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			CHAPTER ONE

			Welcome to Nightfall, Oregon—population 876 souls. I watch through the backseat window as we pass the town line, which is marked with a billboard of a glittering ocean bordered by looming pine trees. An oasis in the middle of nowhere. Which I guess is technically true. I haven’t seen so much as a gas station in over an hour.

			Instead, trees with bright green leaves press in around our car, rows of them suffocating us along the road. There is no open space. No daylight. Only endless pines and the gray, gloomy sky. I already miss the clear Arizona horizon.

			To Grandmother’s house we go, I sing miserably in my head. Not that my brother or I have ever met our grandmother. She’s more like a rumor from my childhood—an apparition a thousand miles away who sends a birthday card with a crisp hundred-dollar bill inside. She’s an old-fashioned picture in our family photo album, tucked in the back and never really explained. She’s also the woman who will be in charge of our summer, even if our dad is along for the ride.

			I look between the front seats at my father, who’s driving us to our dreaded summer destination in the rainiest part of Oregon. My brother groans and thumps his forehead against the passenger-side window.

			“Why are we coming here, again?” Marco asks, taking out one of his earbuds. “She probably doesn’t even have internet.”

			“Your grandmother has the internet,” our father says. “And you know why we’re here. You can’t be trusted.”

			Here we go.

			“Dad—” Marco starts, but our father cuts him off.

			“I don’t want to hear it,” he says. “You had your opportunity. And instead, you and your sister”—he hikes his thumb in my direction—“decided to throw a party and destroy my house.”

			“It’s technically our house too, Dad,” I say unhelpfully. He ignores me and continues his scolding.

			“Forty-six people,” our father says. “The police were set to arrest forty-six people when they called me.” He ticks off the charges like they’re baseball strikes. “Underage drinking, disorderly conduct, public disturbance.”

			Marco turns back to covertly hold up five fingers as he makes a zero with his other hand, mouthing, “It was fifty people,” to me. I bite back my laugh.

			“While Theodora was doing God-knows-what in her room,” my father adds.

			“Ew,” I say, looking around. “I was watching Netflix with my friends. And why are you using my full name when dipshit over here is the one who printed up flyers?”

			“Dipshit?” Marco repeats, offended.

			“You’re both dipshits,” our father says quickly to get back to his point. “You ruined the carpet, broke the handle off the refrigerator, and completely destroyed the pool pump. I mean, how does that even happen?”

			Marco chuckles to himself. “Well, Mira Lopez thought it would be funny to put—”

			“That was rhetorical!” our father says, exasperated. “Point is, if it weren’t for your uncle Gabriel and his law office, you all would have spent the night in jail.”

			“That’s not entirely true,” Marco says with a shrug. “Mom said we would have gotten a citation, but it’s highly unlikely the Tempe police would have—”

			My dad gives him a stern look, and Marco snaps his mouth shut.

			Considering our father has been yelling at us for the past two weeks and 936 miles, I can practically recite my brother’s half of this conversation by heart. Not to mention that I’ve already apologized to my father at least ten times. If I had a time machine, I would go back and talk my brother out of throwing an absolute rager of an end-of-the-year party. But it’s a little too late now.

			“We get it, Dad,” Marco says, sounding resigned. “And we get that we had nowhere else to go this summer. Sorry I brought it up.” He slips his earbud back in and turns to look out the passenger window again.

			His words sting, and I glance in the rearview mirror and see a flash of guilt cross my father’s face. It wasn’t Marco’s intention to hurt his feelings, but…well, we’re all hurting. Divorce is like that, I guess.

			Although my parents have only been officially divorced for a month, they separated two years ago. In an attempt to normalize the dissolution of our family, my parents conducted the entire process as if it were a corporate takeover, devoid of tears or blame. They spoke in legal terms: timetables, asset division, custody.

			But in reality, it was more emotional than they admitted. My mother fell out of love, and no amount of marriage counseling would change that fact. Ultimately, she found some renewed passion with a guy named Dale who sells car insurance and owns polo shirts in about fifteen different shades of blue.

			Since the divorce was finalized, my dad has been deeply sad. Honestly…I think he always expected my mother would eventually come home. Now that the possibility is gone, my father has been trying to get his life together. He even joined a cycling team and started therapy. It’s also why he wanted to spend time in his hometown. Find myself again, he told us in a moment of oversharing. Although how he plans to do that with his seventy-year-old mother and two teenage offspring hanging around is beyond me. We shouldn’t even be here.

			Marco and I live with our father during the school year—a choice we made because his house is within walking distance of Tempe High. Our summers and holidays are usually spent with our mother at her condo in downtown Phoenix. But due to an unforeseen complication, this year’s plans changed.

			Mom moved in with Dale and his kids. There’s nowhere for Marco and me to sleep at his house until they buy a bigger place—together. To say my brother and I are furious about this is a bit of an understatement. I haven’t spoken to my mom in over two weeks. Since our father had already requested time off from his marketing job to visit our grandmother in Oregon, he decided to let us stay at our house unsupervised. Marco’s going to be a senior and already eighteen and I’ll be a junior. It was all set.

			And then Marco fucked up. Although in all honesty, I wasn’t just watching Netflix either. I was in my room doing shots with the rest of the volleyball team and playing Cards Against Humanity. Which of course I regret.

			But it was easily the best party of the year.

			Already homesick, I look out the window and twist to stare up at the sky. I assume there’s a sky somewhere beyond the trees and thick clouds. I can’t stand the dreariness of it all.

