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For Shealy
And everyone who knew me in high school.
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The following interview was conducted at Walton County Sheriff’s Office 
on June 14, 2022, at 3:45 p.m. Present at the interview were Detective Naomi 
Sutter (SUTTER) and Darby Wallis (WALLIS) regarding case number 
16–001345, which involved the murder of 30A Community School science 
teacher Dr. Richard Horowitz.

SUTTER: State your name for the record.

WALLIS: Darby Wallis.

SUTTER: And your place of residence?

WALLIS: 66 Cerulean Park, Watercolor, Santa Rosa 

Beach, Florida.

SUTTER: Alright, Ms. Wallis, let’s start at the 

beginning. What happened two summers ago?

WALLIS: I don’t remember.

SUTTER: According to 30A Community School, 

Dr. Richard Horowitz employed you to work as a 

counselor at Camp Choctawhatchee. Is that cor-

rect?

WALLIS: Yes. He organized a marine camp for 

middle school students.

SUTTER: But you don’t remember?

WALLIS: No, I don’t remember anything about that 

summer.

SUTTER: You don’t recall talking with me two 

years ago about Dr. Horowitz’s disappearance?

WALLIS: No.

SUTTER: How’s that possible?

WALLIS: I wish I knew.
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Eliza Becker: Got off work early. See you soon!!

Chapter 1

Darby Wallis

JUNE 13

WATERCOLOR, FLORIDA

Mom keeps bins in the foyer. To hold our shoes. To make the house 
seem clean and tidy. She wants our lives to match a window display 
or magazine cover, something people will envy. And so we place our 
sneakers in her bins. We smile for family photos. We do our best to 
seem perfect, become mannequins in a storeroom selling this fake 
Highway 30A experience.

I have a bin of my own. It doesn’t hold shoes or dirty laundry. It 
stays hidden in my closet beneath sweaters I never wear, full of items 
that echo my deepest and darkest self. Clothes too short, too tight. 
Diaries and bad report cards for my eyes only.

Mom wants perfect. She bleaches the f loors and countertops.
She doesn’t know I accidentally spilled coffee on her couch last 

week and turned over the cushion. She hasn’t found the stain yet, like 
she hasn’t found my bin.
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Perfect: My hair swept into a high pony. Lips gleaming with 
gloss. Accolades in my high school yearbook that call me nice and 
smart, the sweetest girl.

All that seems a cruel joke now as I sit on my bedroom floor in 
a nest of secret things. I rummage through the contents of my bin, 
each C+ exam, miniskirt, and sleepover Polaroid confirming a truth:

I’m the furthest thing from perfect.
“You sure about this, Darby?” Eliza rolls across my bed’s white 

duvet. She lifts onto her elbows and watches me, her chocolate eyes 
beaming suspicion. It’s unlike me to insist we go to a house party— 
Kip DiMarco’s house party, no less. I’d rather eat pizza on the beach 
than risk disappointing my parents. I am the good friend, the good 
child. I do good things.

The bin in my lap might disagree.
“Mom’s at book club.” I stif le my reservations with a slow, certain 

breath. I rummage through what Mom and Dad don’t know. Ticket 
stubs from movies they wouldn’t have let me see. Clothes I borrowed 
from Morgan and never returned.

I can’t part with this time bomb of risks I have taken.
Evidence of the grand hoax I call myself.
“And your dad?” Eliza gives me the look, one that forms a knot in 

my stomach. The look asks if I’m capable of breaking rules. The look 
ref lects a girl who cried when her fifth- grade Spanish teacher called 
her out for talking in class.

“Downstairs. He’ll let me go.” I lift a bandeau top. My heart 
races. Heat pricks the back of my neck. I shouldn’t get a rush from 
this petty stash. If anything, I should feel ashamed of myself, and I 
do. The guilt eats at me. The fear of being found out has lingered in 
my mind for years. But destroying the bin won’t erase my secrets. I 
am a good friend. I do good things.

Good isn’t perfect.
Good doesn’t stand out.
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I grab my phone from the carpet and unlock its screen with a 
click. Nikki Fawcett appears in my social media feed. She poses in a 
private beach pavilion, oiled up, f lashing an Insta- worthy smile that 
says, “I’m hot and rich, and I’ll spend this summer eating snow cones, 
tanning in overpriced swimwear, and being exciting.” She’s a renter. 
She comes to 30A for the do something— and for the photo ops of her 
doing that something.

Nikki lets her glossy dark hair drape her spine.
I tug the scrunchie from my blonde ponytail.
Nikki wears minis and crops to show off her figure.
I draw the shortest shorts from my collection.
Nikki is perfect— social media says so. People remember her. She 

doesn’t fade into the background. She doesn’t need bins of shame 
because no one expects her to act like me.

I don’t want to act like me.
“Would you help?” I wave a makeup bag at Eliza and scoot 

toward my full- length mirror. Tonight, I need more than mascara 
and lip gloss.

Eliza slides off my bed. She matches a display from our moms’ 
boutique with her bodysuit, linen pants, and hoop earrings. “So . . . 
will a certain someone be at Kip’s party?” She tackles me, her bony 
limbs wrapping around my neck, her coconut scent rivaling my white 
tea diffuser. “Should your makeup cause a certain boy to regret— ”

“No. I don’t know.” I pass her a sponge and bottle of foundation, 
then close my eyes as she dabs the cream across my cheeks. A certain 
boy. Maybe he’ll be there. Doesn’t matter. The party offers a chance 
to do something. Kip invited every Gen Z on this highway: part- timers, 
renters, locals, half the student body of Emerald Coast High.

Summer makes things happen. Maybe not for me, but for the 
other teens on 30A, summer brings growth spurts, romances, all the 
milestones that don’t fit between first and sixth period. I’ve seen 
the Pinterest boards, read the magazine articles. I’ve scrolled through 
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enough bikini pics on social media to understand the importance 
of summertime. It’s as if teenagers have June through August to do 
something. To kiss the boy. Get drunk and end up shirtless in the 
neighbor’s yard. Take a road trip with their besties. Do something 
memorable.

I have a few months to make sure nobody forgets me.
Eliza finishes my makeup with a smoky eye. “Now, to complete 

the ensemble.” She hurries to my closet, sorting through linens and 
tropical prints. Without her style expertise, I’d live in a repeat of over-
sized tees and bathing suits.

My staff T- shirt from the Comber doesn’t count as fashion.
“Where’s that satin camisole, you know, the one from Paloma?” 

Eliza plucks a dress from the rack. She twirls to face me, hugging the 
garment against her slender frame.

Nobody on 30A looks even the faintest bit like her, and she pre-
fers it that way. She’s five foot ten, leaner than a palm tree, with soft 
curls and an almond complexion. Not Victoria’s Secret. Vogue. The 
kind of person destined for magazine covers.

“Should be next to the white playsuit.” I lean toward the mirror, 
where a girl watches me with shaded eyes. Her hair isn’t dark and 
straight. She doesn’t wear minis and crops, not yet. But she resembles 
someone who leaves coffee- stained cushions unturned.

For years, I made excuses for myself. I called my routine sensible 
when others dubbed it a bore. I blamed my rule- following on pro-
tective parents and seventeen years of being told decisions have 
consequences. Friends asked why I work two jobs, and I responded 
with the same rehearsed line: “I want a car before college, a Land 
Rover, white like everything in my bedroom.” Seemed reasonable 
enough. Lots of people save up for cars.

It was a lie though. I worked two jobs— and still do— to impress 
Dad. He called me his “responsible kid” when I told him my plan 
to purchase a vehicle. And my bedroom isn’t white because I like 
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white. Mom decorated the room to match her house and won’t let 
me change it.

Kip’s party signifies a step away from the excuses. I choose to 
do this for myself so I won’t begin senior year the same way I started 
junior year. When someone asks what I did this summer, I want one 
interesting story to tell. Of course, going isn’t wrong. Dad will give 
me permission, and I won’t do anything bad. I just need to be some-
one else for a few hours.

My chest aches with so many needs.
“Nope. Can’t find it.” Eliza riff les through my closet one last time. 

“Darby, I think you were robbed. Your silver Birks are gone too.”
“Koda!” I rise and stomp out the door, past Christian’s bedroom, 

now a storage closet for Paloma’s inventory. Mom took over the space 
after my brother moved into his dorm at Florida State. He won’t come 
home this summer, so Mom fills his room with boxes.

“That’s it— ” I storm into my sister’s bedroom and choke on its 
stench, a fusion of self- tanner and strawberry body mist. “Oh my 
gosh! Can you breathe in here?”

Koda lounges on her bed, swaddled by a powder- pink comforter. 
She taps her laptop’s spacebar, freezing Michael Scott of The Office on 
its screen. “What do you want?”

“Where are my clothes?” I cross my arms, ready for a standoff 
with the fifteen- year- old.

“How would I know? I’m not your maid.” She glares at me from 
her throne of furry pillows, fairy lights, and Polaroid prints, the name 
Dakoda above her headboard in block letters.

“Really?” I scan the f loor, spotting my camisole and Birkenstocks 
on her knitted beanbag. I snatch the clothes. “Stay out of my room.”

I return to Eliza and let her style me. She curls my honey- blonde 
hair with a wand, spritzes me with TOCCA Cleopatra to mask the 
lingering smell of deep- fried fish. When she gives a thumbs- up, I 
replace my work uniform with the silk camisole and shorts.
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“No way Morgan won’t notice you,” Eliza says when I kneel to 
repack my bin.

“This isn’t about him.”
“Should be. What he did sucked.” Eliza motions to the picture 

frame on my nightstand, a sea- green rectangle preserving Morgan, 
Eliza, Cyrus, Spooner, and me behind glass. We were friends once. 
The best of friends. Middle school comrades bound together by spit 
handshakes and secret clubs and bicycling from Grayton Beach to 
Seagrove.

