” I said. “If she’s taking us to the Monster Gang, someone’s outside watching us. We’ve got to handle this differently.”


  I watched his face. Was he going to have an asthma attack? Because that was all I needed. “Got your inhaler?”


  “Will you quit it with the inhaler?”


  “Get dressed,” I said. “She’ll be back quickly.”


  “That’s it?” he asked. “We’re walking to our doom?”


  “Settle down,” I said. “Got any coins?”


  “This is a really bad time to borrow money.”


  I pulled a sock out of my bag and put it on the bed. Then I pulled all the keys I’d swiped from Grandpa Nick’s. I stuffed them in the sock.


  I fished in my pockets. I had a few quarters and dimes. They went in, too.


  I showed Alec the sock full of heavy, metal junk. “Get it?” I said. “If we need to defend ourselves, they won’t see this coming.”


  “Hellooooo?” he said in his most annoying voice. “Did you forget? Ninja videos on YouTube! I’m all set.”


  “Sure you are. Get dressed.”


  Downstairs, Mrs. Torres was waiting by the front door. She didn’t say a thing. She opened the door and walked toward her car.


  I took a deep breath. I wore leggings and a T-shirt, plus my jean jacket. The jean jacket had the sock full of metal, so it was weighed down on one side.


  I grabbed Alec’s hand, and we walked to the car. Alec got in back, and I got into the front. Mrs. Torres started the car. I clutched the sock in my pocket.


  Before she backed out of the driveway, I said, “Where are we going?”


  “You know where we’re going,” she said.


  I measured what to say next. Alec couldn’t. “You’re taking us to the Monster Gang?” he said, voice cracking. “Turning us over to them? Or are you killing us yourself?”


  Mrs. Torres put the car back in park and turned to face him. “I’m taking you to school,” she said. “I would never hurt a child. Or put one in harm’s way.”


  She put the car in reverse again and backed out of the driveway. I still clutched the sock.


  She put the car in drive and said, “I’m taking you because I need to explain.


  “I’ve been a foster parent since before my husband died. It didn’t used to be our main income. We had a restaurant on Kirkwood called Michigan Lunch. We were in business fifteen years.”


  “Let me guess,” I said. “The Applegates foreclosed.”


  She didn’t smile or nod. She said, “We’d never been the kind of place that attracted rich folks from Chicago during the summers. But we made payroll and rent every single month.”


  “Local dive?” Alec said.


  “A diner. But when my husband got sick, and Oliver was at school, we fell behind. We couldn’t stay open as long.”


  “The Applegates swooped in,” I said.


  “When the Monster Gang started, it was big news. One day, there was a man in a mask at my back porch. He handed me $7,000, no strings attached. It kept the note paid on my house. Janelle and Oliver have another sister we can’t take care of at home—it paid for her care, too.”


  “You knew where it came from,” I said.


  “Didn’t bother me that the Applegates were suffering,” she said. “I thought it was a one-time thing. Then they came around after the next robbery. And the next. I thought I’d take it a little while and come up with a plan, so I wouldn’t need it.”


  “Did you?” I asked.


  She shook her head.


  “We’re messing things up, aren’t we?” I said. I almost felt bad. The Monster Gang needed to get caught, but I didn’t feel good about making Mrs. Torres’s life harder.


  We pulled up to the elementary school, and she parked. “No,” she said, smiling now. “You’re doing the right thing, for the most part. Maybe not stealing the car.”


  “We’re clear that was a misstep,” I said.


  “I don’t think your grandfather’s behind this,” she said. “I only met him once, but I’d be shocked. I’m not saying you should keep poking around. I don’t want you to. You could get hurt. The Monsters know who you are, and there are other folks who were there at the mall.”


  “Are they coming after us?” I asked.


  “I’ll keep them away as best I can,” she said. “But be careful. Now go to school.”


  I got out. Alec followed. Without even a wave, Mrs. Torres drove off.


  “Now what?” Alec said.


  “We go ahead with our plan,” I said. “I’ll ditch school and poke around.”


  “How do you feel about this?” he said. “I want to help Grandpa, but—”


  I shook off the question. “Same as I always have,” I said, lying. “This is about Mr. Wilson and Grandpa Nick. Cover for me if anyone asks.”


  I walked toward the middle school. Sure, everything was worse now. I had two choices: I could keep going, with major risk to Alec and me—and Tommy—but maybe I’d catch the guys who killed Mr. Wilson and framed Grandpa Nick. But I’d make life harder for people in Hitchcock County.


  Including nice ones, like Mrs. Torres.


  Or I could stop. I could let Mr. Wilson’s killer go free, let Grandpa Nick rot in jail, and . . . even then Mrs. Torres was in trouble. The Monsters had destroyed all thirteen First Midwestern branches. What was happening next, anyway? Were the Monsters going to wait for the Applegates to rebuild, then start over? That’d take years.


  The people depending on the Monsters were up a creek either way.


  I didn’t like it, but I’d stick with my plan. I went into school and bided my time.


  The places I needed to go wouldn’t be open yet, so I sat through Mr. Sampson’s advisory and a really boring math class. After math, I went to the restroom, locked myself in a stall, and waited.


  I heard the bell for my next class, and I waited.


  I watched the seconds tick on my phone, until I was seven minutes into second period. I came out of the stall. The bathroom was empty. The hallway was clear, too. I went out the door near the gym without anyone seeing me.


  First, I went back to the library. Inside, a gray-haired woman with big glasses and a floral print shirt gave me a glare.


  “Hi,” I said, going for my most charming grin. “Do you have a research librarian?” The LA Public Library had a team of them, and they’d saved my butt on a few school reports.


  My most charming grin was an air ball. “Shouldn’t you be in school?” the librarian said.


  “Free period. I’m working on a report. I have a note from my mom.” Which I didn’t. But I started searching in my pocket as if I did.


  “It’s fine. Go sit there.” She pointed to a metal desk painted yellow with an ancient desktop computer on top. “Loretta Mae’ll talk to you in a minute.”


  Loretta Mae sounded like this lady’s long lost twin, but if she dug up what I needed, I didn’t care. I waited a few minutes and started to get nervous. Maybe there was no Loretta Mae. Maybe it was a ruse to keep me occupied while the librarian called the cops.


  A short, slender woman with big black-framed glasses, bright pink hair, and a sleeve of tattoos sat across from me. “You have a research request?”


  “You’re Loretta Mae?”


  “Not what you expected?”


  She wasn’t. She wore a vintage Love and Rockets T-shirt, black jeans rolled up at the ankles, and serious-looking Doc Martens. She had a gold loop in her right nostril.


  “Not really,” I said.


  “So what’s important enough to skip school about?”


  “I’m not . . .” Ugh! I was caught!


  “You might have sold Doris on that, but I went to Crabtree schools this century. The high school doesn’t let kids out on free periods, let alone the middle school. You look like middle school.”


  Before I could register a disagreement, she laughed. “Kid, stop. Like I didn’t ditch from Crabtree Middle. And ditching to go to the library? Cool!” I exhaled and tried to smile.


  “What’s your name? What do you need?”


  “Kat. I need a list of all the businesses that have gone under in the past couple years in Hitchcock County, especially foreclosures by the First Midwestern Bank and Trust.”


  Loretta Mae pursed her lips. “Big list,” she said. “But I can get it. What else? Name of the business owner? Address?”


  “Whatever you got.”


  Loretta Mae reached under the desk and got a fierce-looking MacBook. “You didn’t think I’d search on that machine, did you?”


  I smiled. I’d found someone I liked in Crabtree.


  It took Loretta Mae thirty-five minutes to pull together an entire list and then export it into a spreadsheet. She printed it out and reviewed it with me. The Applegates had shut down nearly fifty businesses in the past three years, and I had their names, addresses, and the people who owned them.


  The Monster Gang’s customer list.


  “Some of these were pretty old,” she said. “I remember some from when I was growing up.”


  “So they weren’t all closed in their first year of operation,” I said.


  “Right. That can happen, but not with a lot of these.”


  I scanned the names of the businesses and their owners. I saw Patrick’s dad and his restaurant. I saw a lot I didn’t recognize, which wasn’t surprising. I folded the spreadsheet and put it in my backpack.


  “One more thing,” I said. “I know the Monster Gang blew up all the branches of the First Midwestern Bank and Trust. But what about the guy who owns the bank? Where’s he work?”


  Loretta Mae typed a few commands into her computer and handed me a Post-it with an address for the Applegate Trust Companies. I had another stop to make.


  CHAPTER 36


  THE BIG, BAD APPLEGATES
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  The Applegate Trust Companies occupied a three-story red brick mansion above the boardwalk, at the intersection of Kirkwood and Shore Road. Didn’t take me long to get there. I couldn’t remember if I’d noticed the place before—which was strange, because it was only six blocks from everything on the main drag.


  It didn’t look like other houses on the Shore Road. It was just as big, but its architecture was old and formal, with two rounded turrets in front and a courtyard in between. It looked like it had been there longer than anything in town, but it was in perfect condition.


  Perfect condition in Crabtree qualified as weird.


  I rang the bell, and the front door (which was red, with its doorknob in the middle) opened. A middle-aged woman in a dark suit and rimless glasses answered. “Yes?”


  “Kat Dylan to see Bennett Applegate,” I said.


  “I don’t remember an appointment with a Kat Dylan.” She looked at me like I’d stepped in dog poop. She made to close the door.


  “Ask Regina Gallup,” I tried. “She said to come by if I found anything about the Monster Gang.”


  She gave me a skeptical look. “Go back to school, young woman,” she said. She shut the door.


  I started pounding on it. “Hey!” I yelled. “This is important!”


  No answer. I stepped away and tried to figure out if there was another way in. I searched my jacket for Regina Gallup’s card. It was long gone.


  Then I realized I had a Plan B. I yelled, “Fine! Tell your boss you kicked out the girl who saved his grandson from a bunch of high schoolers on the boardwalk last week! See how he likes that! While you’re at it, tell Regina you blew me off!”


  I tried to remember Applegate’s grandson’s name. Not Artie, but . . .


  Phineas! “Phinny remembers,” I yelled. “You just screwed up!”


  The door opened. Holy cow. It worked.


  Regina Gallup stood there, next to the bouncer lady. Regina smiled. She seemed even taller than I remembered. She was in a white mock turtleneck with short sleeves and dark pants. Her hair was still tied back in the tightest, most painful-looking ponytail I’d ever seen—even worse than last time.


  “Where are your friends, Kat?” Regina said.


  “At school. They don’t know I’m here. I have information I thought you and Mr. Applegate would want. If you want me to come back later, I won’t.”


  “Please come inside,” she said.


  A minute later, I was on the second floor, in an office that took up most of it. Bennett Applegate, with his slicked-back white hair and bug eyes, sat behind a mammoth desk. The room was decorated like a hunting lodge. There was a deer’s head, with huge antlers, growing out of one wall. The deer looked at me with glass eyes. I ignored him.


  The walls were wood paneling, with framed hunting scenes and weird portraits of Bennett and other people, including Phineas, standing over dead animals.


  The place gave me the creeps. I wanted to leave.


  Regina sat on the edge of Applegate’s desk. She gestured for me to sit in one of the expensive-looking chairs in front of the desk. I did, even though I was sure the cushion was made of zebra hide or something.


  “If you’d made an appointment, I would have taken you and your brother for lunch at the Muskegon Club,” Applegate said. “I appreciate your help with Phinny.”


  “Another time.” I didn’t know what the Muskegon Club was, but it didn’t sound like anywhere I wanted to go. “I’m wondering how much attention you’re paying to the Crabtree Mall.”


  “I’m not following,” Applegate said.


  “You might wonder why people in Crabtree like the Monster Gang so much more than your bank. I did.” I told them about the Monster Gang passing out money at the mall. I told them how we’d barely managed to escape.


  “The mall?” Regina said.


  “I don’t think the money drops are always there, but this one was.”


  “Are you and your friends all right?” Applegate asked.


  “We’re alive, but not fine. When my mom got deployed, she thought she’d moved us to a safe place. Now her dad’s in jail for crimes he didn’t commit, and I’ve had two run-ins with the Monster Gang. Not to mention Sheriff Dancer and his band of idiots.”


  “What can we do for you?” Regina said.


  I didn’t really know, and I said so. “Not much, I guess. My father will be here soon, and my brother and I will go home. Until then, I might need your help, but I don’t know with what. Or my grandfather might.”


  Applegate nodded. “I’m appalled Nick was arrested. When he’s free, I’ll be in his corner.”


  “Did you know the Monsters were doing this? Turning the money back to the locals? You must have heard something.”


  “There were rumors,” Regina said. “But we never had proof.”


  “Did you wonder what happened to the people whose businesses you foreclosed on?” I asked. “Most of them are still here, and I’m guessing they’re still paying the bills.”


  “And?” Applegate said.


  “Well, if you’d heard the rumors, and you noticed people weren’t leaving in droves . . .”


  “Yes?” Applegate said.


  “You know how many places you’ve shut down, right? Hitchcock County isn’t big, and there are fifty that have gone out of business in the last three years thanks to you.”


  “Those businesses were in trouble. We’re changing Crabtree for the better. When we’re done, it will be a better place to live and work. Not always a fun job, but essential to the life of this county,” Applegate said.


  “What’s your plan for the Monsters? Why have Regina if you’re not trying to stop them?”


  Regina said, “I’ve been working with the police to catch them for months, Kat.”


  “Fine. Nothing personal. But why not figure out a way to dry up their fan base? If these people don’t need the Monster Gang to survive, then the Gang goes away. Right?”


  Applegate and Regina looked at one another, and then Regina turned to me. “Kat, Mr. Applegate is busy. We appreciate you coming by. Let us know if you have future interactions with the Gang or if you learn anything we should know.”


  Applegate cleared his throat. “Let me sweeten the pot.”


  I didn’t get up.


  “You’ve had two run-ins with the Monster Gang. If you learn who they are, I’m offering a reward. There are no age restrictions on it.”


  “How much?”


  “Thirty thousand,” Regina said.


  “Dollars?”


  Regina smiled again. I didn’t like her smiles. “Deliver whatever you have to me. It could go a long way for you and your brother, right?”


  It absolutely could. It’d take care of after-school care back home, at least for a year.


  The back of my neck tingled. Did I want to take money from these guys? They looked like they enjoyed taking people’s businesses away. I wanted to go home, but this felt gross.


  They kept looking at me without saying anything until I got up. I said I’d be in touch, and I left. I didn’t know what I’d expected, but I was glad to get out of that creepy place.


  CHAPTER 37


  BACK AT SCHOOL . . .

  BUT WITH A HITCH
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  When I got back to school, it was past noon. Lunch would be ending soon. I wouldn’t have time to eat, but I could reinsert myself in classes.


  Nobody would realize I’d been gone. If the teachers checked their attendance logs with one another, they’d probably assume they’d made a mistake. I’d probably been there all along. Kat Dylan, smooth operator. These Crabtree folks didn’t have a clue.


  I had a couple minutes, so I decided to check on Alec. If I found him fast, I could tell him about the fifty companies and my meeting with Applegate and Regina Gallup.


  He’d probably be jealous.


  I trudged through the elementary school field. Not too many kids outside. I found a window into the school cafeteria, and I looked inside. The glass was shaded and dark. With the glare from outside, it was hard to make out faces.


  I didn’t see him. Where was he?


  Probably he’d made friends. There was no fifth grade Ava to torpedo his social life.


  I opened the door to the cafeteria and looked again for Alec. He wasn’t there. Weird.


  I checked my phone again. I needed to get back to my school. I’d catch up with Alec later. I closed the door to the cafeteria and jogged back across the field.


  Did I mention how sly I was? I made for the door to the middle school cafeteria. Nobody noticed me. See? I didn’t even want to be popular in Crabtree. Anonymous worked fine.


  The door opened before I could get it. Mr. Mentrup stood there, sweaty and irritated. He was looking at me, glaring really.


  “We’ve been looking for you, Kat,” he said. “Where were you?”


  Oliver and Sergeant Jessup stepped into my line of sight, next to the wrinkly counselor.


  “What?” I said. “What happened?”


  “It’s Alec,” Oliver said.


  “Where the hell were you?” the sergeant said. “Your brother’s in the hospital.”


  The next few minutes were a total blur. I don’t remember walking through the cafeteria. I don’t remember if Mr. Mentrup said anything. I remember the sergeant’s hand tight on my arm, and then I was in the backseat of Oliver’s green Mazda, heading toward Crabtree Community Hospital.


  The whole time I heard a rushing in my ears. Like waves from the ocean, only really loud. And my heartbeat. So loud Oliver and Sergeant Jessup must’ve heard.


  I remember Oliver said something, and I heard it over the crashing waves and thumping heartbeat. But I couldn’t tell you if it was outside the cafeteria, or in the car, or at some point in between.


  “There was a fight,” he said. “Boys from the high school, we think. Nobody knows for sure. Alec’s hurt bad.”


  Along the way, Sergeant Jessup repeated, “Where were you?”


  He might’ve repeated it a few times. Maybe yelled it.


  I didn’t answer. I thought about offering an excuse. I didn’t. I didn’t care what the sergeant thought. It hadn’t occurred to me Alec wouldn’t be safe at school. I didn’t need the sergeant to convince me he’d be OK if I’d been around.


  CHAPTER 38


  A DAY AND NIGHT IN CRABTREE COMMUNITY HOSPITAL


  [image: ]


  At the hospital, it didn’t take long to find Alec. Or Mrs. Torres.


  “Where have you been?” she asked. “You cut school. Where did you go?”


  “Can we do this later?” I said. “I want to see him.”


  Mrs. Torres grimaced and looked to Sergeant Jessup and Oliver, who stood behind me in the hallway at Crabtree Community Hospital. I didn’t look back at them. We stood there for, like, forever.


  “I want to see him now,” I said.


  Mrs. Torres opened her mouth. I interrupted her.


  “I’m sure you’re disappointed in me,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll hear all about it. Know what? I’ll take it. I’ll listen to everything you say. Every dismissive, sanctimonious, condescending word. But first, I see my brother.”


  “Since when do you set the rules?” Sergeant Jessup barked.


  Now I did turn to him. “Are you still a cop?” I said. “Because my brother just got assaulted in your safe little town, and you’re wasting time coming at me about skipping school. I’m Alec’s only living relative in this state who isn’t in jail. Take me to him, or I’m going to cause the kind of scene you know I can.”


  I turned back to Mrs. Torres. She led me back to Alec’s curtained-off area and bed. I walked close to her, and I said quietly, “I already feel guilty.”


  We arrived at Alec’s bed. The first thing I saw was his helmet and his elbow and knee pads in a pile on the bedside table. The knee and elbow pads were folded. He never folded them. I thought I saw a dash of blood on the edge of the helmet.


  I tried not to react, but I heard myself choke. I blinked hard, and I felt my eyes getting hot. I fought back tears. I wouldn’t cry in front of Oliver and the sergeant.


  Alec opened his eyes and smiled. “Took you long enough.”


  His face was a bruised mess, and he looked smaller than I could remember him ever looking. I couldn’t believe it, but I felt a lump forming in my throat. Oliver, standing behind me, put a hand on my back, and I shrugged it off.


  “Do I look that bad?” Alec said.


  I sat on the bed. “Can’t believe somebody beat me to it. I was going to mess you up like this. You look better than normal.”


  Alec smiled, then grimaced. “I’ll be out tomorrow. Those guys didn’t do any lasting damage.”


  “So your face is supposed to look like this?”


  He tried to laugh again. It still hurt, so he stopped. “What’d you find?”


  “Talk later.”


  “Then I guess I’m taking painkillers and watching soap operas.”


  “You love soap operas!” I said, laughing a little.


  “Just Days of Our Lives. And The Young and the Restless.”


  Mrs. Torres nudged my shoulder. “We need him to rest.”


  I got up, even though I wanted to stay. It might have been the first time I wanted to hang out with Alec since Mom and Dad brought him home from the hospital ten years earlier.


  When I stepped away, Sergeant Jessup whispered, “Let’s go have a talk.”


  This, on the other hand, was the last thing I wanted to do. But I’d agreed to take my licks. I nodded at Alec. “Be right back.”


  Alec motioned for me to come close. When I did, he whispered: “I think I accidentally spilled that you skipped school,” he said. “I—”


  I cut him off. “Doesn’t matter. Rest. I’ll be back.”


  I followed Sergeant Jessup and Oliver out of the curtained area and into the hallway. Mr. Bassett was out there, and I wondered if Tommy would be with him.


  Not that I wanted to see Tommy . . . I just wondered.


  Mr. Bassett asked, “How’s he doing?”


  “Looks lousy, but he seems like himself.”


  “Oliver will stay with you,” he said. “We’ve been talking with the police and the sheriff’s office about your safety.”


  “Fine.” I didn’t feel like fighting with Tommy’s dad, either. The idea of Oliver being helpful sounded like a joke, but I kept it to myself.


  Oliver came over. “Sorry about your brother.”


  “Thanks.” I wasn’t an Oliver fan, but I’d give him points for being nice.


  Sergeant Jessup, on the other hand, decided to play bad cop. Because of course he did.


  “OK, Miss California,” he said. “I don’t care who you think you are. Where were you when Alec took the beating of a lifetime? He got it on the chin, and you were nowhere.”


  I changed my mind. I was willing to hear from Mrs. Torres about not being around, but Sergeant Jessup? Forget it. I rolled my eyes. “I’m going back in to see Alec.”


  “You’ll answer my question first.” The sergeant’s face was red.


  “Don’t think I will,” I said, louder than I intended. A couple nurses at the station a hundred feet away looked up from whatever they were doing.


  “Take it down a notch, Ray,” Oliver said.


  “He was out cold and bleeding,” Sergeant Jessup pressed.


  I looked to Mr. Bassett. “Isn’t what he’s doing considered badgering a witness?”


  “Lay off her, Ray,” Oliver said again.


  Mr. Bassett didn’t say anything. I shook my head. Pathetic. This was Nick’s lawyer? No wonder he was still in jail.


  “I want to know,” Sergeant Jessup said. “She acts like she’s God’s gift to the world—”


  “You want to know, Ray?” I said, my voice quiet. “I was at the library. I got a list of all the businesses the First Midwestern Bank foreclosed on. My guess is the people who owned them are the people getting money from the Monster Gang. How do you feel about that, Ollie?”


  Oliver didn’t say anything.


  “That’s right,” I said. “We already knew about your mom. Last night, Alec, Tommy, and I went to the Crabtree Mall. We watched the Monster Gang hand out money like they’re Robin Hood. There were a lot of people there with hands out. Tommy took pictures.”


  “Now wait a minute—” Sergeant Jessup started to say.


  “I’m not finished,” I cut him off. “Are you doing anything to help get Grandpa Nick out of jail? While I’m at it, how many people you know will be showing up in Tommy’s photos? How many friends? Family even?”


  I turned to Mr. Bassett. “How many of your clients?”


  I looked back at the sergeant. “How many of you know more about the Monster Gang than you let on? How many of you knew the Gang was spreading the wealth? Even the Applegates heard rumors. You geniuses must’ve heard something!”


  I let that hang in the air. None of them said anything.


  “Right. Why don’t you morons confer with each other for a while?” I said. “I’m going in to see Alec. Then I’m going to figure out who did this to him.”


  CHAPTER 39


  YOU CAN’T GO HOME . . .

  AND YOU CAN’T STAY HERE
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  Alec slept the rest of the day with an IV full of painkillers in his arm. I didn’t go anywhere. I watched him sleep and thought about what I’d do next.


  Mostly, I wanted to find the guys who beat him up. Alec told me they were football players. Whoever did this to Alec had a dose of negative karma coming, Kat Dylan style. Once I knew who they were, I’d figure out exactly what to do to them.


  Too bad I didn’t have access to Mom’s car anymore. I could’ve run them over.


  Dad texted twice. Call me.


  Probably someone told him about Alec.


  Sorry, Dad. Didn’t feel like stepping away. You

  made me wait. Now it’s your turn.


  Mrs. Torres was in and out of the room. She asked the doctors about Alec. She sat with me and watched him sleep.


  “I didn’t think anyone would hurt him,” she said. “Not at school.”


  “People think we’re messing with their money,” I said. “Including at school.”


  “I wouldn’t—”


  “Hurt us?” I said. “You didn’t do this. I don’t even think the Monsters did. But I’ll find the people who did. Nobody’s stopping me.”


  She looked at Alec again. I said, “I should have been there.”


  “Then what?” she said. “We’d have two of you in the hospital.”


  She got up and motioned for me to follow. I went into the hall with her. “You need some sleep,” she said. “Oliver can take you to my house.”


  “People know where I’m staying,” I said. I saw Tommy and his dad coming up the hall with Oliver.