			“Listen,” my father says, drawing my attention again. He glances at me in the mirror, his expression softer, before turning to Marco. “I know things have been difficult. I do. Let’s just…let’s put it behind us and have a good time. You’ll like it here.”

			“I’m sure,” Marco says half-heartedly.

			Dad looks in the rearview mirror at me and smiles. “Theo?” he asks hopefully.

			“I don’t know what you mean,” I say, deadpan. “I’m already having a great time.”

			Marco snorts a laugh from the front seat, and the tension in the car dissipates.

			Our father nods, a slight smile on his lips. “Excellent,” he says. “Because we…”

			His voice trails off when we notice two people up ahead walking along the side of the road. They’re young—our age, I think. A guy and a girl wearing large backpacks, the kind you hike Europe with. I can’t see the guy’s face, but the girl turns in our direction. She’s incredibly pretty, with curly black hair that hangs in tangled waves just past her shoulders and a wide smile. She sticks up her thumb, her expression hopeful.

			“Are they hitchhiking?” Marco asks, surprised.

			“No,” I tell him. “She just thinks you’re doing a really great job.”

			He shakes his head. “You suck, Theo.”

			Our car slows a bit and my heart skips at the thought of my father picking up two strangers in the woods. Isn’t that dangerous? My dad watches the couple as we approach, squinting as if to get a better look.

			“Dad, are you sure…?” I start to ask if this is safe, when suddenly my father steps on the gas and speeds past them.

			My back hits the seat and I turn to see the girl lower her arm, laughing to herself. The guy, however, holds up his middle finger to us in salute.

			“Damn,” Marco announces, sounding surprised. “That was coldhearted, Dad.”

			I’m with Marco. It was cold, and completely unlike my father. He doesn’t meet my eyes in the mirror, staring out the windshield instead.

			“Why didn’t you pick them up?” I ask. “You slowed down.”

			“Theo,” he replies, “I slowed down to make sure they were okay. They looked fine. Besides, where would we have put them? Those bags were easily the size of you.”

			I look around our overstuffed car. He has a point there, but still…it was pretty rude. Even if they were two possibly homicidal strangers.

			“I didn’t even know people still hitchhiked,” Marco adds. “And I mean…where are they going? There’s nothing out here.”

			“They’re headed to Nightfall,” our father says. “We get a lot of tourists this time of year.”

			“Tourists?” I repeat. “How do they even know about this place? I’d never heard of it; neither had my friends. Like literally, never heard of it.”

			“Nightfall is one of those hidden gems,” my father says. “A word-of-mouth destination. But that’s part of the charm—it’s like a secret you’ve been let in on. Once they’re here, some people just…stay. They never want to leave.”

			“Yeah, well,” Marco replies, “once our month here is up, I’ll be sprinting over the town line to get back home.” He looks at our dad. “No offense.”

			“None taken,” he replies flatly.

			“How come Grandma has never visited us in Arizona?” I ask my father. “And why have we never been to Nightfall?” It feels weird calling a stranger “Grandma.” The word sticks awkwardly in my mouth.

			“Yeah, why haven’t we been to this secret tourist destination before?” Marco adds with a grin. “And what about Mom? Has she ever been to Nightfall?”

			“Your grandmother is a very private person,” our father says. “She doesn’t like traveling, especially long distances. She’s never been on a plane and isn’t going to start anytime soon. So, unfortunately, she’ll probably never enjoy the Valley of the Sun with us. As for your mother, yes, Rosie did come to Nightfall with me once when we first started dating. But she said it gave her the creeps—small towns can feel that way to some people. Plus, she hated the food,” he adds.

			Our mother hates the food everywhere, so this isn’t a surprise. She owns Rosalinda’s, a Mexican restaurant in downtown Phoenix. And truly, no food is as good as hers.

			“Wow,” I say with smile. “Bad food and a creepy small town. Perfect.”

			“It’s not creepy,” my dad replies. “It’s beautiful. You’ll see.”

			Marco turns to him. “It sounds perfect,” he says. “Now please tell us more about our antisocial grandmother. What’s she like?”

			“She’s not antisocial,” our father says. “Look, in all honesty, she is a bit…unusual. Your grandmother has an old-world way of thinking, but it’s harmless. Her superstitions make her feel better. When you meet her, just indulge her a little,” he adds. “For me.”

			“Okay,” Marco says, nodding. “So when Theo and I wake up with locks of our hair missing and salt circles poured around our beds, we should act like it’s all just fine.”

			“Wait, you think she’ll cut my hair?” I ask, playing along. I touch a ringlet that has fallen from my messy bun protectively.

			“Your grandmother is not going to cut anyone’s hair,” our father announces with a sigh. He glances at Marco. “Can you go back to listening to your music and stop talking?” he asks. Marco chuckles and looks out the window again.

			I take out my phone to scroll through my list of murder podcasts, deciding which one to listen to next. The fact that I find murder mysteries soothing is probably some major red flag, but we all like what we like. And I like solving crimes, even if only in my head. I’ve queued up several new series, assuming there won’t be much else to do for the next four weeks.

			The forest rolls past our windows as we keep driving. I’m about halfway through an episode when my father looks around at us, grinning widely, and both Marco and I take out our earbuds.

			“Welcome to Nightfall,” our dad says proudly.

			In front of us, the oppressive trees suddenly open up to reveal a hilly, quaint town. The ocean glitters in the distance and I gasp at the view. It’s still cloudy, but the filtered light touches the roofs of houses and shops, making them almost glow. It’s beautiful. I hate admitting it, but it’s actually really beautiful.