“That was two years ago. I’m over it.” I adjust my anklet, its pucca 
shells harsh white against my sun- browned skin. I shove a bralette 
into the bin, and my hand stalls. It hovers over a friendship bracelet 
tucked beneath a stack of photographs.

Eliza crouches beside me.
“Not everything is about him,” I say, but it is. Despite my attempts 

to forget and move on, all things somehow route to Morgan. I don’t 
want to see him. I don’t want another reminder of what happened 
that summer. It’s been two years. I shouldn’t hurt anymore.

The pain didn’t expire. It grew up with me.
“Yeah, but you don’t have to be over it. I’d understand if you 

weren’t over it.” Eliza kisses my cheek. She rests her head against my 
shoulder, and the ache within me eases. We’ve been friends since 
fifth grade, before our moms opened their boutique. Eliza watched 
me pal around with Morgan for years. She put me first when I put 
her second.

“Come on. We only have a few hours until Mom gets home.” I 
conceal my outfit under an oversized Seaside T- shirt. I stand and pull 
Eliza from the f loor, laughing as she dances to the door, rapping lyrics 
of a party track. Every person has that friend who gets them through 
high school. Eliza Becker is mine.

“Oh— ” I touch my bare neck and hurry to the shell dish on my 
nightstand. I lift an opal necklace, fasten it around my throat.
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The picture frame collapses onto its back.
A weight settles in my stomach. I can’t bring myself to right the 

photograph, so I shift my attention to paintings of breakers and surf-
boards. No use ruminating on the past. We were friends, yes, but not 
anymore, not how we used to be.

Two years ago, we drifted apart. Eliza and I remained close. 
Morgan and Cyrus teamed up. Spooner left 30A when his parents 
divorced.

What Morgan did to me caused the divide. He and I had made 
a pact; we swore never to hurt our friendship. We sealed the deal 
with handmade bracelets. We snickered at other boys and girls who 
couldn’t stay friends because we thought we’d mastered the art.

We were better and smarter, and we wouldn’t dare fall in love.
But knowing him came with memories of sweatpants and sun-

tans and riding in his Jeep until the sky turned pink and purple. 
Growing up with him involved the best days, fishing off his dock as 
crickets chirped in the background, watching outdoor movies until 
we fell asleep on his old bedspread. It was love. It was young. And I 
feel it all still, burning in the places it shouldn’t be.

Even though he betrayed me.
I heave my bin and stuff it into the closet, behind sweaters and a 

gym bag full of volleyball uniforms. Most people display mementos 
to help them remember, but some memories should remain buried 
in dark corners.

I still remember Morgan’s funny expressions. Still remember the 
octave of his snore, the smell of his skin after a day at the beach. Still 
remember how soft his lips felt against mine . . .

Before he ruined us.
“Okay, I’m ready.” I grab my purse and follow Eliza down the 

hallway. As we crest the staircase, a realization takes root within me.
My bin is a box of ghosts.
We go downstairs, where Mom’s obsession with tidiness reigns. 
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She has organized the house with labels and bins, designated where 
to put shoes, where to hang backpacks, where to eat and sleep and 
leave blankets after use.

God forbid I drop a crumb onto her white couch or track dirt 
across the white carpet.

But such is Mandy Wallis, 30A’s perfectionist. She uses more 
cleaning products than everyone I know combined. She refuses to 
get a dog, not even a hypoallergenic one, because she hates pet hair, 
dust, sand— pretty much anything from outside. And when she’s not 
gushing about Goop and Reese’s Book Club, she’s decorating the 
house with bizarre furniture like driftwood coffee tables.

Mom wants the best. Only the best. Nothing else matters. If she’s 
not a size two, she’ll lie and say she is until she becomes a size two. 
Though her kids aren’t perfect, she tells people we are, white smile 
plastered across her face while she cleans up our messes.

She’s had a lot of practice.
I worry about Mom sometimes, when I find her in the kitchen at 

midnight, coating her cheeks with homemade facial masks. When she 
spends hours in her car, yelling at Christian on the phone, then comes 
inside as if nothing happened. She won’t admit she’s hurting, like she 
won’t admit she takes medication for OCD.

A few years ago, I discovered her pill bottles in the laundry room. 
I’m pretty sure Dad doesn’t know about them. He doesn’t know a lot 
of things about Mom. They’re all smiles and kisses and date nights, 
scrubbed f loors, bloodshot eyes, best of the best and nothing less.

We’re all liars in this house.
“Go talk with your dad. I’ll wait outside after I grab a yogurt 

from your fridge. Want anything?” Eliza fishes her bedazzled sneak-
ers out of the guests’ shoe bin.

“From my own fridge?”
“I’ll get an extra- special yogurt just for you.” She grins and 

pinches my cheek.
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“Make it a cold brew,” I say as Eliza ambles toward the kitchen. 
First time she came over, she ate canned ravioli on the couch. Mom 
almost had a heart attack. Dad laughed himself to tears. It was a 
spectacular moment, and since then, Eliza’s presence has pacified my 
family. We all seem to take a deep breath when she walks through the 
door. She’s just comfortable. Always. In her own skin, relationships, 
environment.

People who like themselves free others to do the same.
“Hey, kiddo. Where’re you off to?” Dad asks when I step out the 

back door into his man cave— a screened- in porch with a plasma- 
screen TV and stocked bar. He lounges on the sofa, watching football, 
sipping iced tea from an FSU cup.

“Kip DiMarco invited Eliza and me to a party.” I sidestep his 
discarded f lip- f lops and collapse onto the cushion beside him. “It’s in 
Rosemary Beach.”

“What kind of party?” He drapes his arm over my shoulders, 
hugging me tight. His day at the realty office must’ve been tough, 
because he’s changed into his basketball shorts and “I’m a Cool Dad” 
T- shirt, what he wears when he’s stressed.

“The safe, father- approved kind.” I look up at him and f lash a 
smile. “May I go?”

“You know the rules.”
“No drugs, alcohol, or boys,” I say with a nod. “I won’t do any-

thing you wouldn’t do.”
“That doesn’t make me feel better.” Dad chuckles, his eyes glint-

ing like coquina shells in the surf. He studies my makeup and baggy 
T- shirt. “Your mom gets back around ten— ”

“I’ll be home by nine thirty.”
“You’re the good one,” he says with a smile. His comment strips 

the oxygen from my lungs. I stiffen against his side, heat spreading 
through me like a fever. Kill a virus. Boil me from the inside out 
until I come clean. I am clean though. Cleaner than Dad. We both 
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keep secrets from Mom. They bond us. At least, that’s the excuse 
Dad uses when he takes me for snow cones and calls it “hitting the 
gym.” We keep our imperfections hush- hush, and Dad feels closer to 
me. Win- win.

Except I’m not the good one. I didn’t get suspended for cheating 
on my eighth- grade math final like Koda. I don’t torment my par-
ents like Christian. I follow rules, I please, I work to be the me Mom 
describes to others.

Good seems less what I am and more what I must be. Christian 
used up all the mistakes Koda and I might have been allowed to make 
without penalty.

I don’t have room for error.
“Thanks. I’ll text you when I leave the party.” I hug Dad’s neck, 

then rise. Already, the Florida humidity has latched onto my clothes. 
I tug my neckline to keep sweat from gluing it to my chest.

“Stay with Eliza,” Dad says as I rush toward the back door. “And 
take your bodyguards.”

A nickname for my Taser and pepper spray. He gave me the 
weapons two years ago, said I needed to guard myself. From what, 
I’m not sure. 30A is a safe place. Then again, Joe and Mandy Wallis 
have a record of being protective parents.

Eliza waits in the driveway, propped against her golf cart with 
The Black Keys blaring from her phone. She finishes a yogurt cup 
and slam- dunks it into the garbage can. “So? Did Cool Joe give his 
permission?”

I climb into the passenger seat and prop my feet on the dash. 
“Where’s my cold brew?”

With a squeal, Eliza hops behind the wheel. She shifts the golf 
cart into reverse, its loud beeps drawing attention from several neigh-
bors. “Cold brew is in the cup holder, next to my matcha latte.” She 
eases onto Cerulean Park.

“Didn’t you get that matcha last week?”
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“With almond milk so it wouldn’t spoil.”
“Almond milk does spoil.” I fake a gag and buckle my seat belt. 

“How do you not have food poisoning or some weird bacteria?”
“Because of all the yogurt.” Eliza taps her temple, smiling as she 

f loors the accelerator, and sends us zooming onto 30A.
Watercolor melts into Seaside. An amphitheater, food trucks, and 

f locks of bicyclists replace wine bars and the Sandpiper Beach Club. 
Mom and Lulu own Paloma, which resides in the town’s center, a 
few steps from Amavida, my dealer of iced lavender- oat- milk lattes.

“Dang, the crowds get worse every year.” Eliza navigates the 
bumper- to- bumper traffic. She clicks on an indie- rock playlist, and 
a smooth melody drowns the roar of voices and seagulls and boys 
hollering from their trucks. She complains about the summer masses 
at least once a week. But she loves it here. We both do. We live for the 
sun and sand, driving her golf cart from town to town, helping our 
moms with their boutique. No other place compares.

And we don’t plan to ever leave.
I tilt back and let my hair wave in the wind. We cruise past palm 

trees and mansions, the ocean glowing turquoise beyond them.
Welcome to 30A— a strip of highway on Florida’s panhandle, 

where sugar- white beaches and planned communities attract vaca-
tioners from all over the country. The rich and famous. Middle- class 
families. Tourists ready to drop a few grand on paddleboard rentals, 
beach- view stays, and frozen rosé. It’s a picture- perfect paradise for 
renters, part- timers, and retirees, and it’s run by people who make 
their living off everyone else’s loose purse strings.

