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To Steph

Look how far we’ve come






PROLOGUE


There are things that, once seen, can never be unseen. Horrible things. Traumatizing things. No good, very bad, terrible things, and dead bodies aren’t even the worst of them. I should know. I’ve seen more than my fair share of those, the most recent one barely a month ago.

And even that wasn’t as terrifying as what I was facing now.

There are some lines a person should never cross, but this determined young man was too bullheaded to listen to me. He was about to make a mistake he could never undo. To see something that would haunt him for the rest of his life, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop him.

“No!” I thrust out a hand and grabbed hold of his sleeve. He glanced over at me, a testing, teasing smile on his face as he took one more step toward the white line taped to the floor. Like this was all just one big game to him. He was so close to crossing that boundary. Barely three steps away. He couldn’t begin to comprehend the horror that awaited him behind the paper-thin blue drape on the other side of that line, but in my compromised position, there was no way I could hold him back.

My legs were useless. I was trapped in place. The doctor was too focused on her task behind the diaphanous barrier to register what was happening right in front of her. I heard the snap of her latex gloves behind the partition. Small metal tools clanked softly against the rolling tray. An icy finger of dread pierced through me, and all I could do was hold fast to the kid’s shirtsleeve.

I racked my brain for anything I could say that might get through to him—an ultimatum or even a threat—but he’d been seized by his own curiosity, driven by some primitive impulse, and I knew by the set of his mouth there would be no reasoning with him. Before I could issue another warning, his sneakers bolted across the tape.

“Zach, no!” I doubled my grip, crying out his name, nearly tumbling off the exam table as my two-year-old wriggled out of my grasp. Every part of me clenched as he darted toward the end of the exam table, where my bare ass was precariously perched on the edge, my feet spread wide in their socks and stirrups. A nurse rushed into the room. She caught Zach under his armpits and scooped him off his pinwheeling feet a second before he managed to get a look.

“Silly boy,” she said, plopping him back into the plastic chair at the head of the exam table. He pouted at her and clenched his little fists. “I told you,” she said, shaking a finger at him, “you have to be a good listener and stay behind the tape.” She procured a lollipop from the pocket of her scrubs. The pursed lines of Zach’s mouth softened as she handed it to him. He reached for it happily, the medical tape she had drawn across the floor all but forgotten in his hurry to open the candy.

I slumped back against the exam table, my heart still galloping. “Thank you.”

The nurse winked at me. “Not all heroes wear capes.” She stood like a sentry between Zach and the stirrups. Disaster averted. For now, at least.

Dr. Wiley’s silver curls appeared over the sheet of blue paper stretched across my knees. “Everything okay up there?”

“Everything is fine.” I averted my gaze to the ceiling to avoid being blinded by the spotlight on her forehead.

“You know, Finlay,” she said, dipping back below the drape, “we have strict policies against allowing children in the exam rooms. If your mother wasn’t one of my oldest patients, I never would have agreed to this. I would have made you reschedule your appointment and shown you the door. I’m overbooked as it is.”

“Thank you for squeezing me in.” I flinched a little as she nudged my knees farther apart. “It’s just that I lost my insurance two years ago after my divorce, and my mother was worried that it had been too long since my last exam,” I rambled. “I would have left my son at home, but I didn’t have a sitter. Veronica, my nanny, was…” Was what? Extradited to Maryland? On indefinite house arrest at her mother’s house while she’s awaiting trial for grand larceny? I stared at the ceiling, struggling to figure out how to explain Vero’s circumstances without making her sound guilty. She wasn’t guilty. At least, not of this particular crime. Vero and I had both broken plenty of laws in the short time we’d known each other—burying bodies, concealing evidence, hot-wiring cars, impersonating cops—but stealing from her former sorority house hadn’t been one of them. “My nanny’s been a little tied up. That’s all.”

“Your nanny? Your mother told me you stay home with the children.” The doctor didn’t sound impressed as she positioned the speculum.

I sucked in a breath as she cranked it open. “I work from home.”

“Doing what?”

I hated this question. It always opened the door to uncomfortable conversations during which people with big titles and tiny egos felt the need to share with me their opinions on the merits of my career, which by their estimations didn’t amount to much. I didn’t bother to beat around the bush. There seemed to be little point in being evasive while the woman was elbow-deep in mine. “I’m a novelist.”

“No kidding?” the doctor said with a hint of surprise. “I don’t think I’ve had a patient who was an author before. Have you written any books I’ve heard of?”

I bit my tongue. I seriously doubted this woman was a fan of steamy romantic suspense novels, but given our current positions, it seemed safer to be polite. I rattled off a few of my titles since she wasn’t likely to be familiar with any of them. Until very recently, I could have counted all my readers on one hand, and most of them had done so only out of a sense of obligation, probably because they were related to me.

The doctor was quiet through an extended pause. After an ominously long silence, I heard the rustle of latex as she stripped off a glove. There was no movement behind the drape. No prodding or scraping. No intrusive questions about my sex life or lectures about the importance of breast exams. No verbal instructions to scoot closer to the end of the table. Just the unnerving feeling of being left hanging off the edge of it.

I shivered, wondering what she was doing. Had she found something unusual? Was she recording measurements? Taking notes?

“Hello?” I lifted my head, searching for the doctor over the top of the drape. I looked over at the nurse, but she only shrugged. “Dr. Wiley?” I called out. “Is everything okay down there?”

Her awed whisper came from somewhere between my legs. “Would you look at that?”

“Look at what?” I asked, beginning to panic. Had I shaved off some critical piece of my anatomy during my rushed sponge bath over the sink that morning? Or worse, had she discovered some horrible malignant growth?

The doctor sat up taller and beamed at me over the drape. She held up her phone, showing me the screen. “Look! I found you on Amazon. Did you know you have twenty-six reviews? And they’re actually pretty good! Don’t move,” she said, holding up a finger. “I’m going to order your book right now. It’ll only take a minute.”

I flopped back against the exam table, an arm slung over my face, while she finished her shopping.

A moment later, the tools of her torturous trade clanked against her tray. The nurse gave me an apologetic smile as she helped me sit up. I adjusted the paper drape to cover myself, though there seemed to be little point. Two people in the room had already seen what was under it, and the other was too preoccupied with his cherry Dum-Dum to care about it anymore.

“You mentioned you’re divorced,” Dr. Wiley said, rolling on her stool to her computer. “Have you been sexually active?”

I glanced cautiously at Zach, but he didn’t seem to be listening, and the only words he’d been interested in repeating lately had been limited to the four-letter variety, a less-than-endearing trait I could probably blame on my ex-husband.

“Active? A bit.” That last part was an understatement. My lady parts had been stormed more times in the last five months than the beaches of Normandy.

“How many partners have you had since your last exam?”

“Two. But one was just a fling,” I rushed to add when the doctor raised an eyebrow. Julian Baker, a hot (and much younger) bartender, had been in his third year of law school when we’d met. He’d been an attentive and enthusiastic partner in bed, a welcome and much-needed distraction after Steven’s many betrayals and our subsequent divorce, but the age gap had proven to be too much. Julian and I had been—and still were—at very different places in our lives, and in the end, we weren’t as compatible outside the bedroom as we’d been in it. I still considered him a close friend, but we hadn’t been romantically involved since I’d fallen for Detective Nicholas Anthony.

“And the other?” the doctor asked.

“The other is my boyfriend.” It still felt strange calling him that. My relationship with the smart and devastatingly sexy detective was only a few months old, but it had survived a lot in a short period of time, and our feelings for each other had grown pretty serious. I trusted Nick. But more than that, I was in love with him. My kids adored him. Even my ex (begrudgingly) respected him. And my mother and sister were both eager to plan a wedding Nick and I hadn’t even discussed yet.

“What kind of birth control are you and your boyfriend using?” Dr. Wiley asked.

“You mean besides that one?” I pointed to my toddler with a chuckle. Dr. Wiley didn’t return it, and I quickly cleared my throat. “I’m on the pill.”

We both turned to look at my son. “That’s probably for the best,” Dr. Wiley said.

Zach squatted by her feet, picking the tape off the floor with his sticky red fingers and affixing the torn pieces to the front of his overalls like badges of honor. He noticed us watching and started to fidget. I knew that look. It was only a matter of time before he started searching for things to get into, the shinier the better.

He lunged for the rolling cart. I reached out with a socked foot and pushed the tray out of his reach before he could grab it.

I hopped off the table and trapped Zach against me with one arm, his wriggly body holding the paper drape in place as I reached for my underwear. “Anything else?” I asked, not bothering to wait for the doctor and nurse to leave before putting on my clothes. I needed to get out of there before Zach broke something expensive and we got billed for more than a Pap smear. “Damnit,” I muttered as he reached for a plastic model of a vagina.

“Damnit,” Zach repeated gleefully.

I took the model from his greedy fingers, watching his face contort with the promise of a tantrum I didn’t have time for. I had to pick up my daughter from preschool by four. And clean the house. And do the laundry. And the grocery shopping. And figure out what to make for dinner. With any luck, maybe I’d get the kids fed, bathed, and tucked into bed with enough time left for me to shower before Nick got off work and came over.

I held fast to my writhing son while I fed my arm through a bra strap, switching sides as Zach began to wail. The doctor asked me what kind of birth control pills I was on, and all I could think was not nearly enough. I answered her absently as I put on my shirt and jammed my feet into my shoes.

“Maybe I should run some blood work while you’re here,” Dr. Wiley suggested. “You look tired.”

I laughed darkly as I tossed the drape into the trash can. I wasn’t tired. I was exhausted. It had been three weeks since Vero had been handed over to law enforcement in Maryland. My house was a disaster. My family was a mess. And I had a laundry list of overdue revisions that my editor was waiting on. We were all in limbo as we waited for Vero to come home. My nanny had become a pivotal part of our family—the beating heart and soul of it. More than that, she had become my best friend, and I missed her more than I ever thought I could. But just because I was tired didn’t mean I was pregnant.

“I’m not pregnant,” I said, as much to myself as to Dr. Wiley.

“When was your last period? I don’t see it in your chart.” She raised an eyebrow over the rims of her readers. I attempted the mental gymnastics of the math while my son had a nuclear meltdown on the floor.

“A month … I think … I don’t know,” I said over Zach’s wails. “I’ve been under a lot of stress. I forgot to write it down.” There was no possible way I could be pregnant, because I refused to believe the universe could have such a twisted sense of humor. Could it?

The thought of it made me queasy.

I hooked one arm around my screaming toddler and threw my purse over the other. “Don’t worry,” I told the doctor as my head began to pound. “I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.”






CHAPTER 1


I returned home later that afternoon with a minivan full of grocery bags, a twin-pack of pregnancy tests, two cranky, hungry kids, and a jumble of paranoid thoughts. I hadn’t been able to shake Dr. Wiley’s line of questioning, and by the time we’d arrived at the grocery store, I’d started wondering if she could be right.

I couldn’t have been more than a day or two late, but I’d been so frazzled in her office, maybe I’d miscalculated. I’d tossed the two-pack of home tests in my shopping cart just to be sure, assuring myself I’d count my pills the moment I got home.

Delia sat up in her booster to see out the window as I pulled into my driveway. “Javi’s here!” she said cheerfully when she spotted his white work van parked in front of our house.

I shoved the box of pregnancy tests deeper inside the grocery bag and checked the time. Vero had given her boyfriend her house key when she’d been arrested three weeks ago, along with firm instructions to help me and the children with whatever we needed while she was gone. But he’d been showing up more often since Vero’s extradition to Maryland, busying himself with minuscule repairs and minor home-improvement projects I hadn’t asked for and probably didn’t need. It had started to feel less like a favor to me and more like a grieving man doing everything in his power to keep the home fires burning, and I was beginning to worry about Javi’s state of mind.

The auto repair shop where he worked didn’t close for another few hours. The shop was owned by Vero’s cousin Ramón. Javi and Ramón had been best friends since grade school, and Ramón entrusted his business to Javi on the days when he made the long drive to Maryland to check on Vero and her mother. It wasn’t unusual on those days for Javi to come straight from work and busy himself with odd jobs, but the fact that he was here while the garage was supposed to be open didn’t sit right.

I looped all the grocery bags around one arm and followed the children into the house. I ordered Zach to go straight to the bathroom to wash the lollipop goo from his hands, while Delia made a beeline to the pantry.

“No cookies,” I said preemptively. “We’re having dinner in an hour.” I had no idea what that dinner would consist of yet, but almost every recipe I knew could be thrown together from five ingredients in sixty minutes or less.

I took the pregnancy tests out of the bag and hid them in the closest cupboard.

“Javi?” I called out. I listened for the sound of hammering or the clank of tools. A folding ladder was propped against the wall in the foyer along with a stack of air filters and a pack of nine-volt batteries. When he didn’t answer, I went upstairs to look for him.

A light was on in Vero’s bedroom. Javi was sitting at the foot of her bed, in front of her open closet, her photo album spread across his lap. I leaned against the doorframe, tipping my head to see the pictures. I recognized the childhood photos of Javi, Vero, and Ramón. The three of them had grown up together in the DC suburbs of Maryland. Vero’s and Ramón’s mothers were sisters, both divorced, and had moved in together when their children weren’t much older than my own. Javi had entered the picture not long after. He and Ramón had met in elementary school and became fast friends. Javi, who was as easy to love as he was neglected at home, had practically been adopted by Vero’s family.

He traced a photo of Vero lovingly with a grease-stained finger. Her smile was wide and rimmed in cake frosting. It had been taken after her high school commencement ceremony, and Javi’s and Ramón’s arms were draped over the shoulders of her graduation gown.

“You’re here awfully early. Everything okay at the shop?” I asked him.