  “I’ll talk to the police,” she said. “We’ll see about putting a car out front. Or if you want, you can stay at Mr. Bassett’s tonight.”


  “Couldn’t I stay here? Crash out next to Alec?”


  She shook her head. “They won’t let you. You’re not his parent or guardian.”


  She actually hugged me as Tommy and his dad arrived. Tight. I was surprised, but I hugged her back. I thought about how much I wanted to get the guys who hurt Alec, and I considered maybe she felt the same way.


  After all, somebody had harmed one of her foster kids. Just because she was taking money from the Monsters didn’t mean she wanted Alec beaten up.


  She let go and wiped her face. She’d teared up. Wow.


  “What do you think?” she said. “My place or the Bassetts’?”


  “I’ll take her for now,” Mr. Bassett said. “Oliver and Sergeant Jessup will keep watch.”


  I nodded. I imagined trying to sleep in my room at Mrs. Torres’s house, knowing Alec’s empty bed was next door. It didn’t seem comforting. Tommy reached out and touched my shoulder.


  “How’s he doing?” Tommy said.


  “He’s sleeping,” I said.


  Then I realized something.


  OMG! I was spending the night at Tommy’s place! He’d barely spoken to me since we’d kissed, and now he was going to be one room over!


  He’d see me in the morning! Hair a mess, teeth not brushed!


  “Maybe I should go to your house, after all,” I said to Mrs. Torres.


  “Nonsense,” Mr. Bassett said. “This way she can stay with Alec.”


  I had to keep from shuddering. Nobody noticed, I think.


  Mr. Bassett said, “Let’s get Ray, and we can leave.”


  “Where is Sergeant Jessup?” I said.


  “Upstairs. Come on.”


  He walked toward the elevators. Oliver and I followed. Mr. Bassett pushed the Up button, and we waited. Nobody explained anything.


  “What’s upstairs?” I said.


  “Jessup’s wife,” Oliver said. “Cancer ward. She doesn’t have long.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “She’s from Hitchcock originally. That’s what brought Ray here. Her family.”


  I didn’t know what else to say. Tommy shrugged. Thanks, Tommy. Very helpful. The elevator opened, and we all got in. We went up a floor.


  More silence in the elevator. Finally, Tommy broke it.


  “At least Alec’s going to be OK,” he managed.


  “No thanks to the high school football team,” I said.


  “Yeah,” Tommy said, nodding. He looked like he was going to say something, until the doors opened. As we got off the elevator, I interrupted whatever train of thought he had.


  “Who were they?” I said. “I know word gets around. People know. I’m sure you’ve heard.”


  “If I don’t tell you, I guess you’re talking to Patrick?”


  Bad move, Tommy. Today is not the day to pick a fight.


  I shoved past him. “I’m not expecting you to tell me anything. You never do.”


  Tommy may have tried to talk to me after that, but I didn’t pay attention. At least I didn’t answer.


  Sergeant Jessup stood outside a room halfway down the hall, talking to a doctor. He didn’t look good. His face was shaken. His eyes looked wet.


  “Hold on, gang,” Mr. Bassett said. “Stay here.” He went over to Sergeant Jessup and the doctor. I looked at the nameplate on the wall next to Jessup. It said, “Wanda Frears Jessup.”


  “I’d like to talk to you,” Oliver said. I realized we were standing together. Tommy was off to the side.


  I was too tired to come up with a snarky comeback. “About?” I said.


  “I’m beginning to understand you, Kat. You’re planning something.”


  “Like what? Like a party for you?”


  “You’re planning to find those football players who beat up Alec.”


  “Wow,” I said. “You worked that out all by yourself?”


  Oliver let that one go with a scowl. I must’ve been growing on him. “I want to know, too,” he said. “They committed a felony. I want them turned in. Mr. Bassett and I are going to help the police find them. I want you to keep out of it. I don’t want you to end up like your brother.”


  “Nothing I do better than keep out of things,” I said.


  He didn’t seem to think it was funny.


  CHAPTER 40


  SLEEPOVER AT TOMMY’S
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  Big surprise: I had trouble sleeping.


  I had a lot to think about. I had a new mystery—finding the football players—and I still had to deal with Grandpa Nick and who was framing him.


  Also, I was out of friends. Alec was hurt, Tommy was useless, and then there were the adults.


  I tossed and turned on the daybed in Bassett’s spare room. If I closed my eyes long enough, I could see faceless jerks in football jerseys pounding Alec. I was tired but edgy.


  I sat up and turned on the light. I started to review everything I’d learned—which wasn’t enough, honestly. Then I remembered. Sergeant Jessup’s wife. I hadn’t known she was ill. There was mention of her family. Oliver’s family was taking money from the Monster Gang. What about the sergeant’s family?


  I pulled my laptop out of my backpack. I logged onto Mr. Bassett’s Wi-Fi and did a quick Google search on Ray Jessup and his wife. I scrolled through a few pages—neither Ray nor his wife used social media. But then I found them.


  Raymond Jessup, 61. Married to Wanda Frears Jessup, 61.


  I dug into the backpack again, and I came up with the spreadsheet from Loretta Mae. I scanned it. On the second page, I saw a Frears Hardware Store foreclosed on about a year before. Proprietor: David and Daniel Frears.


  I Googled them. Maybe I’d find an image, and we could compare it to the pictures Tommy took. I had a feeling I’d find them. My heart beat in my ears. I started scanning the images associated with the name David Frears.


  I heard a crash in the kitchen, and I almost jumped.


  It couldn’t be anything serious. Sergeant Jessup and Oliver were in the living room, keeping watch. I was safe. Safer probably than at the hospital. Right?


  On the other hand, Oliver hadn’t been much help with the Monster Gang.


  I got up. I turned off the light. I still had on my leggings and shirt from the day, with a black hoodie zipped up. I crept to the door and opened it, quiet as I could. I slipped into the hallway. I was barefoot, which was good. Nobody would hear.


  I heard someone in the kitchen. I slid down the hallway and peeked in.


  Tommy was pouring milk into a green coffee mug. He saw me. “Sorry,” he said. “Did I wake you?”


  “Pretty sure you woke everybody.”


  “Not the sergeant or Oliver,” he pointed toward the living room. “They’re out.”


  “Great. Safety.”


  He held up the milk. “Want some?”


  “No.” Screw it. I didn’t want to keep dancing around Tommy anymore. Instead, I said, “I want to know who beat up my brother.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “That’s crap. You’ve got an idea.”


  “I’ve heard things.”


  “Tell me. Alec’s your friend.”


  “Who says these guys aren’t my friends?”


  “I’d hope you’d have better taste.”


  “Kat, can’t you slow down? This could get dangerous.”


  “Who are they? Tell me, or I’m telling your dad that you know.”


  “You don’t know what it’s like in Crabtree.”


  “Don’t care, either. I might’ve, but then three bonehead football players—”


  “Look, I don’t like it, either. But if they’re who I hear, their families are depending on the Monster Gang.”


  “You’re an idiot. Mrs. Torres is depending on the Monster Gang, but she’s not lining up to kill ten-year-olds! Why do you care about people who depend on bank robbers? I mean care enough you’d let them beat up a kid? Any kid, not just Alec.”


  Tommy didn’t say anything. He was really good at silence.


  “Why didn’t they come after you?”


  “Huh?”


  “You’re a bigger, easier target. Did they come after you? If not, why not?”


  “I’m not an easier target. I’m from here. I’m not from California—”


  “You’re as bad as them. I wish your dad wasn’t defending my grandfather. I really wish I hadn’t kissed you.” I started back toward the guest room.


  “Hey!” he called. I kept going. He jogged down the hall, catching me. “What’re you going to do when you figure out who they are?”


  “You going to warn them?”


  “No. I don’t like this, either. It’s just more complicated.”


  “Why? We might lose football games?”


  “We’d definitely lose games. If I tell you, do you promise not to fight them?”


  I considered. I was pissed, but I breathed through it.


  I didn’t like Tommy at all now. But I needed to know.


  “OK,” I said.


  “I’ll get pictures of them,” he said. “We’ll show them to Alec. Confirm what I’ve heard.”


  CHAPTER 41


  NAME THE PLAYERS
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  After school the following day, Oliver drove me to the hospital. We met Mrs. Torres there in time for Alec’s release. I pushed him in a wheelchair out to Oliver’s car.


  “This is a cool ride, Alec,” I said. “Maybe you should ditch your board for wheels like this. You’d fall down less.”


  “Not funny,” he said.


  “Are you worried you’ll wreck your rep as fifth grade badass?”


  “Just being seen in the same parking garage as you might do that,” he said. He stood and hobbled into the Mazda.


  “Are you kidding?” I said. “Hanging with an older sib is super cool.”


  Alec got into the car. “Hanging with some older sibs is super cool.”


  I didn’t usually like Alec’s lip, but at least the football team hadn’t beaten that out of him.


  That evening, we returned to Mr. Bassett’s house, and I was informed Alec would be taking over the guest room. I’d get the couch.


  I didn’t care. I wanted to get down to business, and at dinner, we did.


  Oliver ordered in a pizza, and we all sat at the dining room table. Mr. Bassett was out, so Oliver was in charge. He eyed Alec, Tommy, and me as he ate his second slice.


  “So I’m clear,” he said. “I’m not advocating anything illegal. But I’d like whoever beat up Alec to get theirs, too.”


  “So I’m clear,” Alec said. “This isn’t about me staying class badass.”


  “Oh?” I said.


  “Nothing I can do,” Alec said. “It’s society these days. And young people. They build heroes up, and then love tearing the heroes down. I’m just the latest example.”


  “Uh huh,” I smirked.


  “It’s true. Of course, now I’ll get the chance to rebuild my brand. I read a lot of sports magazines at the hospital.”


  Oliver handed us each a photo showing the Ford High football team. Alec squinted at it.


  “Do you need glasses?” I said. “Lots of boarders rock glasses.”


  “It’s just hard to see the faces,” Alec said.


  Tommy put his down. “I don’t like this,” he said.


  I didn’t look up. If he was going to bow out of helping us, I didn’t want to see his stupid, wishy-washy face—even if it was cute.


  “You told Kat you’d help,” Oliver said evenly.


  “Yep,” I said, not looking up, trying not to scream. “Whose side are you on today, Tommy?”


  “That’s not fair,” he said. “I’m on your side. Alec’s side.”


  “Then help,” I said. I’m sure he could see the fire coming out of my eyes. My skin prickled, and I toyed with diving across the table at him.


  “It’s not that easy,” he said. “If it’s who I think it is, I’ve known these guys since kindergarten. I’ve played sports with them. They’ve been to my house. I know their parents.”


  “Uh huh,” I said. My voice got louder, and I didn’t care about hiding anything. “Are you bummed you didn’t get invited to beat up elementary school kids with them? Is that something you guys used to do together?”


  Tommy stood. “Stop talking to me like that!” he yelled. “Who do you think you are, anyway? You know, maybe if you had friends, you’d get this is hard!”


  I stood. He wanted a fight? He was getting one. “I wouldn’t be friends with guys who did this!” I yelled back. “Who do you think you are? You think you have it so hard, coward? Sorry it’s hard to stand up for what’s right, but you’ve lost nothing! We’ve lost everything!”


  Tommy nearly shook with anger. I wasn’t done.


  “You know what’s worse than bullies like these football players?” I said, trying to get back under control. “Jerks like you who give them a pass.’


  “Stop,” Alec said, his voice louder than it’d been in days.


  I put my hands up in surrender.


  “Tommy doesn’t have to do anything,” Alec said. “We’re gone in a few days, right? What’s it matter if we catch these guys?”


  “It matters,” Oliver said.


  “It matters tons to me,” I said.


  “Fine,” Tommy said. “Take a look at 32, 44, and 19.”


  “Sure that’s them?” Oliver asked.


  “No,” Tommy said. “I hear it’s them.”


  “Could it be a setup?” Alec looked up. “Could they be guys someone else would like to see get in trouble?”


  Tommy shook his head. “It’s the opposite. Number 19 is Jared Hammacher. He’s the quarterback, and he’s good. Probably best in our league.”


  “Why would he take a run at Alec?”


  “Jared has a lot to lose. His dad owned Hammacher’s Hamburgers on Kirkwood. His granddad ran it when my dad was a kid. The Applegates foreclosed on it last year. I checked my phone, and I’ve got a photo of Jared’s dad at the mall the other night.”


  Alec looked again. “I think I remember him.”


  “Now look at 44. Petey Reese. Tight end.”


  Alec squinted: Petey was a huge kid with a brown bowl cut that nearly covered his eyes. “Does he have a weird laugh? Like a giggle?”


  Tommy nodded. “Like a little girl’s doll. It’s creepy.”


  “He’s another one.”


  “Same deal with Petey. His dad ran a delivery service. It’s been gone a couple years, but they’re still here.”


  “Did you see his dad?” I asked.


  “I don’t have a picture of him, but I’m pretty sure he was there.”


  “When do we get to see these pictures?” I pressed.


  Alec interrupted. “You said the last one was 32?” He squinted. Number 32 had crooked teeth and a crew cut. “It’s him.”


  “I figured. Angus Flanagan. He’s a halfback.”


  “Another recipient of the Applegates’ generosity?” I asked.


  “He had it worst of all. His family was barely getting by when Angus’s dad could get work at one of the trucking companies. Angus’s dad was at the mall.”


  “So now we know who they are,” Alec said. “What now?”


  I started to say something, but Tommy interrupted. “You gotta know. Going after these three isn’t going to make your lives better. These guys are popular. Football is king in Hitchcock County. Angus isn’t good, but Jared and Petey have shots at scholarships. The team could win the division.”


  “Popularity’s overrated,” I said. “Alec was popular, and now he looks like he got hit by a train. And another train. Let’s get these guys.”


  “Adults and kids alike are going to hate you,” Tommy said.


  “Don’t care,” I said. “Worth it. I can’t deal with these three getting away with this. If it’s red meat to Ava and the kids at Crabtree Middle, who cares?”


  “OK. Where do we start?” Oliver said.


  I gritted my teeth. “The one with no shot at a scholarship.” Dad always told me: If you’re looking for someone in a gang to turn snitch, you pick on the one who’s the biggest loser. You convince him the others will leave him behind. That’s what we’d do.


  “Angus,” Tommy said. “We start with Angus.”


  CHAPTER 42


  ANGUS
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  Angus Flanagan’s family lived in a crummy brown bungalow a couple miles from the high school. The yard was overgrown, and paint peeled from the windowsills.


  “Angus’s family isn’t getting much help from the Monster Gang,” I said.


  “Maybe they’re getting enough to keep eating,” Oliver said. We were in his car across the street. I sat in front with Oliver, and Tommy sat in back, watching the street. Alec was home, where he was supposed to be resting.


  Angus would be coming home soon. Tommy had told us football practice had just ended.


  “I don’t like coming to his house,” Tommy said. “I don’t want to talk to him around Jared or Petey, but I don’t like this.”


  I started to talk, and Tommy stopped me. “No, I didn’t like visiting Alec in the hospital, either. I just don’t love this.”


  Oliver turned to Tommy. “We’re making sure Angus and the others pay for beating up Alec,” he said. “Consequences, not revenge.”


  “It’s revenge for me,” I said.


  Oliver ignored me. “It’s standing up for what’s right, Tommy.”


  Before Tommy could say anything, Oliver looked in the rearview mirror. “We won’t have to think about it much longer,” he said. Tommy and I turned and saw Angus loping toward his house. He wore a letter jacket over a dirty T-shirt and dirtier jeans. His face was flushed.


  “Let’s go,” I said.


  “Nope. Let me start,” Tommy sighed.


  Angus reached his lawn and started up the cracked sidewalk. Tommy got out of the car. “Angus!”


  Angus turned. “What’re you doing here? Don’t you have to kick your little ball around?”


  “Need to talk to you.”


  “Not interested. Your family is rich. Stop hanging out with the kids from California. Don’t screw things up for the rest of us. Don’t mess with the Monster Gang.”


  “Is that why you beat up my friend? You, Jared, and Petey?”


  Angus turned for the door, and Tommy grabbed the bigger boy’s shoulder. Angus turned around and planted a right hook on Tommy’s temple. He staggered and went down to a knee. “Go home, Tommy.”


  “Angus, we’ve been friends forever.” Tommy got up. He looked shaken and rubbed his head.


  “Maybe we ain’t friends now.”


  “A problem with me is one thing. But a ten-year-old?”


  “It was fun. I’d do it again. Hope the Monster Gang breaks his neck.”


  “The kid can identify you. That means juvie. I heard cops say Petey and Jared are going to say it was your idea.”


  “They wouldn’t. That’s crap.”


  “They’ve got scholarships. You’re another loser stuck here forever.”


  Angus took another swing at Tommy. He ducked, but it caught his shoulder. “No wonder you’re not going anywhere. You can’t even hit a soccer player.”


  “I can take you,” Angus stepped closer.


  “Hey!” I got out of the car and crossed the street. I walked slowly, the way heroes do in action movies when they’re in total control. Angus scared me, but he didn’t need to know.


  “You gotta be kidding,” Angus said. “You brought your girlfriend.”


  To me, he said, “What do you think you’re going to do?”


  “Watch you go to juvie.”


  “I’m not afraid to hit a girl.”


  “You better be. I’m a whole lot tougher than a fifth grader with asthma.”


  I stepped onto the front lawn. Spit dribbled from the corners of Angus’s mouth. I wondered what he was thinking. Or if he was thinking. He looked huge and stupid.


  He lunged, as if he thought he’d take Tommy and me to the ground at the same time. I was ready. Dad taught me to box, and some basic karate. Alec knew that stuff, too, but his fight had been three against one. My odds were better.


  I kicked with my right and connected with Angus in the lower chest. It sapped his momentum, and he coughed out the air in his lungs.


  I threw a punch. My right fist connected with the bridge of Angus’s nose, and he went down. My ears rang. I wanted to keep hitting him, but there was no point. He had trouble getting up.


  I realized it wasn’t my ears. I heard police sirens. Oliver walked across, holding up his iPad. “Got it on video.”


  I knelt down. “Hear that, Angus? We got you confessing.”


  “I would’ve admitted that, anyway.”


  “OK,” Tommy said, kneeling next to me. “We’ve got video of an eighth grade girl knocking you on your ass. How many YouTube hits will that get?”


  CHAPTER 43


  LAST DAY OF SCHOOL
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  In the morning, I went to school feeling satisfied.


  Ava and her crew leered. Didn’t care. Didn’t matter that I didn’t see a single friendly face. I wasn’t long for Crabtree, but I’d solved two mysteries already:


  1. I knew why Grandpa Nick moved here, and I knew about my late uncle Danny.


  2. I knew who beat up my brother, and I’d sent them packing. Angus, Petey, and Jared were on their way to juvenile hall.


  It was only a matter of time before I caught the Monsters and whoever framed Grandpa Nick. I might have this wrapped up and be back in LA by the end of the week.


  That feeling crashed when I walked into advisory. Mr. Sampson called my name. This time, instead of smoothing his mustache, he took off his glasses and kneaded the bridge of his nose. “Mr. Mentrup wants to see you.”


  “OK.” I gathered my things.


  “Not in his office. The conference room next to the principal’s office.”


  I caught the looks on my classmates’ faces. Ava grinned like she’d won the lottery. Going to the conference room meant I’d lost.


  “Do you know where that is?” Mr. Sampson said, as if I were already dead.


  “I’ll find it.”


  Mr. Sampson didn’t wish me luck. It probably wouldn’t do any good. I stuffed my notebook and phone into my backpack and left. I tried not to look at anyone. Why would I be in trouble? Didn’t matter. I felt like I was, anyway.


  I turned the corner and walked toward the principal’s office. What I saw next confirmed my suspicions. Mrs. Torres stood there with a sad, disappointed look. She’d had that a lot since meeting us.


  She cocked a thumb at the conference room door. “They want to see you before I come in.”


  They? Who was they? My knee buckled. “What’s this about?” I asked, but she shook her head.


  “Fine. The suspense is killing me, anyway.” I threw the door open and went inside. I told myself not to puke.


  Inside, Mr. Mentrup sat with two others—an older woman with frizzy hair the color of carrots (likely not her natural color) and giant black-rimmed glasses, and a short wiry man with a baseball cap that read “Ford High Football.”


  “Good morning,” Mentrup said. “You know Principal Godfrey.” He gestured to Carrot Hair. I didn’t actually know her, but whatever.


  “Nice to meet you,” I said.


  “And this is Coach Harley from the high school.”


  Harley grunted and lowered the brim of his cap.


  “I’m sure you know what this is about, Kathryn,” Principal Godfrey said.


  “Actually, no.”


  “That a joke?” Harley said. Was he chewing something?


  Mr. Mentrup spoke. “Kat, we understand you’re responsible for activities detrimental to three of Coach Harley’s players. We’ve talked about your fixation with the Monster Gang, and—”


  “Three players? You mean Jared, Petey, and Angus?”


  “That’s them,” the coach said.


  “I’ve never met Jared or Petey.”


  “Got both arrested, didn’t you?” Harley barked.


  “I don’t know. They didn’t call me. They probably only get one call.”


  “This is no laughing matter, Kathryn,” the principal said. “Sit down and tell us what you have to say.”


  My stomach lurched. But I didn’t feel like sitting. I felt like fighting. “I’ll stand. Yes, I helped get Angus arrested. I assume he rolled over on his friends. He admitted they were all involved in criminal activity.”


  “They can’t play in the game this week,” Coach Harley said. “Might not play this season. You might’ve wrecked scholarships for Jared and Petey.”


  “Gosh, Coach, I feel like they wrecked their own scholarships when they assaulted my brother. Three of them against a ten-year-old with asthma.”


  “I hear your brother was asking for it.”


  “Are you serious?” I turned to the principal. “Is he serious? Your coach just told a group of people that a fifth grader deserved to get hospitalized by three football players?”


  “Sit down, Kathryn.”


  “No. Should I be recording this? Should I call my attorney?”


  “Coach Harley will apologize. Won’t you, Coach?”


  “Sure. Apologies.”


  “While we’re on the subject, Kat,” Mr. Mentrup said. “You’re not innocent of violence, are you?”


  “Angus said you hit him. His parents might press charges,” Harley said.


  “You’re kidding. Angus hit Tommy Bassett. He tried to knock both of us down.”


  “So you hit him?” Mr. Mentrup said. The counselor had a sing-songy voice now.


  “There’s video. The police have it, and they’ve cleared me. I defended myself and my friend, and I stopped when Angus hit the ground.”


  “OK, Kathryn,” the principal said. “I’ve spoken to the superintendent, Mr. Mentrup, and your teachers. In light of your actions, you’ll be suspended from school for up to three weeks.”


  “I’ll be gone in three weeks,” I said.


  That stopped Principal Godfrey in her tracks. I’d found something she didn’t know.


  “Mrs. Torres is watching us until my father comes to get us,” I said. “A few more days.”


  “Then you’re gone for good,” Coach Harley said.


  “A bit like Angus and the other two,” I said. “At least from football.”


  The coach’s face got red. It’s the little victories that count.


  Principal Godfrey let out a long sigh. “Very well. You’ll be excused from school for the remainder of your time in Crabtree. In a moment, we’ll invite Mrs. Torres into the room to discuss the logistics of your time away from school. Is there anything you’d like to say?”


  I felt my eyes get hot. This sucked. I hadn’t done anything wrong—at least not since the thing with my mom’s car. And I was in trouble? They were worried about Angus, Jared, and Petey. Unbelievable! I tried to breathe. If I didn’t control my anger quickly, I might cry in spite of myself. I was not going to cry! Not in front of Carrot Hair, definitely not in front of Coach Harley.


  I steeled myself. “What are the official reasons for my suspension?”


  Mr. Mentrup took a crack. “You’ve been disruptive. Plus the fighting last night.”


  “OK, I have a two-part question. I know this town thinks the Monster Gang robbing those banks is great. Is that why I’m suspended? Or is it just because you guys like football and you’re worried you’ll lose games without three stiffs who can beat up little boys but can’t hold their own against me?”


  I didn’t expect an answer to either part, and I didn’t get one. The three adults blinked. “Are Tommy and Alec suspended, too?”


  “You’ll have to ask the Bassett family about Tommy. The school board has asked Mrs. Torres to extend your brother’s medical leave.”


  “Are you kidding?”


  Mr. Mentrup frowned. “Let’s invite Mrs. Torres into the room.”


  An hour later, Mrs. Torres and I were back at her house, after a tense, silent drive home. She sat across from me on one of the matching sofas in her living room. She looked like she might burst into flames.