			“It’s good to be back,” my father says. “Almost twenty years and this place is still a revelation. Can’t you feel it? Just…peaceful.”

			Marco scrunches up his nose and glances back at me. I think we’d both rather be home, washing red Jell-O out of the pool pump.

			But when I look over at my dad again, he’s smiling—the kind of smile that shines in his eyes. There’s a ping in my heart, a moment of gratefulness. I’ve missed seeing him happy. Maybe this is exactly what he needs.

			Our Forester crests the next hill and the downtown comes into view. The main strip is lined with small, candy-colored shops teeming with groups of people—most of them young. The ocean is at the end of the street, off a promenade, and sand drifts across the road to pile along the curb. Although the sky is covered in clouds, the vibe is entirely beachy: seashells hanging in shop windows, flags for sale that say I’d rather be surfing posted outside.

			On one of the buildings, there’s a large mural of a dark-haired mermaid on a rock jutting out of the sea, a masted ship heading in her direction. I admire it as we drive by, although I notice that the otherwise serene picture is depicting the mermaid luring those sailors to their deaths.

			We pass a group of girls wearing sunglasses with matching flannels tied around their waists, and one of them points to Marco. They all turn and wave. Awkwardly, my brother holds up his hand in return before looking at our dad.

			“Seems this really is an amazing tourist destination,” Marco says. “You’ve been holding out on us, Dad.”

			“This time of year there are more tourists than locals,” our father responds. “The special weekend is coming up.”

			“ ‘Special weekend’?” I ask, leaning forward. “What does that mean?”

			He points to a massive white-stone building on our right. At first I assume it’s a courthouse, but I’m pleased to discover it’s the town library. Along the front is a large banner that reads It’s time for the Midnight Dive!

			“Midnight Dive?” I ask, confused.

			“It’s a week from today,” my dad replies. “Next Saturday. A tradition to honor the town’s history. Locals throw a giant block party with food, music, costumes—and then at midnight on Saturday, a parade marches all the way to the beach. Everyone walks straight into the ocean, clothes and all.”

			“Night swimming?” I ask, exchanging an amused look with my brother. “Weird, but that actually sounds fun.”

			“Oh, it is,” our father says. “The whole town looks forward to it every year. Then again, I haven’t been to a Midnight Dive since…” He pauses to think about it. “Since I was here with your mom. She decided not to join, so I left early,” he adds quietly. “God, I barely remember that night.”

			“Is that why you really wanted to come back here?” Marco asks, seeming impressed with Nightfall now that we know they do at least one fun thing. “To relive your glory days?”

			My father doesn’t answer right away. The mood in the car seems to change abruptly as he takes a turn off the main street and into the residential area. The rows of trees return, blocking out some of the light. But they’re trimmed back to showcase the oversized houses with manicured lawns and large front porches.

			“No, Marco,” our father replies finally. He turns onto Primrose Lane. “I came home because I didn’t know what else to do.”

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			My father’s sadness didn’t start with the divorce; that’s too simple an explanation. But it’s true that since my mom left, his fog of depression has never quite lifted. His admission now is a reminder of that. So although I’ve been dreading this trip, part of me is glad that my brother and I are here with him. We want to support him in getting his life back together.

			About halfway up the block, I hear the rhythmic click of the car blinker. I glance outside as we pull into the driveway of a dark green craftsman bungalow surrounded by shrubs and relatively private.

			“Here we are,” our father announces, emotion thick in his voice. His eyes shine with tears as he stares at his childhood home. He shifts into park next to a pale blue minivan, which I assume is our grandmother’s.

			I look around, instantly charmed by the place. The house has a large front porch, rows of flowers that are slightly overgrown, and a gorgeous tree with branches that twist and turn, hanging over the property. It’s straight out of a storybook. It’s hard to picture my father growing up here, especially since our stucco house is surrounded by pure desert landscaping with muted browns and tans. This is lush and enchanting.

			Marco is the first out of the car, stretching and groaning from the nearly two-day, twelve-hour drive. My father leaves his bags behind, heading straight for the house, while I grab my backpack and climb out. The air is cold. I wrap my arms around myself.

			I hear footsteps in the distance and when I turn toward the street, there’s a cute guy jogging by the house. He flashes me a smile.

			Mortified, I offer a subdued smile in return. I’m currently wearing a pair of tie-dye shorts, knee socks with slip-on sandals, and a gray ASU hoodie with a ketchup stain on the pocket. My dark hair is in a bun held together with a scrunchie.

			Next to me, my brother laughs. “Bet you wish you showered now,” Marco says, grabbing his duffel bag from the floor of the front seat.

			“I hate you,” I mutter, and push him toward the house.

			When we left the hotel this morning, there was only time for one of us to shower. Since it was five a.m., I told him to have at it. And he’s right. I definitely wish I’d called dibs.

			As Marco heads to the front porch, I pause and look around again. It feels so isolated out here, even with all the tourists downtown. I’m reminded of the mermaid on the mural, luring us in. Waiting for us to crash against the rocks and die.

			“Theo,” Marco calls, annoyed. “Let’s go. I don’t want to walk in without you.”

			“I’m not your human shield,” I tell him. “Besides, maybe Grandma will like you better.”

			He scrunches up his nose as if he doesn’t like the word either. It’s too…familiar? We’ve barely talked about this woman, our father’s mother. Up until now, she’s been the person in the photo wearing a mint-green dress standing rigidly next to an old-fashioned car, our father a toddler in a suit next to her. There isn’t a single recent photo of her. She didn’t even go to our parents’ wedding. I turn to Marco.