Javi glanced up, startled, as if his mind had been someplace else and he was surprised to find himself in my house.

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat and returned the album to Vero’s closet. I had taken some of her clothes and toiletries to her mother’s house after her arrest, but her precious belongings had stayed behind in this room. Javi wasn’t the only one who selfishly wanted to hold on to them. “Ramón cut me loose early. Said I was too distracted to be any use. Thought I’d come over and check the air filters and change the battery in Vero’s smoke detector. Guess I got distracted doing that, too.”

I didn’t bother to point out that all his tools were downstairs. “Want to talk about it?” I sat on the edge of the bed beside him. He fidgeted with the purple plastic bat ring on his left fourth finger. As far as I could tell, he hadn’t taken it off since he and Vero had exchanged drunken vows during an impromptu wedding in an Atlantic City casino chapel two months earlier. The ceremony might not have been official, but I had little doubt he meant it when he said until death do us part.

“Not being able to see her is making me crazy,” he said, getting up to pace the room. “If I could just talk to her, I’d have a better grasp of how she’s handling all this. As it is, I have to rely on Ramón to tell me how he thinks she’s doing, like we’re in goddamn grade school.”

“You can’t just call her?” I knew Vero’s mother had refused to let him see her. Norma was still holding a grudge after he’d ghosted Vero the night before she’d left for college four years ago. Though Javi had had good reasons, and Vero understood them, Norma had never forgiven him for breaking her daughter’s heart. She had forbidden Javi from coming to visit, citing his own criminal record as her reason, convinced he was a bad influence on her daughter. But Vero and I were guilty of far worse things than Javi had ever done.

“She hasn’t picked up her phone or returned my calls all week. She’s not even reading her text messages. I don’t know what’s going on with her. I’m worried something’s wrong.”

I didn’t know what to tell him. The last time I’d spoken to Vero had been at least five days ago. If I confessed to Javi that I shared his concerns, it would only fuel his anxiety. I took the album from his hands to keep him from worrying a hole in it.

“Vero’s resilient, and she has Norma and her aunt Gloria watching over her. If something was wrong, I’m sure Ramón would know.”

He closed his fingers around his bat ring, looking defeated and tired when he nodded. “I should probably get Ramón’s van back to the shop. Thanks for the talk.”

When Javi left, I got up to return the album to the closet and found a handful of loose photos on the shelf. The fresh-faced girls in the images wore sweatshirts with Greek letters on the front. They stood arm in arm in front of a huge brick house, and there was Vero, grinning in the middle of them.

I understood why Vero kept these photos hidden under her album. I couldn’t blame her for not wanting to look at them, and it made me curious why she would bother saving them at all.

A little more than a year ago, she’d been preparing to graduate with honors. But when the university learned her sorority had been hosting organized gambling nights, Vero got stuck holding the bag—literally. When the police were called in to investigate, the sorority’s backpack of ill-gotten cash had gone missing from Vero’s room. The girls all believed Vero had stolen it, and charges were filed against her for larceny. Unable to prove her innocence, she’d dropped out of school and fled the state. That’s how she had come to live with me and the kids in Northern Virginia.

I thumbed through the photos. Could one of these girls have stolen the money? Was that the reason they’d been so quick to pin the crime on her?

I felt like I was looking at suspects in a lineup. Or characters in a story.

Delia burst into the room with Zach hot on her tail. “Mom! Zach stole my favorite Barbie, and he won’t tell me where he hid it!”

Zach collapsed in a tantrum, shouting that he was hungry and demanding cookies.

The photos pulled at me, a mystery begging to be solved. But there were two other dilemmas that required my immediate attention. I tucked the photos back on their shelf and closed the closet door. “Okay, kiddos. Let’s go find your Barbie and figure out what’s for dinner.”






CHAPTER 2


Just after nine o’clock that night, there was a soft knock on my front door. As much as I had been looking forward to seeing Nick, I wasn’t feeling ready for it. I had only just managed to get the kids to bed thirty minutes ago. My hands were still pruny from scrubbing burned cheese off the frying pan, the laundry I’d pulled from the dryer was in a pile on my sofa, the floor was a minefield of Barbie dolls and Matchbox cars, and the front of my holey sweatpants were drenched after Zach’s tantrum in the bathtub. I smelled like baby shampoo and kitchen smoke, and I probably looked like a house fire.

I threw my hair up in an elastic band on my way to answer the door. Nick came over most nights after work, and while he kept a toothbrush, a razor, and a stick of deodorant in my bathroom, he used the key hidden under my downspout only when I couldn’t manage to stay awake long enough to let him in.

I peeped through the window before unlocking the door. Nick smiled back at me, his brown eyes twinkling. A balmy breeze rippled his tie and ruffled the dark, thick waves of his hair.

“Hey,” he said over the chirping of crickets. The tiny frogs Zach loved to chase were singing, too, almost loud enough to drown out the low hum of the highway a few miles off and the planes flying over Dulles. Spring had sprung early in Virginia, bringing with it warmer temperatures and gentle thunderstorms, and my neighborhood in South Riding was ripe with the smells of daffodils, wet asphalt, and a hint of the trash bins left out for morning pickup.

“Hey,” I said back, my heart doing a little jig at the sight of him. He’d shaved that morning before he’d left the house, but his full lips were already framed in sexy dark stubble. It hardly seemed fair that he looked that good after a full day of work, while I looked like one of Delia’s off-brand Barbies after her brother got hold of it and dragged it mercilessly by its hair through the playground. I pulled Nick slowly into the house by the end of his tie.

“Rough day?” he asked.

“Is it that obvious?”

He refrained from answering that. Probably because we had agreed on a strict policy of one hundred percent honesty with each other, and answering that question truthfully would probably make me cry. He pulled me into his chest. A faint hint of his cologne lingered in the warm and comforting space there, and I drew it in deep as he pressed a kiss to the top of my head. I felt his lips stretch with a smile as he sniffed my hair. “Grilled cheese?”

“Lucky guess.”

“Is there any left?”

“I’ll make one for you, if you’re feeling brave enough to try it.” I stepped out of his arms and started toward the kitchen.

“Not so fast,” he said, catching me by the shoulders. He turned me gently toward the table and deposited me in a chair. His cop voice brooked no room for argument as he lifted my feet and propped them on the empty chair beside me. “You’ve done enough today.”

His shoulders flexed between the straps of his leather holster as he stripped off his jacket and loosened his tie. He moved through my kitchen with an easy familiarity, retrieving a bottle of cheap red wine from the pantry and twisting open the metal cap. He poured me a glass and set it in front of me. I drew it to my lips and paused. I’d been so busy, I’d forgotten all about the pregnancy test I’d hidden in the cabinet. I set the wine down. “Actually, I think I’ll just have a ginger ale.” Nick raised an eyebrow. “Just a bit of an upset stomach,” I said.

“Have you eaten anything today?” he asked. I opened my mouth to tell him I was fine, but he held up a finger. “Picking at Zach’s leftovers doesn’t count.”

I had to think about that. The day had been a blur. “I could eat,” I admitted.

He poured me a glass of soda and began assembling grilled cheeses. When he set a steaming sandwich in front of me, my stomach actually growled. I hadn’t had much of an appetite since Vero was arrested. I had been telling myself I was too busy to eat, but the fact of the matter was that nothing had tasted quite the same since she left. Not because she was a better cook, but because I missed her. Every bit as much as the kids did.

I moved my feet to the floor to make room for Nick. He sat down and eagerly tucked into his meal. I could feel his cop-brain working overtime, analyzing my body language—the way my elbows rested beside my plate, the long sips of ginger ale I took after every slow bite. He refilled my glass. “Any word from Vero?”

“Not since last weekend. I thought maybe she was just busy, but Javi says he hasn’t heard from her either. I’m starting to worry.”

“Her trial’s coming up. She probably has a lot going on. Her mother and her aunt are with her, and Ramón’s been checking in,” he reminded me.

It was the same reassurance I had offered Javi, but the longer I sat with it, the more doubtful I felt. “What if something’s gone haywire with her case?”

“She’s been assigned a lawyer. I’m sure he’s doing everything he can. We just have to trust the legal system to make the right call.”

“And what if they don’t?” I didn’t want to think about what would happen if Vero wasn’t acquitted.

He set down his sandwich, watching me with a look of concern as he wiped his hands. “Want me to make a few calls? Sam has some contacts in Maryland. She probably knows someone in PG County. Maybe she can get an update.” Detective Samara Becker was my sister’s girlfriend. Sam worked in cybercrimes, and she seemed to have contacts everywhere. Apparently, being gorgeous and ruthlessly good at her job didn’t make it hard to find friends. She looked more like Hollywood’s version of a lady cop than any actual female detectives I’d ever known, and if she weren’t so head over heels for my fashion-challenged and socially awkward big sister, I would think Sam and her Louboutins were too perfect to be real. If anyone could get information quickly and discreetly, I didn’t doubt it was Sam. But maybe Nick was right and I was stressing over things I couldn’t control and probably didn’t need to.

“If she doesn’t call me back tomorrow, I’ll reach out to her mom.” I had met Vero’s mother for the first time the day Vero was released on bail. I had driven up to Norma’s house with a suitcase full of Vero’s clothes, her toiletries, and her laptop, along with some art my children had made for her. Norma had been understandably distraught, Vero had been depressed and distracted, and my visit to their home had been far too short.

Nick reached over and took the napkin I was shredding from my hands. He turned my chair sideways, pulling it and me a few inches closer to him. “Why don’t you go see her?”

“I don’t have anyone to watch the kids.” My mom and dad had been sick with the flu, and Steven was visiting his family in Pennsylvania.

“I’ll do it.”

My head snapped up, but Nick’s expression was serious. “I would never ask you to do that. It’s more than just watching them, Nick.” How did you explain the impossibly broad scope of child-rearing to someone who’d never done it? It was feeding them and bathing them and keeping Zach on track with his potty training. It was giving Delia her allergy meds and shuttling her to and from preschool. I could hardly manage it all myself now that Vero was gone. We had been a team for so long now, I had almost forgotten what it felt like to be a single parent. Her absence was eating away at me, but my relationship with Nick was too new to test.

I stood and gathered my unfinished plate. Just because we had exchanged bodily fluids and I love yous didn’t mean he was volunteering to become a dad. Expecting him to care for my kids—even for a night—felt like too much to ask of him.

Nick got up and followed me to the sink. He reached around me, taking the dirty plate from my hand. “I can handle it, Finn. And I can wash the dishes, too.” He set them in the sink basin and turned me around to face him, bracing his hands against the counter on either side of my hips. He ducked his head, bringing his face close to mine until he was all I could see. Not the stacks of unopened mail on the counter or the pile of clothes waiting to be folded on the couch in the next room.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

He kissed me. When he didn’t stop kissing me, I reached my arms around his neck, letting him hoist me onto the counter. “What do you say we leave the dishes for the morning and go upstairs?” he murmured.

I cringed inwardly, remembering the large swaths of leg hair I’d missed during my hurried sponge bath over the sink that morning. As much as I wanted to let Nick make me forget all about the day, I didn’t think I had it in me to stay awake once my head hit the pillow. “I’m a mess,” I said with a hand to his chest. “I didn’t even have time to shower before my doctor’s appointment, and—”

He put a finger to my lips. “First, if I wanted to have sex with you—and let the record show I always want to have sex with you—then there is nothing you could say about the state of your body that would dissuade me from wanting to see it naked. Second, as much as I do want to get you naked and have sex with you tonight, I’m not going to.”

“You’re not?”

“No, I’m not.” His mouth quirked into a smile at my obvious disappointment. “You’re exhausted,” he said, brushing the hair back from my eyes. “So you’re going upstairs to take a long, hot bath, and then you’re going to sleep.”

“I can’t,” I said. “I have too much to do.”

“I thought you might say that.” Nick unbuttoned his shirt cuffs with a sigh. He rolled up both sleeves all the way to his elbows.

“You don’t have to help me wash the dishes. I can do that mysel— Nick!” I cried, laughing as he slung me over his shoulder. “What are you doing?! You’re going to hurt your—”

“Shhhh! You’re going to wake the kids.” The kitchen disappeared behind me as he carried me up the stairs to my bedroom. I waited for him to plop me down on my rumpled sheets, my anticipation turning to disappointment as he walked right past my unmade bed and straight into the bathroom. He set me down on the edge of the tub before I could utter a protest.

He scooped out Zach and Delia’s bath toys, put the stopper in the drain, and turned on the faucet. Then he reached for the jug of Mr. Bubble and poured a generous glob of it under the stream. “I’ll be back in a minute. I want you undressed and in that tub when I get back,” he said in his most authoritative tone. I was having second thoughts about not wanting to have sex as I watched him walk out of the bathroom.

I stripped off my sweatshirt and lollipop-smeared yoga pants and sank down gingerly into the steaming water. The tub was almost full by the time Nick returned, holding a glass of milk and a paper plate full of store-bought cookies. He set them beside me and turned off the water, leaving and returning once more with a single towel.

“Aren’t you coming in?”

“I’m going downstairs. You are going to relax.” He put a cookie in my hand and walked out the door.



The water was cool, the cookies were gone, and my fingers were prunes by the time I finally pulled the plug on the drain and dried off. I wrapped my clean hair in a towel and put on the pajamas Nick had set out for me, then I left the bathroom to find him. He wasn’t waiting for me in bed like I had hoped. Instead, I found it made with fluffed pillows and fresh linens. I padded downstairs. The laundry I’d left on the couch was folded and piled neatly back in the basket, and the dishwasher was humming quietly.

Nick was working at the stubborn sticky spots on the counter with a sponge, and the effort was doing lovely things for both his backside and my libido. “Did I pass?” he asked me as he scrubbed.