  “I don’t know where to start,” she said. I couldn’t tell if she was mad, disappointed, or ready to go on a slow and ultimately explosive burn.


  “I guess suggesting you take time to organize your thoughts is out of the question,” I said. I no longer felt the need to keep sarcasm in check. I’d burned through almost all the consequences Crabtree could throw at me.


  “Not funny.”


  “Sorry.”


  “You and Alec haven’t been the easiest young people I’ve taken in, but you haven’t been the worst, either.”


  “The worst must’ve been really bad.”


  “You have no idea.”


  I probably didn’t. I tried a different tack. “If you’re wondering, I don’t feel great, either,” I said. “I never got suspended at my old school.”


  She stared at me, and I knew that joke had fallen flat. I had a weird feeling in my stomach—the kind of hollow, guilty lurching that made me want to cry. Mrs. Torres was so contained.


  “I feel sorry for you,” she said. “You and Alec don’t deserve this. I’m sorry for what’s happened since you came here.”


  Alec hobbled into the room. Oliver had brought him over to rest during the morning and afternoon. “What’s the good word?” When he saw Mrs. Torres’s face, he knew there wasn’t one. “What happened?”


  “I’m suspended from school. You’re on permanent medical leave.”


  “And I feel ashamed,” she said. Alec sat on the sofa next to me.


  I took a breath and waited. She continued: “You’re in this mess because you fussed with two things people in Crabtree love.”


  “The money from the Monster Gang,” Alec said. “And . . . ?”


  “Football,” I said.


  “It’s shameful the way the coach and Mr. Mentrup talked to you,” Mrs. Torres said. “You kids would’ve been better off in LA. I doubt your folks wanted you to be little detectives.”


  “There’s not much about this my parents wanted,” I said. “But yeah. We’ve been to jail, the hospital, kicked out of school.”


  “Our grandpa is a notorious bank robber,” Alec said.


  “Really more of a notorious mastermind,” I said.


  “Not funny!” Mrs. Torres said, but she didn’t seem angry. “I should ground you. No computers, no skateboards . . .”


  “We’ve already got no school.” I tried to smile. “My dad’ll be here soon. When we go back to LA, they’ll let us back in school. Hopefully, Mr. Bassett can get Grandpa Nick out of jail.”


  “If I can be a support until your father arrives, I will be,” Mrs. Torres said.


  An idea formed. Before I could say it, my cell buzzed. I looked at the screen and sighed.


  Dad. I couldn’t avoid him forever. Especially if I was counting on him to eventually get me out of Crabtree. He’d do the angry cop voice. It wouldn’t be fun.


  I’d have to take another verbal punch, right on the heels of getting kicked out of school. This wasn’t the way I’d wanted the day to go, and it was only getting worse. But what was the point in putting it off? “I’ve got to take this,” I said, standing.


  CHAPTER 44


  ANOTHER ROUND WITH DAD
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  I took a breath. Either I’d make peace with Dad, or hang up the phone, turn it off, and get back to work. I answered.


  “What were you thinking?”


  Angry cop voice. Take no prisoners attitude.


  Not this time, Jimmy.


  “Put me on speaker,” he spat. “I’ll take you and your brother at the same time.”


  “No,” I said.


  “Pardon?”


  “I said no, Dad. You don’t choose the terms of this call. You want to yell at me and Alec? Come get us. You want to speak with us on the phone, you stop treating me like I’m someone you arrested.”


  “I don’t like your tone,” he started.


  “Nobody does,” I said. “Hanging up now.”


  “Wait!” he yelled. A real yell. Not something to intimidate crooks.


  “Yes?”


  “Fine,” he said. “What do you want, Kat?”


  “Are you with me, Dad? Or against me?”


  He was silent. I wondered if the phone had cut out. “I’m always with you,” he said quietly. “Even when you . . . all the time.”


  “Great,” I said. “I’ll put you on speaker.”


  Alec said hello, and I introduced Mrs. Torres. She left the room immediately.


  “So you punched a football player?” Dad started over.


  “Kat did,” Alec said. “I’m more delicate.”


  “He was one of the guys who beat up Alec,” I said. “He was trying to hit me.”


  “You put him on the ground?”


  “Yep.”


  “Well, at least there’s that,” he said. Now his voice sounded normal. Good cop Jimmy Dylan, as opposed to bad cop Jimmy Dylan. “I’m coming to get you.”


  “What’s taking so long?” I said. “I never wanted to be here in the first place.”


  “This trial, but it’s wrapping up,” he said. “I think I should be free in three days. So that’s seventy-two hours until I can get on a flight. When it’s adjourned, I’m driving straight to LAX. Can you hold on for a couple more days?”


  “Sure. Not like I’m doing anything now that I’m suspended.”


  “What do you mean, suspended?”


  “Life in Crabtree moves pretty fast, Dad,” Alec said. “Kat knocking that football player down might already be on YouTube, but wait for the latest plot twist.”


  It took a few minutes to explain what had happened that morning.


  This time, Dad listened. “Strange,” he said. “The way that town protects that Monster Gang. Is that why you got suspended?”


  I knew what he was doing: drawing me out. He always did this. Worse, I usually couldn’t help myself. “Yeah. That’s why they did it. Yes, I hit Angus, but the police aren’t pressing charges because it was so clear that he attacked us.”


  “They love football that much out there?” he asked.


  “They do,” I said. “Or I hear they do. But the main thing’s money. The Monster Gang takes the money from the bank and gives it to people in town. People here depend on it.”


  “You’re worried they’re after you because you’re disrupting their money?” he asked, as if he didn’t already have the answer.


  “Only thing that makes sense,” I said.


  “But you don’t think the Monster Gang framed your grandfather?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I would have said yes, they definitely framed him, but they made a point of coming to see us to plead innocence. Why do that?”


  “Maybe things are unraveling. They robbed all the branches of this bank, right? And they didn’t hurt anyone in twelve robberies, but in number thirteen, they killed a security guard. That’s strange. Sometimes when bad guys get away with something too long, they get sloppy. That’s good for guys like me, but not good for them staying out of jail.”


  “That’s comforting,” I said. “So a gang of murderous bank robbers are unraveling, and they know all about me and Alec.”


  “Meanwhile,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about the thing you grabbed from the robbery. With the St. Jude and the whistle?”


  “I remember what it was, Dad,” I said with as much disgust as possible.


  Alec started to say something, and I interrupted. “Look, if this is going to turn into another shouting match about how I could be arrested for withholding evidence, this call’s about to end.”


  “Calm down,” he said.


  “Yeah,” Alec said. “Calm down.”


  “Hold onto it until I get there,” he said. “I can introduce it to Nick’s lawyer. It’ll work better than if you give it to the sheriff—what’s his name? Dancer?”


  “Why the change of heart?” I said.


  “I thought about what you said,” Dad said. “You hand it over, and it’s evidence against Nick. A special gift to Chicago cops, and there’s one prominent ex-Chicago cop in town? I get it. Also, there’s bad blood between Nick and Dancer, so Dancer’s looking for anything.”


  It had seemed personal with Nick and Dancer. Alec said, “Why’s there bad blood?”


  “Sergeant Jessup told me a story,” Dad said. “When Nick got to Crabtree, there was a string of robberies. The jewelry store, a couple of the summer houses near the beach. It took Nick and his team three days to catch the guys. They made five arrests.”


  “So?”


  “They all worked for Dancer. There was nothing to implicate him, but Nick put away half his staff. One was Dancer’s brother-in-law.”


  I said, “Wait, did Sheriff Dancer—”


  “Nick and Jessup could never prove anything, and Jessup didn’t think the sheriff was involved. But it was embarrassing.”


  “Great,” I said. “The town hates us, the Monsters are after us, and the sheriff might look the other way if we get killed.”


  “Don’t worry,” Dad said. “Stay safe until I get there. A week, tops.”


  Now it was a week. “You’re getting involved?”


  “First I’m getting you out of town and back in school here,” he said. “That’s going to take figuring out. I don’t work regular hours. I don’t have lots of extra money. Detectives don’t have stable home lives.”


  “Stable home life?” I shouted. “I have all this, and I’m in Crap-Tree!”


  CHAPTER 45


  ALEC BROKE THE CODE
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  I hung up and went out the front door. I sat down on the front steps. I needed to breathe.


  I couldn’t count on Dad to get here sooner. I couldn’t count on Sheriff Dancer to do the right thing. All the adults were telling me to stay out of Grandpa Nick’s case, but I couldn’t. And now, I couldn’t be sure I could keep us safe. Everything we’d been through—the warehouse, the fights, the run-ins with the Monster Gang, Angus, getting kicked out of school—and I still didn’t know who the members of the gang were. Or who framed Grandpa Nick.


  Heck, I didn’t know who Grandpa Nick’s suspect was.


  The door opened, and Alec sat down next to me. “Wanna see something crazy?” he said.


  I sighed. Usually when he invited me to see something crazy, it included a video of a gorilla smelling his own butt and falling over. Or something like that.


  “Seriously,” he said. “It’s good. I didn’t want to tell Dad. I thought we’d get in more trouble.”


  He looked sincere. I raised my eyebrows and watched as he got up and went to the door. He motioned for me to follow.


  We went inside, up the stairs. He brought his laptop out in the hall and opened it. We sat down on the floor, and he moved it so I could see the screen. It looked like a map.


  “I didn’t have much to do in the hospital. I decided to go back over everything we already knew about the Monster Gang,” he said. “I started with little stuff. Like, the explosives they use. Turns out you can get them anywhere.”


  “OK.” I wasn’t sure where this was going.


  “I thought about the cars they steal and abandon. No fingerprints or other clues there. And I thought about the fifty businesses you looked up.”


  “Right,” I said.


  “Then I thought about the banks. First Midwestern had thirteen branches. They’ve also got a temporary office in some place called Harbourton, but whatever. Know what’s weird?”


  “Hoping you’ll tell me. This is taking a while.”


  “The order the Monsters robbed the banks. They didn’t go north to south or east to west.”


  Now I was intrigued, at least a little. “What’d they do?”


  He pointed to the screen. “I made this map,” he said. “The first robbery was at the furthest bank to the north. It’s in this small town just outside Hitchcock County, five miles from the nearest sheriff’s station.”


  “So the Monsters could get in, get the money, blow the bank, and get away,” I said. “All before the deputies could react.”


  “Yeah.” Alec smiled. “Then robberies two, three, and four were around the edges of Hitchcock County, or in other counties that are even more rural. They didn’t take aim at Sheriff Dancer’s area until number five.” He pointed on the screen to where that robbery fell on the map.


  “Why?” I said.


  “I looked it up,” he said. “Believe it or not, Hitchcock County has more people than those other counties. So the sheriff’s department is bigger.”


  “So the Monsters took their time and got better before taking aim at this county.”


  “Yep. After robbery five, they moved closer to towns like Crabtree and Benton Harbor, but they’d already done it four times successfully.”


  “Why not quit before hitting bigger towns?” I said. “Did they think they were smarter than the local cops, or Dancer?”


  “Well, sure,” Alec said. “Who isn’t smarter than Dancer?”


  I smirked. “But if they did think they were smarter, why tell us they hadn’t framed Nick?”


  Alec shook his head. “You’ve got me there.”


  I looked at the map. I noticed something. Maybe Alec had missed it. I drew lines with my fingers from Crabtree to each of the robbery sites.


  “What’re you doing?”


  I shushed him until I was finished, and then I said, “Crabtree’s in the middle of everything.”


  “So?”


  “So if the Monster Gang was based here, they had a shorter getaway with each robbery. The first one was as far away as they ever got. The last one—”


  “Was downtown,” Alec said.


  “These guys are based here,” I said. “And at least one of them’s done this before. We need to go to Nick’s house. Right now.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Say we’re right. Say the Monster Gang is based in Crabtree. We already know that Grandpa Nick had a suspect in Danny’s murder.”


  “OK.”


  “He might’ve been getting close there. What if the suspect in Danny’s murder is the person who framed him? And what if that person’s somehow involved with the Monsters? Or is one of the Monsters?”


  Alec nodded. “We need to figure out who that suspect is.”


  “Grandpa Nick won’t tell us. There’s only one place we can go.”


  “We need to go to Nick’s,” Alec said. “Now.”


  “That’s what I said.” We ditched the computer and went down the stairs. As we reached the bottom, the front door opened, and Tommy came in with Oliver behind him.


  “I don’t like the look of this,” Oliver said. “Where do you think you’re going?”


  I debated lying. I’d need to come up with a story sufficiently twisty and turny, but that also wouldn’t arouse undue suspicion. I’d keep Tommy out of it, since I couldn’t figure out if he was working with us or not, and I still couldn’t believe I’d kissed him.


  Which I was not thinking about. At all.


  Before I could come up with my rock-solid cover story, Alec intervened. “We have to go to Grandpa Nick’s!”


  “What?” Oliver said. “Why?”


  I glared at Oliver, then at Alec. Why’d he say anything?


  “Stop,” Alec said. “You told me Oliver helped you beat up the football players.”


  He had me there.


  “Why do you need to go there?” Oliver repeated.


  I explained how Grandpa Nick implied he had a suspect for the Third National Bank robbery, and that it was someone in Crabtree. I told him about the map Alec put together and how we now suspected that a Third National robber might be one of the Monsters, or at least involved in framing Grandpa Nick.


  “It could be huge for the case,” Alec chimed in.


  “How are you getting in?” Oliver asked, his voice even.


  I paused. Answering this one incorrectly could screw things up. I was pretty sure a key to the house must be among all the keys I’d snatched. And if one of those didn’t work, we could always break in. But that wasn’t a prize-winning answer.


  “Because I have a key over at the office,” Oliver said.


  “What?” I said. It looked like I wouldn’t have to come up with a con to get in.


  “We’re in the discovery phase for your grandfather,” he said. “We need to get into the house from time to time. I’ll call the office, and we can go.”


  He left the room, pulling his cell from his pocket. He went into the kitchen, and I could hear him talking but not what he was saying.


  “See?” Alec said. “Told you he’d help.”


  “You should give Ollie a chance,” Tommy said. “He’s not a bad guy.”


  “I’m not sure I should give you a chance,” I glowered.


  “Still? I got suspended, too!” Tommy said.


  Before we could argue, Oliver returned and ushered us out the door and into his hatchback. Minutes later, we watched as he went inside the law firm’s building. He returned flashing a key.


  Ten minutes after that, we unlocked the front door of Grandpa Nick’s house.


  We walked inside and turned on the lights. Almost nothing had changed, which felt weird. Shouldn’t it look different? Feel or smell different? The floors and the furniture looked dusty. The air felt stuffy and stale. But it was the same, and I remembered it’d only been a few days since we’d lived there.


  “Where should we start?” Oliver said.


  “His office,” Alec said. “Above the garage.”


  We walked toward the kitchen, and I could smell spoiled and rotten food. Nobody had cleaned the place while we’d been gone.


  I opened the refrigerator and scowled. Moldy bacon and a half-full bottle of Spicy V-8. If there’d been vegetables, they would’ve been black. “Nobody cleaned up?” I said.


  “Pretty common when a house is closed up,” Oliver said.


  “Is it evidence tampering if I throw this out?”


  “I think you’re OK,” he smiled.


  I grabbed a garbage bag from under the sink and started filling it. I hated to even touch the bacon, but I did long enough to pitch it.


  “I’ll take them to the office,” Alec said.


  “Meet you there,” I said.


  Alec made for the back door with Tommy and Oliver. Before he reached it, the lights went out.


  “Not again,” I said. Oliver clicked on a tiny flashlight from his keychain and shined it around. Between that and light from the kitchen window, I could almost see.


  I opened the junk drawer under the microwave. I pulled out a flashlight and snapped it on.


  I heard glass breaking in the front hall. I ran toward the sound. I found the door wide open, the window next to it shattered. A rock stood in the middle of the shards of glass.


  I felt a breeze blowing in. Someone grabbed me with a hand over my mouth and another around my middle. I struggled, but whoever had me was strong.


  CHAPTER 46


  MONSTER ATTACK, PART 1


  [image: ]


  I struggled, but the hand pressed harder against my mouth. I couldn’t shrug the person off.


  I tried to think about the self-defense Dad taught me. Not easy, with someone holding you and a hand clamped over your mouth.


  Then I remembered. There were advantages to having a cop for a dad.


  Slow down and take a breath, he’d told me. People don’t drown because they can’t swim. They drown because they panic. Same with defending yourself. Don’t panic. You know what to do.


  I breathed through my nose and took a fraction of a second to figure out how my attacker was positioned. They’d attacked from my left, and they were still there.


  I pulled an arm loose, and I let fly with my left elbow, crashing into my captor’s midsection. I felt them crumple, and I heard a grunt.


  My captor’s hand didn’t evenly cover my mouth now. I could feel a finger between my lips. Rookie mistake. I bit down hard.


  Now they screamed. I kicked my right leg into their shin, and they let go. I pulled away and threw a flat hand into where I figured their face might be. I tried to use the strength from my back and legs, not just my arms. Just like Dad taught me.


  The attacker fell. I saw a man in a Mummy mask.


  I also saw Tommy in the doorway to the kitchen. “Get out of here!” I screamed.


  Mummy grabbed my ankle, and I kicked at his hands and face. I made contact but didn’t wait around to figure out where.


  Instead, I ran, chasing Tommy into the kitchen. I got there just a step or two behind him, in time to see Oliver open the back door.


  A tall man in a Frankenstein mask stood there, menacing as anything I’d ever seen. Oliver hesitated, like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.


  Frankenstein didn’t. He threw a hard right into Oliver’s jaw, and Oliver crashed to the ground. I felt bad. That looked like it hurt.


  I didn’t get a second to help Oliver. Mummy was back, grabbing me from behind. I swung with my flashlight and hit him in the side of the head, but I was off balance. This time, Mummy held on.


  “Stop!” Tommy cried. “I get what we did, but—” He didn’t get a chance to finish. Frankenstein grabbed him. This Monster was huge—he could’ve played center in the NBA, and he was muscular enough he could’ve given the NFL a shot, too. Bigger than I’d remembered. Tommy couldn’t get free.


  And Frankenstein smelled. Like in a way I hadn’t noticed in the bank. It was like a combination of body odor and stale beer.


  In the doorway, I saw Alec. The Monsters hadn’t seen him yet. He was going to try something brave and stupid, and Tommy knew it.


  “Alec, run!” he shouted.


  Mummy looked toward the doorway, giving me the space I needed. I pushed myself and Mummy back into the refrigerator, then pulled loose and swung the flashlight at him. It connected, and I spun away.


  In the sink, I spied Grandpa Nick’s cast iron frying pan, thick with congealed bacon grease. I grabbed it and in one motion swung at Frankenstein’s head. Tommy barely ducked. The pan crashed into the dark green nose of the Frankenstein mask. Frankenstein let go.


  Now Tommy and I ran. Oliver was out cold on the floor. We didn’t have time to grab him. When we reached the hall, we found Alec running up the stairs. I pulled out my cell phone as I ran out the front door, hoping Alec and Tommy would follow me.


  I raced down the stairs of the front stoop and into the street.


  “Help!” I screamed. “Somebody help!”
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  I stood in front of the house, screaming. Tommy and Alec hadn’t followed. Did they run up the stairs?


  Someone’s going to die, I thought. Maybe me, maybe Alec or Tommy, who I probably like. Maybe all of us.


  I heard Alec cry out, and I looked up to see him hanging off one side of the roof, three stories up, clinging for dear life, his helmet dangling around his neck.


  Fat lot of good that helmet was going to do now.


  I heard him gasping. His asthma was back at exactly the wrong time. As always.


  I could see Frankenstein edging toward him. I imagined the Monster stomping on Alec’s fingers, making him fall. Alec’s a pain, but he was going to die. Was it my fault?


  Also, I realized I hated monster movies.


  I spotted Mummy on the other side of the roof, coming at Tommy, who had tried to slide down the side of the roof and was now stuck.


  Mummy pointed a gun at Tommy’s forehead. I gasped. I remembered a gun pointed at me.


  I couldn’t watch. I needed to act. Now.


  I looked down at my cruddy, hand-me-down iPhone, and I hit the call button. The phone tried to find a signal. I smelled smoke and looked behind the house. The garage was on fire.


  More good news.


  I started yelling, “Help!” at the top of my lungs, and I saw a light in a neighbor’s house. I considered running over, pounding on the door. But if I did that, who knows what might happen to Alec or Tommy while my back was turned.


  I needed to stay.


  I hoped the neighbors would come out to help. They didn’t.


  The phone connected, and I heard the operator say, “911. What’s your emergency?”


  I screamed into the phone, “Home invasion at 5101 Bellflower! They’ve got guns! They’ll kill us! It’s the Monster Gang!”


  I didn’t listen for the reply. I ran toward the house. I wasn’t sure what I would do, but I had to do something. Alec couldn’t hang on for long. I wondered about his breathing, but pushed the thought from my head.


  I ran back up the front stoop and onto the porch. I couldn’t go up the stairs and into my room. The Monsters were there.


  I’d seen Mummy and Frankenstein on the roof. Where were the other two? The garage, probably. But they might be anywhere in the house. If I were going to help Tommy or Alec, I’d have to go up a different way.


  Also, I had to choose. Tommy or Alec? I didn’t know if I could save either.


  I looked at Tommy, facing the Mummy and his gun.


  I looked at Alec. I heard him wheeze.


  Boy you kissed at the mall or boy annoying you for ten years?


  Sorry, Tommy. I went for Alec. My stomach felt like I’d dropped thirty stories without a rope or a net. But I had to get Alec.


  Only how?


  I got a stupid idea. It was better than anything else I could think of. I climbed up onto the railing around the front porch, praying it was sturdy enough. Like everything else in Nick’s house, it wasn’t new. It wobbled and creaked, but held. I wouldn’t be there long, anyway.


  I grabbed the roof hanging above the front porch, and I pulled myself up. I’d hated every gym teacher and Dad for making me do pull-ups. But this was the second time it’d come in handy.


  Awkwardly, I pushed up on the edge of the roof, then swung my legs up. I’d made it one step of the way. It wasn’t going to get easier.


  I looked up. Alec still hung there. I thought I could hear him wheezing, but maybe I imagined that. “Hang on!” I yelled, as if he had a choice.


  The windows were old, just like the rest of the place. That meant solid molding around each of them, and I used that to my advantage. From the roof above the front porch, I climbed onto the windowsill of one of the second-floor windows. If I rounded the corner, I could get to the sill of Grandpa’s room. I’d be under Alec.


  I heard sirens. They were coming my way, but I couldn’t count on anyone getting there in time. I grabbed the edge of the house and pulled my head around. I might be able to get a leg around the house’s corner.


  No “might” about it. I had to. My right hand grabbed the edge of the window. My left rested on the edge of the house.


  I took a deep breath. I stretched my left leg around.


  My foot touched windowsill. Now I reached with my left hand. I had to grab the sill. Got it! I pulled the rest of my body around the corner. My muscles felt wobbly and jiggly, like I didn’t think I could hold onto anything.


  I looked up. I saw Alec’s feet dangling above me. I could get him. I caught my breath. I steadied myself.


  Alec fell. I was out of time.


  I jumped straight at his falling body. I hugged my arms around him, and we smacked hard into the side of the house. We slid downward.


  I felt the brick burning my arm as we fell. I grabbed Alec’s leg and pulled it toward the wall. I was going to take the brunt of impact. It would hurt.


  SMASH! We hit the roof over the bay window in Nick’s dining room. I felt the wind knock out of my lungs. I was coughing and wheezing, too. But we’d stopped falling.


  My head fell back against the shingles. I had a raging headache. But I was alive. “Alec?”


  I pushed on him. His eyes opened, but he still had the panicked look of someone with lungs full of toxic gas. I rolled out from under him. I fished in his pockets and came up with his inhaler.


  I tried to remember the emergency procedures I’d been taught. What did I do in case the inhaler broke? Couldn’t remember.


  I took a chance. I stuffed the mouthpiece between his lips. I pumped the inhaler once, then twice. Alec choked and coughed immediately. I rolled him to his side. “Come on, Alec!”


  He coughed more. I couldn’t tell if he was OK. More choking. He gagged. I tried to remember CPR. Would that work here? Would I have to do mouth-to-mouth—on my brother? That’d be really gross.


  Finally, his red face exploded in a gasp. He breathed, and he sat up. I rested my head against the side of the house. “Do you smell that?” Alec said.


  I knew the office was on fire. Right now, I wanted to get us on the ground and safe. I looked over the edge of the bay window roof. We were ten feet up.


  “Let’s go!” I jumped down and looked back up. “I can get a ladder.”


  “I’m fine,” he said as he jumped off. He hit hard, and I would have sworn he was limping. I didn’t mention it. We went around to the back of the house. Smoke poured from the garage’s upper level.