			“What if she’s awful?” I ask him. My worry is spiking and I might be panicking a little. Marco seems to consider the question a moment before shrugging.

			“Then I guess it’ll be a long four weeks,” he replies. “Now let’s go, because the anticipation is killing me.”

			He’s right about that. I hike my backpack onto my shoulders and join him on the porch. A windchime made of little bells jingles softly from the side of the house. The noise sounds kind of creepy and haunting as it echoes through the trees.

			Our grandmother’s door is wide open, but Marco hangs back as I cross the threshold into the house first. I’m caught off guard when I find a small old woman hugging my father in the foyer.

			Our grandmother is tiny, barely five feet tall, with gray hair. She’s wearing thick-soled black shoes and a blue tracksuit with a fairly large crucifix dangling around her neck. She’s significantly older than in any of the photos I’ve seen, which shouldn’t surprise me but does. She’s just a little old lady—adorable and pocket-sized. My father looks like a giant in comparison, but she holds him tightly as she comforts him.

			As my brother and I wait to be acknowledged, I look around. The inside of our grandmother’s house is like a cluttered antiques store. Then again, she’s lived here nearly her entire life, so it makes sense she would have collected things. It smells like a combination of old paper and menthol.

			Marco bumps my shoulder and points to a photo on the wall. It’s of me from eighth grade when I dressed up as a bumblebee and had too-short bangs. Next to it is another gem—a shot of me at a dance recital dressed as Minnie Mouse. I’m both surprised and heartened to find my pictures on the wall, as embarrassing as they are. She must have thought about us over the years. That’s kind of nice.

			“Do you think she purposely picked your worst photos?” my brother whispers. I elbow him in the gut, making him cough out a laugh.

			My grandmother straightens and pats our father’s arm. “You’re all right now,” she tells him. “You’re going to be all right, Joey.” Dad wipes his eyes and nods. My grandmother is the first person I’ve ever heard call my father Joey. But the tone of her voice is tender and loving—motherly. I smile, feeling tears prick my eyes. My father needed this.

			My grandmother turns toward me abruptly, making me jump. She’s weirdly fast. We stand in silence for a moment. When I can’t take the quiet any longer, I smile.

			“Hello, Grandma,” I say awkwardly.

			She runs her dark eyes over my outfit, appraising me from sandals to scrunchie. She hums out an annoyed sound. “Is this how you dress?” she asks, her tone judgmental. Marco puts his hand over his mouth to cover his laugh.

			I scratch at my hair. “Sometimes,” I tell her. “The boys seem to like it.”

			She fights back a smile. “Well then,” she replies, “if you’re so popular, I guess I should go to you for fashion advice.”

			Good. She has a sense of humor.

			“And call me Nonna,” she adds. “It’s more respectful.”

			I exchange a glance with my brother and he shrugs as if telling me to do it.

			“Okay, Nonna,” I say, deciding immediately that I like it better. It suits her.

			She holds her arms open for a hug. “If you want one,” she offers, as if she doesn’t care either way.

			I walk over and bend down to give her a quick hug, feeling how tiny she is in my arms, even though her grip around my shoulders is tight. There is a sudden rush of sadness in my chest. I can’t remember the last time someone hugged me. Maybe I needed it too.

			When I pull back, Nonna is already looking over at Marco. My brother holds his duffel bag in front of himself like armor. He smiles tentatively.

			“Hi, Nonna,” he says.

			“Well, come on,” she says, motioning for a hug.

			My brother grins, and as he walks over to her, I look around again. It’s like one of those house museums, everything kept exactly as the deceased left it. The thought creeps me out, and I shiver and wrap my arms around myself.

			After she separates from Marco, Nonna walks over to take my dad’s arm. She glances at us. “Now go get the rest of the bags from the car,” she says, shooing us toward the door. “Your father and I need to talk.”

			She turns away and gently leads my father toward the kitchen, murmuring sweet words of encouragement. Funny how nice she is to him while also being a bit prickly toward us. She reminds me of a fuzzy cactus.

			And that’s my grandmother—a gray-haired enigma in orthopedic shoes.

			

			—

			NONNA WASN’T PREPARED TO have us all in her house at once. She only has three bedrooms. While she and my father get the two rooms on the left, I’m relegated to the small “doll room” on the other side of the second floor. Marco has been shoved somewhere in the attic.

			When I walk into the room, I stop short and drop my bags at my feet. I’d hoped Nonna was kidding. But, no. There are a dozen or so porcelain dolls on a shelf near the ceiling staring directly at me. A few are old, really old, with one blinking eye, while others look like they’re from the last decade. She sent me a porcelain doll for my birthday once when I was a kid, but I ended up donating it to Goodwill because it scared the shit out of me. I don’t know how or if she found out, but she has given me a blank card with money ever since.

			“Awesome,” I mutter, planning to stuff the dolls into the closet for the duration of my stay. No way I’ll sleep with them staring at me all night.

			I abandon my bags in the room and head down the hall to the attic. I’m secretly hoping it’s a refuge for rejected dolls, because honestly, my brother deserves to be haunted, too.

			The door to the attic has a long, old-fashioned key sticking out of the lock. It strikes me as odd that Nonna would lock her attic door, but I make a mental note to lock Marco in there at least once during our stay to mess with him.

			Behind the attic door is a steep staircase leading up. As I begin the climb, one of the steps creaks and I hear Marco laugh.

			“You’re going to love this, Theo,” he calls down to me.