“Are you trying to ace some kind of test?” I wrapped my arms around his waist and rested my chin on his hunched shoulder. “You do realize the chores aren’t this easy when the kids are actually awake, right?”

“You don’t think I can do it?”

I closed my eyes, relishing the way his muscles moved under my hands. “I’m just saying, it’s easy to get things done when the kids are asleep, assuming you have the energy after they’ve run you ragged all day.”

He tossed the sponge into the sink and turned around to face me, his eyes making a slow pass down the front of my pajamas. “I have the energy for all kinds of things.” He leaned back against the counter with a lethal grin.

And damn if the heated look in his eyes wasn’t a shot of adrenaline straight to my chest. “Suddenly, so do I.”






CHAPTER 3


I woke as the mattress shifted beside me. Nick sat up abruptly, his bare chest silhouetted by the faint pink light creeping through the blinds. I opened my mouth to ask him what time it was, but he held a finger to his lips. He slid silently out from between the sheets and retrieved his pants from the floor.

“What’s wrong?” I asked him in a hushed voice.

“I heard something downstairs,” he whispered as he dragged them on.

Then I heard it, too. A quiet creak, like a door opening. But it was too early for Zach or Delia to be awake yet.

I tipped my head and heard the distinct sound of the front door clicking shut.

I bolted upright. Nick gestured for me to stay where I was as he unsheathed his gun from its holster and peered between the blinds.

“It’s Javi,” he said, his voice rough from sleep. “His car’s parked outside.”

I sagged with relief. “What’s he doing here at this hour?”

“More important, why is he letting himself into your house?” Nick didn’t bother putting on a shirt. I didn’t like the hard set of his jaw, or the fact that he hadn’t paused to holster his gun as he opened the bedroom door.

“Nick, wait!” I hastily pulled on a T-shirt and chased him into the hall. I found him face-to-face with Javi at the top of the stairs, in front of the children’s bedroom doors. Javi wasn’t dressed in the paint-spattered blue coveralls he usually wore for work. He was wearing dark jeans, boots, and a leather jacket. A large duffel bag was slung over his shoulder.

“You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you,” Nick said in a low voice. “I thought someone was breaking in.”

Javi looked at him with unfiltered disgust. “I have a key,” he said, holding it up as evidence. He took a step toward Vero’s room, but Nick stood in his path. Javi glared at him. “What do I have to do, say Officer, may I?”

“More like Finlay, may I.” Nick’s voice was a strained whisper, as if he was gritting his teeth to keep it down. “It’s quarter to seven, Javi. You let yourself into Finlay’s house while her kids are asleep.”

Javi’s eyes flicked to me, a fraction more apologetic than they’d been a moment ago. He lowered his voice. “I just came to get Vero’s things,” he said, stepping around Nick and into Vero’s room. He unzipped his duffel and began filling it with the contents of Vero’s closet.

I put a hand on Nick’s shoulder and handed him his shirt. “I’ll handle it,” I said quietly.

Delia began to stir. Zach babbled to himself as he thumped out of bed. Nick tucked his gun into the back of his waistband and shrugged on his shirt, drawing it down just in time to cover the grip as Zach and Delia came bursting into the hall. I pulled Vero’s door shut so they wouldn’t notice Javi packing her things.

Nick gritted his teeth. “I’ll go make some coffee.” He kissed my temple and turned to the kids. “Who wants pancakes?” Delia and Zach cheered and followed him eagerly to the kitchen.

I rapped quietly on Vero’s door before nudging it open. I leaned on the frame, watching Javi as he grabbed an armful of Vero’s sweaters.

“Does Vero need something?” I asked.

“I don’t know. She still hasn’t called me.”

“Why don’t I drive all this to her mother’s house for you? I’ll check on her and—”

“I can do it,” he said, taking Vero’s photo album and jamming it into the bag.

“I thought you weren’t welcome at Norma’s.”

“I’m not planning on staying.”

The key fob to his Camaro rested on the bed, and I had the horrible sense that I knew what he was planning.

“You can’t leave with her, Javi. She’s on house arrest. Her ankle bracelet will alert the police the minute she steps foot outside of her mother’s property. They’ll find her.”

“Not if I drive fast enough.” He zipped up the bag and carried it to the door.

I stood stubbornly in front of it until we were nearly eye to eye. “If she goes to trial, there’s still a chance that she’ll come home. But if she violates her house arrest and leaves the state, she’ll be running from those charges for the rest of her life. And you will be an accomplice.”

“She can’t stay where she is, Finlay! Everyone thinks she stole that money because she was the only poor Latina living in a sorority house full of white bitch princesses with rich daddies and their goddamn trust funds. And Vero looks guilty because she got scared and she ran.”

“So your answer is to convince her to run again?”

“They’re going to put her in prison!” His voice broke. “I’ve been behind bars, and that shit stays with you! It stays on your record, for the rest of your life. On every job application. Every rental form you fill out. It stays with you here,” he said, jabbing his chest with a finger. “I can’t let her go through that!”

“Then we’ll just have to make sure she’s acquitted.”

Javi scoffed. “Have you seen the guy who’s representing her? He’s barely got a pulse.” I couldn’t say I disagreed. The public defender assigned to her case was tired and jaded and long overdue for retirement. He certainly didn’t have Julian’s youthful energy or a single ounce of fire in his prominent belly. But when I had offered to help pay for someone better, the only criminal defense lawyers I could afford looked as professional as the ambulance chasers on billboards on I-95. And Vero’s mother certainly didn’t have the money for a fancy attorney. By the look on Javi’s face, he knew it, too. “That useless waste of space is going to push her to plead guilty. He’ll convince her it’s her only choice, but I can give her another one.”

I pushed him back into the room and closed the door. I lowered my voice so the kids wouldn’t hear us. “You and I both know Vero didn’t steal that money. Which means someone else did. The police just need to figure out who.”

Javi barked out a laugh. “You think the cops in Maryland are working overtime on that? As far as they’re concerned, the DA’s case is open-and-shut. Vero was the treasurer of her sorority. She was in charge of the money. It was in her room, and then suddenly it wasn’t. Case closed.”

“The cops aren’t the only ones who know how to solve a case,” I whispered, certain Nick was listening downstairs between the clatter of forks and plates and the children’s chatter. “If the police won’t do it, maybe it’s time we should.”

Javi’s eyes met mine.

Up until now, I had trusted that Vero’s hearings would all turn out okay because I trusted Nick, Georgia, Sam, and Julian. My sister, Georgia, was a good cop. Sam and Nick were good cops. And Julian had the passion and determination to be an excellent public defender someday. But Javi’s experience was different from mine and he brought up a fair point. Our legal system was far from perfect, and maybe I had trusted that system for too long. I didn’t know the detectives who’d been handling Vero’s case in Maryland. I didn’t know her attorney personally, or if he even cared. All I knew for certain was that Vero hadn’t committed this crime, and if we didn’t do something soon to help her, she was either going to jail or she was going to flee the state with Javi. Either way, she wouldn’t come back to this bedroom again, and that was a thought I simply couldn’t stomach.

Vero and I had cracked a cold case less than a month ago. Before that, we’d solved a pretty damn warm one. How difficult could it be to figure out who’d stolen a backpack full of cash from some teenage girls in a sorority house?

“Finish packing and wait for me downstairs,” I said. “I’m going with you to Maryland.”



“Everything okay?” Nick asked when I came down to the kitchen and poured myself some coffee.

“For now.”

He came up behind me and put his arms around me, his dark scruff tickling my ear as I turned to face him. “Want me to drive Delia to school on my way to the station?” It had become part of our routine on the nights when Nick stayed over, and I had been glad for the help.

“Thanks, but I’m going to keep her home today.” Nick raised an eyebrow. “I’m going to Maryland with Javi,” I explained. “I won’t make it back in time for school pickup this afternoon. It’ll be easier if I take both kids with me.”

He frowned. “Is Vero okay?”

“I wish I knew,” I said, careful to keep my voice low. Delia had little ears and a really big mouth, and I’d been surprised by the conversations she had delighted in repeating lately. “Vero still hasn’t texted or called. Javi’s worried about her. And so am I.”

Nick nodded. “How long are you planning on staying?”

“No more than a couple of days. I’ll pack a bag for me and the kids and find us a hotel somewhere close to her mother’s house.”

Nick took my coffee mug from my hand and set it on the counter. He towed me gently into the next room where the kids wouldn’t hear us. “I have a better idea. Why don’t I stay with the kids for a few days. Then you and Javi can visit Vero without any distractions.”

I looked past him to the syrupy melamine plates on the counter, then to the living room, which had been ransacked with toys. He was right. It would be easier but only for one of us. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You don’t have to ask. I already offered.”

“But you have work.”

“They can come with me. I’ll stick close to my desk.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Why not?” he asked. “You work with them all the time.”

“I work from home. It’s not the same thing.”

“It’s not any different either,” he argued. But I wasn’t so sure.

I glanced back to the living room. Zach threw a wet Cheerio at his sister. In a moment she would fire one back. It would inevitably escalate to hair pulling and biting. I could easily picture the trouble they could get into at the police station—the trouble they could get Nick into. He was already in hot water with his commander after what had happened when he took personal leave to keep an eye on us all in Atlantic City.

He leaned down to look me in the eyes. “Let me do this for you. I want to do this for you.”

“It’s harder than it looks.”

“Then I’ll ask your sister for backup. Sam and Roddy can help, too.”

I chewed my lip. My sister was competent and responsible, if not entirely skilled in the childcare department. Zach and Delia adored her girlfriend, Sam, and Officer Roddy had two teenage children of his own, which probably made him more qualified than the rest of us.

“Vero’s mother’s house is less than two hours away,” Nick assured me. “If anything goes wrong—and it won’t,” he rushed to add at my uneasy look, “I’ll call you right away if there’s anything you need to know.”

“You promise?” I asked.

“I promise.”

Delia’s voice called out from the living room, “Can we pleeeeeeease go to work with Nick, Mommy? We want to see Officer Roddy and Sam!”

I had been so preoccupied with Nick’s offer, I hadn’t realized how quiet the kids had become, or that Delia had been listening to part of our conversation. “Where’s Zach?” I asked her.

A giggle came from the pantry.

Nick took my face in his hands. “It will all be here when you get back, including me,” he said, as if he knew that scared me most of all.

“Okay,” I relented. Delia cheered. I surrendered the keys to my minivan so Nick could move the children’s car seats into his Impala. Then I went upstairs to pack.






CHAPTER 4


Javi was quiet for most of the drive, but I felt his impatience in the drum of his fingers on the armrest. In my periphery, I could see him shake his head and mutter to himself every time I tried to accelerate, when my wheezing, geriatric minivan took a moment to catch up with my foot. It had taken me longer than I’d expected to shower, pack, and get myself organized before I’d been ready to go. I’d picked out clothes for both kids for the week, written down their daily schedules for Nick, took a few preprepared meals out of the freezer, and left him with all the important phone numbers he might need in the event of an emergency. By the time we loaded ourselves into my minivan, I thought Javi might kill me. Thankfully, we had managed to make it through the bottleneck at the Potomac River bridge and across the state line well before afternoon rush hour. Lanham, Maryland, where Vero’s mother and aunt lived, wasn’t horribly far from my house in South Riding, but over the last three weeks, it had felt an ocean away.

Javi held Vero’s photo album in his lap, poring over old pictures of her as I drove. “You really think these photos are going to help us figure out who took the money?”

“No,” I admitted, “but I think they’ll give us a good place to start. If we can get Vero to tell us about her sorority sisters, maybe something will click.” At the very least, it would get her talking, which was more than she’d been doing. “Do you know much about her case? Maybe between the two of us, we can fill in the gaps.”

Javi shrugged. “You and Ramón probably know about as much as I do. She gets moody when I ask her about it. Guess I can’t really blame her. I know it all started around the beginning of her senior year. Vero was on the executive board of her sorority with these two other girls, Ava and Mia. The three of them got it in their heads that they could make some money hosting underground poker nights. They got away with it for a few months, but they didn’t know what to do with all the cash. Mia and Ava told Vero the money was her responsibility because she was the treasurer. They made her keep it in her room. Vero went out to a party one night. When she came back from the party, the money was gone. Everyone thought she took it.”

“But why?” None of what he had said was news to me, but I still didn’t understand why her sorority sisters hadn’t stood up for her. “Did she tell you anything specific?”

Javi sighed. “She hates talking about it. The details I do know are pretty sketchy. Apparently, some freshman kid gambled away his entire fucking tuition during one of the poker games and his parents found out about it. They called the university. The university called the cops. The morning after the party, they showed up at Vero’s sorority house to investigate. Mia and Ava freaked out because they were afraid they’d get kicked out of school, so they confessed to organizing the poker games and offered to return all the money. But when they searched Vero’s room, the cash was gone.”

“And Vero has no idea who might have taken it?”

Javi shook his head. “Every time I try to ask her about it, she shuts down.”

Then that’s where our investigation needed to start. Vero might not like to talk about that time in her life, but if we were going to get her out of this mess, she was going to have to try. While I was in Maryland, I’d find out everything I could: about her friends, about the poker games, about the party she attended … all of it. Someone close to her had stolen that cash from her room. Which meant someone in that house must have heard, seen, or known something about it, even if Vero hadn’t. We just needed to figure out who.

We passed a sign for College Park. Javi pointed toward an exit ramp and directed me through a series of turns. After a few more traffic lights, we entered a neighborhood of shoebox-sized ramblers and split-levels on postage-stamp lots, in varying combinations of brick-and-aluminum siding. They looked like they’d been built in the 1960s. Some looked like they still housed their original owners, or were simply neglected, with sagging shutters and weed-ridden yards. Others had been gentrified, boasting architectural upgrades, security systems, and commuter stickers on the luxury cars parked out front.