  “Grandpa Nick’s office,” Alec huffed.


  In the front, we heard sirens and cars screeching to a stop. Then footsteps. Sheriff Dancer came around the corner, gun drawn. When he saw us, he lowered it.
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  We were back at Crabtree Community Hospital, and this time Alec and I were both in beds. We sat next to each other in the urgent care ward, and one of the doctors closed a curtain around us. Mrs. Torres stood there, wringing her hands.


  “You don’t have to stay,” I said. “We’re OK.”


  “Totally. Thumbs-up,” Alec said before unleashing a coughing fit.


  “You’re my responsibility until your father arrives.”


  “You deserve a raise,” I said. “You probably don’t usually spend this much time at the hospital.”


  She shook her head. “I’ve had worse.”


  “You’re just saying that,” Alec said.


  “Not a lot worse,” she said, stifling a chuckle. OMG. Mrs. Torres had a sense of humor. I decided not to comment. I’d screw up the nice moment.


  I looked over at Alec. I didn’t like seeing him hurt like this. Twice in a couple days.


  It made me think of my mom. What was it like to have her brother killed? Was that why she took up night shift ER nursing? Was that why she was OK with going to Afghanistan?


  The doctor wore a nametag that read, “Marshall.” I wondered if that was his first or last name, or maybe both. He examined Alec.


  “Don’t worry, Mrs. Torres,” I said. “I’m pretty sure the Monster Gang attacks people all the time. Dr. Marshall probably sees a case like ours every day.”


  The curtain opened, and Bryan Bassett entered. “OK if I step in?”


  Mrs. Torres nodded. “How’s Tommy?” I asked.


  “Shaken up. Otherwise fine.”


  Dr. Marshall looked at Mrs. Torres. “The girl’s in the same boat. She’s OK. Cuts and scrapes, but nothing to keep her here overnight.”


  “What about Alec?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” Alec said. “What about Alec?” He coughed again.


  “Him we keep overnight.”


  “What?” Alec coughed again. “I feel like a hundred bucks.”


  “A hundred bucks doesn’t go that far these days,” Dr. Marshall smiled. Alec chuckled and coughed more. The doctor turned to Mrs. Torres. “He’s got the broken rib from before. The bruises from tonight inflamed that, plus he had an asthma attack. I’d just like to watch him until tomorrow. If he’s OK then, we’ll let him go home.”


  “OK.” She nodded, all business.


  “Sorry, Mr. Dylan,” Dr. Marshall said to Alec. “You’re stuck with us tonight.”


  “What a relief,” Alec said. “I’ve been trying to ditch my sister for weeks.”


  I made a face, and he stuck his tongue out. He started coughing again.


  “You deserve that,” I said.


  “Kat!” Mrs. Torres said.


  “You deserve that,” Alec laughed between coughs.


  She turned to Dr. Marshall. “Are we done now?”


  A voice came from behind the curtain. “Not quite yet.” Sheriff Dancer stepped into our area. He saw Mr. Bassett and looked momentarily surprised. When he recovered, he said, “I’ll need to see your boy, too, counselor.”


  “Not tonight,” Mr. Bassett snapped. “Have some decency. They’re witnesses. If you want to talk to them tonight, arrest them.”


  The sheriff’s face got red, but he didn’t say anything.


  “My office will arrange a time tomorrow. Bright and early if you like. They’re not going anywhere,” Mr. Bassett said.


  Sheriff Dancer gritted his teeth. He gestured for Tommy’s dad to follow him out.


  “Sorry to see those two go,” Alec said, coughing again.


  When the doctor released me, I had to wait for someone to give me a ride back to Mr. Bassett’s or Mrs. Torres’s place. I didn’t care where. I wanted to sleep.


  I lounged in a waiting area near the hospital’s main entrance. Dr. Marshall and a nurse had taken Alec to his room, and Mrs. Torres was with him.


  Tommy walked into the waiting area and sat on the other side, in full view of a TV playing reruns of The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. Had he not seen me? He didn’t look my way. Maybe I should play it cool and pretend I didn’t see him.


  I pulled my phone out and looked at it. Not much to look at when your phone doesn’t have the internet and can only text three people.


  I looked at the TV, but I couldn’t see the screen very well from my seat. I wasn’t a huge fan of old sitcoms, anyway. On the nearest coffee table was a collection of old magazines and a pamphlet—Living with Heart Disease.


  Fine! I walked over to him. “Hey.”


  “Hey.”


  “You OK?”


  “Nope,” he said.


  “Alec’s got to spend the night,” I said.


  “That sucks.”


  I couldn’t think of anything else to say. Was this how he was going to react? One- and two-word answers? Why on Earth did I let this guy kiss me? Why’d I kiss him?


  I couldn’t hold back. “That it?” I said. “Is that all you’ve got to say?”


  “What do you want?” he said. “Alec’s in the hospital. I had a gun to my head. It’s not like that bothers you.”


  “Of course it bothers me. My brother’s hurt bad.”


  “But you don’t do anything about it,” he said. “The Monster Gang tells you to stop. Cops tell you to stop. You don’t stop. You think this used to happen in Crabtree? It didn’t. It came to town with you.”


  “Don’t worry,” I said, my voice rising. “I’ll be gone soon, and it’ll go back to normal. You can go back to hanging out with Angus, Jared, and Petey.”


  Now he was out of his chair. “What do you care? You hate it here!”


  “Finally,” I yelled. “Something we agree on!”


  He grabbed my arm. “You hate it here, and you don’t care if the whole place falls apart. Just so long as you solve your little mystery. Just go back to LA and leave us alone!”


  I pulled my arm away and slapped his face. “My little mystery is a man getting put in jail for a crime he didn’t commit. Your precious hometown is on life support, and I don’t see you doing anything about it!”


  Then I got in his face. “While I’m at it, don’t grab me like that again. Don’t forget what I did to Angus. I won’t hesitate.”


  Tommy stepped back , and I took a step back, too.


  Tommy’s dad and Oliver stood there.


  “Guys,” Oliver said tentatively.


  Mr. Bassett cleared his throat and said, “Kat, Mrs. Torres is going to be a while with Alec, so I was going to suggest Tommy and I take you to our place.”


  “I’m not going anywhere with him,” I said.


  “Fine with me,” Tommy said.


  “Shut up, you whiny little baby,” I said.


  “Perhaps some time away would be good,” Oliver said. “I’ll take Kat back to my mother’s place.”


  Oliver had a bandage on his cheek. He looked tired.


  “You OK to drive?” Tommy’s dad asked. Oliver said he was.


  Bonus! Less time with Tommy, even if it meant more time with Oliver. I was silent the entire walk to the car, still stewing about Tommy.


  Maybe I shouldn’t have called him a whiny baby. But I definitely wasn’t to blame for what was wrong in stupid Crap-Tree. I couldn’t wait to go home.


  I got into Oliver’s car and sat back, closing my eyes. Just then, something occurred to me. I said, “Can we go back by Grandpa Nick’s house?”


  He drove me over. We got out and went into the garage. We went up the stairs and stood in the smoky, charred remains of what had been Grandpa Nick’s home office. The mostly volunteer Crabtree Fire Department had gotten there soon enough to stop the fire from destroying everything.


  But it was a mess. Papers that had hung on the walls lay black and crusty on the floor. Grandpa Nick’s timeline had gone up in flames. His computer was a wreck, completely unusable. I kicked at the ash and soot on the floor.


  “You all right?” Oliver said.


  “Yeah. You? You took a beating.”


  “I’ll live,” Oliver said.


  “I thought they knocked you out.”


  “I’ve got a goose egg. This place is grotesque.”


  “Yeah. Even worse than how he normally keeps house.”


  Oliver smiled weakly. I looked at the walls where the timeline used to hang. “Know what’s puzzling me, Ollie? The Monster Gang lit this place up, but they kept the pyrotechnics away from the house.”


  “Think they wanted to scare you and your brother?” Oliver said. “Not kill you but scare you?”


  “I can’t figure out how they knew the office was here. Or why they’d bother burning evidence from a crime twenty years old. Or why they can blow up banks but can’t totally firebomb an office. Seems like they had a specific plan for this one room, and they didn’t bring their A game.”


  I opened the desk drawers, which hadn’t been touched by the fire. The first drawer was full of supplies. Paper, pens, rubber bands.


  “What’re you doing?” Oliver said.


  “Grasping at straws.”


  I opened the second drawer. A bottle of whiskey and an old Rolodex were the only things inside. I flipped through the Rolodex, but the cards were blank.


  “We might be able to rescue the computer’s hard drive,” Oliver said. “I’ll call our tech guy. Maybe we can find your suspect.”


  I opened the bottom drawer. Nothing but an old scrapbook in blue fake leather. I picked it up. Its binding was falling apart.


  “Can we go now?” Oliver said.


  I got up. “Sure,” I said. “I’ll bring this to Nick when I go to the jail. At least he didn’t lose everything.”


  As we walked out, I flipped it open. The first page had two pictures on it. A snapshot of Grandpa Nick graduating from the Chicago Police Academy. I couldn’t make out the year. And then below it, a picture of his graduating class. Maybe thirty cadets.


  I chuckled. “Hey, Oliver!” I said. “Look at this.” I showed him the picture.


  He smiled. “What year was that?” he said.


  “Can’t tell,” I said. And then I saw something else. Someone else. Someone I recognized in Grandpa Nick’s graduating class.


  And that maybe changed everything.
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  “What happened then?” Sheriff Dancer asked.


  “I ran outside,” I said.


  “You tried to get away?”


  “I knew we needed help. I called the police.”


  “So you left your brother and the Bassett boy with the Monster Gang?”


  “Oliver from Mr. Bassett’s office was in the house, too. I didn’t know he was unconscious. Alec was halfway up the stairs. I hoped he and Tommy could outrun the Monsters.”


  We were sitting in an interview room at police headquarters—a different one from before but just as dreary. The walls were painted a pale blue-green, and the overhead lights gave me a headache. As I spoke, I stared at the table. It was metal with a fake wood top. The fake wood peeled, and I could see the gross black metal below.


  I didn’t want to be there. I wanted to be at Mrs. Torres’s house, thinking about what I’d found in the scrapbook. Or at the hospital with Alec. Or on a plane back home. It just wasn’t my day.


  Mr. Bassett sat next to me, elbows on the table. Across from us were the sheriff and a tall deputy with a skinny head and pronounced belly. He had been taking notes but now stopped.


  “Fine,” the sheriff said. “You left them inside?” Skinny Head started again.


  “I did. I didn’t think I could call the police and stay. I couldn’t get cell reception in there.”


  “What happened after you called us?”


  “I saw my brother dangling from the roof.”


  I described the rest—climbing up and catching Alec, seeing the police arrive. Sheriff Dancer had no reaction. Not even a raised eyebrow. When I was finished, he said, “You think what you did makes you brave?”


  “What the hell is that, Sheriff?” Mr. Bassett said.


  “I’ll withdraw the question,” the sheriff said.


  “I’ll answer,” I replied. “I didn’t think about it. I saw Alec hanging, and I needed to help him. I wanted to help Tommy, too, but I knew I probably only had time for one of them. I didn’t think about what people would say. I try not to care what people think. Especially not around here.”


  “You weren’t afraid of the Monster Gang?”


  “Sure I was. I was more afraid of Alec falling three stories head first.”


  “That all, Sheriff?” Mr. Bassett asked.


  Mr. Bassett and I walked out of the interview room. I saw Tommy on the hard bench down the hall, waiting his turn. Oliver walked over.


  “Give us a second,” Mr. Bassett said. He and Oliver started to talk in a hushed tone. I considered my options. Maybe there was somewhere else for me to sit?


  I looked around. There was not.


  Tommy looked over at me, mopey-eyed, like he wanted to talk.


  Oh, sure. Now he wanted to talk. He still didn’t get up.


  I felt something like a punch in my stomach. I shouldn’t have name-called. It must feel strange watching your hometown disintegrate. I was still angry, but I didn’t like the rest of how I was feeling.


  I was doing the right thing trying to prove Grandpa Nick was innocent. But Alec was in the hospital again. Tommy and I weren’t friends anymore. Not really.


  Was it supposed to feel this lonely doing what’s right?


  I looked back at Tommy. His mouth opened a little. I took a deep breath and a step toward him. “Tommy, you ready?” his dad said from behind me.


  I turned and saw that he and Oliver had finished talking, and the sheriff was back at the door to the interview room. Tommy got up and walked toward his dad. As he passed, he mumbled, “Hey.”


  “Hey.” But he was already through the door of the interview room.


  I thought of a half dozen things I should’ve said. “Hey, sorry I called you a whiny baby,” or “Hey, I shouldn’t have slapped you.”


  The door to the interview room closed. Too late.


  I walked to the bench. Oliver followed. “Mr. Bassett says you did well. ”


  That felt like something. “Thanks.”


  We sat. “He’s going to forgive you,” Oliver said.


  “Who?” I said. As if I didn’t know.


  Oliver made a face. “Tommy had a scary night, too,” he said. “He’s probably never feared for his life before. He’s conflicted about the Monsters. He’s lost things by going along with you.”


  “I get it,” I said.


  “So he’ll forgive what you said,” Oliver repeated. “He’s on your side, which isn’t easy. This is his home.”


  I knew Oliver was right. Still, it didn’t matter. I’d forgive Tommy. But I wasn’t going to tell him what I’d found at Grandpa Nick’s. Maybe I shouldn’t even tell Alec.


  From now on, maybe it was better if I did this alone.
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  When I got back to Mrs. Torres’s house, she was bringing Alec inside. He looked tired, and he walked slowly, but he seemed OK. I helped him into the living room and turned on the TV. I sat down with him and pretended to watch.


  I wouldn’t tell him what I’d found. I was officially Kat Dylan, solo operative. I’d finish what I’d started, but I wouldn’t get anyone else hurt. Not Alec, not Tommy.


  In my head, I dissected what I’d found in the scrapbook.


  My solo op career lasted ten minutes.


  “What?” Alec said.


  “What do you mean, ‘What’?” I said.


  “I can see the hamster wheel in your brain, slowly rolling along about something.”


  I hit him with a pillow, and he groaned. I felt momentarily bad. “It’s not that slow!”


  “You’re not watching the show,” he said, which was true. I tried to remember what was on. It was a commercial. Drat!


  “Sure I am,” I said. Alec raised an eyebrow.


  “Fine,” I said. “I found something last night, but I’m not telling you about it.”


  Alec crossed his arms and glared.


  “I don’t want you to get hurt,” I said. “I started this, and I’ll finish this alone.”


  “You’re an idiot,” he said.


  “Nobody else pays for what I’m doing,” I said. “Not you, not Tommy, Mrs. Torres, nobody.”


  “Idiot, idiot, idiot,” he said. “You didn’t get here on your own. If it hadn’t been for me, you never would’ve figured out the Monster Gang was based here. If it wasn’t for Tommy, you wouldn’t have found Angus.”


  “And if I hadn’t pushed you guys, you wouldn’t be hurt.”


  Alec groaned a little and stood. “You won’t believe it,” he said. “But it’s possible to say no to you. Tommy’s in this because he chose to be. Me, too.”


  “Mostly you’re in it because I took you to the warehouse,” I said.


  “I could’ve quit,” he said. “Or I could’ve said no that night. You think you forced me?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “Awesome,” he said. “So tell me how you’re going to keep me out. Do you have a plan?”


  I didn’t have a plan for that.


  “Great,” Alec said. “Tell me what you’re thinking about.”


  I went up to my room, and I brought down the scrapbook from Nick’s office. I opened it to the first page. Alec looked. He wasn’t bowled over. “Nice,” he said. “Graduation pictures for Grandpa Nick.”


  “Uh huh,” I said.


  Then Alec saw what I’d seen. “Holy monkey!”


  “Recognize someone?” I smiled smugly.


  “What’s he doing there?” Alec said. “That doesn’t make sense.”


  “Except it does,” I said. I pointed at the photo at the bottom of the page. It was a black-and-white picture of a few Chicago police cadets, staring out at us, smiling.


  A young Grandpa Nick stood in the middle, smirking even then.


  Sergeant Ray Jessup stood next to him. A much younger Ray Jessup, but it was him. He’d been in Grandpa Nick’s class.


  “I didn’t get it at first,” I said. “Then the hamster wheel got going. Remember when Dad called us after the warehouse? He said he’d talked to Ray. Why would he have talked to Ray, and not someone else? Unless he knew Ray.”


  Now Alec was rolling, too. “So you’re thinking Ray started on the Chicago cops with Grandpa Nick, but moved here at some point . . .”


  “His wife’s from here,” I said. “Her brothers are Monster Gang customers.”


  “He would’ve put in a good word for Nick when he applied to be police chief,” Alec said.


  “Count on that,” I said. “I think it gets worse.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If Ray Jessup was Chicago PD with Nick,” I said, pulling the whistle-Jude out of my pocket. “He might have one of these.”


  “You think he’s a Monster!” Alec cried out, and I put my hand over his mouth.


  “Can’t prove it,” I said. “But it could be his whistle-Jude that dropped at the bank.”


  “And he could’ve lifted Grandpa Nick’s gun,” Alec continued.


  “And being from Chicago, he probably knows more about bank robberies than anyone here.”


  “So what now?” Alec said.


  “Now we figure out how to prove it,” I said.


  For the next few hours, we pored over his laptop, searching for Ray Jessup and his connections to other potential Monster Gang members. Alec found a website about the Chicago police, and we confirmed Ray had been an officer and then a detective from the late 1970s to the early 2000s.


  We didn’t find a connection to another obvious gang member. His brothers-in-law? Maybe. As former owners of a hardware store, maybe they could’ve made the bombs that blew the safes. That wasn’t a slam dunk.


  Other cops? Didn’t make sense, either. Why frame Nick?


  For that matter, why would Sergeant Jessup frame Nick? Did he secretly hate him?


  When Mrs. Torres called us for dinner, I told Alec, “Don’t mention this at the table. We don’t need Mrs. Torres or Oliver hearing this. Talk, and your skateboard disappears. Like, in Lake Michigan!”


  “OK,” Alec said. “Jeez!”


  “You can’t ride it, anyway, with those ribs.”


  We ate quickly and said little. Alec barely made eye contact, so I decided I should threaten his skateboard more often. Then we went back upstairs. I kept researching Sergeant Jessup until I drifted off around 11.


  I didn’t sleep long. Alec shook me awake.


  “Don’t you sleep?”


  “Get up.”


  “You’re going to be short forever if you don’t sleep.”


  He stuck his phone in my face. His browser streamed the 11 o’clock news. He rewound it for me.


  “Breaking news tonight from Crabtree City Green,” said the anchor. “A man found murdered near the war memorial fountain. Another gravely injured. Police sources tell News Channel Four that masks were found near the victims’ bodies. The masks have been identified as the Mummy and Frankenstein, creating speculation the victims may be members of the Monster Gang.”


  I was out of bed, pulling on a bra and a pair of sweats as I went downstairs. I’d gone to sleep in an old, stretched-out LA Rams T-shirt, which would have to do. Alec barely kept up.


  Oliver was at the kitchen table with his laptop. When we appeared in the kitchen doorway, he looked up. “What?”


  “We need to go to the City Green.” The park wasn’t far. We didn’t need a ride.


  “Why?”


  Alec played the video. When it was done, Oliver said, “Stay here. I’ll call Bryan.”


  “We’re going,” I said. “You can come, or you can chase us.”


  Oliver didn’t like either option. He snarled, “Get a jacket. It’s chilly out there.”


  Minutes later, the three of us entered the City Green. I’d never liked the place (big surprise). There wasn’t much to it: a big empty lawn with oaks around the perimeter. There was a tiny, underused playground at one end, and a cement path split the space in two. In the middle was the giant fountain, which I guess was a war memorial. Tonight the park was lit with red and blue flashing police lights, circled around a spot close to the fountain.


  I saw cops leaning over something on the ground. I presumed they were looking at the bodies. I started to walk toward them, and Oliver held me back. “Stay here,” he said. “I’ve got friends on the force.”


  “I want to see.”


  “How many dead bodies have you seen? How many live murder scenes?”


  “I was at the Crabtree bank when it got held up!”


  “Stay here. For once, do what someone else asks. Please. Alec, make her stay.”


  Alec nodded. It ticked me off he was taking Oliver’s side.


  Alec said, “Oliver’s keeping us from getting arrested.”


  He had me there. I didn’t want to be interrogated. I just wanted to know who’d been killed and whether it was a Monster.


  We waited ten minutes for Oliver. He was far away, but I saw him talking with one officer, then another, then looking at what I couldn’t see on the ground. When he returned, he looked sick.


  “Did you see the body?” Alec said.


  Oliver nodded. “And the masks.”


  He led us out of the park, back toward his family’s house. He didn’t speak for a whole block, so I piped up. “What is it?”


  “I know the victim. And the guy who was injured.”


  He let that hang in the air but didn’t say anything else. Finally, I said, “And? Who was it?”


  Oliver shook his head. “It was bloody from where he’d been shot. Back of his head.”


  “Who were they?” I pressed.


  “The man who was killed was Norm Riggins. He owned the Starlite Bowl on Kirkwood.”


  I’d met Norm Riggins. I’d seen him twice—with Nick and with Patrick after school. He and Nick hadn’t acted like friends.


  “The other?” Alec asked.


  “Bob something,” Oliver said. “The town drunk. He and another guy hung around the Starlite all the time.”


  I remembered the two vagrant-looking guys bowling both times I’d been there. Both seemed unlikely members of the Monster Gang. The Gang seemed sharp. But who knew? Maybe Bob was a master criminal when he wasn’t drinking.


  I doubted it. But Norm Riggins? That I believed.


  Then I remembered. Sheriff Dancer had mentioned that Norm Riggins had a record.


  Had he pulled bank jobs? I slotted in Norm Riggins as a definite member of the Gang. And Sergeant Jessup.


  Two to go. I wasn’t going to sleep now. Oliver probably wouldn’t let me out of the house, but that didn’t matter. When we got back, Alec and I went upstairs. When I closed my door behind me, I pulled my phone and texted my brother.


  You up for a trip to the Starlite Bowl?


  I knew he’d say yes.
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  While we waited for the rest of the house to go to sleep, Alec and I sat in our rooms and learned what we could online about Norm Riggins. He owned the building that housed the bowling alley. His mail went there. Maybe he lived there, too.


  Then we hit the big stuff: his record.


  Norman J. Riggins Jr. had served ten years in prison in Illinois. He’d been involved in a bank robbery there, and he was suspected in dozens more, according to Chicago newspapers.


  That’s why Nick had stuck to him! “He didn’t want the sheriff blowing it,” I said out loud.


  “What?” Alec said through the wall.


  I opened my door. It was dark in the hall. I opened Alec’s door.


  “Norm Riggins was Grandpa Nick’s suspect,” I said. “I’d bet plane fare to LA on that. Nick didn’t want Sheriff Dancer arresting him for the Monster Gang case because he thought he was close on Danny’s murder. Maybe Riggins thought so, too.”


  “Which is why he framed Grandpa Nick,” Alec said.


  “And why he chose Crabtree to be where he shot someone,” I said.


  “We gotta go,” Alec said.


  “Agreed. I don’t want to wait anymore,” I said. The house was dark. I crept around the hallway and listened. I heard normal sounds of the house settling. The dishwasher ran. No TV or music. I didn’t see light from downstairs or the bedrooms upstairs.


  I motioned to Alec to follow. Then I went back in the room and closed the door gently behind us. “Let’s go,” I said.


  Alec went quickly to the window and opened it. He moved a little gingerly, but he tried to hide it. He got up on the sill. He said, “Worried about getting caught?”


  “Not really,” I said.


  Alec went through the window and jumped down onto the lawn. I followed. I looked back at the house. Dark and quiet. We headed for the street.


  “Know what would come in handy right now?” Alec said.


  “What’s that?”


  “Mom’s old Camry. We could drive to the Starlite Bowl. If only some idiot hadn’t gotten caught stealing it.”


  “Where do your ribs hurt? Can I poke where I think it is?”


  We walked back to Kirkwood and turned off on a side street near the Starlite Bowl. The bowling alley’s neon sign was dark, its doors closed. A light shone out from a window on the second floor—maybe Norm Riggins’s apartment—but I couldn’t see anyone up there. We crossed the street. Alec tried the front doors, but no dice.


  “Want me to try and pick the lock?” he said.


  “We’re on the street. Anyone could see us. Also, since when can you pick locks?”


  “I saw a YouTube video,” he said. “See, there are sixteen different kinds of locks—”


  I shook my head. “Later,” I said. “Let’s see if there’s some other way.”