			I get to the top of the stairs and look around. To be honest, I’d been expecting an inflatable mattress and a doll graveyard, but instead the attic space has been converted into a finished bedroom. There’s a large metal-frame bed with a quilted blanket, a nightstand, and a dresser pushed against one wall.

			The space is huge, a little cold and a lot dusty. The walls are decorated with gold-framed pictures of landscapes and a mirror with a sheet covering the glass. There is a circular window that lets in some light, which shines directly on the bed. Across the room is an old oversized trunk, big enough to store a body. Although the attic is less cluttered than the downstairs, something about the space feels creepy. A forgotten room in a haunted mansion.

			“Who the hell has Nonna been keeping up here?” I ask, looking at my brother.

			“Right?” he says. “Maybe this was Dad’s bedroom?”

			“Yikes,” I reply. “In the attic? I hope not. How depressing.”

			“I like it,” Marco says, looking around. He tosses his duffel bag onto the bed. “It’s cozy.”

			“I’m sure the ghosts think so,” I tell him.

			Marco walks over to sit on the old trunk, a puff of dust rising up around him when he does. “So what do you think of her?” he asks. “Nonna.” He grimaces, but I can tell that my brother likes her too.

			“Not what I expected,” I admit. “She’s definitely older and smaller than I thought she’d be. And she speaks her mind, which I can appreciate, even if she’s a little mean.” I pause. “She’s really sweet to Dad, though.”

			“Yeah,” Marco agrees. “That was cool to see.” We’re quiet for a moment. “Our entire summer,” he adds. “Can you believe we have to spend the entire summer in this place?”

			We stare at each other before the despair starts to feel like too much. We’re displaced, alone. And I’ll admit that I’m struggling with my mother’s abandonment. No, not struggling. Furious. But I quickly swallow the emotion down because I don’t want to feel it right now.

			Marco sighs loudly and cracks his neck. “Well, I’m already bored,” he announces as if changing the subject. “What should we do? Search through all this old shit and uncover some family secrets?”

			“Let’s do that tomorrow,” I tell him. “I need to adjust to Nonna’s spooky aesthetic first. I’m not convinced we won’t stumble on some cursed object and have to deal with that all summer.” I smile. “Did I mention there’s a bunch of porcelain dolls in my room?”

			Marco laughs. “Damn, that sucks.”

			“Sure does,” I agree. I glance out the window, surprised that outside the sky is still bright, even though it feels like evening. “Wait,” I say, confused. “What time is it?”

			“Just after eight,” Marco replies, checking his phone. “My weather app says it doesn’t get dark until ten around here. I’m going to check out downtown. Want to go?”

			“Uh, I’m not staying here alone,” I say. “But who’s telling Nonna and Dad that we’re leaving?”

			Marco smiles. “Not the one who let his friends fill the pool with red Jell-O.”

			“You’re the worst brother,” I say, and start for the stairs. To be fair, he does have a point. Our father definitely trusts me more than him, especially now.

			I head downstairs to brush my teeth and change into a cleaner hoodie and a pair of jeans. I even rewrap my bun and slick down my baby hairs with water, figuring I should put in a little effort. My cocaptain, Willa, is always trying to give me a makeover, but after an unfortunate incident with an eyelash curler, I stick to the basics. I do slide on some clear lip gloss, though.

			Once I’m done, I meet Marco at the bottom of the stairs. I’m startled to find Nonna already standing in the living room entrance as if she’s been waiting for us. She eyes us suspiciously as we pause in front of her, my brother courageously standing behind me.

			“Hi,” I say innocently. “So…um. We wanted to go out for a while. That okay?”

			She looks past my shoulder at Marco. “You going to cause trouble?” she asks him. “Throw a party and get arrested?”

			“I didn’t get arrested,” Marco says. “And it was a great party. You would have liked it. There were Jell-O shots.” He flashes her a smile.

			Nonna purses her lips, but I think she’s trying not to laugh. Despite her sharp edges, she likes us. I’m sure of it.

			My father walks out of the kitchen and crosses the living room, wiping his hands on a red dish towel. “Where are you heading?” he asks. “I was just making us something to eat.”

			“We wanted to go downtown,” I say. “I’m not really hungry, and it’s still early—only eight. So we thought we could grab some hot chocolates, check out the beach. Wild stuff, you know?”

			My father waits, thinking it over for a moment before shrugging. “Yeah, all right,” he says. “Although I don’t think you should take the Forester. The air in the front tires is really low.” He turns to his mother. “Can the kids borrow your car?” he asks. Nonna breathes heavily out of her nose and gives a curt nod.

			“But Nonna drives a minivan,” Marco points out.

			“So?” our grandmother asks, crossing her arms over her chest. “You need a ride, don’t you?”

			“Yeah…,” Marco admits.

			“Then you’ll survive,” she replies. “The keys are on the front table. But I want you back by the time the sun sets.”

			Marco laughs. “We’re not five, Nonna,” he replies, but she doesn’t smile.

			Our grandmother takes a step toward him and Marco swallows hard. She may be little, but Nonna’s eyes are pure fire. “We don’t stay out after dark in Nightfall,” she says in a low voice. “And in my home, you’re going to abide by my rules. You understand?”

			Next to her my dad nods as if telling us to humor her.

			“Of course,” I say, for me and my brother, caught off guard by my grandmother’s change in demeanor. Although I have no problem respecting my grandmother’s house rules, “home by dark” seems a bit extreme. But I’m hoping she’ll ease up the longer we’re here.

			Nonna steps back, her arms still crossed over her chest. With the matter settled, Marco is first into the hallway, swiping the keys off the entryway table.