Javi directed me to pull over. As I eased to a stop along the curb, he pointed at a split-level a few driveways down. “That’s her house.” It was small but quaint, with a budding cherry tree in the front yard. Daffodils and tulips dotted the front walk. There were no cars in the driveway. “Norma and Gloria are probably still at work,” Javi said.

I shut off the engine. “I’m going to see if Vero’s home. Want to come with me?”

Javi grimaced. “Probably not a good idea. Norma could come home any minute, and Ramón will kick my ass if he finds out I’m here.”

“He doesn’t know?”

Javi shook his head. “I told him I needed a couple of days off to get my head on straight.”

It wasn’t a lie, I supposed. But it wasn’t entirely the truth either. “Want me to drive you to your mother’s house?” I asked. Javi had grown up in this same neighborhood. His mother’s house couldn’t be far. I assumed that’s where he was planning to stay while he was here. He’d be closer to Vero, and it was more affordable than a hotel room.

“Don’t worry about it. My mother’s probably not home anyway. Tell Vero I’m here. She’ll know where to find me.” He looked around furtively. Then he got out of the van and darted between two of her neighbors’ houses, disappearing into the thick line of trees that ran along their backyards. According to the map on my phone, Vero’s street backed up to several acres of parkland, and I hoped Javi didn’t plan to walk very far. I wasn’t sure how many feet Vero’s ankle monitor would let her go.

I took Vero’s photo album with me and walked the rest of the way to Norma and Gloria’s house. The front entrance had a decorative storm door, the security bars curved into curling vines to make them look less like iron bars, but I didn’t imagine they felt any less like a prison to Vero. I reached out my hand to knock. When no one answered, I rang the doorbell. I heard the faint hum of voices, but they didn’t seem to be coming from inside the house. They sounded like they were coming from the backyard.

I walked around the side of the house and peeped around it. Vero sat on a folding lawn chair under a cherry tree covered with pale pink blossoms. Her flip-flops and cutoff denim shorts did nothing to hide the bulky ankle monitor clamped above her right foot. A group of four senior citizens sat on beach chairs around her. Vero took a playing card from a deck on a folding table. Miniature candy bars were piled beside it, and a cooler sat open on the grass. Vero cracked open a soda and took a long sip as she studied her cards. The hunched elderly man sitting backward in his walker narrowed his bushy white eyebrows at the group. “Do you have any eights?”

“Damnit, Eugene!” A leathery woman with wild orange hair threw up her hands. A pretzel rod dangled between two of her knobby fingers, and a cannula hung from her nostrils. Her voice sounded like sandpaper. “You just asked for eights during your last turn.”

“Maybe he forgot,” suggested a silver-haired Asian woman in a neon-yellow tracksuit.

“You’re the one with a memory problem, Lenore!”

“I am?”

“Go fish,” said the frail black man seated across from both of them. He squinted at his cards through a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles. Vero reached over and picked up two eights from his hand.

“Those are my cards!” He scowled at Vero as she passed the cards to Eugene.

“If you didn’t want me to know you had those eights, you should have done a better job hiding them.”

“Those were eights?” He squinted at his hand.

Eugene smiled, flashing a handful of yellowing teeth as he threw down his cards. He scooped the candy toward himself as the other man cussed at him.

The pretzel-smoking woman clucked her tongue. “You might as well just dump out your candy bucket and give it all to the rest of us, Wendell.”

Wendell harrumphed. “Says you, Joan. I’ll bet you two of your peanut butter cups that I win the next round.”

“How are you supposed to win when you can’t even see anything?”

“I can see you don’t need no more of them peanut butter cups.”

Joan gasped, bringing on a fit of wheezing coughs. She opened the nozzle on her oxygen tank.

Lenore patted her back. “Deep breaths in. Deep breaths out.”

“How ’bout I stick my foot deep up your—”

“Quit yapping and ante up, everybody. Are you in or are you out?” Vero asked them. They all reached into their totes and plastic buckets and tossed handfuls of old Halloween and Christmas candy onto the table. “Who needs another root beer?” Vero asked as she turned to the cooler.

I stuck my head around the corner and waved to get her attention, careful not to startle anyone. The last thing Vero needed was for one of her neighbors to drop dead of a coronary in her mom’s backyard.

Vero’s head snapped up. Her eyes went wide when she spotted me and she whirled back to the group. “Change of plans, everyone.” She raked the candy off the table and stuffed it all back into their treat bags.

“What’s going on?” Lenore looked confused as Vero pulled the woman to her feet and folded her chair.

“We weren’t finished,” Wendell groused, swatting Vero’s hand away when she tried to hurry him along.

“Norma and Gloria aren’t even home yet,” Joan rasped between drags from her oxygen mask.

Eugene looked confused as Vero came up behind him and hoisted him up by his armpits. She looped his candy tote around one of his wrists and turned his walker around to face him. “Something came up,” she said, stuffing the last of the candy bars down the front of her tank top. “We’ll play again tomorrow.”

“But tomorrow is Taco Tuesday,” Lenore said.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Joan grumbled. “Tomorrow’s Friday, Lenore. Get with the program.”

“There’s a program?”

Vero collapsed the table as the parade of seniors wandered back to their homes. She signaled for me to stay where I was as she leaned the table between a gardening cart and a rusted ladder that was propped against the house. She glanced above her as she took me by the arm and dragged me toward the back door. A security camera was mounted on the back of the house, and she hurried to unlock it.

“What’s this?” I asked, picking up a piece of an eggshell from the flower bed. Something had been written on the side.

She rolled her eyes. “Some idiot egged our house last night. A few of the eggs had messages on them: bitch, liar, crook … That one said theif—T-H-E-I-F.”

“They spelled it wrong.”

“Tell me about it. You should have seen the message they spray-painted on our garage last week. It said YOUR A CRIMINAL. Y-O-U-R. No apostrophe. I would have had secondhand embarrassment for the dumbass who painted it if Ramón hadn’t been so quick to power-wash it off.”

She pulled me inside the house and threw the dead bolt behind us. Then she wrapped me in a hug, squishing the photo album between us.

“I can’t believe you’re here!”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt your game.”

“It’s no big deal,” she said, taking the album and holding it to her chest. “The Fantastic Four are just my neighbors. They’ve lived on our street since I was a kid. They used to keep an eye on all of us after school. They come over a few times a week to keep me company since they don’t have anything better to do.” She towed me upstairs to her room and set the album on her desk. Her room was just as I remembered it, with pale gray carpet, lavender walls, and frilly white curtains that matched her throw pillows. Zach’s and Delia’s macaroni art was thumbtacked to her wall. She pulled me down to sit beside her on her bed. “How are the kids?” she asked eagerly.

“Hopefully, they’re fine. Don’t worry,” I said at her unsettled look. “They’re home with Nick. It’s only for a few days, and he promised he’d call for help if they got to be too much.”

Vero’s laugh was wry. “A few days? That’s one hell of a boot camp.”

“What else could I do, Vero? You haven’t answered your messages in days, and Javi and I have been worried sick about you! What’s going on?”

“My mom confiscated my phone,” she said, slumping back against her pillows. “My attorney told her it was a bad idea for me to be in contact with, and I quote,” she said, hooking her fingers in the air, “a man formerly charged with attempting to steal a car and a woman who knowingly sheltered a fugitive of the law. He said associating with you and Javi while I’m on house arrest will make me look suspicious in court. I told him he could shove that assertion straight up his ass, and if he couldn’t do it himself, I’d be glad to help. But my mother panicked and took my phone. My laptop, too.”

I was beginning to regret my decision to come unannounced, especially if it could jeopardize Vero’s chance of a fair trial. “Your attorney’s probably right. I should have called your mother first. I should leave before she gets home.”

Vero sat up so fast she nearly knocked me off the bed. “You can’t leave! You just got here! You haven’t told me how Zach’s doing with his potty training and how Delia’s doing in school. You haven’t told me what’s going on with you and Nick. Or your mom and dad. Or Sam and Georgia. Or if they set a date for Mrs. Haggerty’s trial. Or what’s happening with your books and your TV deal—”

I held up a hand. She was getting herself all worked up, and the last thing I had intended was to come here and upset her. “I have about a million questions I want to ask you, too. I want to hear all about what’s happening with you and your case. But your mom will probably be home from work soon. You should hurry and spend a few minutes with Javi before she gets here. I’ll mail you a burner phone when I get home so we can stay in touch.”

Vero shot to her feet. “Javi’s here?”

I nodded. “He was afraid to come in. He said you’d know where to find him.”

She ran to the window and pulled the curtain aside. “Our property goes back fifty feet into the woods. There’s an old tree fort back there the three of us built when we were kids. Javi and I used to sneak off there when we didn’t want my cousin to catch us fooling around. That’s probably where he is.”

I got up and looked out the window. I couldn’t see Javi through the leafy branches, but I guess that was the point. I was pretty sure that fort was under the same tree where Vero had lost her virginity to him the summer before she’d left for college.

She lifted the bottom of her shirt and swiped on some deodorant, then tightened her ponytail high on her head. She stripped a pillowcase from one of the pillows on her bed.

“What are you doing?” I asked as she stuck her head out the window.

“Covering Ramón’s stupid camera. He’s got them over every door. If he catches me sneaking off, he’ll blab to my mom.” She tossed the pillowcase a few feet to the left. We watched as it fell like a curtain over the camera.

“There,” she said. “Plausible deniability. Stay here,” she said, straddling the sill.

“Be careful! That doesn’t look safe!”

“Don’t worry. I’ve done it a million times before. I’m just going to say a quick hello to Javi and I’ll come right back.” She slid out the window, gripping the frame as her feet groped for the ladder. “My mom and Aunt Gloria probably won’t be home until six. If they make it home before I do, stay in my room and keep my bedroom door shut. And leave my window cracked,” she added.

I didn’t have a chance to object before she’d scurried down the rungs and run out of sight.






CHAPTER 5


What was I going to do in Vero’s bedroom for an hour until she got back? I checked my phone for messages from Nick, hoping no news was good news. My fingers hovered over the screen. Would he think I was checking up on him if I sent him a text? He’d said he would call me right away if anything came up.

But on second thought, that wasn’t exactly what he had said. What he had actually said was, I’ll call you right away if there’s anything you need to know.

I felt uneasy as I considered that. Those words had come to take on new meaning over the last four weeks. Ever since Nick and I had embraced a policy of one hundred percent honesty with each other. On the rare occasions when we had been faced with a truth one of us couldn’t (or wouldn’t) tell the other, there’s nothing you need to know had become a code: Everything is fine. You’ll just have to trust me.

I opened my messages and started typing a text to Nick.

Finlay: Made it to Vero’s. Thank you again for taking care of the kids. Hope they’re being good. I’ll make it up to you when I get back.

I added a kissing emoji, then deleted it and replaced it with a heart. Then I added the kissing emoji after the heart. Were two emojis too much? I tapped Send before I could talk myself into editing the message again.

Three bubbles appeared on the screen.

Nick: The kids are great. So am I. Just for the record, you don’t owe me anything, but if you insist on offering up a token of your appreciation, I can think of plenty of ways to cash in that IOU when you get back. [image: Smiling face emoji] Give Vero a hug from me. I love you. Be safe.

I tamped down the stubborn smile that stretched across my face.

Finlay: I love you, too.

Nick: By the way, if you were a two-year-old with sticky fingers, where would you hide my car keys?

I blanched as I remembered where Zach had hidden my van keys when he’d stolen them off the credenza in the foyer a week ago. After a maddening two-hour search of the entire house, I’d found and dredged them out of the downstairs toilet. I laughed darkly, remembering Zach’s tiny giggle in the kitchen that morning.

Finlay: Try the pantry.

A moment passed.

Nick: Thanks for solving that mystery! We’re heading to the station for a quick field trip. I’ll check in later tonight after I put the kids to bed.

He added a kissing emoji and a tongue-wagging wink.

I relaxed a little. Maybe Nick was right and I hadn’t given him enough credit. Clearly, I had been worrying for nothing.

I paced the length of Vero’s bedroom, wishing I had thought to use the bathroom the moment I’d arrived. It had been a long drive, and the coffee I’d had that morning was already taking up too much space in my bladder. I looked around for anything to distract myself, starting with the contents of the bookshelves above her desk. I tipped my head to the side, reading the spines: economics books, personal finance books, romance novels, suspense novels, even a handful of my own novels … I picked up a framed photo of Ramón, Vero, and Javi, taken the day of Vero’s high school graduation. It was the same one in her photo album, the one Javi had been mooning over yesterday in her room.

A string of four tiny photos fell out of their hiding place in the bottom of the frame. I grinned as I realized where the pictures had been taken. Vero and Javi were drunk in a photo booth on the boardwalk in Atlantic City, holding each other’s faces as they laughed and kissed. Their plastic bat and spider rings sat proudly on their fourth fingers, and Vero’s stolen white veil hung lopsided on her head. It hadn’t been their names on the wedding certificate they found on the nightstand in his hotel room the next morning, and they hadn’t remembered any of it—or so they’d claimed. But here it was—the undeniable proof—and I couldn’t help but wish I had been there to see it. They really were perfect for each other.

I tucked the photo strip back under the frame and paused. A large brown envelope lay on the shelf beside it. A label had been stuck to the front: VERONICA RAMIREZ (DEFENDANT). I glanced back at the window before loosening the string that held the envelope closed. I pulled out the stack of papers inside. It looked like a repository for everything Vero had collected about her case since she’d been home. Typed letters from her lawyer. Sheets from a yellow legal pad, covered with notes in Vero’s handwriting. Notifications of every time she’d had to appear in court. Instructions for caring for and charging her ankle monitor, photocopied from a manufacturer’s manual, along with her receipt.