  Alec grumbled but followed, and we circled the building. It was a shabby two-story stone and cement box. The front looked out on Kirkwood, and one side abutted the next building, which housed a veterinarian’s office. The third side looked out on the side street and had a couple of dirty windows and a side entrance.


  We tried it. Locked again. “How about—” Alec began. I shushed him.


  The back side of the building faced a narrow alley that smelled like garbage. A rickety fire escape came down from the second floor. There was a double door to the building’s basement leaning at a 45-degree angle between the wall and the pavement.


  “Fire escape?” Alec said.


  “I’m not sure it could hold either of us.”


  “Basement?”


  I turned my flashlight on the basement doors. There was a slot for a padlock. But no padlock.


  I pulled the doors open. Then I shone the flashlight down a steep set of stone steps. I didn’t see anything but dark.


  “Well, that’s terrifying,” I said.


  “Or awesome,” Alec said. He was already halfway down.


  I followed. I didn’t know what we were walking into.


  Before I reached the bottom, my face brushed against spider webs. I spit dust and web onto the staircase. I couldn’t see Alec.


  I found myself in a tunnel that seemed long, but it was hard to tell. The floor felt scummy and slippery, wet under my sneakers. The walls were packed dirt. The only light came from outside. I shuffled twenty or thirty feet. I still didn’t see Alec.


  Then his flashlight went on, shining underneath his chin to make his face look demonic. I shrieked and jumped.


  He laughed. I slapped him.


  “Ow! Jeez!”


  “You jerk,” I said.


  “Quiet down, would you? Want to get caught?”


  I started to threaten a new level of bodily harm, but he said, “I found a way upstairs.”


  I’d get revenge later. “OK,” I said. “Let’s go.”


  He walked ahead and shined a light toward the end of the tunnel. I saw a furnace and water heater, and stairs leading up. “I think they go into the bowling alley kitchen,” he said.


  When we reached the stairs, I heard a scraping sound in the direction we’d come. I heard it again. And a third time. I recognized the sound: shoes. Someone was coming this way.


  “Didn’t you close the doors?” Alec said.


  “No! We needed the light!”


  “Why do you think we have flashlights?”


  “Turn yours off,” I whispered.


  “OK,” he whispered, turning it off. “If we get killed, it’s your fault.”


  I turned my own light off. I pushed Alec by the water heater for cover. Quietly as I could, I hid behind the furnace. The footsteps kept coming. I saw a flashlight beam on the ground.


  I looked for a weapon. I couldn’t see anything. I held my flashlight like a club.


  I held my breath. The footsteps reached us. I looked around the corner of the furnace, and I could barely make out a form. I got ready to pounce.


  “Kat? Alec?”


  I shined my light at the form. Tommy.


  “I heard a scream.”


  Alec and I came out from our hiding places.


  “Sorry. That was Kat. She got scared.”


  “It might’ve been Alec when I slapped him.”


  We stood there, not saying anything. Then I said, “What’re you doing here?”


  “I texted him,” Alec said.


  “I figured you might get yourselves killed without me to save the day,” Tommy smirked.


  “Where do you get the ego?” I said. “You’re ruining things—again!”


  “Isn’t that what whiny little babies do?” he said.


  That stopped me. “Sorry about that,” I said.


  “I said some stuff, too,” he said. “It wasn’t OK.”


  “Are we cool?” I said.


  “I’m here, aren’t I? We’re in this together.”


  I couldn’t help it. I hugged him. Tight. I was really glad I wasn’t doing this by myself.


  I started to feel weird about hugging him, and I pulled away.


  But I couldn’t. He hugged me back. I didn’t let go.


  “Aw, man,” Alec said. “What is this, a repeat of the movie theater?”


  We both let go. Alec probably didn’t see my glare. Tommy said, “You know about that?”


  Alec put his flashlight under his chin. “Master Alec knows all,” he said in his best demon voice. “Yes. But I don’t want to talk about it ever.”


  Tommy and I glanced at each other, neither saying anything.


  “Will you chowderheads come on?” Alec said.


  Alec climbed the stairs and stopped at the door at the top. It opened. “I didn’t even have to pick it!” he said. “Let’s go!”
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  We walked into Starlite Bowl’s kitchen. Dim light shone from the windows, and we could turn off our flashlights. We could see where we were going and, worse, confirm the kitchen looked as gross as I’d guessed.


  There was a double sink, filled past the brim with greasy dishes and pans. A large steel table stood in the middle of the room. On it were rotting hamburgers and hot dogs. The smell almost knocked me over. A bag of frozen potato wedges sat to one side, thawed and open. The floor felt slippery and damp.


  We heard a clicking sound in a corner. Alec turned his flashlight on and pointed it toward the noise. Six or seven rats crossed the beam of light. Alec’s mouth opened, and I slapped a palm over it.


  When he stopped trying to scream, I took my hand away.


  “I hate rats,” he shivered.


  “That’s clear,” I whispered. Tommy snickered.


  I moved around the table to the sink. Above it was a passthrough into the bowling alley. All the lights were off. I squinted, and I swore I saw something move.


  Something clattered. Like a chain being dropped.


  “Did you hear that?” I whispered.


  Alec nodded. Tommy looked like he wanted to run.


  We heard a loud, mournful howl, like the sound of a big dog. That couldn’t be real, right? “Outside, right?”


  “Let’s go,” Tommy whispered.


  Two more howls joined in. Different dogs, just as big.


  “I don’t remember dogs in here before,” Tommy whispered.


  “You mean during the day?” I whispered.


  I heard more clattering. Through the passthrough, I definitely saw something moving.


  I saw light reflecting on a black eye. A huge, black dog, barely visible in the dark, loped toward the lunch counter. Toward me. It barked, which seemed to shake the building.


  “Times have changed,” Tommy said.


  “We should go,” Alec said.


  I grabbed Alec’s hand and took off running, out the door to the basement as fast as I could. I didn’t know if we could outrun the dog, but we’d try. Tommy was behind me. We raced down the stairs like they weren’t steep, like there was no chance we could fall.


  I hit the ground in the basement and nearly stumbled. I turned on my flashlight and poured on the speed. I could barely see, but I heard something distinctive.


  Giant paws behind us. The huge dog in hot pursuit.


  I started to lose my grip on Alec. He struggled to keep up. I pulled him down the tunnel with the packed earth walls. I couldn’t see the end, but I knew there was a stairway in front of us, leading up and out.


  Alec looked back, and so did I. I caught a glimpse of the dog, black, sleek, and hairless. Its face and jaws looked big enough to eat us whole.


  “It’s not a dog chasing us!” Alec yelled.


  “It’s totally a dog,” Tommy moaned.


  “It’s dogs! Plural! More than one!”


  I looked back. Alec was right. A German Shepherd and Rottweiler joined the first hellhound.


  “Run!” Alec screamed. As if we hadn’t thought of that.


  The dogs doubled their speed with every footfall.


  I saw the stairs. Someone had closed the cellar doors. Maybe Tommy? I couldn’t worry about that. They seemed far. I didn’t dare look back. I could outpace Alec and probably Tommy, but I couldn’t leave them to get eaten.


  I reached the stairs. I stumbled as my foot hit the bottom one, and my flashlight went rolling. I could make out the doors above us, and I scrambled up. I pulled Alec along, and now Tommy was at my side.


  The dogs were almost on us.


  I made it to the top of the steep cement stairs, and I pushed against the doors.


  They didn’t budge an inch. We were locked inside.


  I cried out and slammed my shoulder into them again. Nothing.


  The first dog—the black one—was on the stairs now. I heard the skittering of claws against the cement. I saw the outline of the other two arriving at the bottom.


  I forced myself in front of Alec and Tommy, boxing them out. The dog snapped at my foot, and I felt it bite down on my left Converse. It was more pressure than puncture, but it hurt. I was sure that I’d broken a toe or two.


  I kicked it with my right, hard as I could, and it let go of my left. I didn’t like kicking an animal, but it was him or me.


  The black dog lunged. Tommy swung at it with his flashlight, hitting the hound on the side of the head. Bought me a half second.


  What did Dad say to do if you’re attacked by a dog? The eyes.


  No time to think. I swung now with my left arm and punched the dog in the bridge of the nose. As I did, I extended two fingers. Could I poke its eyes? I made contact.


  The dog stumbled back. Great. If I could find a way to fight off the others and get the cellar doors open, we’d be all set.


  No problem.


  I heard Alec hyperventilate. Did he have his inhaler?


  The first dog righted itself midway up the stairs, and the other two joined it. The three animals cornered us. “It’s possible this wasn’t a good idea,” I said.


  “Possible,” Tommy said.


  The dogs closed in on us, growling. And then . . . they stopped. They got out of attack position. The German Shepherd sat. The others retreated. “What the heck?” I said.


  Alec found his inhaler and took a hit.


  “Someone’s coming,” Tommy said.


  I heard it, too. People coming down the tunnel. I saw a flashlight beam.


  “Who’s there?” Alec called out. Nobody answered, but they kept coming.


  “Get ready to run,” Tommy said. “Can you?” he asked me.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Who are you?” Alec called out. He raised his flashlight and shined it toward the approaching people. Tommy did the same. Three men stepped out of the dark. Dracula, Frankenstein, and Wolfman. Wolfman held up a dog whistle.


  Alec ran right at them. “Screw it!” he said.


  “Alec!” I yelled. He tackled Wolfman in his midsection. Dracula and Frankenstein seemed surprised but didn’t otherwise react.


  Alec found my flashlight on the ground and picked it up like a club.


  He took a hard a swing at Frankenstein. CRASH! The flashlight connected, hitting him in the side. Frankenstein tried to turn away, but Alec spun and took another swing.


  He connected with Frankenstein’s shoulder, head, and neck. The Monster yelped and dropped to his knees. Alec swung again. He hit Frankenstein in the temple, and the Monster went down. Alec swung at Dracula, missing. Now Tommy was with him, tackling Dracula.


  Alec swung the light at Wolfman, who caught it. Alec held tight and kicked Wolfman in the shin. Frankenstein got to his feet and grabbed Alec, with Dracula helping pull him off.


  We wouldn’t win. For all we knew, they had guns. We had one advantage. I knew who one of them was.


  I fished into my pocket. I had the whistle-Jude in my hand.


  “Frankenstein!” I yelled. “Think fast!”


  I threw it at him. It was pitch black except for random flashlight beams, so he couldn’t catch it. When it hit the ground, he pushed Alec off and shined his flashlight around. He found it, bent to pick it up. Alec and Tommy didn’t attack.


  “Did you drop that, Sergeant Jessup?” I called out. “Sorry if you’ve been looking for it. I had it all along. Take off your stupid mask, and let’s talk.”


  Sergeant Jessup pulled off the Frankenstein mask. His Brillo-­pad hair was mussed and sweaty. He looked at the whistle-Jude.


  Tommy and Alec stepped back, joining me on the stairs.


  “Holy crap!” Tommy said. “You’re that cop!”


  “You were right,” Alec whispered.


  “Shut up,” I whispered. “I’m always right.”


  Dracula looked down. “Perhaps we should all unmask.”


  “Only a matter of time, anyway,” I said.


  Dracula pulled off the mask. I hadn’t seen this coming at all.


  “Dad?” Tommy said.


  That’s right. Dracula was Bryan Bassett, for the defense.


  Then came Wolfman: Oliver. I cursed myself for almost liking him.


  “Let’s go,” Mr. Bassett said. “Upstairs. We have things to discuss.”


  “We’re not going,” I managed.


  “Should I pull a gun?” Sergeant Jessup said. “Do what he says.”
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  The three remaining Monsters led us through the dark basement, up the stairs, and through the disgusting kitchen. Then into the bowling alley. Oliver turned on the lights, and Mr. Bassett led us to seats at the counter.


  The three dogs lay on the threadbare carpet. They looked comfortable.


  Too bad.


  My foot hurt. I checked my Converse. There was a big, dog-­induced hole near the toe. I pulled it off, and then my sock. My toes were red and bruised, but no puncture marks.


  “Is this the secret hideout?” I said, putting back on my sock and shoe. “You plot crimes and bowl a few frames?”


  Oliver looked like he wanted to talk but wouldn’t. The sergeant and Tommy’s dad said nothing.


  Since nobody else talked, I did. “It makes sense now.”


  “It does?” Tommy cried.


  “We should explain,” Mr. Bassett said.


  “This ought to be good,” Alec said.


  Sergeant Jessup poked my arm. “Want me to look at that foot?”


  I laughed. “Don’t come near me, Ray. Can I call you Ray? I’m calling you Ray. As in, turn yourself in, Ray.”


  “You don’t get to talk to me like that,” Ray said.


  “Just did,” I said. “Not stopping.”


  “If I could explain,” Oliver managed. He walked toward me, arms out like he was trying to quiet the room.


  Alec stood and kicked him in the shins. “Don’t go near her!”


  Oliver backed off, and Alec faced the sergeant. “How could you?”


  “Take it easy,” I said.


  “I don’t feel like taking it easy.”


  “Yeah? Well, they caught us, we’re trapped, and they might have guns. So settle down!”


  I got to my feet. I felt sore, but I wouldn’t show it. I was tougher than these guys.


  “How’d this happen?” Tommy asked.


  They didn’t need to explain. I’d figured it out.


  “The four of you made quite a team, right?” I said. “Ray made sure the police never caught you. He kept you a step ahead of the sheriff and the Crabtree cops.”


  I turned to Tommy’s dad. “I bet you were Norm Riggins’s lawyer. Ray knew he probably killed my uncle. You convinced Norm to show you how to rob banks.”


  “Didn’t take much convincing,” the sergeant said.


  “What convinced you, Ray?” I said. “The Applegates shut down your wife’s family business, and since she’s dying, you thought, ‘What the heck? I’ll stick it to everyone!’?”


  Ray looked stunned. Then angry. He moved at me, fist balled. Oliver got in his way. “Out of my way, Oliver,” Jessup growled.


  “She’s baiting you,” Oliver said.


  “What about you, Dad?” Tommy said to his father.


  “You know what the bank’s done to Crabtree. Someone has to stand up.”


  “You sure stood up to George Wilson,” I said.


  “That was Riggins,” the sergeant said.


  “Oh?” I said. “How’d he get the gun, Ray? Who gave him that? Pretty sure it was you.”


  “Riggins thought Nick was onto him for the bank job and murder in the ’90s,” Oliver said. “He threatened us. He’d tell the police about the people we gave money to.”


  “And being the noble guys you are, you gave in,” I said. “Pathetic.”


  The sergeant came at me again, and Oliver held him back. Now Alec got in his face. “What’re you going to do, Ray? Finish the job you started on the roof the other night?”


  “That wasn’t us,” the sergeant protested.


  “Shut up, Ray,” I said.


  “Your grandpa wouldn’t like you talking like that,” he said.


  “Yeah? He wouldn’t be thrilled with you framing him, either.”


  “It wasn’t us. The attackers knocked me out,” Oliver said.


  “How do we know you didn’t plan that?”


  Mr. Bassett didn’t take his eyes off Tommy. “It was Riggins. Oliver told him about the office above the garage. Riggins got that guy from the bowling alley to help him. God as my witness, we didn’t know until after.”


  “Pretty convenient Riggins did all the bad stuff,” I said. “Since he’s not here.”


  The whole room was quiet for a minute. An idea came to me. Either these three were killers, and I was already dead . . . or one of them had another secret.


  “Which one of you killed Riggins?” I said. “And almost killed his friend.”


  The three men looked back and forth among each other. Oliver started to speak.


  “Stop, Oliver,” I said. “I’m pretty sure you didn’t. You were with us that night, and you freaked out when you saw the bodies.”


  “That leaves two of you,” Alec said.


  “A man like Riggins has enemies,” Ray said.


  “And one just happened to kill him now?” Alec said.


  Not a word from the Monsters. Mr. Bassett glanced at Tommy, who seemed catatonic. They were both a mess. Which didn’t make me feel better. One of them could crack.


  I needed something approaching evidence if I was going to get out of here alive and get Grandpa Nick out of jail. I turned toward the counter, and I slipped my hand into my pocket. I turned to them as I pulled out my crummy old cell phone and swiped the screen so it was ready. They didn’t seem to notice.


  Alec glared at Mr. Bassett and the sergeant. “We’re turning you in.”


  “You’re not doing anything, Alec,” Ray said.


  “You going to keep us here, Ray?” I said. “Or kill us? People will notice we’re gone. Mrs. Torres. Our dad’ll be here soon. Grandpa Nick. Even Sheriff Dancer. You’re stuck.”


  Tommy’s dad looked like he might cry. “What we’ve done hasn’t been bad.”


  Oliver continued. “The Applegates will destroy everything in Crabtree.”


  I laughed out loud, and the talking stopped. “Wow. You’re so heroic that you’re begging a couple kids not to tell on you.”


  Mr. Bassett exhaled long and loud. “OK. What’ll it be, then?”


  “It’ll be this!” I said. I brought my cell phone up and snapped half a dozen photos. I caught the three Monsters, and Tommy and Alec. Even got one of the dogs.


  “Stop!” Ray said. He came at me, and I jumped on a stool next to the counter. I slid across. I was backed into a corner, but I had time to text out the photos. Not many people to choose from.


  I chose Dad.


  I hit send, and I head the “Woosh” from the iPhone.


  Mr. Bassett was behind the counter, too. He grabbed the phone and threw it to the ground.


  “Don’t you dare!” he yelled. “We’ll—”


  “Too late,” I said. “They’re sent.”


  “Where?” Jessup said.


  “LAPD Detective Grade III Jimmy Dylan,” I said. “If Alec and I end up dead, he’ll have a head start identifying the killers.”


  Mr. Bassett breathed hard.


  “I’ll make them disappear,” Ray said. “Buy us a day.”


  “It’s my son,” Mr. Bassett said.


  “I won’t hurt them,” the sergeant said. “Just get them out of the way.”


  I heard a clicking sound. I turned and saw Oliver holding a gun. He pointed it at Tommy’s dad and Ray.


  “You’re not doing anything,” he said. “Kat, Alec, Tommy, get out of here.”


  Mr. Bassett stepped back. The sergeant didn’t move.


  Decision time. My heart did cartwheels. My stomach lurched, and I couldn’t swallow. Without even taking a breath, I walked past Mr. Bassett.


  Ray stood his ground. He’d supplied Norm Riggins with the gun. He was responsible for George Wilson’s death. He was the reason Grandpa Nick was in jail.


  I put my shoulder into it and bumped him hard. As I walked around the counter, I picked up the phone. I checked it. Message sent.


  “Come on,” I said to Tommy and Alec. Alec followed, and we walked to the front door. I’d thank Oliver later.


  “Not going,” Tommy said.


  Alec and I turned.


  “What do you mean, you’re not going?” I said.


  “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t know what to do. I’m sorry about your grandfather, but what they’ve been doing . . . it’s not bad.”


  “What part’s been good?” I said, too tired to really fight.


  “Think about Oliver’s mom,” Tommy said.


  “She took money,” I said. “Oliver, did she know you were a Monster?”


  Oliver shook his head.


  “Because she would’ve been ashamed.”


  “Norm Riggins killed that guard,” Tommy said. “He’s dead. You don’t have to send these three to jail. They didn’t kill anyone.”


  “Somebody killed Riggins,” Alec said.


  “Pretty sure somebody in this room,” I said.


  “What if you gave them a chance? To make it right?” Tommy said. “For me? I just . . . Think about the people who’ve suffered because of the Applegates. Patrick’s family. Please!”


  Alec turned toward the door.


  “Please,” Tommy repeated.


  I looked at Tommy’s dad. “Could you get charges dropped against Grandpa Nick?”


  “What?” Alec said. He didn’t like where this was going.


  I didn’t care. “He’d need to go free. Tomorrow. Good name restored.”


  “That’s a tall order,” Mr. Bassett said.


  “Fill it. Or you’re going to prison.”


  “No!” Alec growled. “I won’t stay quiet. I’m going to the cops now.”


  He brushed past me. I grabbed his arm and spun him back. “You’ll do what I say. We’re finishing this my way. You’ll stay quiet until I say. Grandpa Nick’s freedom depends on it.”


  Alec was ready to explode, but he shut up. I turned to the Monsters. “Well?”


  Mr. Bassett swept a strand of hair off his forehead. “You have a deal.”


  “Clock’s ticking.” I went to the door and turned the locks. I opened it and stepped outside. Alec followed, glowering, ready to fight. But he went.


  Tommy stayed. I closed the door behind us. We stepped onto the sidewalk.


  When we were a block away, a car came to life on the other side of the street. Headlights on. I couldn’t see who was inside, but they’d been parked in view of the Starlite.


  The car didn’t fit in Crabtree, either. Black BMW. Big and sleek. More LA or Chicago than this place during the off-season.


  It pulled out and roared up Kirkwood fast, toward the boardwalk.


  Someone had been watching the Starlite. Watching us. I grabbed Alec’s shirt. “Let’s go!”


  “I don’t feel like talking,” he said.


  “Someone was watching us,” I said. “You can tell me what a jerk I am later. Let’s go!”


  We ran to Mrs. Torres’s house.
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  When we got there, I wedged myself between the fence and the brick wall of the house. It gave me enough leverage to scale up to the second-floor window, which was still open.


  I went downstairs and opened the door for Alec. He brushed past. I followed him up and fell onto my bed. I felt tired—the kind of full-body exhaustion you have after running forever, then getting attacked by dogs.


  I meant to stay awake. Someone had been watching us. Who? What if Ray Jessup decided to come and get us? We still didn’t know who’d killed Norm Riggins. What if that killer came for us? I got up and propped the desk chair against the doorknob.


  I watched the window. If someone was coming, I’d see them.


  I don’t remember falling asleep. If I dreamed, I don’t remember what. But I do remember waking up with a start. The door to my room was literally shaking, earthquake style. The doorknob rattled so hard that I thought it would bust loose. The chair shook but held—I didn’t know for how long.


  This was no earthquake. This was it. The Monsters didn’t like our deal.


  I rolled out of bed and got into a crouch. If they burst through the door, I wanted to be able to lunge. I scanned the room for a weapon. Something heavy to hit them with. Then I remembered: I had a chair keeping the door from opening.


  They probably wouldn’t see that coming.


  I approached the door. If I got in one good shot, maybe I could escape through the window. I grabbed the chair, prepared to take it back, and—


  “What gives?” I heard Alec on the other side of the door. “You hear me! Let me in!” There was a pause. “What’d you do to this door, anyway?”


  I pulled the chair back and let him in. “What?” I said. “Is someone here? Where’s Mrs. Torres?”


  “I want to know why you did it.”


  Seriously? The earthquake/doorknob routine for this? I checked my foot. Still sore, but I’d survive.


  “Was it because you like Tommy?”


  “You’re talking to me again, then?” I asked, closing the door and sitting back down on the bed.


  “Screw you, Kat. Grandpa Nick’s in jail. We know who the Monsters are. You could have ended this last night.”


  “You’re a moron. Want to be a detective? Think like one.”


  Alec glared some more.


  “We know it’s Mr. Bassett and the rest. But we don’t know who killed Norm Riggins, and we can’t prove that Riggins killed the guard in the bank.”


  “We’ve got enough.”


  “We’ve got enough to hang everybody who took money. Want that?”


  “I don’t care about them.”


  “They could go to jail, too. It’s messy. We still have work to do.”


  “Mr. Bassett or the sergeant killed Riggins,” Alec said. “Let them fight it out with the sheriff.”


  “I want Nick out of jail. Tommy’s dad and Ray were so scared of Riggins they framed Nick. Now they’re scared of us.”


  “So what now?”


  “We do what detectives do. We plan. You and me. Nobody else.”


  “I still don’t like it.”


  “If we’d could’ve talked it over, I . . . probably wouldn’t have,” I said.


  His face softened a little. He chuckled.


  I said, “You know it’s true. I didn’t have time to hear your opinion and ignore it. But it’s not because of Tommy.”


  “It’s a little because of Tommy.”


  I didn’t say anything. “See?” he said. “Your silence is deafening.”


  “It’s not deafening!”


  “Think of a plan already!” he said. “We still have to catch Riggins’s killer.”


  Before I could say another word, there was a knock at the door. I straightened my hair and clothes as I got up. Alec opened it. Oliver stood there. He hadn’t slept. He wore the same white button-­down and jeans from the night before. He looked like he’d been crying.


  “It’s gone on long enough,” he said. “It’s out of hand.”


  I might have nodded.


  “I didn’t kill Riggins. I wouldn’t kill anybody.”


  I nodded some more.


  “I’m turning myself in.”


  “We’ll go with you,” Alec said.