			“And don’t talk to any strangers either,” Nonna adds. We hold up our hands in a wave and start for the door. But before we leave, I hear Nonna murmur, “Because they’ll sure want to talk to you.”

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The world is almost surreal as we drive toward downtown Nightfall. Although it’s still light outside, there’s a dusky haze cast over everything that feels foreboding. Dreary. The trees glow neon green in the strange light, the houses’ front porches tucked in the shadows. On the horizon, orange sunlight begs to peek out from behind the clouds before getting swallowed up by the dark.

			“Nonna was a little intense back there, right?” I ask, glancing at my brother as he drives. I’m still thinking about her comment as we were leaving. What could she have meant about the strangers who might try to talk to us?

			“Dad told us she was superstitious,” Marco says, not seeming too concerned. “I’m sure she’ll relax after a few days. The real danger,” he adds, motioning to the dashboard, “is this monster. I feel like I’m driving a bus.”

			“It’s not that bad,” I tell him. “Like Nonna said, you’ll survive.” Marco huffs out an annoyed sound as he uses both hands to turn the wheel.

			It’s an older minivan, powder blue with gray interior. There’s a crucifix hanging from the rearview mirror and only three working radio stations. It smells like spearmint.

			“You’re just saying that because you don’t have to drive,” Marco says. “You don’t understand how annoying this is.”

			“Luckily you’re giving me the play-by-play, so I’ll never feel like I’m missing out,” I say, smiling brightly at him, and he laughs.

			I don’t have my driver’s license yet. Haven’t even studied for the test. Since all of my friends drive, it’s never been a pressing issue. Besides, with Marco always taking our father’s car, it’s not like I’d get to use it much anyway. Last year, my mother told me she’d buy me a car once I passed the test. I wonder if that offer still stands or if she’s buying Dale’s kids cars instead.

			I flinch, hurting myself with the thought. The betrayal of her picking his kids over us. I try to put it out of my head.

			Marco takes a left onto Main Street. Once again, I’m reminded of how cute it is here, and that cheers me up a bit. The pink and blue buildings with striped awnings above the entrances. The baskets overflowing with flowers hanging from lampposts and a bike rack on every corner. And of course, there’s the mural with the murderous mermaid calling to her prey. I especially love her.

			The road is a series of hills, going up and then down. It’s impossible to see the end, and both sides of the street are packed with cars parked at angles to the sidewalk. Marco continues to drive, searching for a parking spot. A guy in a golf cart zips past us and Marco groans his frustration. I’m equally annoyed. It’ll be dark by the time we find a spot.

			“This is impossible,” he says. “We should have just walked.”

			It looks like most of the shops are closed now—definitely the flag store and the one that sells beach gear. But a few restaurants are open, with small crowds hanging out in front of the lit-up spaces. Up on the hill overlooking the water, there’s an old mansion that looks like it’s been converted into some sort of public attraction, and we pass a sign announcing that the Liva Museum will open again in the morning.

			I notice an open space in front of the library and my heart leaps. “Right there,” I call out, pointing to it.

			“Finally,” Marco says. He pulls up next to a car and backs into the space. He turns the car off and beams at me.

			“Pro move,” I tell him, making his day.

			I climb out of the minivan and take a big gulp of ocean air. It’s nice to be on our own after spending two solid days traveling with our father. Even before that, Marco and I were basically on house arrest after the party. I’m grateful to finally have some unsupervised time.

			“I don’t know about you,” Marco says, “but I could go for a scoop.” He motions across the street to an absolutely adorable blue-shingled ice cream shop literally called Scoops.

			“I could have a scoop,” I agree. “Maybe some sprinkles too. You’re buying, right?”

			“Did you bring money?” he asks.

			“No,” I say sheepishly. “But you owe me for asking—”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Marco replies, waving me forward. “Come on, then.”

			Back in Phoenix, both of us work at our mother’s restaurant on the weekends—I’m stuck behind the hostess stand while Marco buses tables. But ever since the party, our mother took us off the schedule—her version of punishment. Marco was angry, but since I’m not speaking to our mother anyway, I wasn’t all that hurt. However, my bank account is hemorrhaging. I might have to find a summer job while we’re here.

			I weave my way through the groups of tourists, my brother already ahead of me. Marco stops in front of the ice cream shop and holds open the glass door for a mother and her child, both of them holding oversized waffle cones. The little boy, who has a ring of chocolate around his lips, bumps into me on his way out.

			“So sorry,” the mom tells me before grabbing the kid’s filthy hand. She avoids my eyes and rushes away.

			“No problem,” I reply, but she’s already too far to hear me. Why is she in such a hurry? Must be past bedtime for her kid.

			As my brother and I head inside, tiny bells attached to the handle of the door jingle. The sweet scents of chocolate and marshmallow fill my nose, instantly making me nostalgic for the Cold Stone Creamery by my school. Willa and I go there after practice every Thursday because her girlfriend works there. And also because they’ll add gummy worms to your ice cream on request like absolute maniacs. Ugh. I want to go home.

			The inside of the ice cream shop is even cuter than its blue-shingled, candy-colored outside. Everything is in pastel colors with gold polka-dot stickers on the walls. There’s a human-sized plastic ice cream cone in the corner to take pictures with and a single flower in the small vase at each table. Soft music, dreamy and delicate, plays from a ceiling speaker in one corner. Bowls with fake ice cream, each piled impossibly high with whipped cream and sprinkles, line the counter to show the size options. The cashier behind the register wears a pink hat and a bow tie.