I skimmed the letters, finding nothing useful inside them except for a mention of a court date. I flipped to Vero’s handwritten notes. The names Mia, Ava, Jackson, and Bennett had been crossed through with a line, as if Vero had been trying to solve the mystery of who had stolen the money herself. One name had been thoroughly scratched out, the ballpoint pen leaving deep ruts in its wake. I took a photo of everything in the file, capturing as many of the legible names as I could manage. Even if Vero and I couldn’t solve the crime together, I could take all this information home with me. With a little help from Nick and Cam, maybe I could figure something out.

When I returned everything to the envelope, I spotted a small slip of paper stuck in the bottom of it. It was a handwritten note, but the writing wasn’t Vero’s. It was crisp and clear, every letter written with deliberate and obvious care.


It’s wrong to keep things that don’t belong to you. You’re greedy and selfish, and you can’t hide in Virginia forever. Someday you’ll have to give back what you’ve taken from me.



Presumably, this note had been written before Vero’s arrest. It was probably one of the messages that had been sent to Ramón’s garage. He’d started finding them in his mailbox a few months ago, all addressed to Vero. Vero had suspected they were from someone who knew who she was and what she’d been running from. Moving in with me had thrown her stalker off her scent—no letters or messages had come to my house in the entire five months she’d been living under my roof—but being under house arrest in her childhood home would have made her much easier to find. The person who wrote this was probably the same person who had egged and spray-painted her mother’s house.

I took a photo of the message and folded it back into the envelope. Only fifteen minutes had passed, and there was no sign of Vero or Javi. I sat down at her desk and read through my emails on my phone, my legs crossed against the growing need to pee.

My phone buzzed with a new notification. A text message from Sylvia Barr, my literary agent.

Sylvia: Call me when you get this.

I debated whether to ignore her. She had been hounding me for three weeks about a book she wanted me to write with my neighbor, Mrs. Haggerty. But Mrs. Haggerty was serving time in a detention center, and the book she planned to write was a scandalous exposé about all of her neighbors and their drama, including mine. I’d told Sylvia several times that I wanted no part of it. Maybe I was a fool for saying no to the money, but it felt too risky to monetize any more stories that mirrored my own life of crime, and I really didn’t feel like discussing it with her again.

My phone buzzed.

Sylvia: I can see the read receipt, Finlay. I know you got my message. This is very important.

I thunked my head against the desk and dialed her number.

Sylvia picked up without bothering to say hello. Her thick New Jersey accent was unusually grating, suggesting she was either very excited or very pissed off. “What’s this I’m hearing about your accountant being arrested for stealing?”

My head jerked up. I had not been ready for this. Sylvia’s office was in Manhattan. She lived a full five hours by car from Virginia. The only person who could have told her about Vero was Mrs. Haggerty, but she’d been locked up for nearly a month, and I wasn’t even sure how much she knew. “Where did you hear that?”

“It’s all over your social media.”

“I don’t have any social media.”

“You do now.” Her acrylic nails tapped loudly against her phone, and I could picture her switching it from one ear to the other. “I had my assistant, Jared, build you a Facebook page. He posts daily updates pretending to be you. But don’t worry, he drafts the copy using AI, and I only let him post your photos after he’s applied at least three filters. You look great, by the way. I need a few more pics of you, so send me some good ones. But wear something nice and hold the camera high. Otherwise, you look like you have a double chin.”

“Sylvia, I don’t have—”

“You do, but so do we all. Be careful of the angle and no one will know. So, what’s all this drama with your accountant?” she barreled on.

“There is no drama. And Vero’s life isn’t anybody’s business.”

“Actually, Finlay, it’s everybody’s business. Some woman named Stacey posted a comment under one of your posts. She claims to be one of your neighbors. She says she knows firsthand that your accountant was arrested for stealing money from some college sorority.”

I gritted my teeth. Stacey was, in fact, one of my neighbors. She sat on the HOA and the PTA, and she was Vero’s most recent supplier for edible brownies and adult toys. She was also a horrible gossip. “Vero didn’t steal any money. She was falsely accused.”

“That’s not what all the other neighbors said. Stacey tagged a bunch of them, and they all jumped into the thread. One of them said your accountant was wanted for grand theft auto but the cops in Virginia didn’t have enough evidence so they had to let her go. Another said she heard Vero was living with you under an assumed identity and was using your home to hide from the police in another state. But Stacey said that can’t be right because she knows for a fact that your hot cop boyfriend has been living with you and he would have known. Is it true?”

“No!” I said, flustered. “Except that last part.”

“What about the rumor that you two are getting engaged?”

“What? Who said that?” I shook my head. “Why am I even discussing this with you? My relationship with Nick is no one’s business either!”

“You might want to reconsider that, actually. Your fans really love him. You picked up five thousand new followers in the last two days. Stacey started a boxers or briefs poll about him. It’s getting really strong engagement. Your neighbors even started a hashtag … hotcopcrotchwatch. If we keep this up, you could go viral.”

“I don’t want to go viral! None of the stuff they’re saying is even true!”

“You’re a celebrity now, Finlay. No one cares what’s true. Your readers only care about how you look, and right now, you look like a suspense writer in cahoots with a criminal while you’re sleeping with a cop. It’s a good thing he’s sexy or you’d really be in trouble. Look,” she said at my irritated sigh, “I know I say all publicity is good publicity, but we have to be careful with this felony business. Your fans can turn on you in a minute. Everyone loves a good Robin Hood story, but Vero is no Luigi Mangione. It would be one thing if she’d ripped off Jeff Bezos or Elon Musk, but she can’t go around stealing money from college kids. Sorority girls are like Girl Scouts to perverts and the general public. Stealing their Thin Mints isn’t a good look on anyone. Promise me you’ll get this under control before I have to go all Justin Baldoni and hire a fancy PR firm to fix it. I’m not above smearing a few of your competitors to take the focus off you, but I’d rather not spend that kind of money if we can avoid it. Capisce?”

I felt a headache coming on. “I’m handling it, Syl.”

“Good. Tell your hot cop I voted for the briefs. We both have a lot riding on this. Don’t let me down.”

I dropped the call without saying goodbye. Since she hadn’t said hello, I figured she couldn’t hold it against me.

Great. This was just one more thing for the neighbors to be gossiping about. Why couldn’t they find something better to do than spread rumors about my family? And now that Nick was living at my house, taking my kids with him to work, my neighbors were probably hashtagging his every move while trying to get a glimpse of his underwear.

I texted Javi. My bladder was full and my patience was thin. I needed to get home to Nick and the kids before Stacey and her friends started posting polls about something worse.

Finlay: Tell Vero to hurry. We have to go.

Javi: She says u have 2 stay in that room.

Finlay: I can’t stay in this room. I have to pee.

Javi: She suggests doing some Kegels.

Finlay: Tell her that’s not funny.

Javi: She says u can hold it and she believes in the strength of ur pelvic floor.

Finlay: It’s an emergency, Javi!

Javi: If it’s any consolation, I believe in u 2.

Finlay: I’ll relay that to my bladder. Can you at least tell me how long you’ll be?

No answer.

I sat down at her desk, crossed my legs at the hip, and thought extremely dry thoughts: the Sahara Desert, my mouth in the morning after a hangover, my last attempt at roasting any kind of poultry.

This line of thought managed only to make me hungry. I looked around for anything to eat or drink, but there wasn’t so much as a crumb in Vero’s room. And even if there were, it would only make my more pressing issue worse.

I crept to Vero’s bedroom door, listening for a moment before tiptoeing across the hall. I locked myself inside the bathroom, thanking the pelvic floor gods I’d managed to hold it that long as I frantically relieved my aching bladder. When I was finished, I turned on the faucet and leaned over the tap, taking a good long drink.

I bolted upright when someone knocked on the door. I turned off the water, my heart hammering in my chest.

“Vero? You want something to eat? I’m cooking your favorite for dinner.” My mind spun as the woman paused. “You’re in your room too much, Vero. Your mother and I have been very worried about you.”

Oh, god. It was Vero’s aunt! It was too late to turn on the shower faucet and pretend I hadn’t heard her. I affected my best imitation of Vero’s voice. “I’m fine!” I called through the door.

“Vero, honey, let me in.”

“Be out in a few minutes!”

“Veronica, open the door.”

“I said everything is—”

Vero’s Aunt Gloria let loose with an urgent, fiery soliloquy in Spanish. I managed to translate exactly one word of it: ahora—now!






CHAPTER 6


I unlocked the bathroom door and stepped out into the hall, feeling like a thirty-one-year-old teenager who’d been caught smoking weed in a school restroom stall. Vero’s Aunt Gloria frowned at me. I was as shocked by the unmistakable family resemblance as I had been the first time I’d met her, three weeks ago. Ramón was the spitting image of his mother, but there were plenty of Vero’s features in that piercing stare, too. She had the same angular jaw as Vero and her son, the same thick dark curls and shrewd dark eyes, and the same deeply thoughtful arch to her brow. Gloria looked as if she was dressed for work, in a floral silk blouse and a pair of dress slacks, her hair pulled back in a twist. Her feet were stuffed into a pair of house slippers, and a kitchen apron was tied around her waist, making it hard to tell exactly how long she’d been home.

She reeled back, clearly confused. “Finlay? What are you doing here?”

“I … just got here,” I stammered. “Long drive,” I said through a nervous laugh, gesturing to the bathroom behind me. “Really had to go.” I cleared my throat as Gloria waited for me to get around to answering her question. “Vero … left a few personal things at my house. I thought she might want them.”

Gloria’s face softened. “It was kind of you to bring them all this way. You should have called Ramón. He could have picked them up for you.”

“It’s no trouble. Vero wasn’t answering her phone, and I was worried. I figured I would just come myself and check in.”

Gloria’s smile faltered. “I suppose Vero already told you her mother took her phone. It’s for the best. You understand,” she said sheepishly. “Since you’re here, you should stay and join us for dinner. There’s plenty of food. And I’m sure Vero would like the company. She hasn’t been herself these last few days. Ask her to come set the table and help her mother with the groceries. We can all have a glass of wine, and you two can catch up while I start dinner. Norma gave up alcohol for Lent. Not me. I was the smart one. I gave up men. It’s easy to do when you don’t have one,” she said with a wink. “What did you give up for Lent? Not alcohol, I hope.”

I choked on a laugh. Telling her I gave up lying was probably not the best answer right now. “Actually, I did.”

She patted me on the shoulder. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

So was I. It was nearly impossible to hold my panicked grin in place. “I’ll go tell Vero you’re home, and we’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

I waited until Gloria retreated downstairs, then I scurried back to Vero’s room and texted Javi again.

Finlay: Gloria and Norma are home. They invited me to stay for dinner, and they want Vero to set the table and help unload the groceries.

My screen flashed with an incoming call from Javi’s phone.

“You left the room?!” Vero shouted as soon as I answered.

“Yes, I left the room! I had to pee, and I regret nothing!” I whispered. “Never mind that. What should I tell your aunt and your mother?”

Vero groaned in frustration. Or maybe that was Javi. “Tell her I’m coming.”

I kept the window cracked and pulled her bedroom door shut behind me. Then I headed downstairs to the kitchen, nearly jumping out of my skin as the front door flew open. Norma’s arms were weighed down with grocery bags. She did a double take when she spotted me. I must have looked just as startled.

I rushed to help her.

“Finlay? What are you doing here? We weren’t expecting you.” She looked over her shoulder as she hauled the groceries inside, using the heavy bags to nudge me back into the house, as if she were afraid one of her neighbors might see me.

She bolted the door behind us and set the security chain, taking one last peek through the curtain before leading the way to the kitchen, where Gloria was pouring herself a glass of Merlot.

“Finlay is staying for dinner,” she said firmly. I didn’t think I was imagining the edge in her voice as she went on. “She was worried because Vero wasn’t answering her calls, so she came all this way to check on her.”

Norma’s cheeks flushed pink, and she busied herself emptying the bags. “Where is Vero? She should be helping with dinner.”

They both turned to me.

“Right!” I said, stalling for time. “I … just talked to her upstairs. She was on the phone … my phone,” I corrected myself. “She promised she would only be a few minutes. I’m sure she’ll be down any second now.”

“Probably talking with Javier,” Norma muttered, dropping a bag of potatoes on the counter. She took one from the bag and shook it ruefully at her sister. “You see what happens? Talking to him will only get her into trouble.”

“He’s a good boy,” Gloria said, taking the potato from her and chopping it up. “You know that just as well as I do. He only made a few mistakes. And Vero could just as well be talking to her lawyer. I told her she should call him and tell him about those horrible notes she’s been getting.”

I bristled. “What notes?”

Gloria sighed. “In the mailbox. Taped to the front door. Stuck in the windshields of our cars…”

Norma hacked into an onion. “But they went too far when they spray-painted one of their horrible messages on the front of our house.”

“What do the messages say?”

“Always the same kinds of things,” Gloria said, adding the onions to the skillet. “You’re a thief. Return what you stole, or else.”

Norma wiped her hands on a towel. She opened a drawer, unfolded a slip of paper, and passed it to me. The handwriting matched the note I’d seen in the envelope on Vero’s desk.


How dare you keep what doesn’t belong to you.



“This one was left on my windshield two weeks ago, after Vero came home.”

“Do you have any idea who’s responsible?” I asked.

“Not yet.” Gloria slapped a lid on the skillet and shook a finger in the air. “But we will. I had Ramón install some of those fancy security cameras. If someone goes near our house again, he’ll catch them on video, and we’ll take it right to the police.” Gloria checked the time on the stove. “Speaking of Ramón, he should be here any minute. What’s taking Vero so long? Do me a favor and set the table, Finlay.” She pointed to a stack of plates.