Dad, for example, the owner of Wallis Realty.
Eliza’s father, Rolf Becker, the property lawyer.
Locals, who put up with tourism because it funds their lifestyles.
I clutch my purse and Eliza’s bag from Sundog Books as we inch 

toward Seagrove, past Bud & Alley’s restaurant and the Comber.
There must be something in the water. That, or money makes 
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beautiful people. Moms decked out in Lululemon, running with 
their goldendoodles. Dads with aviator sunglasses and Vineyard 
Vines T- shirts. Children dressed to the nines. All impressive. But not 
as mind- blowing as my peers. Think “cast of a teen drama,” where 
everyone looks older and sexier than they should.

“We need a game plan,” Eliza says over the music. She glances 
at me, her windswept curls billowing. “In case we run into Morgan. 
Like, should we ignore— ”

“He’s just a guy, Eliza. I don’t know him anymore.” I squeeze her 
arm to assure her I’m okay. “Believe me. You’re way more important.”

She loves me better than he ever did. When he broke my heart, 
she gave a shoulder to cry on, threatened to slash his tires, prom-
ised best friends forever and always. Now I spend weekends with her 
instead. I model for her photography projects, eat her acai creations, 
do whatever makes her happy so I won’t lose another friend.

Eliza steers us through Seagrove and into Watersound. She 
dangles her left foot over the road, swinging it as we go max speed. 
“When did you last see Morgan?”

Two months ago. I drove Mom’s car to Publix for dairy- free ice 
cream. It was late, so I wore my pajamas and glasses, hair in a messy 
topknot. As I wandered the frozen- food section, Morgan passed me 
without a word. He grabbed a box of pizza rolls from a freezer, then 
continued walking. I stared at his back. He didn’t have the right to 
pretend we’d never existed, but I did. I was the victim. I wanted to 
yell at him, tell everyone about the damage he caused.

Hurt muzzled me.
I still think about that night, us as strangers in the frozen- food 

aisle, and how I hurt in a way hatred cannot hurt.
Summer and its reminiscing will end in a couple of months. I’ll 

return to Emerald Coast High for my last year. Memories will fade 
over time, get buried under new experiences. After we graduate, 
Morgan will go off to college. I’ll stop wanting to forget. And years 
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from now, if we see each other at the grocery store, maybe he won’t 
pretend I’m not there.

“I don’t remember,” I say as we enter Rosemary Beach.
“Oh, great song— ” Eliza cranks up the music and sings, her per-

formance drawing attention from people on the sidewalk. She dances 
in her seat and I follow along, both of us whipping our hair until we 
can’t breathe from laughter.

This kind of stuff makes her happy.
We reach Kip’s house around sunset and park on a ribbon of 

grass, where dozens of carts sit empty. I pull off my T- shirt. Eliza 
detangles my hair, then hands me a lipstick from her purse. I glide 
the copper pigment across her lips, giggling when she bats her faux 
eyelashes.

Once she approves our primps, we approach party central, a 
mansion in the heart of Rosemary Beach. It’s at least three stories 
with a second- f loor pool deck and beach access.

Dad sold the property to Dr. DiMarco years ago.
“Ladies and gentlemen, the 1 percent,” Eliza says in her game- 

show voice. She gestures to the house. “Because everyone needs a 
second mansion.”

“If you don’t like it, go home!” Kip yells at us. He loiters with a 
cluster of boys near the garage, puffing on a vape. For someone who 
boasts about his trust fund, he has a surprisingly bland appearance. 
He wears the same polo and loafers as his friends— I use that desig-
nation lightly. He’s around my height, built for tennis, with shaggy 
blond hair that went out of style in 2010.

Eliza rolls her eyes and locks arms with me. She’s despised Kip 
since the dare that splintered our friend group.

“I saw your Instagram post today. Hot stuff.” Kip steps toward 
us, grinning as if he knows how much Eliza loathes him. “Want to 
hang with us guys?”

“Back off, DiMarco. We don’t associate with your kind.” Eliza 
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shoves past him, dragging me up a stone walkway. She forgets more 
birthdays than grievances. Wrong her or her friends, and she’ll hold 
a grudge until she dies. Heck, she might even take it with her.

“But you came to my party?”
“We love free food.” Eliza yanks me to the mansion’s front door, 

her fingers bruising my bicep. She doesn’t let go, not even after we’re 
inside with glow sticks clipped around our necks.

Bass tones vibrate the f loor, and I tremble, my heart racing with 
the music’s beat. I follow Eliza across a foyer. Bodies packed shoulder 
to shoulder overf low the house. The walls seem made of suntanned 
skin. The air is perspiration and respiration, concrete mixing inside 
my lungs.

“Okay. Here’s the plan: We dance, raid the buffet, and bow 
out before cops show up. No Solo cups. Water bottles only. Avoid 
everyone dressed like Kip.” Eliza curves her shoulders inward, maybe 
to minimize contact with the partiers.

“Agreed.” I tense when she releases my arm. If we get separated, 
there’s no guarantee we’ll find each other. Probably a hundred teen-
agers fill this house. A recipe for disaster. And by disaster, I mean 
drama. Somebody is bound to spread rumors, start a fight, hook up 
with the wrong person. 30A is paradise, but even paradise has its 
share of pain.

Someone always gets burned.
Eliza and I go upstairs to the main living room. We elbow onto 

a makeshift dance f loor, the space hotter than a sauna, reeking of 
expensive perfume and cheap booze. I jump to music as people mosh 
against me, sweat drenching my clothes in seconds. I try to behave 
like everyone else, seem fun and exciting, not think about how I’d 
rather be at home watching Netf lix.

But this is what I wanted. To claim a strike Christian stole from 
me. To listen to this voice within me that says the good girl is a fraud. 
To do something as a gambit for senior year. So, I don’t act like me. 
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I act like Nikki, because she’s perfect. Social media says so. People 
remember her. She doesn’t fade into the background or hide secrets 
as if they’re corpses.

She never lied about herself in the first place. She never lied about herself in the first place. 
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Christian Wallis: Plz tell dad to check his phone.

Chapter 2

Darby

JUNE 13

ROSEMARY BEACH

Tatum Aldrich crashes onto the dance f loor, his muscle- roped body 
decked head to toe in glow sticks. He pumps his fist alongside my 
school’s mascot, a dark- green Seahawk.

How someone managed to sneak the costume out of the band 
closet is beyond me.

“Darby!” Tatum points, his mouth crooked with a smirk. Each 
summer he comes to 30A to party with Kip and Nikki while his par-
ents manage their properties, the Comber being one of them. “You 
have a show planned for us?”

“Grow up!” Eliza snaps at him. “That was a million years ago.”
“Man, you still have the photo?” Tatum waves at Kip, who 

now perches on a couch armrest f lirting with Nikki’s friends. “Is 
Morgan here?”

I freeze, my knees weakening. Acid stings the back of my throat. 
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Tears warm my eyes. I hyperventilate, confused with the urges 
to puke and sob and curl into a tight ball. They wouldn’t be this 
mean. They wouldn’t force me to relive what happened two years 
ago. I’d rather f lash the whole party than see that cursed photo one 
more time.

Or confront the person who cheapened me for it.
Kip meets my gaze, and his face blanches. He must feel some 

remorse for the dare— not the silly bets we made to allay our bore-
dom, but the one that splintered our friend group. He encouraged the 
break. He saw the photograph.

As did everyone in his contact list.
“Jerks,” Eliza hisses as she guides me off the dance f loor. “Want 

to leave?”
Morgan appears in the crowd. I stop, and Eliza bumps me. He 

elbows through the whirlwind of crop tops and glow sticks, out of 
place in his board shorts and What SUP T- shirt.

A lump fills my throat. I choke on it. I blink to blur Morgan and 
the people I don’t know. I blink to draw Morgan back into focus. He 
still has broad shoulders and short legs— the swimmer’s body middle 
school girls laughed at until they wanted it beside them at sopho-
more homecoming. His face is sharper, his skin tanner than when 
I saw him in the frozen- food aisle. But he’s the same boy who took 
me diving for sand dollars, the same boy who came to my house for 
Thanksgiving dinner. I used to make fun of his caterpillar eyebrows 
and the scar between them until they became my favorite features.

I used to not feel like this.
People stare and snicker as though expecting a performance, as 

if I’ll finally yell at Morgan because of what happened in that closet. 
Tatum whoops. Kip sinks into the couch. Strangers glance in my direc-
tion to see what the fuss is about. They won’t see anything. They’ll 
hear rumors, take sides, pick off scabs to keep my wounds fresh.

Why hide a bin when people store memories for me?
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“I need water.” I abandon Eliza and beeline to the kitchen, forc-
ing a path through crowds drunk on White Claws. If Morgan notices 
me, he doesn’t look twice. He joins Cyrus Gunn near the living room 
bookcase and whispers into the ear of a girl who’s prettier than me. 
I shouldn’t care. I don’t know him anymore. Our history is gossip 
swapped at parties, another high school scandal that’ll go dormant 
until class reunions.

At least I’ll be remembered for one do something.
“Nice purse, Nikki. Where’d you get it?” Eliza’s voice resonates 

from the dance f loor like an airhorn. “Looks so familiar.”
I spin around to watch my friend attempt to rip the designer bag 

off Nikki Fawcett. A leather cross- body. Made in Italy. I know because 
I ordered them for Paloma.

“Hands off.” Nikki shoves Eliza. She cradles the bag, her injected 
lips curling into a sneer. “You need to chill out.”

“If you steal from Paloma again, I’ll tape posters of you on every 
storefront from Dune Allen to Inlet Beach.” Eliza gets in Nikki’s face, 
their bodies inches apart. She cups her mouth and yells, “I think Nikki 
Fawcett is a thief has a nice ring to it!”

This will be all over social media within the hour, not an exposé 
about Nikki’s kleptomania. The public has known about her dirty 
habit since she lifted eight- hundred dollars’ worth of merchandise 
her first summer on 30A. Old news. People want a show, and girls 
fighting in a whirlpool of f lorescent intoxication is a crowd- pleaser.