  I felt bad for Oliver. He’d probably idolized Mr. Bassett, gone along with whatever his boss said. His family suffered, and he tried to do the right thing. Maybe he’d known for a while he’d been wrong.
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  Alec and I brushed our teeth and put on fresh clothes. My Converses were ruined, so I put on my basketball shoes instead, with a pair of jeans, a plaid long-sleeve shirt, and my sea glass necklace. Alec was back in the Omaha Steaks hat, a pair of cut-off cargo pants, and a blue golf shirt. He put on dark blue elbow and knee pads, and he hung the orange helmet around his neck. He must’ve wiped the blood stain off it since he left the hospital.


  We walked with Oliver to Crabtree Police HQ.


  “Does your mom know?” I ventured as we crossed Kirkwood.


  “Told her this morning.”


  “What was your plan?” I said. “You ran out of banks. You’d done as much to the Applegates as you could.”


  “Don’t know. Bryan said we’d go after them in court. But it wasn’t clear. We hoped the money we stole could tide people over.”


  “Did it work?” Alec said.


  “I hope so.”


  “Are you worried people just depend on the Monster Gang? I don’t see new businesses around here. Or people moving on.”


  “I don’t know,” Oliver said.


  “You don’t know a lot,” I said.


  “I know I’m going to jail,” he said.


  We walked into the station and up the rickety stairs to the main desk. We saw Sergeant Connors working at a computer in the bullpen. The young, blond cop at the desk was nodding off.


  Sergeant Connors saw us and walked over. “What now?” she said. “Tell me you’re not in trouble again.”


  “I’m the one in trouble,” Oliver said. “My name’s Oliver Torres. I’m one of the Monster Gang. I’m Wolfman. I’m here to turn myself in.”


  The sergeant’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding.”


  “Nope,” came a voice behind us. I turned and saw Ray Jessup walking up the stairs.


  “Ray?” Sergeant Connors said.


  “I’m one of the Monster Gang, too,” he said. “I’m Frankenstein. I’ll swear on a stack of Bibles I stole Nick Hawkins’s gun.”


  “Quite a way to start a morning, huh, Sergeant Connors?” Alec said.


  Nobody said anything. Finally, it was too quiet.


  “We can prove it,” I said. “I’ve got photos, and they can give you whatever you’d need.”


  Sergeant Jessup pulled his Frankenstein mask out of his back pocket. He held it up for Sergeant Connors. “I can tell you how I stole Nick’s gun from his office.”


  The young blond cop looked at Sergeant Connors, unsure what to do.


  “This doesn’t happen all the time?” I asked.


  “Why don’t you all come inside?” Sergeant Connors said. She said to the cop at the desk, “Get the sheriff.”


  In the minutes that followed, Sergeant Connors led Oliver and Ray into separate interview rooms. Then Sheriff Dancer went into one. Sergeant Connors and other cops scurried around. Then the sheriff went out one interview room and into the other.


  Alec and I sat on the hard wooden bench outside the two rooms. We’d sat here so much lately I thought they should recognize us. Maybe a plaque? “Kat Dylan was here again and again”? When Grandpa Nick was out of jail, I’d suggest it.


  Sheriff Dancer didn’t say a word to Alec or me. Rude. After all we’d meant to each other? After I’d delivered two Monsters in one morning?


  Adults. No manners.


  Alec looked up from his phone. He’d been watching kung fu movies on YouTube. “Should we call Tommy?” he said.


  “Give me your phone,” I said.


  He did. I opened a new text.


  Hey—


  Kat on Alec’s phone. At Crabtree Police. Oliver &

  Jessup turned selves in.


  Where r u?


  I waited a couple of seconds, and a word balloon with the little dots inside formed. The phone blooped, and his message said:


  At my dad’s office. He’s a mess.


  I texted back: U should get here. He should too.


  Another word balloon.


  I know. Trying.


  Someone’s here.


  I texted back: Who?


  Another word balloon. I waited.


  Sheriff Dancer came out of one of the interview rooms with Sergeant Connors and a deputy. He looked my way, and I waved. He didn’t wave back.


  To Sergeant Connors, he said, “Plaschke and I are going to Bassett’s office. You hold down the fort and put in a call to the jail. It’ll take time, but I can’t see charges against Hawkins sticking.”


  The sergeant grinned, and the sheriff pursed his lips.


  I looked back at the phone. Still a word balloon, but no actual text from Tommy.


  I texted again: Dancer on his way. Tell ur dad.


  The word balloon on the screen disappeared.


  I sat back against the wall and waited. Nothing happened.


  “What is it?” Alec said.


  “Mr. Bassett’s a mess,” I said.


  “Can’t imagine a visit from the sheriff will make it better,” he said.


  “I’m calling Dad,” I said. “He should know.”


  “You can explain the photos you texted him last night, while you’re at it,” Alec said. He took his phone back and opened YouTube.


  I walked down the hall. I saw the door to Grandpa Nick’s office, his name still on it. I called Dad’s number.


  Voicemail. I thought about hanging up, but instead, I rambled, telling him the whole story. Not skipping a thing. Alec and I were heroes, after all.


  I was explaining that Ray Jessup was the one who stole Nick’s gun when I heard the police band at the other end of the room squawk. Sheriff Dancer’s voice cried out.


  “Officer down! Shots fired on the 1400 block of Walnut. Offices of Bryan Bassett. Need assistance. Officer down!”


  Alec was on his feet. Sergeant Connors and the rest of the uniformed officers—about ten of them—mobilized. The sergeant was shouting orders, and I barely understood them.


  I stared at my phone. Dad’s voicemail was still recording. What now?


  “Gotta go.” I hung up.


  Sergeant Connors and three officers headed down the stairs to the back of the building, where the police cars parked. Nobody paid attention to us. For once, they didn’t have to. We weren’t in trouble.


  No time like the present to get back into trouble. I didn’t have to say anything to Alec. We jetted past the front desk, down the stairs, and out the front doors.
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  If there’s a good thing about living in Crabtree—and I’m not sure there is—it’s that you can get around fast. Almost no traffic. Everything important is a few blocks from anywhere.


  That’s why Alec and I beat Sergeant Connors and the Crabtree force to Mr. Bassett’s office. They had to get their guns, start their cars, and drive over. All we had to do was run.


  When we got there, I wished we hadn’t been in a hurry.


  We’d been to Mr. Bassett’s building before, of course. It was one of the nicer ones in Crabtree. Three stories, stone facade, brass plate with his name on it.


  And today, blood on the sidewalk. A bullet hole in the glass door. An ambulance pulled up, then police cars. Two officers were bleeding. One leaned against his car as an EMT surveyed his wounds. The other one got loaded onto a stretcher and into the ambulance.


  The one on the stretcher was Sheriff Dancer. I didn’t like him—how could I? But I didn’t want him shot.


  I scanned the area for someone I knew. Deputy Plaschke sneered the same way he always did. Maybe that was just his face. The EMT bandaged his wounds, and he looked like he would be OK. I heard sirens.


  “What do you think happened?” Alec said.


  Before I could answer, I saw someone else I knew. She stood next to the EMTs. She held a big handgun. Regina Gallup.


  I pointed her out.


  “What’s she doing here?”


  “I’m wondering if she’s who came to see Mr. Bassett when we were texting Tommy,” I said. I didn’t like the look of her, in broad daylight, holding a giant gun.


  “Where is Tommy?” Alec said.


  Regina broke from the EMT and started fast toward Kirkwood. I didn’t know if she’d seen us. Didn’t matter. She’d see us now.


  I ran to her, with Alec trailing. “Regina!” I yelled.


  She turned and didn’t raise the gun. So . . . bonus for me.


  “Kat,” she said.


  “What happened?”


  “Bassett happened.”


  “What does that mean?” Alec said.


  “I went to his office,” she said. “I knew he was part of the Monster Gang. I gave him a chance to turn himself in. He opened fire.”


  “He shot at you?” Alec said. I glared. What did he think “opened fire” meant?


  “Yes, he shot at me, and when they arrived, he shot at the sheriff and his deputies. I returned fire, but he got away.”


  “You shot him?” Alec said.


  “Alec!” I said. “Got away where?”


  “He’s on foot. My agency and the police are setting a perimeter. Go home, Kat, Alec. You don’t want to be part of this.”


  I started to talk, but Regina interrupted.


  “I should thank you. I wouldn’t have figured out Bassett’s part in this if I hadn’t followed you.”


  Alec opened his mouth, but it was my turn. “That was you? In the BMW?”


  “She’s why we ran home like that?” Alec said.


  “I couldn’t tell who was watching us,” I told him. “I needed to get us out of there.”


  “I was watching you,” she said. “Why not? You were ahead of everyone. I’m sorry if you thought you were in danger. The Applegates owe you big. Now get out of here.”


  “Where’s Tommy?” I said.


  “With his dad,” Regina said. “Bassett’s crazy, dragging his kid into this.”


  “Mr. Bassett took him?” I said.


  “Against his will?” Alec piled on.


  Regina looked frustrated, and like she was late for an appointment. “He sure wasn’t resisting,” she said. “I need to go.”


  “Tommy’s our friend,” I said. “We’re going with you.”


  Regina shook her head. “Follow me and I’ll have you arrested. If that doesn’t work, I’ll shoot you. Go home.” She started walking even more quickly toward Kirkwood.


  “Think she’d really shoot us?” Alec asked.


  “Probably not,” I said. “Get us arrested, sure.”


  “The joke’s on her!” he said, scampering after her. “Getting arrested in Crabtree is what we do!”


  He wasn’t wrong. I followed him. We stayed a block behind her until we got to Kirkwood. I’m sure she knew we were following, but she didn’t look back. When she reached the main street, she turned left, which would take her past most of the businesses and toward the City Green.


  Alec started that way, too, but I pulled him back.


  “What?” he said. “I thought we were following her.”


  “She only broke this case open because she was following us,” I said. “What makes you think she’s suddenly wise to how Mr. Bassett thinks?”


  Alec blinked a bunch of times, which meant he was thinking about what I said. I continued. “Imagine you’re Mr. Bassett. You’re on the run. You’re armed, and your kid’s trailing along.”


  “You think he forced Tommy to go with him?”


  “We don’t know what’s going through Tommy’s head. Last night, he begged us not to turn his dad in. You sure he’s a hostage?”


  Alec didn’t argue. That never happened, so I took advantage.


  “So you’re Bryan Bassett. You’re on the run. With your son. Would you run down the middle of Kirkwood? Why not wear a sign that says ‘I’m guilty and stupid’?”


  Alec nodded. “So where?”


  “Not home. That’ll be covered.”


  “Bowling alley?” Alec said.


  “Bingo,” I said. “Not for long, but that’s where he’d go first.”


  “Let’s go,” Alec said. He took off running, and I didn’t see a reason to stop him. I followed. Where Regina had turned left, we turned right, jogged half a block, then jaywalked across the street. Another half block up was the Starlite Bowl.


  Alec tried the front. Locked.


  We went around back and found the basement doors. They swung open. Still dark and terrifying inside. I didn’t see ferocious dogs, but where else would they be?


  Alec started down, and I stopped him.


  “Come on,” he said. “You said he’s not going to stay long.”


  I don’t know how, but I knew he wasn’t inside. “He’s not in there,” I said. “If he is, he’s so stupid the cops will get him inside an hour.”


  “So what are we doing?”


  “If you’re Bryan Bassett, you’d come back to collect anything valuable, and you’d go.”


  “You mean like money?”


  “Like money. Or maybe Norm Riggins had a car.”


  Alec walked back up the stairs.


  “Think this place has a garage?” I said.


  We jogged down the alley a few more yards. On the side that faced the back of the Starlite Bowl, there was a black garage door made of wooden slats, like it was part of a fence. It was open.


  Inside, I heard movement. I motioned for Alec to stay behind me.


  I craned my head inside.


  I saw Mr. Bassett first. He stood at the sliding door of an old, bright orange VW van, which had its nose pointed toward the street. The van’s door was open, and Mr. Bassett heaved a giant duffel bag inside. The bag looked familiar, and I knew why. I’d seen it when the Monster Gang blew up the Crabtree branch of the First Midwestern Bank. It’d been full of money when the Monsters got away, and from what it looked like, they hadn’t given it all away.


  Mr. Bassett turned toward the back of the garage, as Tommy came around from the back of the van. He carried a duffel bag, too. It might not have been as heavy as his dad’s, but it wasn’t empty. Tommy looked past his dad and saw me.


  His eyes went wide. He jerked his head to the right, urging me to leave.


  Tommy should’ve known better. I shook my head no. He tried the gesture again.


  I stepped into the garage, Alec still behind me. Mr. Bassett saw that his son was looking past him. He turned and saw us.


  “At this point, do we call you Mr. Bassett, or Dracula, or like, Prisoner #4268?” Alec said.


  Just like him, stealing the cool line.
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  Bassett’s hand went to his belt. Under his untucked button-down, I caught the outline of a gun. For a second, I wondered if I was next on his hit list.


  Then Bassett’s eyes registered Alec and me. His hands went away from his belt, and he took the duffel from Tommy, threw it in the van, and closed the doors. “Hello, Kat,” he said. “Alec. Did you come to see us off? Should’ve known you’d catch up to us.”


  He hadn’t shaved. Or probably slept. His eyes were glassy, his breathing ragged. But he had something like a smile on his face. All together, the effect was major league creepy.


  “Who’s with you?” he asked.


  “Nobody,” I said. “We just came by to see if you wanted an escort to police headquarters. You know, for when you turn yourself in. All the cool kids are doing it today.” No reason to stop the witty banter. He hadn’t threatened to shoot us yet. Not many people could say that today.


  He came at me quickly, a little aggressively. He didn’t look any less weary or angry. I stepped back and put my hands up.


  “It’s just us,” I said, switching my tone to gentle. I tried to remember Dad’s stories about coming face-to-face with armed bad guys. I kept my voice soft, my breathing even. Despite everything I’d done since getting to Crabtree, I wanted to look the very picture of the modern, harmless teenager.


  “Who?” he raised his voice.


  The switch to gentle didn’t last. Couldn’t help myself. Sarcasm came back fast. I gotta be me. “Just me and Alec. We didn’t need anybody else,” I said. “We found you last night without cops. We found you today.”


  “But it’s a sure bet that Regina Gallup’s going to be on our trail quick,” Alec said. “That lady should pay us.”


  Wrong thing to say. Mr. Bassett pulled the gun from his belt. He didn’t point it at us, but it wasn’t exactly a welcome addition. “She came to see me today, too. She knows everything. I didn’t do all this so I could surrender to Applegate or his lapdog. I won’t.”


  I tried to keep my voice under control—honestly.


  “Why don’t you put the gun away? Shooting someone else isn’t going to make things easier. Every cop in Crabtree is looking for you.”


  Mr. Bassett turned away and went toward the driver’s side of the van. “I’m not going to shoot you, Kat,” he said. “You may have put an end to this, but I don’t want to hurt you. I almost like you. Tommy really likes you.”


  Alec nudged me and grinned. Not the time, Alec.


  Mr. Bassett opened the driver’s side door and leaned against the van. “Tommy and I are leaving. When I’m safely away, Tommy can come back if he wants.”


  “Seems like you’re taking a bunch of money with you,” I said, nodding toward the van. “For all your rep as a modern Robin Hood, you seem to be taking more than your share.”


  “Hey,” Alec said. “That’s pretty convenient, since your partners are going to jail. Right?”


  Mr. Bassett got in the van. “I kept the ledgers,” he said. “I know who gets what, including Ray and Oliver. When I’m gone, they’ll get their shares.” He got in the van and started it.


  “You’re not going anywhere,” I said. I stood in front of the van and crossed my arms. “Unless you want to run me over.”


  Tommy came to the front. He put his hands on my shoulders. I could see that he was trying to gently move me out of the way, but I had no intention of budging.


  “Time for your to pick a side, Kat,” Tommy said. “Dad’s right. You don’t have to agree with what he did, but it’s him or Applegate.”


  “Your side killed George Wilson and framed Grandpa Nick,” I said.


  “Their side’s killing the town. Your Grandpa’s going to go free!”


  “Bet your butt he is,” said a voice behind me.


  Alec and I turned. Tommy’s eyes went wide. I didn’t see Mr. Bassett’s reaction, but I probably could’ve guessed.


  Regina Gallup, gun in hand, stood there.


  “Can’t believe I didn’t learn my lesson,” she said to Alec and me. “I thought you two were following me. I should’ve followed you again.”


  She stepped into the garage. “Bryan,” she said. “You want to come out of that van and take a walk with me to the police station? We can end this now like reasonable adults.”


  What happened next didn’t qualify as reasonable. At all.


  Tommy faked a step toward Regina, then spun to his left and shoved me hard. I lost my balance and stumbled into Alec, and we both took a tumble onto the cold, dusty cement floor. By the time I looked up, Tommy was at the back of the van.


  What’s more, his dad put the van into gear and hit the accelerator hard. It screeched to life and thrust its way out of the garage and into the alley, narrowly missing Regina, who lunged out of the way. She sprawled onto the pavement.


  I managed to get to my feet and pull Alec to his. By the time Regina was standing, we were at the garage door, and we caught a glimpse of Tommy hanging onto the side of the van and then opening the sliding door and climbing in.


  “Can’t shoot,” Regina said. “I might hit Tommy.”


  “They can’t get far,” I said, as the van turned left toward Kirkwood. “The whole town’s crawling with cops.”


  “We can still catch them,” Alec said.


  Regina nodded, then looked into the garage. She saw something in there.


  “We’ll catch them,” she said. “But what’s that?”


  She pointed, and Alec jogged back to the back wall of the tiny old garage. I took a step inside, too. “What’s what?” I asked. I didn’t see anything.


  Alec spun around, looking on the ground, checking the shelves against the back walls. Tools, oil cans, a couple of dirty rags. Not much else.


  I realized we’d been played just a second too late. The garage door slid closed behind us. It was pitch black except for the light through the wooden slats of the door.


  “Sorry, you guys,” Regina said from the other side. “You’re better detectives than most of the adults in this business. You deserve better than this.”


  “Let us out!” I yelled.


  I heard the click of a padlock on the garage door. We were stuck.


  “This next part’s really dangerous, Kat,” Regina said. “Nobody—including me—wants you running into a gunfight, and that might be what we need to do to stop all this. Locked in here, you’ll be safe until your grandfather’s out of jail.”


  I smacked my hand against the wooden slats. “We can help!”


  “Probably not,” she said. “I’ll be back to get you as soon as we get Bassett.”


  “Do you really think you’ve trapped us?” Alec said, in one of those moments of stupid bravado he seemed to like.


  “Not really,” she said. “You’ve got phones, and I doubt that this door and padlock can hold you for very long. But it’ll give me a head start. See you on the other side.”


  I heard her walking away, and I yelled. No response.


  I slammed my hand against the garage door again. And again, even harder so it hurt.


  Then I stepped back, breathing heavy, on fire with anger. The only sound in the garage was my panting, and Alec’s deep breaths. It was so dark that I could barely see him except when we stood next to the door.


  “Now what?” he said.


  CHAPTER 58


  THE WAY OUT
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  I looked around, squinting in the narrow slats of light from the door. There were no windows, and the walls were thick, hard cement.


  “We just wait?” Alec said. He sounded impatient. Like maybe he’d expected an immediate answer to his “What now?” question. “We let Regina and the cops arrest Mr. Bassett, and then come and get us?”


  I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and shined the flashlight app on the shelves at the back of the space. I saw tools, and when I shined the light on the walls, I saw a few more, hanging on hooks. Norm Riggins had been handy, which was a good thing.


  “Kat?” Alec said again.


  “Have we met?” I said, keeping my voice low.


  Alec started to speak, and I interrupted. “If you think for a second that I’m going to sit here while the adults finish this, you haven’t been paying attention. Safer in here? That’s crap. If I’d waited for the grown-ups to take care of things, you and I would both graduate high school before someone figured out Bryan Bassett was Dracula.”


  “So you’ve got a plan?”


  “I’m working on it,” I said. “There’s no way I’m letting the smug reptile lady, the worst lawyer in Michigan, and Super Tommy and his magic ego finish this without me. They’ll do it wrong.”


  On the wall, I saw a pick, a shovel, and a sledgehammer. Hallelujah.


  I grabbed the sledgehammer. I’d seen them before, but I’d never held one, or even picked one up. I imagined carrying it on my shoulder like a softball bat. Not so much. It was so heavy I almost tipped over. I struggled to keep it from hitting the cement floor.


  I righted myself and strained to carry it to the door.


  Alec didn’t notice. He was stooped over his phone.


  “What’re you doing?” I asked.


  “YouTube,” he said. “I found a video about how to escape from a locked garage.”


  “Oh yeah?” I said. “Let me know what it says. Meanwhile, stand back.”


  I took my first swing with the sledgehammer. Pathetic. I grunted louder and harder than I wanted. I tried to imagine swinging it like I was a home-run hitter at Dodger Stadium, but it only got waist high, and when it hit the garage door—which it barely did—it made a sound but did no discernible damage to the door. The door budged a bit, but the slats didn’t break.


  Still, it got Alec’s attention. “What’re you doing?”


  “Getting us out of here, unless you’ve got a better plan.”


  “Your plan is to break down the padlocked garage door? You’re just hoping to add property damage to the list of crimes we committed in Crabtree?”


  I sneered. I was trying to escape, and he was watching videos and making stupid jokes? Just like him. I’d been saving his life left and right, risking my own, and he was still acting like an annoying little brother.


  I swung again at the door. I didn’t even think about how angry I was. But it still came out.


  This time, when the hammer hit the door, the wood strained and cracked a bit. This time the door shook.


  “Whoa,” Alec said.


  “There are more tools,” I said. “A shovel and some other stuff. Why don’t you help out for once?”


  “I think if you swing from the waist, and not just with your arms, you’ll hit harder. I saw it in a kung fu movie once,” he said. “Also, if you put all your rage into it, you’ll probably create more impact.”


  I swung again. This time I got the hammer a little higher. The garage door shook a little more. I was getting the hang of this.


  Also, the sound of Alec’s voice didn’t make me less angry. He persisted. “Yeah, rage is the key. And who has more rage than . . .”


  I didn’t hear him say my name over the sound of the hammer slamming into the wooden slats. This time there was a more definite crack. I was making progress.


  I swung again. I thought about all the people who’d made my life miserable in the last few weeks. Regina Gallup, Sheriff Dancer, Bryan Bassett. I swung the hammer, and it connected. Crash!


  I saw daylight. Not enough for me to climb through, but one of the old wooden slats broke in two. There was a space big enough for my arm to poke through. I kept going.


  Now Alec was at my side, swinging a shovel at the edge of the garage door, near where the padlock on the other side kept us locked in. I didn’t pay attention.


  I hefted the hammer again. Who was next? Ava, Angus, Mr. Mentrup, Coach Harley.


  Crash! The hole in the garage door got bigger. Now I could stick my head through.


  I kept going. My arms felt like Jell-O, but they didn’t have any trouble bringing the hammer to almost shoulder height now.


  This one’s for you, Grandpa Nick! You and your secrets! I tried to save your butt, and still you held back. Crash!


  And you, Dad! You could’ve fought harder to keep us in LA! And then when we were stuck here, you did what exactly? Crash!


  Not forgetting you, Mom! Screaming at me through a computer screen in front of cops and everyone, telling them how I was trouble and Alec was pure of heart? Here comes!


  The hammer smashed through the door hard now, and there was a hole. Not a huge one, but big enough for us to crawl through one at a time. I dropped the hammer.


  “Wow,” Alec said. “You really are angry.”


  I took the shovel from him and tried to push back whatever jagged edges remained from the wooden slats I’d destroyed. I started climbing through.


  “You weren’t pretending to hit me when you were doing that, right?”


  I grinned at him and let him hang there for a second. Then I said, “Will you shut up? Let’s go save our friend and stop the adults from messing things up again.” I finished climbing through and found myself back in the alley behind Starlite Bowl. I’d never been so glad to be outside in Crabtree.


  “Cool,” Alec said, as he shimmied through. “And after that, I guess I’ll go buy you a present, or some ice cream or something?”


  “It’s a start,” I said. “Let’s go.”


  CHAPTER 59


  THE STUPIDEST THING I’VE EVER DONE
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  “We don’t even know which way they went,” Alec said as we jogged down the alley. “What’s your plan? They’ve got a head start.”


  He’d barely finished speaking when we got an answer. There was a gunshot, then another, then two more. We heard screams, not far away. Maybe a couple blocks down Kirkwood.


  “I’ll think of something,” I said.


  “Hilarious,” he grumbled.


  We ran onto Kirkwood. From the sound of the shots and a feeling in my gut, I turned right and stared down the road toward the City Green. What I saw took the guesswork out of it.