I carried them to the table and snuck a glance at my phone, searching for a message from Javi or Vero. It was already getting dark outside. If she didn’t get back soon, we were both going to have a lot of explaining to do.

“This is ridiculous,” Norma finally said. “If Vero was on the phone with her lawyer, she’d be done by now. I’m going to see what’s taking her so long.” She wiped her hands on her dishrag and walked out of the kitchen.

I darted after her. “You don’t have to do that, Norma! I’ll handle it! That way you and Gloria can finish cooking!”

“No! This nonsense has gone on long enough,” she said, stomping up the stairs. “You came all this way to visit with her. There’s no excuse for my daughter’s rude behavior.” Norma crested the top step like a tiny tsunami. She stormed down the hall just as Vero’s door swung open.

Vero looked like she’d just rolled out of bed. Her clothes were rumpled, her ponytail had come loose, and her cheeks were flushed, probably from Javi’s stubble. Her eyes went wide at the sight of her mother.

Norma studied her daughter with a scowl. “Where have you been?”

Vero sputtered. “I … wasn’t feeling well?” she said, glancing at me uncertainly. I nodded, and Vero faked a cough.

“How could you be sick? You hardly leave the house.” Concerned, Norma touched her daughter’s forehead. “You’re freezing!” She stepped back to get a look at her. “Why is there dirt on your clothes? And what’s that on your neck?”

Vero clapped a hand over the start of a hickey.

A crash came from outside, like a trash can toppling over. We all tipped our heads toward the window as someone shouted down the street, “When I’m done with you, you’re gonna wish you never came back!”

“It’s Ramón!” Norma said, hurrying down the stairs. “The cameras must have worked! He must have caught the vandal!” Vero and I ran down after her. Gloria heard the commotion and burst out of the kitchen. All four of us charged out of the house into the dark. We could just make out Ramón grappling with someone down the street. The two men were rolling around in the neighbor’s front yard. Ramón held the other man down by the back of his head, smushing his face into the ground. The man’s shouts of protest were muffled in the grass.

As we ran toward them, Ramón grabbed a fistful of the man’s jacket and rolled him over. Javi scowled up at him.

“What in god’s name is going on out here?” Norma snapped.

Vero slunk silently backward toward the house.

Her mother whirled and pointed a finger at her. “Not one more step, young lady! You’re not going anywhere until I get an explanation. And you two,” she said, rounding on Ramón and Javi. “I want answers, and I want them right now!”

Ramón hauled Javi to his feet. Javi wiped his bleeding mouth with the back of his hand.

“I thought I saw some asshole sneaking around in the dark,” Ramón said, giving Javi a shove.

One by one, the neighbors’ doors began to open. Lenore poked her head out of her house. Her bright yellow tracksuit practically glowed in the dark. “Norma? Is that you? Is everything all right?”

Across the street, Eugene stumbled out of his front door, pushing a walker. “I heard a commotion. Did someone fall?”

Joan wheezed as she shuffled toward the others in her pajamas and robe. “It sounded like a fight! Want me to call the cops?”

“No!” we all said in unison.

“Everything is fine,” Gloria said. “It was only Ramón and Javi.”

Lenore’s face broke into a wide grin. “Look, everyone! Javier is back!” Javi waved sheepishly at the neighbors as they all began buzzing with chatter.

Norma shooed them off. “This is a family matter. You can all go back home.”

Javi rubbed the back of his head and winced as they ambled slowly back to their homes.

“You have no business here,” Norma said to him in a low voice. “My daughter is in enough trouble as it is. She doesn’t need any more.”

“Javi came with me,” I confessed. “He didn’t think he would be welcome in the house, so I told him he could wait for me in the van. He was concerned about Vero. He wanted to see her.”

Norma scoffed. “For three years, he had no problem leaving her alone. Why should he care about her now?”

Javi looked stricken. Even Ramón and Gloria winced.

A car door shut. A woman’s voice carried from the street. “Javi? Is that you?”

Javi’s back stiffened a second before the woman stepped under the streetlight. She crossed her rail-thin arms over her chest, hugging herself against the cool night air. It blew a strand of long, dark hair over her eyes, and she raked it back the same way Javi always did. “I didn’t know you were in town. You didn’t call. You look good, mijo.”

He winced as if the term of endearment chafed. It struck me how little he looked like his mother. Not that she wasn’t beautiful or that the resemblances between them weren’t striking. More like there was nothing about the two of them that suggested they belonged together. They had the same onyx eyes, but hers were lifeless and dull, and there was a hollowness to her smile.

They stared at each other like strangers.

“Hello, Regina,” Gloria said. “It’s good to see you.”

Javi’s mother spared Norma and Gloria a glance but didn’t acknowledge them.

She grinned at Javi. “When are you coming home? I can make up your old room.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“It’s no trouble—”

“I said don’t worry about it.”

“But I want to—”

“I have a place to sleep,” he said sharply. He gestured to my van, and her face hardened.

“I see.” Message delivered, loud and clear. Javi would rather sleep alone on the bench seat of my cold minivan than spend a night in his childhood home with her.

She turned for her car. The door of the rusted Pontiac creaked when she jerked it open. “You can come and see if I still have room for you when Ramón’s family gets tired of you and decides to give you back.”

Javi’s fists clenched at his sides as he watched her drive away. A door shut quietly at Lenore’s house. A curtain fell closed in Wendell’s kitchen. The soft squeak of Joan’s oxygen cart faded down the street.

A smoke alarm shattered the silence. It was coming from Norma’s house.

Gloria gasped as a faint whiff of charred sugar and bread caught the air. “The capirotada! I left it in the oven!” She ran home to turn it off, her apron flapping as she hurried through the grass.

A siren wailed in the distance. Lenore shouted from her window, “Nobody panic. I called nine-one-one. Help is on the way!”






CHAPTER 7


By the time we all filed into Norma’s house, the fire alarm was silent. Gloria had two windows cracked, and the thick gray haze was beginning to dissipate from the kitchen. The shattered remains of the smoke detector lay on the cutting board.

“I need a new one,” she said to Ramón.

He shook his head at the rolling pin beside it. “That’s the third detector you’ve broken this month.”

“I can’t help it. They give me a headache.”

He muttered in Spanish under his breath but agreed to go to the hardware store in the morning to buy her a new one.

Gloria got busy filling a small basket with pillowy, warm tortillas, and Norma put me to work serving out bowls of stew from the pot on the stove. The rich red tomato broth was brimming with ground beef, potatoes, and onions, and a pan of something that looked like bread pudding was cooling on the counter. The sugar-crusted top was singed around the edges. Ramón helped me carry it all to the table while Vero filled a bag with ice and pressed it to Javi’s lip. She set a place for him at the table, and we all took our seats.

Vero reached for the wine bottle and poured me a glass.

Gloria passed me a cup of water. “Finlay’s not having any alcohol. She gave it up for Lent.”

Vero looked at me askance. “Sure, she did.” She hid her smirk behind the wineglass, keeping it for herself.

“Thank you for letting us stay for dinner. Everything looks delicious,” I said, ignoring Vero’s scrutiny.

“It’s picadillo,” Gloria said. “We’ve all been under a lot of stress. I thought a little comfort food might be nice.”

“You should have told me you were coming,” Ramón said to Javi. “Showing up like you did was a stupid idea. Norma’s right. Vero can’t afford to give the prosecutor any more ammunition to use against her in court. You have a record. If they find out she’s married to some guy who got busted trying to boost a car, it’s only going to—”

Norma gasped. Gloria’s mouth fell open. Ramón swore quietly as he realized his mistake.

Norma’s gaze darted to the plastic bat ring on Javi’s fourth finger as he slid it under the table. “What do you mean, married?”

“We’re not married!” Vero said, staring daggers at her cousin. “Javi and I just had too much to drink in some crappy casino.”

Javi looked stung. “Why do you have to keep discounting it like that? There are worse places to get married than a chapel in Atlantic City!”

“Name one!” Vero snapped.

He wisely shut his mouth.

She turned back to her mother. “Javi and I are not married. That wedding doesn’t count.”

“You’re doing it again!” Javi said. “It might not have been perfect, but it was ours!”

Both of Norma’s hands came down hard on the table beside her, rattling the wineglasses as she shot to her feet. The room erupted into chaos as everyone began shouting over one another in Spanish. The words flew like bullets over my head, but not one of them sounded like congratulations.

Gloria tried several times to intervene. Finally, she drained the wine from her glass and shouted, “Basta ya!”

We all fell silent.

She took a deep breath and eased back into her seat. “We’re all here for the same reason,” she said calmly. “To support Vero. Fighting over the past won’t fix what is happening now, so let’s all try to get along.”

Norma and Vero glared at each other across the table. Gloria reached over, took her sister’s hand, and jerked her down into her seat. Gloria took Norma’s wineglass and filled it to the brim, emptying the bottle. Norma drank half the glass in one long gulp. She violently tore a corner off her tortilla and shoved it into her mouth. Javi ate slow, cautious bites, careful to keep his left hand hidden below the table.

“Has Vero’s attorney made any progress with her defense?” I asked, delicately changing the subject.

“I’ve known corpses who could put on a better defense than this guy,” Vero muttered.

Gloria clucked her tongue. “I’m sure Mr. Marcin is doing everything he can. Donald came highly recommended by Roberta Hernandez down the street. He defended her son when he got caught shoplifting. That was eighteen months ago, and Angel already finished his community service.”

“He was a minor,” Vero argued. “He took a Twix and a pack of gum from the self-checkout lane at the Walmart! That’s not the same thing. I’d be better off being defended by a third-year law student.”

“We’ve talked about this, mija,” Norma said. “Your friend isn’t qualified to practice law. And even if he was, he couldn’t represent you in this state.”

“At least Julian has a pulse. That’s one more bullet on his CV than Donald Marcin has. But why even bother trying, right? The only person who can testify on my behalf refuses to cooperate.”

“You have a witness?” Javi sat up, clearly as surprised as I was that Vero hadn’t mentioned this before now. He brimmed with hope. “That’s great, V!”

“Who is it?” I asked.

She pushed her stew around in her bowl. “Just someone I used to hang out with sometimes. We were together in my room before I left for the party, and we hung out for a while after it was over. The money went missing while I was there.” There was an uncomfortable silence from the rest of the table.

“I don’t understand,” Javi said. “If this witness was a friend of yours, why isn’t she willing to help you?”

“Because we had an argument. And he isn’t a she.”

Ramón winced. Gloria and Norma kept their eyes on their meals.

Javi looked at their downturned faces as Vero’s meaning sunk in. “You were dating him?”

She tossed her spoon into her bowl. “Sure, Javi. If that’s what you want to call it, I was dating him.” He recoiled as if she’d thrown ice water on his face. “Don’t look at me like that. You weren’t here, so you don’t get to judge.”

“You had an argument with some guy you were screwing around with, and he can’t be bothered to keep you out of prison? You bet, I’m judging! The guy sounds like a dick!”

She glared at him across the table. “Then that’s one less dick you need to worry about. Theo and I got in a huge fight after the money went missing, and he hasn’t spoken to me since. Does that make you happy?”

“Maybe we can talk to him and convince him to sign a witness statement,” I suggested to ease the tension.

“Don’t bother,” Vero said. “I’ve already tried.”

Javi sat back in his chair as if he’d lost his appetite. “Maybe Theo doesn’t want to help because he’s the one who took the money. If you go to jail, he’s off the hook.”

“Theo couldn’t have taken the money,” Vero replied.

“Did he know about it?”

“Yes.”

“And he knew where you kept it?”

“Yes, but that doesn’t matter.”

“Why not?”

“Because it just doesn’t.”

Ramón shot Javi a warning look as he pressed her. “Don’t tell me you still have feelings for this guy?”

“I never had feelings for him. It wasn’t that kind of relationship.”

“Then why bother making excuses for him? He could have stolen the money when he took you home.”

“He didn’t,” Vero said, losing her patience.

“How do you know?”

“Because I never went home, Javi! I stayed with Theo all night in his room!” Her cheeks reddened as the silence thickened around the table. She lowered her voice. “After the party, I spent the night at his frat house. By the time I got back to my room the next day, the money was gone, and everyone knew it.”

Javi looked like he’d been punched in the gut. “Okay.” He rubbed a hand down his face as he recovered from the blow. “If you were with him all night, that’s at least an alibi. Right?”

“It’s not rock solid,” Ramón said quietly. “The prosecutor can still argue that she took the money out of her room before the party. Vero’s the only one who can say for sure that the money was still in her closet when she left.”

Javi looked confused. “I thought you said you were with Theo before the party.”

“I was,” she said. “But he told my attorney he didn’t know anything about the money. He denied knowing it was ever in my room. Theo was a small-time bookie, and he’d been in trouble for gambling before. If he admitted to the police that he knew about the poker money, he’d have to explain how he and his friends were involved in the games, too. Guess he didn’t want to get himself and his frat brothers in trouble. He probably lied to my lawyer just so none of them would get stuck paying fines and doing community service like Ava and Mia did.”

Javi cracked his knuckles under the table. “Then we’ll just have to persuade Theo to tell the truth.”

Norma gave a begrudging nod. “I agree. We should talk to him. We should ask Don where Theo lives.”

“Don doesn’t know,” Vero said. “He said Theo stopped returning his calls, and even I don’t know where to find him. Theo and his housemates would have all graduated by now.”

“I know someone who might be able to help,” I suggested.

Vero shot me a look. “We are not calling Cam.”

“Who’s Cam?” Norma asked.

It was probably best not to point out that Cameron was an eighteen-year-old high school dropout who had worked as a hacker for the Russian mob. He and Vero didn’t always see eye to eye, probably because they were too much alike (a fact I would be loath to ever point out to either of them). “He has a knack for finding people,” I said.