Perfect.
Bad- girl Nikki.
Shameless and admired by everyone.
I rush to Eliza’s side and pry her away from Nikki. “She’s not 

worth it. Let’s get food. I think I spotted tapas in the kitchen— ”
“Excuse me?” Nikki blocks our path, close enough my nostrils 

sting from the contents of her Solo cup. She wears high- waisted 
denim and a bikini top, gold chains piled around her neck.
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Nothing in my bin compares.
A f lutter lifts through me, followed by sweat beading on my fore-

head. I step toward Nikki as partiers dance around us. “Look, I don’t 
want to fight with you.”

I don’t want to give her a reason to hate me.
“Apologize.” Nikki points her acrylic nails at Eliza, though her 

gaze on me is a knife she might run through my back.
“Not a chance,” Eliza scoffs. She’s caught Nikki shoplifting at 

least five times.
“You stole the bag,” I say. “But we won’t call the police— ”
“That’s rich, coming from you.” Nikki’s expression confirms she 

already hates me.
“What do you mean?” I shiver despite the room’s heat, my chill 

deep and raw, connected to secrets buried under sweaters and a 
photograph that haunts text histories.

“You’re lucky I didn’t snitch on you that summer!” Nikki yells.
I make eye contact with Tatum, who puckers his lips and mimics 

a torrid kiss.
“Knock it off!” I shout, my voice cracking. “Everyone knows 

about the picture.”
“You’re a fake, Darby Wallis.” Nikki’s words are venomous, like 

she wants revenge for something I did to her. With a glower, she 
elbows past Eliza and me.

What? This can’t be about the photo or sophomore gossip.
What did I do that summer?
Eliza groans. “I’m tired of rich kids like her stealing from us. 

We’re privileged too. I get that. But it’s the principle. Part- timers and 
renters come down here. They do whatever the heck they want, and 
they leave us to clean up their messes.”

“Here’s the new plan.” I take Eliza to the kitchen and shove a 
plate into her hands. “Eat all their food.”
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“Good plan.” She pops a stuffed mussel into her mouth, then a 
garlic shrimp.

Cyrus steps into the space beside me. “I didn’t peg you as the 
party type.” He leans over a tray of bacon- wrapped figs, his bare chest 
gleaming with sweat. Just a year ago, he was small and lanky, the type 
of boy who loved fishing, his grandparents, and not much else. Now 
he’s a human wall layered with glow sticks, a live- action Hercules 
with black curls and ocean- blue eyes.

“Yeah, well, I realize now why I stay away from social events. 
Too much history.” I prop my weight against the kitchen counter, 
pivoting as Morgan enters my periphery.

“Part of living somewhere your whole life. People keep record.” 
Cyrus must notice my angle because he smiles. “You could talk to 
him, you know? Might force Tatum and those other idiots to shut up.” 
His expression sends heat coursing beneath my skin.

“How is he?” I lower my eyes, the question exposing parts of me 
I haven’t reconciled.

“Good. He took the SAT early and landed an academic scholar-
ship, full ride. Leaves for the University of Miami next fall.” Cyrus 
nudges my arm with his elbow. “He misses you.”

A shallow huff escapes my mouth as though someone exposed 
all the shrapnel of missing him embedded in my chest.

Morgan came to my house the day after it happened. He left 
his bike in the yard and yelled at my bedroom window until I came 
outside. We sat on the porch, and he apologized over and over, swore 
he hadn’t broadcasted the photo. He embraced me so tight, I felt his 
heartbeat against my face. And there, seated on the third stair of the 
front steps, we made amends.

But we didn’t stay friends. To this day, I’m not sure why. Our 
relationship ended in a gray haze of forgiveness that somehow led to 
avoidance . . .
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And us as strangers in the grocery store.
Rap music blasts from the speakers. Partiers go wild, throwing 

glow sticks, slinging their beer. A boy gallops past the kitchen, howl-
ing into a funnel as if it were a megaphone. He wears a “Have a Nice 
Day” cap backward, his mousy hair f lipped out, soaked with sweat.

I’d know those dark, wide- set eyes anywhere.
“Spooner?” I glance at Cyrus for confirmation. “I didn’t know he 

was back in town.”
“His mom still lives on 30A. She gets custody of him during the 

summer.” Cyrus eats another fig as the kitchen crowd meanders 
toward the pool deck, perhaps to watch Spooner make a fool of him-
self. Even Morgan and his girl companion head outdoors.

“Darby”— Eliza f lashes Cyrus a polite smile, then presses her 
mouth to my ear— “didn’t Spooner have, like, a major glow- up?”

“The poster child of puberty,” Cyrus says.
“No, that’d be you, Mr. Muscle Milk.” Eliza motions to his chis-

eled abdomen, her brows lifted into peaks. She pulls me from the 
counter and out of the kitchen. Cyrus yells a response as Eliza and I 
follow partiers to the pool deck, but his voice gets lost in the music. I 
wave at him, and he offers a half smile.

We fished at his grandparents’ duplex and hunted for ghost crabs 
after dark. He and Morgan taught me to skateboard in the Tom 
Thumb parking lot.

“What is this, a reunion? I should’ve brought my yearbook so 
everyone could sign it.” Eliza leads me onto the pool deck, where an 
underage crowd dances in a fog of fruity vapor. “Want me to pants 
Tatum, give the people a new photo op?”

“Later,” I say with a laugh. She issues threats daily: to fill her 
brothers’ shoes with sand, to avenge the consumption of her kom-
bucha by eating her dad’s ice cream. The pettiness calms her. Maybe 
fantasizing about what she wants to do gives her a sense of control.
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I suck the night air between my teeth, its ozone f lavor tinged 
with artificial peach.

Sundown changes 30A. I once liked the darkness, how vaca-
tioners dressed up for dinner and biked the lamplit streets. But that 
changed years ago. I started to get this uneasy feeling, like I should 
be afraid of something.

Water glows raspberry blue in front of me. I inch around its edge, 
my wet Birks stamping the poolside with grooved patterns. Toenails 
painted white mere inches from a drop into the deep. I hug my chest 
and lift my gaze to the horizon, where ocean glimmers beyond 
dunes, ink black and sinister and roaring with breakers.

My heart pounds.
I don’t swim in the Gulf anymore. I tolerate pools enough to 

stand in their shallow ends and f loat on inf latables. But I refuse to 
submerge. The thought constructs a terror within me I can’t explain, 
this irrational belief that if I go down, I won’t come up again. Mom 
blames my fear on Christian. When I was ten, he pinned me under-
water as a joke, and I almost drowned.

The fear surfaced two years ago.
I haven’t gone swimming since.
“Thirsty, baby girl?” Tatum barrels into my side. His arms wrap 

around my thighs, his shoulder pressed against my bladder. The 
world f lips upside- down, and I scream. I scream louder. I hammer 
my fists against his back.

He dangles my head over the pool.
Fear creeps through me like paint dripped into a glass of water, 

its pigment spooling and veining until I’m one color, one shade, all 
fright and nothing else.

“Put her down!” Morgan yells from somewhere in the crowd.
My hair brushes the pool’s surface and I scream again. I clutch a 

fistful of Tatum’s shirt and beg him to stop. My head throbs. The deck 
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turns gray and red, dotted with f loaters. Like bubbles f leeing a mouth 
underwater. A mouth surrendering its last bit of air before drowning.

“Let me go, please,” I half shriek, half sob.
I see black water. A full arm sinks in murk, reaching up from the 

depths. It dwindles to nothing more than a wrist attached to a hand. 
A hand paler than bone, five thick fingers limp, nails yellow like old 
teeth.

Down they go into the vampiric darkness, not a bubble in 
their wake.

Down they go until water dissolves all trace of them.
Tatum lowers me toward the pool. I scream louder, each cry 

burning my lungs, tightening my chest. I blink, and the water seems 
crystal blue; its chlorine tingles my sinuses. I blink, and the liquid 
blackens, emits a metallic odor, a smell from a nightmare. Rot and 
stagnant water and cold sweat. Horror.

“Let her go!” Spooner pries me from Tatum’s arms, trembling as 
if he saw what I saw or remembered or imagined. Then, with a hard 
shove, he sends Tatum crashing into the water.

My legs give out. I collapse and squeeze my eyes shut, but the 
hand remains in my mind. It lingers beneath the water’s surface. It 
wants to pull me down, somewhere I won’t be found, deeper and 
deeper into a violent dream.

Spooner backs away from the pool.
Tatum resurfaces. “What the heck, man?” He paddles to a ladder 

while partiers laugh and snap photos.
“Serves you right!” Eliza yells. “Stop means stop, meathead.” 

She crouches beside me and rubs circles on my back. “Let’s get out 
of here.”

I hold a breath captive. My heart continues to sprint. A feeling 
dallies within me like a name I can’t remember. Nausea below my 
sternum. A pulse in my head two or three inches above my hairline, 
near my part.
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“Darby?” Eliza tilts forward to lock gazes with me, her brow fur-
rowing. She tugs my arm, but she seems miles away. Her face blurs 
into a rainbow of glow sticks and pool lights. Her voice remixes with 
the party’s music, then grows muff led as though I’m submerged.

Fingers sink into black water.
I pant and rub my eyes to wipe away the image. It isn’t real. My 

brain played a trick on me, nothing more. But the trick keeps playing. 
A fog settles in my head as if I double dosed on cold meds. Half of me 
stands above the hand, paralyzed by shock.

“Up you go, Darby.” Cyrus heaves me to my feet. He must 
remember my fear of water because he blocks the pool from view, 
his grip tight on my shoulders. “You’re not going for a swim tonight.” 
His expression, the kindness in his ocean blues, clears my mind.

The party roars into focus, pop track blasting, people laugh-
ing, Tatum f linging other girls into the deep end. I gasp as if I broke 
through whatever dragged me under.