			“Can I help you?” the girl asks. She’s pretty, with blondish-red hair and freckles, bright green eyes. Marco looks over the choices.

			“Am I allowed to taste test each flavor?” he asks. The girl seems to think it over seriously before shrugging.

			“I think you’d be a disappointment if you didn’t,” she says.

			My brother laughs. “Wouldn’t want that,” he replies. “I’m Marco, by the way.”

			She stares at him a moment before responding. “Erika,” she replies. “So where do you want to start?” she asks, motioning to the tubs of ice cream.

			“That’s an excellent question, Erika,” Marco says, glancing over the flavor choices. “I’m thinking pistachio.”

			“Inspired choice,” she affirms as she fills a little spoon for him.

			I step up to the glass to check out the flavors. When I look down, though, I see a little chocolate handprint on my jeans from where the kid bumped into me.

			“No…,” I say dramatically. Marco looks over and I point it out.

			“That’s why I don’t like kids,” he says simply, and turns around to take the spoon from the cashier. She laughs.

			“I’ll be right back,” I tell Marco, and head toward the sign for the restrooms.

			I go down a long hall and push through the marked door. I grab a paper towel from the dispenser and run it under the tap before vigorously scrubbing at the chocolate handprint on my thigh. It’s stubborn, and when the stain does eventually come out, it leaves behind a big wet circle. Great.

			My phone buzzes in my back pocket and I tense. It could be my mother again. She’s been calling nearly every day to check in, but I’ve been sending her to voice mail. I’m not ready to talk to her yet. I pull out my phone and am immediately relieved when I see it’s Willa FaceTiming me. I lean against the sink and answer.

			“Missing you already,” I say the moment her image pops up. Her dark hair is piled on top of her head, with little flyaways ringing her face. Her septum piercing looks huge from this angle as her broad smile fills the phone screen.

			“Maggione,” she says in her raspy voice.

			“How was practice?” I ask.

			“Fine, but everyone’s miserable without you,” she tells me, her smile fading. “We’re playing like shit, so thank your dad for us.” She settles into the cushions of her leather couch. In the background, I see her Chihuahua just over her shoulder.

			The room is dark—it’s nighttime in Phoenix. I suddenly feel a million miles away. I might as well be on the moon, and I miss my friends desperately.

			“I still can’t believe he forced you to go to Oregon for the summer,” Willa continues. “It’s like he doesn’t care that you’re supposed to be training for junior year.”

			“He cares,” I say. “He told me I could go to the Y to stay in shape, and I was like, ‘Sure, Dad. I’ll just volley to myself. That will really keep me sharp.’ ”

			“It’s bullshit.” Willa leans closer to the screen and scrunches her nose. “Wait, are you in a public bathroom taking a video call?”

			“You know I never miss your calls,” I say with a smile. “But yes, I am. Marco and I stopped at an ice cream shop downtown. Oh, and we met our grandmother. She is…unusual.”

			“I bet,” Willa says. “Considering she lives in Nowhere, Oregon.”

			“Nightfall,” I correct.

			“Same thing,” she replies. “So what’s she like? Are we talking Miss Havisham unusual or Flowers in the Attic unusual?”

			“Yikes,” I say. “Neither. More like…Golden Girls. But she also has the potential to have a life-sized gingerbread house with an oven in the backyard, if that makes sense.”

			“Not at all,” Willa replies. “For your sake let’s hope she’s a Betty White.”

			Suddenly there’s a loud banging on the bathroom door and I nearly jump out of my skin.

			“What?” I yell, clutching the phone close to my chest.

			“You’re taking forever!” Marco yells. “Hurry up.”

			I sigh, and when I look at Willa on the screen again, she smiles sadly. “Punch your brother hello for me,” she says sweetly. “And, Theo,” she adds more somberly, “tell your dad it’s time for you to come home. We miss you. I miss you.”

			“Miss you, too,” I murmur, overwhelmed with homesickness. “Call you later.”

			I hang up and slide the phone back into my pocket. If I were in Tempe right now, I’d probably be sleeping over at Willa’s house or vice versa. We’d be watching true crime documentaries on Netflix and eating nachos. Instead, I’m here on the moon.

			When I yank open the bathroom door, I find Marco in the hallway devouring a towering waffle cone of chocolate ice cream. He nods at me. “What did you think of the cashier?” he asks quietly. “She was pretty cute, right?”

			“Yep,” I agree. “But maybe pace yourself a little. We haven’t even unpacked our bags yet.”

			He rolls his eyes. Marco has a tendency to date…everyone. He’s not gross about it; I’d kick his ass if he were. But he’s a moth to a flame. And then he’s on to the next light.

			“Okay, Theo,” he says as if I’m exhausting. He bites the edge of his waffle cone, crunching down on it. He pulls a wrinkly ten-dollar bill from his pocket. “Here,” he says, handing it to me. “I’ll meet you outside.”

			I follow him down the hall, and he waves goodbye to the cashier before heading out the door. She returns his wave with a bored expression.

			With the money my brother gave me in hand, I pause at the counter to examine the flavors of ice cream—my eyes skimming over names like Rocky Road, Bubble Gum Delight, and Chocolate Dream. The cashier appears and waits patiently for me to decide.

			After a moment, she points toward the case. “If you’re taking suggestions,” she offers, “I’m really into the raspberry sorbet right now.”

			I’m considering it when the little bells on the door jingle. I look over expecting my brother, but then my stomach sinks. The hitchhiking couple walks in wearing their oversized backpacks. I quickly avert my eyes, afraid the girl will recognize me from the car. The car that didn’t stop for them.