Vero laughed darkly. “No kidding. He was the one who called the cops and told them where to find me.”

“He never would have made that call if he’d known about your theft charges,” I reminded her. “He feels terrible about what he did. It was all a big misunderstanding.” Cam had assumed Vero had stolen his Lincoln Mark V in retaliation for the time he’d “borrowed” her beloved Charger. But the souped-up purple Lincoln hadn’t belonged to him either. It had belonged to Mrs. Haggerty. And Vero would never have driven that hideous monstrosity if my neighbor hadn’t given her the keys and asked her to do it as a favor. Mrs. Haggerty had been quick to clear up the misunderstanding with our local police, but not before they’d discovered Vero’s warrant in Maryland. “If given the opportunity, I’m sure Cam would want to help.”

“We can find Theo ourselves,” she said stubbornly.

“I’ll bring my rolling pin,” Gloria said. “Your mother and I can be very persuasive.”

“You and Aunt Norma are staying here,” Ramón said. “Someone has to stay and keep an eye on Vero. She shouldn’t be there, in case things get ugly.”

“Oh, they’ll definitely get ugly.” Javi’s eyes gleamed with menace.

“This will not get ugly,” I said sternly. “The last thing we need is to do anything that might reflect badly on Vero. Picking a fight with a witness will only hurt her case.” Javi looked like he wouldn’t be above breaking a few kneecaps to jog Theo’s memory. For that matter, neither did Norma and Gloria. Someone had to be the voice of reason. “When we figure out where Theo lives, I will go and talk with him. I’m sure he can be persuaded to do the right thing … without bloodshed,” I added pointedly. “If Javi and Ramón want to come along, they can wait in the car.”

“And if Theo refuses to testify?” Javi asked.

“Then—and only then—will we consider less diplomatic tactics.” Javi and Ramón weren’t the only ones who were willing to do whatever it took to get Vero back home where she belonged.

We all ducked at the crash of shattering glass. Something heavy hit the floor with a thump.

Ramón and Javi bolted to their feet. They tore through the living room, unlocked the back door, and sprinted out of the house. The rest of us rose from the table, rattled. Shards of broken glass glistened in the carpet under a jagged hole in the living room window. A rock lay in the middle of the floor.

A bright white shoestring had been tied around it, holding a piece of paper in place.

“What does it say?” Gloria asked as Norma bent to pick it up.

Norma freed the slip of paper and squinted at it, holding it a full arm’s length in front of her. “Let me borrow your readers,” she said to Gloria. Gloria pulled a pair of neon-pink frames from her pocket and passed them to Norma. Gloria and I read the note over her shoulder.


You’re all thieves!



It was written in the same handwriting as the folded message in the envelope on Vero’s desk.

We started, hands to our hearts, as Javi and Ramón burst back into the house.

“We couldn’t find them,” Javi said, bent over his knees as he struggled to catch his breath.

“Did you get a look at their car?” I asked.

“Didn’t see one,” he answered. “They must have parked somewhere else and come on foot.”

“The camera didn’t catch anything either.” Ramón tossed the rumpled pillowcase at Vero. She looked guilty as she caught it against her chest.

“Maybe one of the neighbors saw something,” Gloria suggested.

“I already asked,” said Ramón. “Lenore doesn’t remember seeing any cars.”

“Lenore doesn’t remember her own name most days,” Vero pointed out.

“I asked Wendell, too. He was outside on his porch, smoking his cigar. But the only person he saw was Sophia on her way out for a jog.”

Javi’s attention snapped to Ramón. “Sophia’s back?”

Vero shot him a look of disgust. “Don’t look so excited to hear it.”

“I’m not! I just didn’t expect her to be home. That’s all.”

“Who’s So—”

Vero shushed me with a finger. “Don’t say her name. I hear it only takes three times to summon a demon.”

Gloria scolded her. “Don’t be ugly, Veronica. Sophia went to grade school with Javi and Ramón. She moved back in with her parents a few months ago. They live at the end of the block.”

“She’s no one we should be concerned with,” Vero said, glaring at Javi. “She’s got nothing to do with any of this. She didn’t even go to college.”

“I heard she found a job at Hooters,” Gloria said. “Sophia always did have a beautiful figure. Probably from all the working out.”

Vero scowled at her aunt. “All this talk about her is working out my last nerve.”

“We should at least talk to her,” I suggested. “Maybe she saw something.”

Vero glowered at Javi, ready to pounce if he volunteered.

“I’ll do it in the morning,” Ramón said. “It’s late, and I need to get that window secured if we’re going to get any sleep tonight.” Glass crunched under his boots as he went to get some plywood and nails from the garage.

“I’ll get the vacuum,” Gloria said.

Javi’s eyes cut to the newly installed chain locks and dead bolts on the front door. “How long has this been going on?” he asked Vero.

“Since before I got here.” She took the note from her mother and stuffed it into her pocket without bothering to read it, as if she already knew what it would say. “They’re the same kinds of messages I was getting back at Ramón’s.”

I shook my head. “Those notes might have been written by the same person, Vero, but they are not the same. Those earlier ones were just letters on paper. Not threats in spray paint or hate mail on rotten eggs. And definitely not a rock through a window. Someone could have been hurt tonight. We should report it to the police.”

“We’re not calling the cops,” she said stubbornly.

I looked at Norma for support, for some affirmation from the only other mature adult in the room that filing a police report was the logical thing to do, but she only shook her head. “Those messages … what they say, the things they accuse her of … they will only make her look guilty. Vero’s right. We should leave it alone. Ramón will talk to Sophia in the morning and ask her if she saw anything.”

Ramón came into the room carrying a piece of plywood and a hammer. Gloria brought the vacuum. Neither one of them said a word, though I was sure they had both heard my suggestion about calling the police.

Vero knelt behind her cousin, glass clinking quietly as she began gathering up the shards while he set the board over the broken pane. I looked pleadingly at Javi. He held the plywood in place while Ramón hammered. I knew Javi was no fan of law enforcement, and they were all just trying to protect Vero, but was I the only one who was worried these threats might continue to escalate?

And yet, as I remembered the note I’d found on her desk earlier, I couldn’t deny how all this could be twisted and used against her in court. Someone who knew her—had probably gone to school with her, maybe even lived with her—believed Vero was guilty, with enough conviction to vandalize her home.

I knelt beside her and helped her pick up the glass.

When we were done, Norma tossed the rock into the trash can. “Come on, everyone. The capirotada is getting cold.”

We all took our places around the table as if the interruption had never happened. Norma pulled a bottle of schnapps from the cabinet while Gloria spooned out generous portions of dessert. I took a serving of bread pudding, but it did little to settle my nerves.

“It’s late,” Norma said. “We should all get some rest. Finlay, you shouldn’t drive home tonight. You can sleep on the trundle in Vero’s room.”

“I don’t want to impose,” I insisted. “I can stay at a hotel and come back in the—”

Ramón and Vero shook their heads in short, clipped movements, a clear warning in their eyes that it would be rude to say no. “That would be lovely,” I said. As soon as the words were out, the tension lifted from the table.

“Thank you for dinner,” Javi said to Norma. She answered with a curt nod. He held his palm out for my keys as he rose from his chair. “I’ll sleep in the van and keep an eye on the house.”

Gloria, Ramón, and Vero all pinned Norma with a look.

“You’ll sleep in the basement with Ramón,” Norma relented.

Javi’s jaw fell slack with surprise, and he offered a quiet “Thank you.”

Norma got up to clear the dishes. “Get some sleep, everyone. Tomorrow, we’ll look for Theo and make him tell everyone what he knows.”






CHAPTER 8


After dinner, Ramón confiscated the ladder outside Vero’s bedroom window and locked it in his work van. Javi collected our overnight bags from my minivan, and they both gave the yard a final check before coming inside and locking the house. When we’d all finally said our good nights, Javi and Ramón retreated downstairs, where Javi had made up the pullout sofa in the rec room beside the bedroom he’d once shared with Ramón. Norma and Gloria dallied in the kitchen, waiting for Vero and me to head upstairs before they turned off the lights and followed us to bed. Apparently, the fact that Vero and Javi were sleeping two floors apart wasn’t enough to reassure her mother that there wouldn’t be any hanky-panky between them during the night.

Their precautions hardly seemed necessary. Vero had shown him her cheek when he’d tried to kiss her good night, and she’d shut her bedroom door with more force than necessary. She knelt to pull the trundle from her bed. Norma had piled a stack of sheets and pillows into my arms, and I dropped them on the mattress, almost too exhausted to bother making it up. Vero and I each took a corner of the fitted sheet. When I looked over at her, she was smiling, and I was surprised to realize that so was I. I’d missed this, the mundane things we always did together: making beds, cooking, folding the laundry, eating cookies and ice cream on the couch after the kids went to bed. And it made me all the more determined for the task that lay ahead of us tomorrow.

She went to the window to draw the curtains and paused.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her as she turned and frowned.

“The window’s closed, but I swear I left it open. I know I did,” she said, raking her hair back from her eyes. “I was climbing the ladder when I heard my mom yelling in the hall. I had just enough time to climb through the window and run to the door before she opened it. I never went back to close it when we heard Ramón and Javi fighting outside. I left it wide open.”

“Maybe your mother closed it after dinner.”

“You and I were the only ones who came upstairs. I’m certain of it, Finn. Someone was in here.” Her eyes darted over every surface of her bedroom. “The rock came through the living room window. Whoever threw it was standing in the backyard. My window was wide open, and the ladder was right there. Wouldn’t you have climbed it if you thought there was a few hundred grand hidden up here?”

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I looked around the room, too, searching for signs that anything had been tampered with. “Let’s check and see if anything’s missing.” Vero dove for the desk at the same time I went for her dresser. I blew out a sigh of relief when I found that the envelope containing all her case notes was sitting out, right where I had left it. It didn’t appear to have been opened. But maybe Vero’s stalker had been in too much of a hurry to realize what it was. And if they were looking for a backpack full of money, they might have overlooked the envelope entirely.

“If they did search your room, they were awfully tidy about it,” I said, struggling to find anything out of place. Vero opened her closet. Her clothes were all neatly hung, her shoes stacked in racks along the floor. She reached down for a pair of bright white sneakers and held them out to show me.

One of them was missing a shoelace.

A chill raced through me.

Vero looked like she might be sick. “Whoever threw that rock was in my room while we were eating dinner. How were they in my bedroom and we didn’t even hear them?”

“Everyone was arguing,” I reminded her. “You and Javi and Norma were bickering about the wedding, and Gloria had to shout over you just to get you all to stop. Someone could have climbed in your window and started breakdancing at the top of the stairs and we wouldn’t have been any wiser. It was so loud down there, who knows what they were up here doing.” If they were spying on us, they might have heard everything: Javi’s theory that Theo could have taken the money, Vero’s insistence that he hadn’t, and the group’s agreement that the only hope we had for clearing her name was to find him.

I took the shoe from Vero and put it back in the closet. “We’re going to get to the bottom of all of this,” I assured her. “We just need to find Theo and make him sign a statement. If we can force him to tell the truth and confirm your alibi for that night, the prosecutor will have to drop your charges. We’ll make sure everyone knows you’re innocent, then whoever is harassing you will back off.” I’d post about Vero’s release from custody on my own social media if I had to. For that matter, I’d write about it in Mrs. Haggerty’s salacious tell-all book and sell the damn TV rights if that meant whoever was tormenting Vero would stop.

“Do you have any idea who might be sending these notes to you?” I asked.

Vero’s laugh was hopeless. She sat down on her bed and pulled a pillow to her lap. “It could be anyone, Finn. At first I thought maybe it could be Mia or Ava. Mia was the president of our chapter. Ava was VP. We planned the poker nights together. We were supposed to split the money after we graduated, along with a few frat guys who helped us out with the games. Of all of them, Mia and Ava would have the biggest reason to be pissed at me since most of the money was supposed to be theirs. The three of us were in a lot of trouble with the university by the time I ran away. They probably thought I got away with everything. But the handwriting on those notes isn’t Ava’s or Mia’s. I would know. I lived with both of them in the Kappa Gamma house for almost three years.”

“Okay. Who else?”

“The people who played in our poker games lost a lot of money. Any one of them, or even their parents, could be angry enough to want to break into my room and steal their money back.”

“Then for now let’s focus on finding Theo and securing your alibi,” I suggested. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”

“There’s only one person in this town who might be able and willing to help me find him. We should start with her.”

“Who?”

“Zoey Kline. We were in KG together. She was my Little.”

“Your little what?”

“You know, like a Little Sister. I was her Big … her mentor. We got matched up when she pledged. She was a freshman and I was a senior. She worshipped the ground I walked on and used to follow me around like a damn puppy everywhere. She’s sweet though. And she was a lot closer to me than she was to anyone else in our chapter. First thing in the morning, you and I should go to campus to talk to her.”

“I thought you weren’t supposed to leave the house.”

“I can leave the house,” Vero corrected me. “I’m not a violent offender, so I get essential leave privileges. My ankle monitor lets me out of here between nine and noon on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays to run errands, on Wednesday nights for confession, and on Saturday nights for mass.” I raised an eyebrow, and she smirked. “It’s the only night they do the service in Spanish. My monitoring officer couldn’t exactly say no.”

“Since when did you start going to mass?”

“Around the same time you started giving up alcohol for Lent. Anything you want to tell me?” she asked in a mocking tone.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. Incoming call from Nick flashed on the screen.

“Nothing either of us has time to worry about now. We have enough on our plate.” I tossed Vero a pair of shapeless flannel pajamas from her dresser, as well as a pair of the ugly granny panties she usually reserved for laundry day. Then I locked the window, drawing the curtains tight. “No more sneaking out while I’m gone,” I warned her.