Spooner watches us from the diving board, his wide- set eyes dark 
and glazed, almost haunted. He gives a long look before retreating to 
the deck’s shadows.

“Sorry. That was embarrassing.” I straighten my camisole and 
step out of Cyrus’s hold, my face burning.

“Wallis— ” Morgan emerges from the intoxicated throng. “You 
okay?” Concern etches his face, thin lips parted, Adam’s apple jerking 
with a swallow, vein bulging on his forehead. He stands out of reach, 
but he’s closer than he’s been in years.

My bottom lip quivers. I bite it still, clench my fists, do whatever 
is necessary to keep from crying. I’d rather lie at the bottom of a 
swimming pool than break again.

He can’t pretend to care after walking past me in grocery stores. 
He moved on while I clung to memories. Those afternoons we binged 
movies. I napped on his chest, tucked under his arm. Or that day he 
and Spooner broke into Emerald Coast High’s drama club. They put 
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on wigs and costumes, then ran laps around the gymnasium during 
my volleyball practice until Coach Dax chased them out. Morgan 
later confessed he’d organized the stunt to make me laugh.

I could fill a book with the history of us.
“Darby’s fine. We’re leaving.” Eliza glares at Morgan and ushers 

me toward a back door. She must sense my anger because she locks 
our arms. “What a terrible party.”

“Need a ride home?” Morgan shouts, his voice deep and smooth, 
edged with a sincerity that forces my legs to still. He closes the space 
between us and brushes his fingertips against my shoulder blade. I 
wince from his touch, a breath catching in my throat. “My Jeep’s out 
front— ”

“We have Eliza’s golf cart.” I pivot until all I can see is his broad 
chest. He reaches for me, and I f linch.

On his wrist, faded by wear and tear, is the bracelet I made him 
when we were thirteen. It’s yellow and orange with the initials M. 
W. stitched in black thread.

Morgan and Wallis. Friends forever.
I slump as if he removed a dagger from my chest. Or plunged it 

in farther. “Why?” The question escapes me like a huff of hot air. I 
study his face— a face I watched grow up— and I fume because we 
didn’t stay friends. He made liars out of us.

Why didn’t he cut off the bracelet?
Morgan lowers his gaze and pockets his hands. He shrinks back, 

perhaps realizing too much time has passed; we expired years ago. 
Still, if someone wants to forget you, they don’t hold on to a piece of 
you. He kept a piece of me.

“Good- bye, Morgan.” I turn and move with Eliza across the 
pool deck.

Some memories are only good in retrospect. And some memories 
are good in retrospect because they were in truth. He was good, but I’ll 
keep him as a scrapbook in my bin. I want to remember the Morgan 
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Rhodell who came to my middle school volleyball tournaments with 
Go Wallis written on poster board, who searched the bleachers for me 
at his swim meets . . .

Whose mouth stretched into a grin whenever I entered a room.
My eyelids dip from exhaustion. I no longer feel shaken, rather 

def lated as if the run- ins with Nikki, Tatum, and Morgan drained all 
my strength.

I need to leave before someone else resurrects more of the past.
Spooner hunches over the deck’s parapet, his silhouette a dark 

smear against Rosemary Beach’s nightscape. He guzzles a White 
Claw, then smashes the can with his Sanuk sneakers. His parents’ 
divorce must’ve been hard on him. Two years ago, when he still 
palled around with our friend group, he was cute and funny, never 
without a smile. Now he seems disturbed.

“Would you wait here a minute?” I slide out of Eliza’s grip and 
motion to Spooner. “I want to thank him.” And ask why he appeared 
spooked by Tatum’s prank.

Eliza lowers onto a chaise lounge as I saunter to the deck’s edge.
“That was nice . . . what you did,” I say to Spooner.
He leans against the rail and clutches his head, scraping at the 

fabric of his ball cap. “We all see things we shouldn’t,” he whispers. 
“I don’t want to keep seeing it. What happened two summers ago . . . 
it’s messy in my brain.”

“I’m sorry about your parents’ divorce.”
Spooner looks at me, his face blanched and painted with sweat. 

“This isn’t about them.” He leans forward until I smell every mango 
White Claw he consumed tonight, every drop of cologne he spritzed 
onto his neck. “We’re terrible people.”

My body goes rigid, another drop of inky fear swirling through 
me. Black water in a swimming pool. Hand curling around my throat 
until I can’t breathe.

“What do you mean, Spoon?” I rub his back like old times. For 
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years he came to my house on Saturdays to watch sports with Dad. 
He called the living room his sanctuary and used it to escape his 
parents’ yelling matches and his father’s post- golf rampages. Once or 
twice, he wore sunglasses to hide bruises. I snuck him ibuprofen and 
ice packs and swore not to tell.

His secrets lived in my house too.
“All of us.” Spooner pants, his wide- set eyes blacker than I remem-

ber. He shifts his focus to the pool and party crowd. “We’re terrible 
people.”

I inch away from Spooner, his tormented expression a threat. I’m 
not a bad person. I hide a bin and play pretend, but my worst deeds 
could be displayed like the Polaroids in Koda’s bedroom, framed with 
twinkle lights and paper f lowers.

“What happened two summers ago?” I ask.
Spooner trembles. “I don’t remember.”
Two summers ago, Spooner and Kip issued a dare that led 

Morgan to kiss me in a closet.
A photo that blew us apart.
Two summers ago, my friend group worked as counselors at 

Camp Choctawhatchee. We went early for staff training, piled into a 
school bus, and rode down 30A— or maybe we didn’t. No, there was 
a bus. Spooner loaded my bags while Dr. Horowitz did roll call.

I got on that bus. It smelled of crayons and gym socks. I shuff led 
up the aisle, past Morgan and Cyrus, everyone wearing their yellow 
camp shirts. I sat next to Eliza, and she told me about her trip to Japan 
while beachfront reeled into marsh beyond the windows.

What happened next is a dark room in a big house.
There’s nothing in that room.
“You’re scaring me, Spoon.” I wheeze, my heartbeat drumming 

in my ears. I think back to that summer, but I don’t remember Camp 
Choctawhatchee or what followed.

“We all see things we shouldn’t,” Spooner repeats. He continues 
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to stare at the party, and I get this nagging sense my episode with 
Tatum is linked to his panic.

I follow Spooner’s gaze to the crowd. Teenagers carouse around 
the blue- raspberry pool, their puffs of vapor clouding the atmosphere. 
Nikki dances on a table. Kip’s friends play beer pong near a firepit. 
They strive for their own perfection, all desperate to leave a mark. 
Maybe I am like them. We masquerade as the people we think matter. 
We tell horrible little lies without realizing the damage they’ll cause.

Across the pool stand Morgan and Cyrus, their bodies illumi-
nated by the cerulean lights. Kip crouches near the deep end. Eliza 
dips her toes into the water. They must detect Spooner’s and my 
stares because they look at us, stone- faced, enigmatic.

I don’t want to read into Spooner’s drunken words, but when I 
lock eyes with the people who filled that Camp Choctawhatchee bus, 
the dark room in my head brightens.

We’re terrible people.
Every fiber of my body numbs as I inch toward the pool. I glance 

from Kip to Morgan to Cyrus to Eliza, static humming within my 
brain. Yes, we were friends once. The best of friends. Middle school 
comrades bound together by spit handshakes and secret clubs and 
bicycling from Grayton Beach to Seagrove. We would’ve gone to any 
lengths to protect each other.

Two summers ago.
A memory opens in my mind, a door creaking on its hinges to 

emit a ribbon glow. We are gathered on a dock, all of us, under a 
pitch- black sky, surrounded by inky water. We gaze at each other as 
we do now. And in that darkness, we make an oath.
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Dad: Did you eat my buffalo wings? I wanted them 
for breakfast.

Chapter 3

Morgan Rhodell

JUNE 14

GRAYTON BEACH

The start of summer on Highway 30A means one thing: crowds, and 
lots of them. Cars begin their parade down the beach road in late May, 
and they stay bumper- to- bumper until early September. It’s madness. 
Constant waves of vacationers. A swell on Saturday. Another the fol-
lowing weekend. Maybe a breaker somewhere in the middle.

Preparing for the rush seems like bracing for a tropical storm, 
except instead of boarding up windows, businesses hire extra staff 
and overstock their inventory. I enjoy the chaos about as much as 
swimming the hundred- meter butterf ly. If I didn’t need money, I’d 
spend the season at home, refurbishing my boat with Uncle Brent and 
fishing with Cyrus.

I’d forget summer altogether.
Cyrus fills my passenger seat as I drive toward Grayton. Jeep 
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doors off. Soft top down. Wind rattling the turtle bobblehead on 
the dash. “Let’s swing by the shop,” I say. “I haven’t seen Dad since 
yesterday.”

Cyrus f lips down the visor mirror and rubs mounds of sunscreen 
onto his brown skin. A mask of SPF 70 has become his trademark.

“You missed a spot,” I say through a smile.
He shoots me a glare, then proceeds to butter his chest.
Guy doesn’t know how good he has it. He bulked up with 

zero effort, hit six foot three almost overnight. He turned into this 
Baywatch god, yet he still cakes himself with sun block like a pale kid 
who wears swim shirts and f lippers.

And if that’s not irritating enough, girls hit on him all the time. 
They write their Snapchat handles onto his palm, coax him into 
games of beach volleyball. He doesn’t care.

Maybe that makes him a better person. I don’t know.
“Are you deaf? Why is the music so loud?” Cyrus turns down the 

stereo and reclines his seat. He curls into a ball, his oily face staining 
the headrest.

“Dang, you’re grumpy this morning.” I drum my fingers on the 
steering wheel as we cruise out of Seaside. Most days, Cyrus and I sit 
on the beach, setting up chairs and umbrellas, renting them to vaca-
tioners. Today included a dreaded maintenance shift— a rare occasion 
when our boss makes us clean all the rental equipment.