  Two blocks south, near the Café Pizzeria, the orange VW van was stopped in the middle of the road. Both its front doors were open. Half a block south of that, I saw Mr. Bassett running, his gun hand dangling at his side. Sure enough, Tommy ran along behind him. They crossed the nearest intersection—Willow Street, I thought—and at the next block, they ran up onto the sidewalk and kept going.


  Near the van, I caught a glimpse of someone leaning against a parked Honda. Regina Gallup stood with some effort, leaning into the car for support. The sleeve and shoulder of her white button-­down was blood red. She moved, but slowly.


  She was going to catch him. He’d shot her, and she was still going. She was stubborn, and I know stubborn.


  Which is not to say I’m anything like Regina Gallup. Because I’m not. But I started toward her and Mr. Bassett. I was going to help finish this.


  “Where are they going?” Alec said as we ran down the street.


  “Don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think they do, either.”


  “We’ve got to get to them fast,” I continued. I didn’t want to say more. I remembered Dad describing how cops treat people who shoot police officers. “You overwhelm them,” he told me. “Surround them. If they don’t drop their weapons and hit the ground immediately, they don’t make it out alive.”


  Not what either of us needed to think about. I never liked the idea of people dying, but I had trouble believing Crabtree PD and the sheriff’s deputies would do anything else.


  And that didn’t even factor in Regina. Who knew what she’d do?


  We got to Willow and went up on the sidewalk. Mr. Bassett was still a block ahead of us, but we could make up the difference. He wasn’t fast, but we didn’t need to get within easy shooting range.


  He crossed Walnut, started to cross the street, caught a glimpse of Regina, then ran south. He didn’t look back. Alec and I kept up.


  Then we saw it. This wasn’t going to be a long run.


  Crabtree police cars were pulling into the middle of Kirkwood three blocks down. There were uniformed officers and deputies on their feet, running toward us. They saw Mr. Bassett and Tommy, and they weren’t slowing down.


  Mr. Bassett did, and Tommy came to a stop. They literally had no place to go. I looked up the street toward the courthouse. Three more police cars there.


  They were trapped. The cops were closing in. This was already over.


  I heard Regina calling out from the middle of the street. She was hurt, not moving fast, but she had made up most of the distance between where she’d been shot and where Mr. Bassett and Tommy were now.


  “Bassett!” she yelled. Her gun was up. “Surrender!”


  She didn’t shoot. I remembered she hadn’t wanted to hit Tommy. If Tommy stepped away, Mr. Bassett probably wouldn’t be so lucky.


  Mr. Bassett looked right at her, and he grabbed Tommy’s hand. In a crouch (just in case someone started firing, I guess), they jogged between a pickup truck and a hatchback parked at the curb. Regina didn’t lower her gun, but she followed.


  So did we.


  “Not that I’m afraid for my life or anything,” Alec said as kept up. “But if we catch up to Mr. Bassett, Regina, or their really big guns, do you have anything resembling a plan? Or are we just playing a really stupid game of tag?”


  “I was hoping you brought the plan,” I said.


  Didn’t matter either way now. A sheriff’s department SUV roared down Kirkwood and came to a stop a few feet from us. Spangler, the one who’d let us back into Grandpa Nick’s house to get our clothes, got out, gun raised.


  Down the street, I saw Sergeant Connors and other Crabtree cops with guns out, pointed Mr. Bassett’s way. Mr. Bassett and Tommy knew they were caught. Mr. Bassett looked left; he looked right. No escape.


  Tommy started to raise his arms in surrender, but Mr. Bassett forced them down.


  He pulled Tommy’s arm and stumbled into what used to be the nearest building.


  When I say “used to be,” I mean it had been a building but now was a pile of rubble. He was in the ruins of the Crabtree branch of the First Midwestern Bank and Trust.


  The two Bassetts made a last-ditch effort, running across the remains of the building, clearing the odd pipe here, what was left of a wall there.


  Regina went after them. If she worried about Mr. Bassett turning around and shooting her, she didn’t show it.


  This had the makings of a disaster. Two stubborn adults, neither willing to stand down. Somebody was going to die in the rubble this morning.


  It didn’t seem right. I thought about George Wilson. Maybe it had been Norm Riggins trying to frame Grandpa Nick. Did it matter?


  Not really. His death had been unnecessary.


  Mr. Bassett’s death would be, too.


  And what about Tommy? If Regina started shooting, or Mr. Bassett, who’s to say the moron without the gun wouldn’t get hurt first?


  Which is why I did the stupidest thing I’ve ever done in my life, right there.


  I ran. Fast as I could. Straight into the site of the First Midwestern Bank.


  “Kat, no!” Alec called. He started, too, but I was too fast. Deputies rushed to the sidewalk and held him back.


  I reached the bank before Regina. I kept running. By the time I got to the middle of the site, Mr. Bassett was almost gone.


  “Stop!” I yelled. “There’s nowhere to go!”


  Mr. Bassett stopped and turned. He still had his gun in his hand, but he didn’t raise it at me.


  Hurray? Seriously, how many other eighth graders deal with guns and murderers even once before 10 a.m. on a Saturday? Not many. Then again, I’m not like other kids.


  Regina reached the bank, too. She kept her gun raised. I knew she wouldn’t put it down unless Mr. Bassett surrendered.


  If Mr. Bassett raised his gun, I was in the line of fire for both of them. Neither could shoot the other without shooting me first.


  Did I mention this was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done? It bears repeating.


  “So . . . don’t shoot!” I yelled. “Like, either of you!”


  We stood there, the three of us, for what seemed like a long time. I tried to remember any of Dad’s stories where someone heroically got between two shooters and ended a shootout.


  I had nothing. I couldn’t think of anything that didn’t end with Mr. Bassett or Tommy dead, and I came up with a bunch of different scenarios where I died, too. Well done, Kat.


  If this is what it took to be a peacemaker, I wouldn’t do this again. Which is good, since I basically stink at calming people down.


  Someone needed to make the first move. It couldn’t be me. I literally had no moves. So that meant what? Regina starts shooting? Mr. Bassett drops his gun? No way to tell if that was likely.


  The Crabtree cops and the sheriff’s deputies surrounded us now. They took spots on the sidewalk and around the perimeter of the bank. Their guns were drawn, too.


  I saw Alec. Sergeant Connors stood next to him now, and she let him elbow in enough to get a good view. I made eye contact with Tommy, then looked back at Alec. If I got shot, Alec was really never going to forgive me.


  Another sheriff’s SUV pulled up behind the growing crowd. A deputy got out and hauled out two passengers. First came Grandpa Nick in his orange jumpsuit. He still had the full beard (big mistake!), and he looked like he wanted to shout at me for being so stupid as to get caught up in the middle of a gunfight. As if I didn’t know.


  Second was Dad.


  Oh, sure, now he shows up? Timing’s everything, Dad!


  Dad pulled his gun out of the holster at his waist. He held it up and moved toward the crowd of cops around the bank. “Kat!” he yelled.


  I know, Dad. I know! Trying not to get shot here.


  I decided I’d try talking again. “What do you say, Mr. Bassett? Nowhere to go. You shot a cop. They’re seriously going to kill you if you don’t give up. If they don’t hit you, they’ll hit Tommy. Drop your gun. Surrender.”


  Mr. Bassett glared. He panted. He didn’t drop his gun.


  OK. Plan B.


  “How about you drop it, Regina? He’s not going anywhere. There’s like two dozen cops here, and it’s a really small town. Get your arm looked at.”


  Regina didn’t drop her gun. Didn’t get her arm checked.


  “Kat, I like you,” she said. “Show us how smart you are. Get out of the way.”


  OK. Plan C.


  I turned back to Mr. Bassett. “Let Tommy go,” I said. “He’s going to get hurt!”


  “Move out of the way,” Bassett said. “Give me a shot at her.”


  He meant Regina. This was way out of hand.


  “Nice work! You just incriminated yourself in front of every law enforcement officer in Western Michigan,” I yelled out. “But I’ll bite. What then?”


  “What?”


  “What’re you going to do after you shoot her, idiot? You think these cops will be so stunned they won’t kill you? My dad’s in the crowd now. He won the LAPD sharpshooting award one year. Think he’ll let you go? How’d you finish law school?”


  I totally made up the sharpshooting award, but I was pretty sure Dad really could kill him. Like if he shot me, which wasn’t out of the question.


  Mr. Bassett didn’t say anything.


  “Think about Tommy,” I said.


  I noticed he was shaking. Maybe this was working.


  A voice called out from the crowd. “For God’s sake, Bassett, listen to her,” Grandpa Nick yelled. “If we’d listened to her all along, we’d have caught you without this chase and gunfire hullabaloo.”


  Finally, a sensible adult. A fan, even. If I lived through this, I’d appreciate it. I focused on Mr. Bassett.


  “Applegate tried to kill this town,” he mumbled.


  “He’s not here,” I said. “You didn’t beat him.”


  He shook more. I took a step toward him.


  “Kat!” Regina yelled. “Don’t move.”


  I threw my hands up. “Don’t shoot!”


  Mr. Bassett looked at me. He looked at Regina. And all the cops.


  Pretty sure he looked at Tommy.


  Then he dropped the gun and knelt. Tommy did, too.


  About twenty cops were on him in a second. I quit watching, and I fell down onto my knees. The rubble didn’t feel so good on my legs, but who cared? It was over.


  There were people around me. I felt hugs. Alec first, and then Dad. Dad squeezed for a long, long time. He got out of the way for a second, and then it was Grandpa Nick. I watched as the cops and deputies stood Mr. Bassett up, cuffed him, and led him away.


  Connors approached Tommy with a big, ugly blanket. She put it on his shoulders, helped him stand, and led him in a different direction from his dad.


  I started breathing.


  “Dude, that freaked me out,” Alec said. “Don’t do that again.”


  I managed to squeak out, “You didn’t even get an asthma attack!”


  “You’re lucky I didn’t!” he said. “If he wasn’t already here, I’d tell Dad what you did.”


  “Yeah? Well, I’d tell him that you didn’t bring your inhaler.”


  “I’m standing right here,” Dad said. He wasn’t smiling exactly, but after everything else, it’s not like I was afraid of being grounded.


  I’d be OK. I looked over at Tommy, leaning against a police car fifty yards away, with Connors and a couple other officers. He wasn’t.


  CHAPTER 60


  RIGHT AFTER THE STUPIDEST THING I’VE EVER DONE
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  Almost half an hour later, Tommy sat on the back bumper of an ambulance while an EMT checked him for bumps, bruises, and bullet holes. He didn’t have any. That part of him was fine. I sat next to him, with permission from Crabtree PD, and watched the EMT work.


  Sergeant Connors stood a few feet away, talking on a phone. She’d been tracking down Tommy’s mom, who I learned was a real estate agent a few towns north of Crabtree. The sergeant glanced at us every few seconds to make sure we were OK.


  Around us, the scene was still active. More than a dozen men and women in uniform milled about.


  Across the street, the crowd of locals thinned out. One person caught my eye.


  Mrs. Torres. We made eye contact. She waved, and I nodded at her. She put her hand on her heart before she moved on.


  I felt for her. She’d lost her business and come to depend on charity from the Monster Gang. Now Oliver was going to prison, probably for a long while. She’d lost more than I had, and she’d been one of the truly good people I’d met in Crabtree.


  Tommy hadn’t said anything. I put my hand on his back. His eyes looked red.


  So I spoke. “You OK?”


  He shook his head. “No.”


  “You probably saved your dad’s life, you know. Without you, Regina or the cops would have shot him.”


  “I know you think I shouldn’t have gone with him.”


  “I don’t think you had much choice. He wasn’t exactly his best self. And he was armed.”


  “I probably would’ve gone anyway.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Probably. I get it. I would’ve gone if it’d been my dad.”


  I didn’t think that was true, but I said it anyway.


  “I’m surprised you don’t want to gloat,” he said. “You were right all along. You did what was right, even when it was hard.”


  I took my hand off his back, and he did the last thing I expected him to do. He grabbed my hand. Held it tight. Smiled a little.


  “It was brave what you did,” I said. “Facing down Regina, trying to help your dad.” I felt like being nice. I wouldn’t make it a habit.


  “Brave? After what you did with my dad and that Gallup lady?”


  “Well, that’s me.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “Just because I’m braver than you doesn’t mean you’re not brave.”


  Now he looked like he might laugh. Or sob. He went to kiss me on the cheek, which I didn’t expect. I pulled away. That moment had passed.


  “So you’re probably going back to LA,” he said. “Too bad. Crabtree’s more interesting with the Dylans in it.”


  “You may be the only person who feels that way,” I said.


  “Wish you were staying,” he said. “I’d have someone to talk with about all this.”


  He waited for a response and got none.


  He looked a little hurt. He tried to say something but sputtered.


  “We’re friends. I’d listen when things are rough,” I said. “You’ve earned that.”


  “My dad just got arrested. How much rougher is it going to get?”


  I shrugged. He had me there.


  The EMT finished whatever he was doing and left. We were alone.


  And we were staring at each other now. For a moment, I forgot about the bowling alley and our fight at the hospital. Maybe the moment wasn’t past. I remembered that night in the movie theater. Maybe I could feel like that about him again. Sure, I could if I forgot about all the rest, which I was never, ever going to do. His head bobbed toward mine, and he closed his eyes. I pulled away.


  Before he could realize that I had, I heard a loud “Ahem!”


  Connors stood there, her expression 100 percent neutral. How much of that interaction had she seen?


  She didn’t let on. “Tommy, I’ve got your mother on the phone. She’ll meet us at the police station. Let’s head over now.”


  Tommy stood and looked over at me, like he expected something. It felt like I’d forgotten to bring a present to his party. I didn’t know what to do.


  Connors saved me. “You’ll see each other soon,” she said. She led him toward her car. Now I got up and brushed myself off. I looked around the scene.


  Someone had been waiting. More patiently than I would’ve guessed.


  In her reptilian glory, Regina Gallup stood a few feet away, Alec next to her. Her arm was in a sling, but otherwise, you’d never know she’d been shot. She’d replaced her bloody shirt with a new crisp, identical white button-down, and her hair was back in its severe ponytail. When did she have time to do that? I stood.


  “Kat,” she said. “Hope I’m not interrupting.”


  “I doubt it would bother you if you were.”


  She put out her hand. I didn’t move. “I’ve told your brother that Mr. Applegate will honor the reward we discussed earlier. He’ll make out a check for $30,000, payable to you. Come by the Applegate Companies to collect.”


  Alec looked ready to jump up and down. When Regina glanced his way, he tried to look serious, businesslike. It wouldn’t work as long as he wore the Omaha Steaks hat.


  “Thank you,” I said. I found my eyes drifting toward the spot where Mrs. Torres had been.


  “I like you and your brother, Kat,” Regina said. “Are you the kind of kids who make wagers?”


  “Not with $30,000,” I said.


  “I don’t know if you’re headed home,” she continued. “But if you stay in this part of the country, I’m willing to bet our paths will cross again.”


  She hadn’t moved her hand. She probably wouldn’t until I shook it. So I did.


  “Anything I should plan for?” I said. “Spoilers for the second round with Regina Gallup?”


  She smiled that creepy, bad-guy smile. “We’ll see,” she said, walking away.


  I watched her go. She passed Grandpa Nick and Dad, coming toward us. Smirking, both of them. “You two look awfully smug,” I said. “Since you didn’t do anything.”


  “California!” Grandpa Nick said. “Walk with your newly free grandfather.”


  We walked with Dad and Grandpa Nick along Kirkwood toward the Starlite. An hour out of jail, Nick’s smirking had come back, full steam.


  “Couldn’t stay away, could you, California?” he said. “No matter what, you couldn’t let go.”


  “Be glad we didn’t,” I said. “Even if orange is your color.”


  He looked down at his jumpsuit and smiled. “Be glad to get this off.”


  “So charges are dropped, and you’re back as chief?” Dad asked.


  Grandpa Nick nodded. “It’ll take a few days, but I assume so.”


  “Norm Riggins killed Uncle Danny,” Alec said. “You solved the case you came here to finish.”


  “Yep.”


  “What now?” I said. “Back to Chicago?”


  “Heck no,” Nick said. “Getting too old for the big city. I only have twenty-five or thirty more years till I retire. Besides . . .”


  He let the last word hang.


  “Besides?” I prompted.


  “I might like it here. I got something to prove. I know I can keep Chicago safe. But the challenge of getting back in the saddle after a long vacation behind bars, then taking on the mean streets of Crabtree? Well, that’s fun.”


  I shook my head at him. Alec was already chuckling.


  “What about you two?” he said. “Back home?”


  I looked at my dad. “There’s a reward. It’s ours, if we want it. Regina Gallup said it was $30,000. That’d cover the after-school care back home.”


  “It would,” Dad said.


  “And then all we’d have to do is solve another case like this next year,” Alec said. “Piece of cake. Probably easier in a big city.”


  I looked back at the site of the old bank building. Tommy was gone, but the cops were still doing . . . whatever they were doing. “I feel weird about all this,” I said.


  Grandpa Nick stopped walking. “Do tell.”


  “We did the right thing,” I said. “We got you out of jail. We caught the Monster Gang. But Applegate won.”


  “Ah,” Nick said.


  “And I don’t know how I feel about taking money from him, even though we could use it. Alec and I . . . we didn’t do this for him.”


  “Yeah,” Alec said. “The Monsters were bad guys, killers even, at the end. But what they started out doing . . . it was better than Applegate rolling over the town.”


  I didn’t know what else to say. Of course, Alec intervened.


  “Also, we almost got killed a bunch. It didn’t even make Kat more popular at school. Which totally sucks. For her.”


  “That it does,” Dad said. “But what’s the alternative? Minding your own business? Letting the bad guys duke it out with one another?”


  I shrugged, and my face twisted into that Nick Hawkins smirk. “Nope.”


  “Right,” Grandpa Nick said. “So what do you do? You could take the money and go, but you have to live with yourself. You could stay here, where you’ve already got a friend and you’ve already been suspended from school.”


  Now he smirked. So annoying. I had decisions to make, and he was smirking.


  EPILOGUE


  TWO DAYS LATER
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  I lay on the beach and closed my eyes. I could almost smell equal parts saltwater and fried food from the boardwalk near the Venice Pier in LA. I had my new Converse sneakers off and my Ray Ban sunglasses on. It would have felt good to be home.


  Only I wasn’t. I opened my eyes again.


  Crabtree Beach. Small, lapping Lake Michigan waves instead of crashing Pacific ones.


  The boardwalk shops closed for the off-season.


  Alec sat next to me, staring into space. The Omaha Steaks hat was off. He had brand-new elbow and knee pads on, courtesy of our dad. They were blue and sported the LA Dodgers logo.


  “Know what I miss?” I asked. “Cookie Monster ice cream.” My favorite since forever. Blue-colored vanilla ice cream with crunched-up Oreos and chocolate chip cookie dough. I couldn’t get it in Crabtree. Only in LA.


  “Did you talk to Dad?” Alec asked.


  “Did you say something?” I said. “I was enjoying the silence.”


  “Did you talk to Dad?” he repeated.


  “About what?” As if I didn’t know.


  “About going home! You’ve got the reward. We should go.”


  “Would you go, too?”


  “Yes, I’d go, too!”


  “The idea falls apart right there,” I said. “I’d be an awesome only child.”


  “I deserve at least half that reward. I did the hard stuff.”


  “Check’s made out to me,” I said. “You mostly got asthma attacks. When you weren’t getting beaten up.”


  I let him sit in silence as long as he could take it. Almost fifteen seconds. “Kat . . .”


  “I’m relaxing.”


  “What’re we doing?”


  I sat up and lowered my shades just enough so I could look at him over the top.


  “I really did a lot,” he said.


  I threw him a bone. “You did.”


  “So what now? We take the money, go home?”


  “If we go home, we have to come up with $30,000 every year. Want to do this every year?”


  “Do I get to do it in better weather?”


  “It’s hard to count on someone we know getting arrested for a crime they didn’t commit,” I said.


  “What’re you saying?”


  “I gave the money to Mrs. Torres,” I said.


  His eyes went wide, and I kept talking. “She needs it more than we do. But as a result, we’re here a little longer.”


  He looked stunned. I lay back in the sand.


  “You’re joking,” he said.


  “Nope. I even texted Chloe. I told her something weird had come up, and we were staying for now.” I’d left out the part about kissing Tommy, figuring out his dad was a criminal mastermind, and the wackiness that ensued. I didn’t have the energy.


  “You told Chloe before you told me?”


  “Chloe’s my best friend. You’re my annoying little brother.”


  “And wait! We’re staying where we almost got killed twice? Where we got suspended from school?”


  “We’re staying in the place where we caught the Monster Gang and saved Grandpa Nick.”


  “That was then.”


  “Two days ago.”


  “So we’re staying?”


  “You can talk to Dad about going,” I said. “Unless you’d miss me.”


  “You gave away the money!”


  “I did,” I said. I propped myself up on an elbow. “I hate it here, you know. And I love it back home. But when we saved Grandpa Nick, we also helped the Applegates. That feels horrible. Maybe we stick around longer, and we can do something that actually helps everybody else.”


  Alec lay down in the sand next to me. “Fine!” he said. “We’ll stay. I’ll be a fifth grade celebrity. Of course, I may have to split the fame with you, if you ever get any friends.”


  “Without me, you wouldn’t be a fifth grade celebrity. You’d be dead.”


  “Without me, you never would have snuck into the Starlite Bowl or stolen a car.” He sat up again. “It’s not because of Tommy, is it? We’re not staying in Michigan because you like a boy, right? He’s nice, and you’ve dodged bullets with him, but—”


  “It’s not because of Tommy. Maybe we can do some good. I think about the Monster Gang case—”


  “I knew it!”


  “What do you know?”


  “You know there’ll be another case someday, and you don’t want to miss it.”


  I kept from smiling, which was easy, since I was determined to give Alec zero satisfaction.


  “It’s true! You can’t wait for the next case!”


  “Whatever.” I rolled onto my stomach and pretended to ignore him.


  “I knew you liked being a detective.”


  “Shut up, Alec.”


  “Maybe if we’re lucky, it’ll be before New Year’s.”


  I pretended I didn’t hear him. I listened to the water. I sat up when I heard Dad approaching. “Two double dips,” he said, handing out two mammoth cones. “Best I could do is cookie dough.”


  “Alec said I should eat his. He doesn’t want it.”


  “Is that right?” Dad asked, not buying it for a minute.


  “Yeah. If she eats enough ice cream, she won’t be able to outrun me.”


  “Not enough ice cream in the world to make me that slow.”


  I took my cone and got started. Alec watched me. “I really can’t wait,” he said.


  “Can’t wait for what?” Dad said.


  “The next case.”


  “The next case?”


  I smiled at Alec with a mouth full of ice cream. “Me either.”


  COMING SOON:


  THE BODY ON THE BEACH


  THE SECOND KAT DYLAN MYSTERY


  
    

  


  Read on for a sneak peek . . .


  On a snowy January afternoon, I was sitting by myself at a table for four in the Crabtree Middle School library during study hall. My phone, face down on the table, buzzed with a text. I turned it over. It was from a number I didn’t recognize.


  It’s Gabby M. Got time after school? Need to talk

  about something.


  Gabby M? That didn’t sound right. I checked the number again. It had Crabtree’s area code, so it wasn’t just random spam. The only Gabby M I knew was Gabby Martinez. She didn’t talk to me. She ran with Ava Franklin, Queen Bee of the snotty trolls at Crabtree Middle. Ava and Gabby and their little crew had hated me since I got here. I didn’t like this.


  U got the right number? This is Kat D.


  She came back immediately.


  I know! U got time to talk? After school?


  This felt like the setup in a bad teen movie: Gabby draws me out with a text, but it’s so Ava and her pals can pull some cruel prank. Then either I end up in a romance with one of the mean girls’ boyfriends (which sounded horrible; I’d seen their boyfriends), or I come back and kill them all (better, but I didn’t really feel like doing that today).


  I decided to respond but still blow her off.


  Got basketball after school. Done at 5. U want to

  talk, I’m around then.


  She came right back again.


  We still have a basketball team? LOL. JK. Thought

  u took ur brother to piano today.


  That was weird.


  How’d u know that?


  Crabtree’s small.


  I raised an eyebrow. This felt more and more like a prank. I texted her once more.


  U wanna talk? C u outside the gym at 5.


  The bell rang, ending study hall and the school day. I stuck my phone in the back pocket of my jeans and put my laptop and books in my backpack. I did have to get Alec to his piano lesson, then jet back to school for basketball in less than a half hour. Gabby’d been right about that.


  No time to waste. Or to think more about why Gabby Martinez wanted to talk to me.