			I feel awful that we didn’t pick them up, especially now that we’re all in the same room. I watch in the mirror behind the counter as the guy goes to one of the tables, unwinding the backpack from his arms before setting it next to a chair. He sits down and pulls off his hat; his long hair is matted and damp. When he glances over and meets my eyes in the mirror, I quickly look back down at the ice cream.

			Okay, I have to say something. As I’m contemplating the best apology, the girl comes to stand next to me at the counter. She smells like rain after a storm, fresh air and carefree. It’s wonderful. I look over and smile politely. She stares at me a long moment before returning my smile.

			“I’m so sorry—” I start in a rush, too embarrassed to formulate an excuse. The girl holds up her hand to stop me.

			“No worries,” she says, sounding tired. “Someone else picked us up.”

			I tilt my head in an apology. “I really am sorry, though,” I add, meaning it.

			She laughs. “I promise, we’re good. You weren’t the one driving anyway. I assume that was your…father?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “He’s actually from here. From Nightfall.”

			She smiles as if that’s interesting. “I thought he looked familiar,” she says with a nod.

			She must be local, but it’s been twenty years since my dad has been to Nightfall, so I don’t know how familiar he actually looked.

			When I turn back to the counter, Erika is eyeing the hitchhiker carefully.

			“Back so soon, Annemarie?” Erika asks her, setting her elbows on the glass and leaning toward the girl.

			“It’s been over a month,” the hitchhiker says with a smile. “So glad you missed me, Erika. Now can we get two waters?” She motions to the guy at the table. “We’re parched.”

			“I’m sure,” Erika replies in a low voice.

			“Thank you,” Annemarie calls gratefully as Erika heads toward the back.

			I examine the hitchhiker for a moment. She’s gorgeous up close. Her skin is deeply tanned, with a smattering of freckles over her nose and cheeks. A sheen of sweat clings to her. I wonder how long they’ve been walking.

			“So…,” I start hesitantly before she turns to me again. “So, you’re from Nightfall?”

			“Yep,” she replies. “But I’ve been out exploring.” She nods back to the guy. “I met Asa out in Joshua Tree and told him all about the town and the upcoming festival. He thought it sounded fun, so I worked it into our trip. I’m Annemarie, by the way.”

			“Theo,” I reply. I turn to Asa and he watches me with a steady gaze. He doesn’t say a word, though. Considering he flipped us off earlier, he might still be mad we didn’t pick them up.

			“And what about you?” Annemarie asks, drawing my attention back to her. “Pit stop or vacation?”

			“Oh, uh…,” I stumble. I hadn’t considered how to casually answer that question. People expect easy answers, not a rundown of family problems. “Here for the summer,” I say simply enough.

			Annemarie smiles. “Perfect,” she says.

			Erika reappears and hands Annemarie two paper cups of water. She takes them to the table and sets one in front of Asa. Erika watches her, seemingly uncomfortable. I can’t explain why, but there’s a weird tension in the air.

			I notice Marco through the large picture window then, his ice cream nearly gone as he waves for me to hurry up. I turn back to Erika.

			“I’ll take your recommendation,” I tell her. “The raspberry sorbet in a cup, please.”

			Erika has to drag her eyes away from Annemarie and Asa before smiling at me. “Coming right up,” she replies. She grabs the scoop out of a bowl of water and turns to the bright pink tub, scraping the scoop along the top.

			Her posture has definitely changed since the couple arrived. It’s none of my business, but I’m more than a little curious. As Erika sets my cup down, I lean in closer. “Annemarie seems cool,” I say quietly. “You friends with her?”

			She swallows hard before looking up. “Sure,” she says, barely audible. “I’m friends with everyone. Nightfall’s a small town.” Her gaze drifts past me to Annemarie and Asa. “Too small.”

			I’m unsure how to address the awkward reply. She doesn’t seem to not like Annemarie. It’s something else and I have no idea what.

			Erika looks at me and jabs a spoon into my cup of raspberry sorbet. “Anything else?” she asks. It’s abrupt, conversation ending, and I’m a bit embarrassed by her change in tone.

			“No, nothing else,” I murmur.

			Erika hands over my sorbet before tapping a few keys on the register and announcing the total. Awkwardly, I hand over the ten and tell her to keep the change, hoping the tip will soften the moment. She doesn’t thank me, so I head for the door.

			Clearly there is some drama here and I respect that it’s none of my business. When I reach for the door handle, I hear Annemarie.

			“Theo,” she calls. I turn back to find her smiling from the table where she’s sitting with the guy. “It was nice to meet you.”

			“Nice to meet you too,” I reply. “And again, I’m sorry that—”

			She laughs. “Seriously, it’s okay,” she says. “All is forgiven. And we’ll see you around. If not in town, then definitely at the parade next week.”

			“Right,” I say, relieved at how friendly she’s being. “The Midnight Dive. Yeah, we’ll be there. Have a good night.”

			She lifts her hand in goodbye and glances at the guy next to her. “Asa,” she prods. “Tell her goodbye.”

			He pauses as if about to argue, but then seems to melt under her attention. He glances at me for a distracted second. “Bye,” he says vacantly before turning back to Annemarie. She playfully slaps his hand as if scolding him.

			I get that we didn’t stop to pick them up, but yeah—he’s kind of a dick. He’s cute or whatever, but I can already tell that Annemarie is way too good for him.

			As I walk out, I glance back at the counter just as Erika grabs a rag from the sink. She says nothing to me. Instead, she begins wiping down the glass case, ignoring me as if I’m already gone.
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