Cyrus and I got up early to scrub mildew off umbrellas and dis-
infect chairs. Hard work. Lots of sweat and cursing involved. Not 
Cyrus’s cup of tea. He doesn’t mind the labor per se. He just hates 
rising before the sun.

Early mornings don’t bother me though. At this time of day, traf-
fic is light. The sidewalks are reserved for joggers, serious bicyclists, 
and those motivated to venture outdoors for café breakfasts. The 
beaches seem how they ought to be.

Early morning vibes on 30A used to last 24–7. Native Americans 

SummerWeForgot_content.indd   32SummerWeForgot_content.indd   32 12/7/21   1:20 PM12/7/21   1:20 PM



The Summer We ForgoT

33

inhabited Walton County before colonists made their way down 
here. In the 1920s, f lappers discovered Grayton Beach and built cot-
tages for their Gatsby- like vacations. At least, that’s what Dad told me. 
He also said this highway was a quiet place until Dr. Beach named 
it “Best Beach in America.” That’s what really brought people here. 
One stellar review, and this twenty- four- mile stretch of relaxation 
became a hotbed for tourism. Sprinkle a few celebrities, quartz sand 
from the Appalachian River, and a New Urbanism movement, and 
voilà— a winning vacation spot.

“I’m going to quit,” Cyrus says with a moan.
“No, you’re not.” I turn up the music and howl lyrics.
We have an okay summer gig. People tip more when they’re 

happy, and the Gulf ’s emerald water seems to work like Prozac. Of 
course, we deal with crap from renters and part- timers, mostly rent-
ers under the age of twenty- five. Girls. Lots of girls who f lirt and pay 
for us to take them on banana- boat rides, who steal our bucket hats 
for their group photos.

“You suck.” Cyrus returns his seat to an upright position. He 
dangles his right leg over the road, swinging his gray sneaker as if 
daring it to f ly off.

“Me or my singing?” I slam the brakes for a lady in a tennis dress. 
She crosses the street, her nose wrinkling at the sight of my old yellow 
convertible. Further proof the adults on 30A are a bunch of snoots. 
Not all of them. I shouldn’t generalize. More like the ones who judge 
me for not owning a G- Wagon or wearing lime- green Chubbies.

I walked into a market last week to buy an iced tea, and some 
guy kicked me out because I wasn’t wearing shoes. But I never wear 
shoes. I live a few steps from the ocean. Apparently, though, my bare 
feet offend the upper class. It’s my monkey toes. Or my gym shorts. 
Or that my hair always looks like it just survived a hurricane.

Whatever. I escape 30A in a year. Once I graduate high school, 
I’ll study engineering at the University of Miami and learn how to 
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design boats. Then, after I get a degree, I’ll move to a coastal town 
with cheaper everything, one that doesn’t mind bare feet and hurri-
cane hair.

Cyrus reaches for the volume knob as we drive through 
Watercolor. He turns down my playlist until it’s a whisper. “Are we 
going to talk about last night?”

I glance at him and shrug. “What about it?”
“Darby.” He watches me as if waiting for my smile to fade. He 

knows I can joke about a lot of things, but I can’t joke about her.
“Tatum’s a jerk.” I grip the steering wheel and shrug again. 

A sharp pain ripples through my gut. It starts in my stomach and 
spreads to my chest.

Darby and I met in fifth grade. She was taller than I was back 
then, had braces and wore her hair in a tight ponytail. We weren’t 
super close, but when my mom died, she visited my house with a 
tray of brownies. She hugged me and said she was sorry for my loss. 
She talked with me on the front porch while her mom watched from 
their car.

And that was the start of everything. She became my best friend, 
the person I called after dinner each night, who borrowed my swim 
trunks and T- shirts when we went swimming in the bayou. I called 
her Wallis because it sounded like a boy’s name, and that’s how I saw 
her. She was scrawny, burping, always hungry. She was perfect.

My views of her started to change on her eleventh birthday. As 
we skated laps around the Destin Roller Rink, I kissed her cheek. She 
freaked out, soared to the bathroom, and washed her face with liquid 
soap. Then she put me in a headlock until I swore never to kiss her 
again. Maybe we would’ve stayed friends if I had kept that promise.

“I don’t think she’s over you,” Cyrus says. “You might have 
a shot— ”

“We’re not kids anymore.” I realized that when Darby and I got 
caught in the rain after freshman- year orientation. We ran toward my 
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house, laughing and clinging to each other, and I saw her for what 
seemed like the first time. My old swim- team shirt clung to her body, 
curved and beautiful. I’d gone years without noticing. But I noticed 
then, and I almost broke our pact.

I loved her like a best friend until the day I wanted to kiss her.
“That’s my point. You stand a chance now.” Cyrus motions to 

the bracelet on my wrist, the one Darby made for me. “You’ve been 
pining for years.”

“More like avoiding.” I muster a smile, but it feels broken on 
my face.

Darby and I violated our friendship pact two summers ago. 
She had invited Cyrus and me over to her house for game night. 
We played hide- and- seek, which somehow led to us dividing into 
teams and me yanking Darby into a closet. She cupped her hands 
over my mouth as we lowered to the f loor, hiding beneath coats and 
Christmas decorations.

She was so close, pressed against me. I should’ve kept my hands 
to myself. I knew better than to touch her like that. But I kissed her, 
and she kissed me back. She tasted of coffee and lavender. She gripped 
my hair, and my brain short- circuited. There were girls, and there 
was her. There could only ever be her.

We continued to kiss and touch, sink deeper into the wall of fur 
coats, until Darby’s older brother discovered us. He must’ve hoped to 
catch us in a compromising position because he f lung open the closet 
door with his cell phone videoing. Guess he didn’t expect to find two 
fifteen- year- olds with their tongues down each other’s throats.

He cursed and yelled at me, said all kinds of crap to Darby while 
she begged him not to snitch. Of course, he didn’t listen. He sent a 
screenshot from the video to Darby and me, I suppose to scare us. He 
later showed Mr. and Mrs. Wallis the footage to be a “good brother” 
and “protect little his sister.” Bunch of lies. Whole thing was a mess.

The kiss wasn’t my worst mistake. I might’ve kept my relationship 
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with Darby and smoothed things over with her parents if not for the 
picture on Christian’s phone.

And what I did with it.
To this day I’m not sure what possessed me to forward the image. 

Spooner and Kip sure as heck didn’t expect to receive proof of the 
completed dare.

We’d gone skateboarding hours prior, talked smack, goofed 
around. A normal afternoon. They knew about my feelings for Darby 
and dared me to man up and kiss her. I should’ve put a stop to the 
joshing, but I was young and dumb. I didn’t think.

One of them leaked the photo.
Chaos ensued when Darby found out. Her parents banned all 

contact with me because they didn’t think we were old enough to 
date. Add a racy picture gone viral . . .

I lost my best friend.
People do stuff they regret, and not all mistakes can be fixed 

with an apology. I tried. I begged for her forgiveness. But when we 
returned to school that fall, she didn’t sit with me at lunch or vol-
unteer to be my lab partner. We were everything, then we were 
nothing. And it was my fault. Mine. Every stupid bit of it.

“You know Spooner is back in town,” Cyrus says, maybe to veer 
the conversation to less painful topics. “Did you watch his nervous 
breakdown last night?”

I nod and clear my throat. “He hasn’t been himself for years.” But 
I haven’t either, not since I injured my shoulder and quit swim team, 
not since that night at Darby’s house.

“Divorce screws people up.”
“Growing up does that.” I brake for a stop sign, the one at the 

corner of 30A and Buttercup Street. I used to turn here whenever 
I visited Darby, which I must’ve done a thousand times. She lives a 
few blocks down the road in a yellow house with a large front porch.

A thousand swerves. A thousand doorbell rings. A thousand 
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smiles, hugs, and her ushering me across the “You Belong Here” 
welcome mat.

What’s done is done. I can’t reverse the decisions made or go after 
Darby. She’s been one turn away for years, but I keep driving straight. 
For 740 days. Past two birthdays.

The thought of tapping my blinker and swerving out of the 
through lane seems impossible now. I’ve been silent for so long, I’ve 
forgotten how to speak.

I deserve to suffer for my worst mistake. Two years isn’t enough. 
I should feel guilty because I hurt the person I never wanted to lose. 
Maybe that’s why I keep Darby’s bracelet tethered to my wrist, to 
remind myself not to wreck anything else.

Cyrus uncaps his coconut water and toasts the sky. “To being 
screwed up!”

“And to screwing up everyone else.” I press the gas, launching us 
forward, past the stop sign and Buttercup Street. I crank my music 
until light notes overcome heavy memories.

We turn off the highway and drive to Grayton Beach. It’s a chill 
town, not pretentious like Alys or chaotic like Seaside. People come 
here because they love the coast and its lifestyle— bare feet, sand on 
the f loorboards, manatee lawn art. They stay in cottages and unfussy 
beach houses, cruise along the oyster- shell roads.

Of the spots to live on 30A, Grayton is the best. I’m biased 
though. I’ve spent most of my life among the southern magnolias 
and Spanish mosses, camping in the state parks with Dad, watching 
for dolphins where the Western Lake merges with the Gulf. I might 
complain about tourists— I do complain a lot— but this corner of par-
adise is home.

“Do you want to fish for sheepshead at the bay later?” Cyrus lifts 
his face above the windshield, his dark curls swept from his hairline.

“Yeah, if you pay for bait.” I veer onto Hotz Avenue and park in 
front of Dad’s standup paddleboard shop, What SUP. He shouldn’t 
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have been allowed to name the place. I still cringe when I look at 
that dang logo— a paddleboarder riding a swell, saying “What sup?” 
to the world.

Cyrus hops out of my Jeep with a sunscreen blob on his nose. He 
inhales sharply, maybe to smell the fried plantains from the Spanish 
restaurant across the street. “I’m starving.”