  Besides, what were the chances that it was really anything good?


  Was Gabby likely to get me started on my next big mystery? Doubted it. I raced for the door.
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  After basketball practice, I gathered my things. I’d managed to hit most of my jumpers and about half my three-pointers. I stuffed my clothes into my backpack. I was still in shorts, but I figured I was warmed up enough to handle the cold outside.


  Wrong. I opened the door and a gust of wet, snowy, frigid air nearly knocked me over. I took off the backpack again and sifted through it to find sweats. As I threw them on over my shorts, I looked out the glass doors into the dark snowy night. It was 5 p.m., but it felt much later.


  Someone in a fur-lined hood that hid their face waited. Creepy. I didn’t move, but the person in the hood did. She opened the door and said, “You coming outside or what? You said we could talk.”


  “Sure, Gabby,” I said, recognizing her now. “What’s this all about?” I stepped outside, carrying my backpack.


  Gabby pulled at her hood so I could see her face and then hesitated, like she didn’t know where to start. Or maybe like she’d been waiting out in the cold so long she couldn’t think straight. I’d been in the cold less than a minute, and I couldn’t.


  “You want to go back inside?” I said, rubbing my arms to keep them warm. Even with my coat on, the wind ripped into me.


  “I’m fine out here,” she said. She started walking, quickly, toward the parking lot next to the gym. I watched her go, and I realized she wasn’t stopping or looking back.


  I followed. As I caught up to her, I asked, “Where are we going?”


  She started winding her way around snow-laden cars. My feet alternately crunched against the snow and splooshed into the wet puddles of goop covering the parking lot. My basketball shoes immediately soaked through. Wet icy needles poked my soggy socks.


  I’d have squealed, but I had a reputation. Tough-as-nails girl detectives can take a little snow.


  The wind whipped a faceful of snow at me. It was time to get down to business. “Gabby, stop!”


  She turned back for a second, and I said, “I have to go. If you want to do this now, do it now.”


  She turned away from me, looking at something in the distance, at the other end of the parking lot, near the exit to the street. I squinted and made out a group of four high school boys cutting across the lot. “Think they can hear us?” she asked.


  “We’re not actually talking. Even if we were, no. Not with this wind.”


  Gabby took a breath and exhaled a long frosty sigh.


  I was already tired of this. “Gabby, what is it? It’s cold. I’m tired. And I have to pick up Alec.”


  “This fall, with the Monster Gang. You talked to the cops a lot, right?”


  “Yeah. Some.” Everybody knew that. Now I was bored.


  “What was that like? What’d they do? Did they threaten you?”


  “Only when I actually committed crimes,” I said. Her eyes widened, so I said, “Gabby, my grandpa’s the chief. My dad’s a cop in LA, and I’ve got fifteen cousins and other family members in the LAPD. A few more with the Chicago police. Talking to cops is no big deal in my house.”


  She shivered, but didn’t say anything else. I went on. “Seriously, what is this? Is someone bothering you? Are you in some kind of trouble?” I found it hard to believe Gabby was Crabtree’s next big criminal mastermind. What could she have done, anyway? Shoplifting? Jaywalking?


  She took another deep breath and let it out. I felt myself getting angry. On the plus side, I was warming from the inside. She must’ve noticed because she spoke again.


  “It’s not like that,” she began.


  “What’s it like?”


  Just then, a group of girls from the middle school yearbook club, including the Queen Bee herself, Ava Franklin, came out of the school. One of Ava’s people looked our way. Probably they were too far away to really see who we were. Didn’t matter. Gabby flinched.


  That was it. I’d had it.


  “See you, Gabby,” I said.


  “Wait!” she said. “I’ll tell you.”


  “Forget it,” I said. “Not interested. Besides, you want my help, you have to be willing to be seen with me. I’m not your secret helper.”


  “But . . .” she called after me, not too loudly. I looked back and saw her looking between Ava’s crew and me. Ava and her gaggle of friends were huddled near a car in the parking lot. Jess from the basketball team had joined them, too.


  I checked my phone. 5:08. Alec’s lesson was over. I had to motor. I started walking toward the street. I told myself I really wasn’t interested in whatever Gabby was selling.


  Except Gabby wasn’t finished selling. “Wait a minute,” she said, grabbing my shoulder from behind and trying to turn me around. I shrugged her off and then turned around to face her. I didn’t say anything. I let my face do the talking. It said words like “scowl” and “cold.”


  “I’ll tell you,” Gabby said. “I might have to talk to the police. Tomorrow, or maybe the next day.”


  “Why? What’d you do?”


  “I didn’t do anything. Who said I did?”


  I checked my phone. 5:10. She needed to speed this up. “Got it,” I said. “You didn’t do anything, but the cops are dying to talk to you. That happens all the time! I still don’t know what you want.”


  She exhaled a long, steamy breath. Super dramatic. She paused, and I was about to start talking again, when she finally started up. “It’s like this. Over the summer, there was this guy from Chicago who used to hang out with some of us on the beach.”


  This still didn’t sound like anything that would interest the cops.


  Or me, right about now.


  “Justin went back home before school started, but we texted,” she continued. Mentally, I started planning how I was going to get over to the McClouds’ house to pick up Alec. I’d probably jog the first couple blocks near the school, where most of the streets and sidewalks were cleared . . .


  “Things were pretty bad at his house,” she said. I tried to focus, but my mind wandered.


  “And then over the break,” she started, but she was interrupted. A loud group laugh burst out of Ava’s friends by one of the snow-laden cars. Ava and her crew were far away, but their snide laughter carried. Gabby looked over at them nervously like she suspected they were laughing about her.


  Which would have meant they were laughing at her talking to me.


  It was all I could take of this entire situation. “Eyes front!” I said loudly enough so that Ava and her crew could hear me, if they were paying attention to us.


  “What?” Gabby said. It was more of a gasp than anything else.


  “You want my help, you can actually talk to me,” I said. “I’m late. Don’t worry about them.”


  Gabby couldn’t believe I’d had the audacity. “Easy for you to say. You don’t have friends like—”


  And boom! I’d been angry enough already to keep myself warm in the miserable snow. Now I probably didn’t even need my coat. “That’s it!” I said, even louder than before. If talking to me was going to ruin her rep in Crabtree, well, it was time to pay the bill.


  “If this is how you ask people for help, you suck at it!” I said as I stomped away.


  I heard her say, “Wait, I didn’t mean it like that . . . ,” but I had no interest in hearing what she actually meant. Also, it didn’t feel like I’d missed much nuance with “you don’t have friends.”


  I wondered if she was watching me, but I didn’t look back. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. I passed Ava and her crew, still chatting outside the open car. Someone’s dad was in the front seat, waiting for them to finish whispering and giggling.


  Good news, sir. They stopped the moment I stomped past.


  I seized the moment. “Guys, Gabby wanted my help with something!” I called out. “Why? Can’t you cheerleader types fix everything?”


  Nobody responded, but they all stared. Good. I continued out to the street. When I was just far enough away, I started to jog to the McClouds.
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  The next day, during the three-minute break between English and Science, I stood at my locker, trading one set of books for another. I looked up to see Grandpa Nick stomping down the hallway, followed by Sergeant Connors. Kids and teachers scattered out of his way.


  I didn’t move. He came right toward me. He saw me. I scowled. He smirked. His smirk proved one thing. He hadn’t just seen me by chance. He knew where my locker was. He’d planned this. He knew I’d be ticked off. He enjoyed that.


  He wore jeans and a black leather police jacket, and he walked fast enough to show he meant business. But not so fast he couldn’t savor me watching. The sergeant had her auburn hair tied back in a bun, and she dressed in her blue uniform and her own black leather police jacket. Since the fall, she’d become Grandpa Nick’s second-in-command. She was usually pretty friendly. Today she barely smiled.


  Not Grandpa Nick. He winked. For real.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said.


  “Shouldn’t you be in class?” he asked. The bell for third period rang.


  Before I could respond, he was at the door of the science classroom, and I heard him talking to Mr. Fox. “Sorry to barge in. Chief Hawkins, Crabtree PD. We need a few minutes with Gabby Martinez.”


  I slammed the locker door and watched as Grandpa Nick and Sergeant Connors led Gabby away.


  “Good Lord, girl,” he smirked as he walked past. “You’re late.”


  Gabby gave me a pained look but didn’t say anything.


  Grandpa and the sergeant led Gabby down the hall into the library. Their wet boots squeaked along the tile floor. Gabby looked back once, and I tried to figure out what to do. Shrug? Wave? I tried to smile encouragingly, but I don’t think I did that very well.


  I heard the library door close behind them and realized I was alone in the hallway. Class had started, but Mr. Fox had left the door to his room open, in case of stragglers.


  There’d be at least one. I jogged down the hall to the library. As I got close, I shuffled my feet across the tile floor, hoping I’d make less noise. All I could really hear (besides the beating of my heart and the squeaking of my shoes) were snippets from surrounding classrooms—teachers droning, chairs scraping against the floor, the occasional book smacking against the floor or a desk, and more than one kid groaning.


  I slid up to the closed library doors. I scooted against the wall, thinking Nick and the others would be less likely to see me through the small window in the wooden door.


  I craned my head and looked inside. Gabby was at a four-seat table, with Grandpa, the sergeant, and two other familiar faces.


  First was Sheriff Rupert Dancer, top cop of Hitchcock County. He and Grandpa Nick barely tolerated one another—maybe even less so after Dancer had put Grandpa Nick in jail on false charges in the fall. But there he was, looking like a cross between a lizard and a tired owl in his long-sleeved tan uniform. If Gabby was meeting with Grandpa and the sheriff, this must be something big.


  The last person at the table was the one I’d never expected to see again, maybe ever, and I clasped my hand over my mouth to make sure I didn’t make an embarrassing peep. Regina Gallup had folded herself into one of the uncomfortable plastic chairs. Her fierce ponytail was pulled back so tightly that I thought it would draw blood from her scalp. She drummed her manicured nails on the false wood tabletop. She wore a white turtleneck and expensive-looking black dress pants and boots.


  She nodded at something that Gabby said. I couldn’t hear what.


  Seriously, what the heck was going on here? Regina Gallup, the Applegate family’s personal private eye? And Grandpa Nick? And Sheriff Dancer? How big was this?


  I put my ear to the door and kept an eye on the door’s tiny window. Didn’t work. I couldn’t hear a thing, and all I could see was the adults talking to Gabby. The good news was that Grandpa Nick’s back was turned to the door. He wouldn’t see me. Dancer seemed focused on Gabby. Ditto Regina.


  But then Sergeant Connors looked up. We locked eyes. Crap!


  She nodded at Grandpa Nick, and I ducked out of the window as quick as I could. I was caught.


  Well, no. I’d been seen, which is different. I shuffled down the hall fast. A full run would get me to Science before the sergeant opened the door. But every other classroom on the hall would see me, too.


  The library door opened. I didn’t look back, but I upgraded from shuffle to jog. Almost there.


  “Kat Dylan,” the sergeant called. “Stop where you are.”


  I stopped. No guarantee she didn’t have her gun out, so I turned around.


  No gun. I looked toward the open science room door and made like I was going to run. It’d be stupid, but I considered it. Sergeant Connors sauntered down the hall, and I stayed put. I listened to the clip-clop-squeak echo of her shoes on the tile for what seemed like half an hour.


  “If you make this much noise, you’ll distract all these classes,” I said. “Think of the children.”


  “Pretty sure your grandfather told you to move along.”


  “I did,” I said. “I just needed a book for my report. Didn’t realize you were in there.”


  “What book? What report?”


  Absolutely nothing came to mind. C’mon, Dylan, you’re in science class right now . . . so . . .


  “I’m waiting,” she said.


  “Science,” I managed. “It’s about cells, and how they do stuff.”


  She smiled. “What about them?”


  I drew a total blank. The sergeant was clearly enjoying this almost as much as Grandpa Nick would. I opened my mouth to speak, hoping something smart might come out.


  “Here’s what I think,” she said, mercifully interrupting. “Your Grandpa told me you asked questions about the girl we’re speaking with. I think you decided to elbow your way into our interview.”


  “I don’t know if I’d use the term ‘elbow,’” I said.


  “Sneak? Eavesdrop?”


  “That’s probably closer.”


  “Listen, Kat,” she said. “This doesn’t concern you. I know you’re the hero who saved your Grandpa. Nobody’s more impressed than I am. But get to class.”


  “How? I’ve got that report and no book,” I said.


  The sergeant looked like she was holding back a laugh. “You’ll find a way. Now go before I tell Mr. Mentrup you’re loitering.” Mr. Mentrup was the school guidance counselor. Earlier in the year, he’d suspended me, which was bad. Another visit to his office might be worse.


  “You know about Mentrup?”


  “I went to school here, too. And I’ll go talk to him if you don’t scram.”


  I scurried into the science classroom without another word. The sergeant played tough. I’d have to find another way to find out about Grandpa Nick’s meeting with Gabby.
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  My first plan was to corner Gabby when she came back to Science. Except she never did. When the bell rang, I didn’t see her in the hall. I sprinted back to the library, dodging students and teachers. Empty. My next class was Health, which I hated. I decided to be fashionably late. I’d miss exactly nothing. I checked the front office. No Gabby.


  Mr. Mentrup’s door was open. No Gabby. Just Mentrup, sweat visible on his neck even with the cold weather outside, playing solitaire on his computer and humming “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.”


  No Gabby in the nurse’s office or in the cafeteria. Did Nick take her somewhere? I had nowhere else to go except Health class.


  I sent her a quick text.


  U OK? What happened? What’d my grandpa

  want?


  And then I sucked it up and went to Health class. All through Health, I waited for a response.


  Nothing. Nothing in my next few classes, either.


  In study hall, I Googled her while I waited for her to text back. She didn’t. And I didn’t find much besides an Instagram feed and a couple of TikTok videos of her lip-synching with Ava and Jess. I started to get impatient. Then I got angry.


  When the bell rang, my phone buzzed. I grabbed at it fast, thinking maybe it was Gabby.


  It wasn’t. It was Alec.


  Anything? I poked around,


  but mostly found Insta.


  Not a thing.


  I got up from my seat in the library and went to my locker. Today was Wednesday. I had basketball practice, but I didn’t have to rush around with Alec. He usually skated around with his buddies and then met me at the gym. Or he went home on his own.


  Most of the time, I liked not having to be responsible for him. Today I think I would’ve liked the distraction. Now I was left to wonder about why the cops wanted Gabby. Was I jealous that I wasn’t included in something big enough to bring Regina Gallup back to town?


  I didn’t want to think about it. I’m pretty sure I didn’t like the answer.
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  That night, I was sitting on the couch hoping Grandpa Nick would get home soon so we could eat when my phone blooped. I checked it and almost fainted at what I saw.


  A text from Gabby.


  Sorry for radio silence today. Crazy.


  I started typing.


  U OK? Can we talk?


  Sure. Right now?


  My fingers flew over the screen.


  Whenever. What did the cops want?!


  The phone blooped back fast.


  Rather not talk about it on the phone. Can u come out?


  I looked out the window. It was dark. The living room windows, just like the big circular window in my attic, were stained around the edges in a green and gold pattern now covered in frost. The panes in the middle were clear and looked out on Grandpa Nick’s neighborhood. I saw sleet and snow coming down hard against the light from the street.


  I really didn’t want to go out in that. But after the last hour, what choice did I have?


  Where?


  I figured she’d say her house, the City Green, even the mall. Not what I got.


  The boardwalk in 45? I know it’s cold, but it’ll be

  private.


  I didn’t like it. Nobody would be on the beach or boardwalk at this time of year because it’d be miserable. Something told me this was a bad idea. Something else told me I needed to go.


  See you in 45.


  I yelled into the kitchen for Alec. I respected Gabby’s privacy, but I wasn’t going to freeze alone.


  Alec came out of the kitchen, scarfing a handful of pretzels, which I hoped wasn’t his dinner. He went to the coatrack next to the front door and started to get ready. He pulled on his kneepads over sweatpants and wiggled into a fleece sweatshirt, then slipped on a pair of elbow pads and his helmet.


  “I texted Tommy. He’ll meet us on the way to the boardwalk,” he said.


  That winter, Tommy lived with his mom in a townhouse just a block off Kirkwood, and he was waiting for us on the main street when we got there.


  Crabtree at night in the cold was empty and lonely. Grandpa Nick was at the station, and Tom’s mom apparently didn’t notice if he came or went. Nobody saw us go, and nobody asked any questions.


  Snow fell hard on the cracked pavement. It didn’t accumulate.


  “That means it’s too cold to stick,” Alec said. I shivered under my long black coat. The walk from Kirkwood to the boardwalk only took about five minutes. Long enough for me to freeze. During the summer, when the tourists flock to the lakeside, it made sense to have businesses close to the beach. This time of year, though, nobody made the walk with us.


  “One of these days, your blood will thicken, and you won’t even feel the cold,” Tommy said.


  “Does that mean you can’t feel the cold?” Alec asked.


  “I can feel it,” Tommy said.


  We came to the small bluff overlooking the boardwalk. There was a ramp of old wooden planks that was the easiest way to reach it and the beach. People said that in the summer the path was lined with grass and flowers. Tonight it was crusty gray snow and frozen dirt all the way down.


  I scanned the boardwalk. Empty. The cinder-block buildings open in summer were boarded up. The lights from the beach still shined, but I didn’t see anyone. Waves from the lake crashed against the sand, leaving piles of frozen slush in their wake.


  “You see her?” Alec asked. I didn’t answer. I hoped my silence would be enough to shut him up.


  No such luck. “Think this is a joke?” he asked. “Like someone’s trying to fool the great Kat Dylan? Make her freeze her butt off?”


  I thought I saw something moving near the edge of the beach. Could have been anything. A stray dog. A figment of my imagination. Or Gabby. “I’m going down there,” I said. “You guys stay put.”


  “Why?” Tommy said.


  “I didn’t tell her I was bringing friends. I’ll call you if I need you.”


  Tommy didn’t argue. He looked the other way and didn’t talk, which was the same thing as arguing, only quieter. I’d take it.


  “So what kind of sign should we expect if you call?” Alec said. “Bird call? Monkey call?”


  “Maybe a phone call,” I said, holding up my phone. “Or a text.”


  “So boring.”


  I started down the path. I looked back and saw Tommy and Alec, stomping their feet and apparently trying to hold a conversation. The wind blew hard, and harder still once I reached the boardwalk. It stung my face, and I could feel it jabbing my ribs even under my coat. I turned away from the lake as much as I could.


  I didn’t see anyone. I wouldn’t admit it out loud, but I felt a little scared. The empty beach at night reminded me of a horror movie. I wished I’d let Alec or Tommy come down with me. I would’ve even welcomed Alec’s stupid jokes right about then.


  He didn’t need to know that. As far as my brother was concerned, I could go on being the toughest, smartest, bravest thirteen-­year-old girl in the world. Possibly the most delusional.


  I walked the length of the boardwalk. I passed the boarded-up storefront that had housed Patrick Chung’s family’s newsstand. The Applegates had foreclosed on it in November.


  No Gabby. I thought about calling out, but she wanted privacy. I stuffed my hands in my pockets. My mittens weren’t up to the challenge.


  I made it to the far end of the boardwalk, near the boarded-up pawn shop. In the fall, Alec and I had met Tommy there for the first time. I’d thought he was a stuck-up jerk with a massive ego and a hero complex. Ah, memories. I looked down the entire length of the boardwalk. Still no Gabby.


  Maybe it was just a joke. A stupid one, but maybe stupid was Gabby’s speed. I doubted it, but I didn’t really know. I looked out at the beach. Nobody in their right mind would be on that windy beach in the middle of the night in January, but . . . if you wanted private, you’d be alone.


  I started back toward Tommy and Alec. This time I kept my eyes on the beach. I pulled my phone out of my coat. Maybe she was running late, and I’d missed her text.


  No service. I thought I heard something behind me, and I spun around.


  Nothing there. Kat Dylan, you’re paranoid. Too many scary movies. Too many yahoos in Monster masks trying to kill you. I got to the midpoint of the boardwalk. There was a naked flagpole, with a replica—at least I thought it was a replica—of a Civil War cannon next to it. Tommy and Alec were still stomping and talking at the top of the hill. No Gabby anywhere.


  I walked out onto the sand. The lake was just beyond, a giant black creature that seemed to go on forever. The waves crashing startled me when they hit the beach. I scanned the mountain of crusty, icy, dirty snow at the water’s edge, and I shivered. I looked up and down the beach.


  That’s when I saw Gabby. I missed her the first time. Almost the second.


  But a gust of wind caught the fabric of her gray jacket, and I saw it against the formless landscape of the frozen sand. I squinted, and I saw her. Face down about a hundred yards from me.


  I ran. I knew I couldn’t get there fast enough, that the damage was already done. But I ran anyway, and I stood over her. She lay there motionless, her head turned uncomfortably to her right. My jaw fell open, even though I’d known since the second I saw her.


  I couldn’t swallow. The wind whipped around me, pelting my face again. I saw blood pooling beneath her, black against the light gray sand. “Gabby?” I said, knowing I wouldn’t get an answer.


  I got down on my knees next to her, and wet sand stuck to my jeans and crept underneath my socks. I didn’t care. I couldn’t remember what I was supposed to do. Should I touch her? Try to turn her over? Listen for a heartbeat or do CPR, if I could remember CPR?


  Wait, if I started CPR, wasn’t it against the law for me to stop CPR? I touched her shoulder. Maybe she was still alive. She didn’t move. I turned her over onto her side and saw her face in profile. Wet sand mashed into her cheeks and nose.


  Her eyes were open, unseeing, staring into nothing. I let go, and her body slumped back onto the sand. I checked my phone. No service. I couldn’t call or text. I yelled.


  I can’t remember now if I yelled Tommy and Alec’s names, or if I yelled for a long time or just once. But after a while, I heard their footfalls against the pavement and then snowy sand before I saw either of them. I didn’t take my eyes off Gabby. She hadn’t moved.


  Tommy crossed my line of vision, getting to his knees on the beach next to me. “Kat?” he said, a little breathless. “Oh my God,” he managed. Then he was hugging me.


  Alec started to say something, but he stuttered, coughed, and wheezed. That jarred me from my trance. His asthma had been better recently. But a brisk jog in 0-degree weather late in the evening—not to mention a dead body—was asking for it.


  I thrust my hands into his coat pockets. “Where’s the inhaler?” I asked. He was fully wheezing now. His pockets were deep and full of junk. A rubber ball, his phone, wads of paper, and already-chewed gum. Disgusting. But I found the inhaler, and I put it into his pie hole. “Breathe,” I said to him.


  I turned to Tommy. “No service down here. Run back to Kirkwood, call 9-1-1.”


  “You’ll be OK?”


  “Go,” I said, my voice almost a yell. For once in his life, Tommy didn’t act like he knew better. He was a fast runner, and I watched him go until almost the top of the hill. Alec’s breathing returned to normal, and the waves crashed again on the frozen beach.


  “Never saw . . . not like this,” he said finally. “Not like this. I mean, when Great Aunt Edith died. But that was different. And that security guard. George. But he wasn’t dead when we saw him.”


  He was rambling, but I let him. Great Aunt Edith had been in her eighties, and we’d seen her body in a funeral home in LA. She’d been made up, in her best dress, and she looked at peace. Not like Gabby. Norm Riggins had killed George Wilson, a security guard at the First Midwest Bank. We’d seen him get shot. But he’d died in the hospital. We didn’t see the body.


  All of it was different. I could barely feel the cold. I don’t know how long it was before I heard the sirens. Ten minutes? Two? Either way, right after that, the beach and the boardwalk were alive with red and blue flashing lights. Tommy jogged up to us, and I heard car doors opening and shutting.


  “Kat?” I heard a voice say. I turned and saw Sergeant Connors coming toward me. Grandpa Nick was behind her. Not smirking. His face looked grim, even sad. The sergeant held up a blanket and put it around Alec. “Come on,” she said. “Come sit in the car—it’s warm.”


  Nick had a blanket, too, but I shook it off. “It’s Gabby,” I said.


  “That’s what Tommy said.”


  “She’s . . .” I started to say something. Part of me felt like I needed to give him all the details I could. He put his hand up and pulled the zipper of his leather police jacket up to his chin.


  “We’ll talk later, California,” he said. “Get in the car. It’s a cold one tonight.”


  Tommy and I followed Alec and the sergeant to Nick’s SUV and got in the back. Out the window, I watched Grandpa Nick and a group of uniformed officers trudge onto the beach toward Gabby.


  [image: ]


  to be continued in


  The Body on the Beach


  The Second Kat Dylan Mystery


  by Chris Wieland
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