“You’re always starving.” I shove my keys into the pocket of my 
swimsuit, then I lower my bare toes to the asphalt and sprint toward 
the storefront.

A downside of not wearing shoes: third- degree burns on my feet.
Bells chime when Cyrus and I enter the shop, followed by a 

gust of air- conditioning. We both groan from the pleasant coolness. 
Summers in Florida are brutal, this one more hellish than usual. 
Temperatures have stayed between eighty and ninety- five degrees 
all month, even at night.

“Dad, you here?” I press my hot soles against the f loor, its glossy 
black varnish like an ice pack. I wander between paddleboard racks 
and breathe the store’s fumes, a combo of plastic and tanning oil.

Cyrus nudges me with his elbow. He motions to a customer who 
stands frozen among the racks, gazing at the same orange inf latable 
she’s been eyeing for weeks.

“That’s a great board, Mrs. Kerrigan,” I say.
She lifts the brim of her sun hat and f lashes a smile. “I’ll buy it 

one of these days.”
Maybe. She visits What SUP each morning to chat with Dad and 

Uncle Brent. Seems a trend among Grayton women. They claim to 
like the store’s white shiplap and general atmosphere, but I suspect 
they like Gilbert Rhodell and Brent Laroy the most.

I go to the front desk, where my honorary uncle keeps watch.
“What was that?” Uncle Brent removes his legs from the counter. 

He shuts a book about vintage sailboats and waves his finger at our 
lousiest customer.
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“Huh?” I prop my elbows on the countertop, which is covered in 
stickers from beach- gear companies. Last year, Cyrus bought stickers 
of our faces. He stuck them among the logos, put my head on the 
body of a cartoon turtle. To this day, nobody has noticed.

“Your salesmanship is crap.” Uncle Brent holds my stare, his thin 
lips tugging into a smile. He’s a jerk. No doubt about it. With his 
smug expression and lady- killer vibes. But he’s somehow loveable, 
too, the kind of A- hole who takes up two parking spots, then pays 
strangers’ tabs “ just because.” He and Dad became friends in high 
school, and they’ve stayed pals all these years. He’s cooler than my 
real uncles, so I like him— that is, when he’s not messing with me.

“Cy?” Brent indicates Mrs. Kerrigan.
“On it.” Cyrus smacks his palms onto the front desk. He turns 

and jogs toward her, his chest still pale with sunscreen.
“I know what I’m doing, Uncle Brent.” I lift myself onto the coun-

ter and steal Brent’s protein smoothie from behind the cash register. 
He buys it from a juicer in Alys Beach at least once a week. It’s made 
with hemp milk and fancy stuff like pollen and cocoa nibs.

I chug the icy drink and he lunges at me. “Punk.” After a smack 
to my skull, he tries to pry the cup from my hands. “That was expen-
sive. Cost me, like, nine dollars.”

Dad emerges from the back room with his laptop and inventory 
sheet. “Wow, my long- lost son decided to make an appearance.” He 
doesn’t look twice at Brent and me as we wrestle for the smoothie. 
“Deserter.”

“I thought we were past this.” I surrender the drink and shove 
Brent sideways, then slide off the counter.

“Hope those snoots are worth it,” Dad says with a sigh. He goes 
behind the desk and opens his computer. Since the start of summer, 
he’s tried to guilt- trip me into quitting my rental job, tried being the 
operative word. He keeps pouting his lips and offering to add fifty 
cents to my hourly pay.
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“Their tips are worth it.” I made over five hundred dollars this 
week, more than double what Dad would’ve paid me. Last summer 
and the summer before that, I didn’t care so much about money, but 
I need to save for college now. My SAT score bought an academic 
scholarship, not gas for my Jeep, food— things people need when they 
live on their own.

Cyrus returns with a huge grin. “She’ll take the board.” He gives 
me a high five, then sits on the counter, almost spilling Brent’s half- 
drunk smoothie. What a stud. For someone who swears he’s a shy 
introvert, the guy has social skills.

“Guess that’s my cue.” Brent rises from his stool. He grabs a tablet 
and credit- card reader from the desk. “You punks better not touch 
my drink.”

“How’d you do it?” Dad asks Cyrus with saucer eyes. “I’ve been 
trying to sell her that board for weeks.”

“Cyrus has mad charm,” I say. “When he’s not slathered with 
sunscreen.”

“Skin care. Have you heard of it?” Cyrus plucks a What SUP key 
chain from a basket and twirls it around his index finger.

Dad snickers. “Doubtful. Kid still puts toothpaste on his zits.”
“Hey! I take care of myself.”
“Oh, sure. Pizza rolls are the epitome of nutrition.” Dad bumps 

knuckles with Cyrus. He’s a fine one to talk. That man keeps the 
Chinese restaurant in business. His body contains so much MSG, 
he’ll probably look like a middle- aged surfer bro until he turns ninety.

“You guzzled three energy drinks yesterday,” Cyrus says to me.
“I’m not dead, so I must be doing something right.” I snatch the 

key chain from his finger and toss it into the basket. Health does 
matter to me. I might not pay nine dollars for a protein smoothie or 
eat kale salads, but I stay in shape. After I quit swim team, I started 
training at a local gym, so I’m fit despite the pizza rolls and Tom 
Thumb slushies.
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Brent steps behind the desk and plops onto his stool. “Done. 
She’ll pick up tomorrow morning.” He waves at me. “Want to work 
on your boat later this week? I got some extra vinyl down at the 
marina. It’d look nice with the cherrywood interior.”

“Sure, thanks.” I have a 1971 cabin cruiser. It’s a crap show right 
now, parked in my front yard for everyone to behold. Uncle Brent 
gave it to me for my sixteenth birthday and has spent the past two 
years helping me fix it up. He refurbishes old boats when he’s not 
managing his rental properties on 30A or hanging with Dad.

“You ever sell that Walkaround?” Cyrus asks.
“Found a buyer. We’ll see what happens.” Uncle Brent fishes a 

twenty- dollar bill from his pocket. He smacks it onto the desktop and 
slides it toward Cyrus. “Your commission.”

“Twenty bucks for an eight- hundred- dollar board?”
“Lunch money.” Brent grins and chews on a stick of gum I didn’t 

realize he had— spearmint by the smell of it. He must always have 
twenty bucks on standby. Just yesterday, he gave me a bill for hosing 
down his truck.

Dad glances up from the laptop. He wears a concerned expres-
sion, the kind that follows bad news, lost car keys, and that one time 
he dropped his phone into the bay.

“Something wrong?” I ask.
“A body was found near Camp Choctawhatchee.” His throat bobs 

with a swallow. “Police identified the man as Dr. Richard Horowitz.”
“The science teacher that went missing?” I roll my toes against 

the f loor, cracking them as Dad watches me with glazed eyes.
Horowitz taught full- time at 30A Community School, volunteered 

at Emerald Coast High School, and organized marine camps during 
the summer. He disappeared a couple of years ago. Nobody knew what 
happened to him. When I went back to Emerald Coast, teachers shared 
the news in an assembly and later hung a commemorative plaque in 
the atrium. Our homecoming that October was held in honor of him.
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“Officials believe Dr. Horowitz had been dead in the marsh for 
two years.” Dad turns his laptop so Cyrus and I can see the victim’s 
photo, a bald man with glasses and a graying beard.

The month after homecoming, Principal Roberts took down 
Horowitz’s plaque but never said why.

“You don’t remember?” Brent studies Cyrus and me, his brow 
scrunched.

“Remember what?” I ask.
Dad shoots Brent a look, one that seems a warning.
My heart rate skyrockets. I get a pit in my stomach, this sense 

they’re withholding info. “Horowitz was our science teacher.”
“For all of middle school.” Cyrus places his fingers on the com-

puter touch pad and scrolls past the image to a news report.
Dad sighs and tousles his salt- and- pepper hair. “At least now we 

know why he skipped those PTA meetings.” He musters a smile, but 
it appears fake, nervous, like he’s trying to skirt further questions.

“Who found him?” I lean forward to study the article’s fine print.
Cyrus reads off the screen. “A kayaker spotted a shoe in the mud 

during low tide. Autopsy revealed Horowitz was killed by blunt force 
trauma to the skull.”

The pit in my stomach gets bigger. “He was murdered?”
“Looks that way,” Dad says.
Brent adds, “Must’ve happened right after your counselor gig, 

you know, at that camp.” Dad goggles at him, and Brent coughs into 
his fist.

Two summers ago. The worst summer. I kissed Darby in her 
living room closet. My friend group fell apart. The Comber burned 
down. I quit swim team, worked at What SUP with Cyrus. And took 
the counselor job at Camp Choctawhatchee— I went two weeks early 
for staff training. Cyrus was there. So were Darby, Kip, Eliza, and 
Spooner.

Dr. Horowitz organized the whole thing.
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“You okay, sport?” Dad shuts his laptop with a snap.
I clear my throat and nod. “Yeah, of course. I’m just shocked, 

that’s all. Dr. Horowitz was a nice guy.” At least, from what I recall. 
He wore a blue button- up and ate Caesar salad for lunch each day. His 
classroom was next to the school’s herb garden.

“A murder won’t help with traffic, that’s for sure,” Uncle Brent 
says. “Police will troll 30A all summer because of this.”

Someone murdered Dr. Horowitz and left his body near Camp 
Choctawhatchee, a place I should remember. I was there for weeks 
or months. But I don’t remember, not how I got to the camp or what 
I did there.

Or what happened afterward.
“Cyrus, want to go spend your commission?” I inch away from 

the desk, my heart pounding same as it did last night when Tatum 
grabbed Darby. This feels wrong.

Like the memories were deleted from my brain.
“Morgan,” Dad says as Cyrus and I head to the exit. He pauses 

as though deciding whether to disclose more information. “Be home 
for dinner. Brent is grilling.”

I glance back at him, the unease within me now full- f ledged 
panic. He and Brent must know more than they’re letting on. They’re 
hiding something, but what and why?

“Sure thing.” I force a smile, and the worry melts from Dad’s face. 
I can’t let suspicion drive a wedge between us. We’ve been a united 
front since . . .

“Every Breath You Take” blasted from the stereo as we drove up 
30A. Dad hung my medals from his work van’s rearview mirror, 
both of  us still on a high from my first swim meet. I’d placed in 
every event, a huge accomplishment for a ten- year- old.

The day seemed a milestone in our relationship. Dad had 
taken me to the meet solo because Mom couldn’t get off  work. He’d 
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made posters and yelled, “That’s my boy,” when I climbed from 
the pool. Back then, we’d only been father and son for two years.

An ambulance whizzed past us as we neared Blue Mountain 
Beach. Police lights flashed ahead. Dad slammed the brakes. He 
told me to close my eyes, but I didn’t. I saw the blue Honda Civic 
flipped upside down in the ditch, its swollen airbags and shattered 
windshield.

“Text me if you need anything from the store.” I take a deep 
breath to cleanse myself of the memory as I head out. Dad has always 
stood by me, so I won’t make life harder for him. I’ve caused enough 
damage, burdened him with more than he deserves.

I’m done hurting and losing people.
Cyrus follows me and jogs across the parking lot. He climbs into 

my Jeep, propping his sneakers on the dash. “Let’s get sandwiches 
from the Comber— ”

“I don’t remember what happened two years ago. Do you?” I slide 
behind the steering wheel, buckle my seat belt, and fit a key into the 
ignition.

There’s a library in my head with rows and rows of bookshelves. 
I’m walking through its maze. A dim, damp, and desolate maze that 
reeks of mildewed paper and sharpened pencils. I go down an aisle 
to a hidden shelf. I reach my hand into a gap between manuscripts, 
feeling for what brought me here, but the space is empty. My fingers 
cut lines through dust.

Whatever once filled the gap is long gone.
“Not really.” Cyrus f linches when I f loor the gas, burning rubber 

against summer- hot asphalt. He grips his armrests and looks at me 
with eyes bulging.

“And the camp . . . what did we do there?”
“Counselor stuff. I don’t know.” Cyrus squirms in his seat as we 

speed toward my house. “Slow down, Morgan. What the heck?”
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I’m back in that library now. I go to the hidden shelf and reach 
my hand between novels. A shadow waits for me there. It warns not 
to search for lost things, yet I keep grasping. Then, I get a feeling— 
this fear— like I woke up from a nightmare I forgot, like I’m better 
off not remembering.

“Dr. Horowitz was murdered, Cy.” I veer onto a dirt road and 
zoom toward a pelican mailbox. “Why don’t we remember the camp?”

I do recall seeing Dr. Horowitz before staff training. He was at a 
café in Grayton with Rolf Becker. When I passed his table, he stopped 
me and asked if I’d bring my goggles to camp— something about 
algae samples.

I turn into my driveway and skid to a halt next to the 1971 cabin 
cruiser. I cut the engine, unbuckle my seat belt, then sprint toward 
the A- frame house with Cyrus at my heels.

“Why are we here?” he yells as we run past knotted oak trees, 
insects hissing within their tangled canopy. He follows me onto the 
house’s stoop and crouches to pet Bear, my Golden Retriever, who 
lounges on the front steps like he does every day.

“I need to look at something.” I f ling open the screen door and 
enter the house without so much as turning a knob. Dad refuses to 
use basic security. He’s lived in Grayton Beach his whole life, inher-
ited this property from Grandpa. In his mind, 30A is a utopia where 
people don’t steal, kill, or hide bodies in marshes.

Cyrus and I cross the living room. It’s outdated like everything 
else in the house, with wood paneling and a swordfish mounted 
above the fireplace. We step over pizza boxes and a disassembled 
motor, then head upstairs to my bedroom.

“And it somehow gets worse,” Cyrus says when he enters my 
junk pile of a room. He weaves around laundry and boat parts, his 
nose scrunching in disgust. “Is this a prank?”

The space does resemble a foreign exchange student’s dorm. 
No décor except for a rack of medals. Bare necessities, like a navy 
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comforter, photo of Mom, and a ransacked closet. I mean, yeah, it’s 
messy. Not a new sight for Cyrus. Poor guy has dealt with my clutter 
for years. At least the room smells decent, thanks to a plug- in air 
freshener.

“Very funny.” I drop to the carpet and drag a cardboard box from 
beneath the bed. Dad calls it my keepsake trunk, but it doesn’t con-
tain stuff like baby teeth and a shriveled umbilical cord. Mom put all 
that disturbing memorabilia in the attic.

I peel apart the box’s f laps and plunge my hands into its hoard of 
miscellaneous items. “Pretty sure I stashed camp pictures in here.”

Cyrus kneels beside me. He stares at the box, a collection of old 
homework, seashells, and scrapbooks Darby made for me. “You think 
a group photo will jog our memory?”

“Worth a shot.” I grab a photo album, and my heart races as if 
part of me— maybe my subconscious— doesn’t want to investigate 
the past, as if there’s yellow tape around those memories. Regardless, 
I need to find whatever sat on that mental library shelf.

Knowing it’s gone is like an itch I can’t scratch.
I open the album to my parents’ wedding photo. They pose on 

the beach, surrounded by close family and friends. Uncle Brent stands 
beside Dad with eight- year- old me on his shoulders.

“What do you remember about that summer?” I say to keep the 
conversation going. I f lip through the photo album until I reach a 
collage from freshman year.

“That summer . . .” Cyrus props his back against my bed. “I 
worked at the paddleboard shop with you, Gil, and Brent. We ate 
chicken wings, enough to worry Nanna. Then, you and Darby 
had a tiff.” He squeezes his eyes shut, maybe to coax memories 
from the darkness. “I remember the Comber burned down. 
And during our staff weeks at Choctawhatchee, I netted bait for 
Dr. Horowitz.”

“You remember the camp?”
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“Just the fishing.” He opens his eyes and shrugs.
I return my focus to the photo album, where a younger me 

wades in the ocean with his friends, sprawls on an air mattress with 
Spooner, dances with Darby in the Target parking lot.

“Maybe we should text Eliza and Darby, see if they remember.” 
Cyrus lifts his phone. “I still have Spooner’s phone number. It’s only 
been two years.”

“No, I’ll ask Darby next time we eat at the Comber.” Which will 
likely be today if Cyrus wants a grouper sandwich for lunch.

“Are you sure?” Cyrus plucks a sand dollar from my box. He 
turns it over in his palms, tracing its lines and grooves.

“Of course, yeah.” I f lip the album’s page to a photo of Darby 
hugging my neck. After Mom died, I thought I’d feel unhappy 
forever. I hated everything— school, music, breathing— until the 
afternoon I found Darby Wallis on my doorstep. She’s always had 
this kindness about her, like she sees people as they are and loves 
them, no strings attached. She doesn’t take the world by storm. She 
holds it together.

I’ve never met anyone else who does that.
“Um, Morgan— ” Cyrus reaches into the box and removes a 

Popsicle- stick frame. He lifts it into view, his face paler than sun-
screen. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

My heart drops into my gut. I stare at the picture, its backdrop 
of cabins and lakefront, and I curse my empty mental shelf. There’s 
no memory to jog.

The group photo was taken at Camp Choctawhatchee. 
Dr. Horowitz poses next to Cyrus, Eliza, Spooner, Darby, me, Kip, 
and a girl I don’t remember. We all smile for the camera, wear yel-
low T- shirts and friendship bracelets. Yes, we were there. We should 
remember.

Cyrus reads an inscription on the frame. He points at the blonde 
girl with her arms around him. “Who the heck is Annabelle Shaw?”
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The following interview was conducted at Walton County Sher
iff ’s Office on June 14, 2022, at 4:01 p.m. Present at the interview 
were Detective Naomi Sutter (SUTTER) and Morgan Rhodell 
(RHODELL) regarding case number 16–001345, which involved 
the murder of 30A Community School science teacher Dr. Richard 
Horowitz.

SUTTER: State your name for the record.

RHODELL: Morgan Rhodell.

SUTTER: And your place of residence?

RHODELL: I live off Defuniak Street at 108 

Dobbs Lane, Grayton Beach.

SUTTER: You attended 30A Community School 

from grades five to eight, correct?

RHODELL: Before I started at Emerald Coast 

High.

SUTTER: Were you taught by Dr. Richard 

Horowitz?

RHODELL: Yes, he was my science teacher for 

those four years.

SUTTER: What do you remember about him?

RHODELL: He spent a lot of time with his 

students. Everyone liked him. I mean, he 

was eccentric. Had lots of aquariums in 

his classroom. Wore the same blue but-

ton- up every day.

SUTTER: Dr. Horowitz hired you to work as a 

counselor at Camp Choctawhatchee.

RHODELL: He interviewed a lot of students 

for the job.

SUTTER: But he chose you. Any ideas why?
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RHODELL: Almost everyone he picked had 

taken his classes. I guess he trusted 

us.

SUTTER: What prompted you to apply for the 

position?

RHODELL: I knew it’d look good on college 

applications.

SUTTER: So, what happened at the camp?

RHODELL: I don’t know.

SUTTER: Why not?

RHODELL: I can’t remember.

SUTTER: Outside that door are five other 

counselors who swear they forgot. I 

want to know why— why the remains of a 

beloved teacher were found in the marsh, 

why his students don’t remember the days 

or weeks leading up to his death.

RHODELL: I wish I had answers, Detective.

SUTTER: Tell me. Have you been in this room 

before?

RHODELL: Maybe during a class field trip.

SUTTER: Two years ago you sat in that chair 

and gave me a statement. Back then, you 

knew a lot more.

RHODELL: I don’t remember— 

SUTTER: I think you do, Mr. Rhodell, but 

you’re choosing not to.
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