I carried my vibrating phone to the bathroom down the hall, connecting Nick’s call before it could roll to voice mail. “Is everything all right?” I cringed as I realized how paranoid I must have sounded.

“Hello to you, too,” he said with a chuckle. “Everything’s fine. Are you okay? You sound out of breath.”

I cupped a hand over my forehead. A headache was blooming behind it. I reached into Vero’s cabinet and shook two ibuprofens out of a bottle. “I ran to catch my phone. I didn’t want to miss your call.”

Nick’s voice was tinged with concern. “Is that all?”

“Dinner was a little stressful. Ramón let it slip about the wedding.”

“Let me guess … Vero’s mom wasn’t thrilled.”

“That’s an understatement,” I said between sips from the tap.

“Are you settled at your hotel?”

“Not exactly.” I wiped my mouth and looked at myself in the mirror, wondering how much to share. If I told him someone broke into Vero’s house, then hurled a rock through her living room window—that someone had been repeatedly threatening her—he’d call my sister to babysit, jump in his Impala, and break a speed record to get here.

I had everything under control. This was not something he needed to worry about.

I sat on the lip of the bathtub so I wouldn’t have to look at myself when I said, “Norma and Gloria invited me and Javi to spend the night at their house.”

I could practically hear the gears in Nick’s brain shift, the moment that inconsistent detail pinged the cop side of his brain. “Javi, too? How long did she invite you to stay?”

“I’m not exactly sure yet. We were all talking at dinner, and we might have found a lead in her case. There was a witness who can provide an alibi for Vero.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?”

“It would be, if he would cooperate. She’s left a few messages, but he’s not returning her calls. So, I offered to find him and convince him to help.”

“Finn,” Nick said, the tinge of worry growing. “I don’t like the idea of you getting involved. If he’s a hostile witness—”

“I’ll be perfectly safe. Javi and Ramón are going with me.”

“Maybe I should—”

“Stop,” I said firmly. “I’m completely capable of handling this. There’s nothing you need to worry about.”

I wasn’t sure if his heavy sigh was from exhaustion or capitulation. I could picture him rubbing his eyes, his hands dragging down his cheeks and rasping over his thick dark stubble. “You’ll call me if you run into any problems?”

“I promise. How are the kids?” I asked before he could change his mind.

“Good.” His slight pause pinged the mom part of my brain. “Georgia and Sam gave Delia and Zach the grand tour of the station. Then Roddy treated them to donuts and took them over to the fire department to see the engines while I managed to squeeze in some paperwork. We grabbed some takeout on the way home. They’re exhausted. I just got them to sleep.”

“You sound exhausted, too. Are you sure you don’t need me to call my sister for backup?”

“What I need,” Nick said, his voice falling to a low rumble that pinged an entirely different part of my body, “is for you to talk to your witness, enjoy your visit with Vero, and come home. There are plenty of things I can handle here without you, but there’s one in particular I prefer not to do alone.”

I grinned. “Want to talk to me about it? Maybe I can walk you through it over the phone.”

“I’d rather show you in person.”

“I can’t wait. I’ll be home as soon as I can. Oh, and Nick? If a woman named Stacey comes by and offers you sex toys or brownies, just say no. And don’t show her your underwear.”

“My underwear?”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he said, sounding bemused. “Be safe tomorrow,” he added before hanging up.

I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and headed back to Vero’s room. She was in bed staring at the ceiling when I got there.

“I’m sorry I got you into this,” she said ruefully as I lay on the trundle.

“What kind of friend would I be if I let you go through it alone, especially after all you’ve been through for me? Besides, it’s not like you’re asking me to help you hide a body.”

That got a laugh out of her. “There were several bodies,” she corrected me.

“Well, there aren’t any now. We’ve made it through bigger messes before. We’ll get through this one, too.” I reached for the lamp and turned off the light.






CHAPTER 9


Vero and I left the house early the next morning. I braced myself for the shrill beep of an alarm as we climbed into my minivan and drove away from the house, but just as Vero had assured me the night before, her ankle bracelet had turned off at nine A.M. sharp, freeing her for her scheduled window for errands.

I yawned audibly as she gave me turn-by-turn directions to the university, the long night I’d spent on Vero’s trundle beginning to catch up to me. My short bursts of sleep had been plagued by nightmares. In one, Zach turned into a poop-covered monster and hid under his bed, and Delia was possessed by a vomiting spirit she’d picked up at preschool. Nick had been wearing a black pajama robe with a white collar and holding a cross, screaming in terror as my puking, red-eyed demon children advanced on him, demanding cookies and fruit snacks. It was like watching a reimagined version of The Exorcist with more excrement and only a little less swearing.

The worst of my nightmares had kept me up for the rest of the night. Dr. Wiley had peered out from behind the drape over my knees and informed me I wouldn’t be needing birth control after all; she had read my lady parts like a Magic 8 Ball, she’d said, and when she’d asked them if I’d ever have sex again, they told her Don’t count on it. Then she’d opened an Amazon page on her tablet and read me the two-star review she’d given my book: Not as sexy as I’d hoped. Spice level = meh. Boring and disorganized. Do not recommend.

“I need some coffee,” I said, putting on my turn signal when I spotted a 7–Eleven.

Vero sat up in her seat. “I have a better idea. Pull into that Taco Bell up ahead.”

“I thought you hated Taco Bell.”

“I do.”

“Then why are we going? You just ate breakfast at home.”

“Just pull into the drive-through,” she said. “Let me handle the order.”

I pulled around to the drive-through. She called out an order for two Cheesy Gordita Crunches with a side of Mexican Pizza Sauce and made a disgusted face when I handed her the bag.

“What’s the plan?” I asked as I took a greedy gulp of my iced coffee.

Vero set the nav on my phone and put it on the dashboard between us. “Drive to the sorority house. Park out front, but not too close. I don’t want anyone to see me. I’m not supposed to be anywhere near campus. Don doesn’t want me to interact with anyone involved in my case.”

“Then how are you supposed to talk to Zoey?”

“Easy,” she said as I turned onto Fraternity Row. “You’re going to take this order and knock on the front door. Tell whoever answers it’s a DoorDash order for Zoey Kline.” Vero opened the bag containing our order and scribbled a message on the napkin. I glanced over to see what it said.


Meet me out front.



“It’s a little vague, isn’t it? How will Zoey know the message is from you?”

“Trust me, she’ll know. Park over there,” Vero said, pointing at an empty space along the arch. She ducked low in her seat as I put the van in park, pulling her hoodie up to conceal most of her face.

Fraternity Row was shaped like a long horseshoe. The tree-lined drive curved around a sprawling green space. Groups of students were reading on blankets in the sun, playing Frisbee, or kicking soccer balls around. The outside of the horseshoe was flanked by at least a dozen brick McMansions, all of them boasting three stories, Grecian columns, and meticulously landscaped lawns. Greek letters adorned the trim crowning their elaborate front doors. It wasn’t at all what I had envisioned. I had never joined a sorority during my four years in college, and the frat houses my ex-husband had dragged me to for parties where we had gone to school hadn’t looked anything like this.

“That’s the one,” Vero said, pointing across the arch to one of the houses. Flowering shrubs lined the wide front steps that led to a sweeping covered porch.

“This is beautiful,” I admitted. “I pictured empty beer cans everywhere and old sofas on the lawn.”

“There’s plenty of that off-campus,” she said wryly. “These houses are mostly for freshmen and sophomores. It’s a good place for the younger members. Each chapter has an adult director—like a house mom—who supervises the day-to-day activities. There are chefs and housekeepers to handle meals and maintenance, and a handful of chapter leaders stay in the house to organize social events and run the meetings. Most of the upperclassmen move into their own houses farther from campus. That’s where the best parties usually are.” Vero checked the clock on the dashboard. “If we hurry, there might still be time to go looking for Theo before my curfew.”

I got out of the van with our fast-food order and carried it to the house. I lifted my arm, unsure if I should use the giant brass knocker or the intercom buzzer on the key-card panel beside the front door. I didn’t have to decide. The door swung open, and a stately brunette came out, wearing a fitted pantsuit and a designer purse over her shoulder.

I was caught off guard and nearly stumbled backward. Not because of her imperious look or her quick stride or even the confident way she held herself. I had the immediate impression I’d seen this young woman before, in Vero’s photos.

She spared a quick glance at my fast-food bag but didn’t bother to ask me about it. She held the door open for me as she passed. I thanked her and slipped into the building without so much as an introduction.

I stood in the vast foyer on a marbled checkerboard of black-and-white floor tiles. I looked through an empty parlor to my right and up the sweeping staircase beyond it, unsure exactly where to start. I turned left and continued down the hall. The long corridor was flanked with decorated doors on each side. Most had name tags and small dry-erase boards stuck to them where the residents could leave short notes for one another. This part of the house didn’t look much different from most college dormitories I’d been in, and the familiarity of it was a boon. I moved quickly, checking the names, and paused in front of AVA FERRANTE.

Ava wasn’t a common name. This had to be the same one Vero had told me about.

I moved closer, skimming the handwritten messages on her dry-erase board.

A—

Must have just missed you. Order is ready. J and B will bring it later when you’re back from class.

—M

Could the woman I’d just run into at the front door have been Mia?

I jumped back from the door as another young woman rounded the corner and nearly plowed into me. She looked vaguely familiar from the photos in the old album Vero kept in her closet, with thick, wavy layers of russet-brown hair and a galaxy of freckles radiating from her cheeks.

She put a hand to her chest, as startled as I was. Her face was flushed, as if she’d been in a hurry. Her hazel eyes dropped to my bag and she pointed to the door.

“That’s my room. Can I help you?” she asked.

“I have a delivery for Zoey Kline?” I had no idea what room Zoey was in. A DoorDash driver should probably know that, and I hoped Ava wouldn’t ask to see the receipt.

She gestured at the door directly behind me. “Zoey’s across the hall. Want me to take it?”

“No, thank you,” I said quickly. “It’s right here. I don’t mind.”

Ava retreated into her room but left her door open. The longer I stood idle in the hall, the more I sensed her eyes on me. I hoped Zoey wouldn’t react too overtly when she saw Vero’s message.

I knocked on Zoey’s door. When it opened, a girl with wild, kinky curls and a heart-shaped face peered out from behind it. I wished I had thought to ask Vero for a description of Zoey.

“DoorDash for Zoey Kline?” I asked.

She frowned at the bag. “I’m Zoey, but there must be a mistake. I didn’t—”

I thrust it into her hand. “No mistake. Don’t worry. It’s all paid for. But there’s only one napkin in that bag, so be careful not to lose it.” I reached inside and pulled her door shut between us before she could ask me any questions. Then I hightailed it out of the sorority house and hurried back to the van.

Vero looked frantic by the time I climbed back into the driver’s seat. “Was she there? Did you tell her I was here?”

“Yes, she was there! But you didn’t tell me Ava lived right across the hall!”

“I didn’t know you were going inside! I nearly had a heart attack when I saw Mia leaving the building. I didn’t expect to see her here; she graduated last spring. And Ava’s a senior this year. I thought she would have moved off campus by now.”

“I think Mia came to visit Ava and they missed each other. Mia left a note on Ava’s dry-erase board. Something about J and B coming by later.”

“Probably Jackson and Bennett. Jackson is Ava’s cousin, and Bennett is Mia’s boyfriend. Theo and I used to hang out with them a lot. We were all thick as thieves back then.”

I cringed. “Maybe not the best analogy.”

Vero rolled her eyes. “Did Zoey open the bag?”

“I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and—”

Vero’s breath caught when the door to the sorority house opened. Zoey came outside, clutching the fast-food bag in her hand. Her doe eyes widened when she spotted Vero through the windshield. She checked over her shoulder and both ways down the sidewalk, her artfully shredded jeans and paint-smattered Vans taking cautious steps toward us as she crossed the street.

She stopped a few feet away, staring at Vero through the windshield as if she wasn’t entirely sure she believed her eyes. Vero pushed her sunglasses firmly in place, checking both ways up and down the row before opening her door and getting out.

Zoey sprung forward, arms outstretched, taking Vero in a smothering hug that almost knocked her hood off.

“I can’t believe you’re here!” Zoey said into her hair. “Where the hell did you go? I missed you so much!”

Vero squeezed her back. “I missed you, too. We should get inside before anyone sees you with me. I’m not supposed to be here.”

Zoey hesitated when Vero slid open the back door of the van. I twisted around and waved to her from the driver’s seat, trying to appear as nonthreatening as possible, as it occurred to me how this all must look to her. Zoey offered me an uncertain smile as Vero nudged her into the back seat.

Vero shut the door behind them and raised an eyebrow at the girl’s cardigan. “Is that my sweater? I’ve been looking everywhere for that!”

Zoey’s tawny brown skin wasn’t quite dark enough to hide her blush as it raced across her cheeks. “Sorry. I totally meant to give it back to you, but you left without saying goodbye, and no one knew where you were. It feels like you’ve been gone forever! I never would have known you sent that food if it hadn’t been for the order. I can’t believe you remembered.” Zoey’s eyes watered, overcome with joy.

“I maintain my position, Zo. That is not Mexican food.”

“It totally is!”

Vero eyed the Taco Bell bag with unqualified disgust. “Go ahead and eat it then, before it gets cold.”

Zoey tore it open and unwrapped her gordita. Vero looked on, utterly revolted, as Zoey poured pizza sauce all over her meal. She took a huge bite and talked around her food. “Where did you disappear to anyway?”

“Virginia, mostly,” Vero said. “I lived with my cousin Ramón for a few weeks while I was working at a bank. That didn’t work out so well, but then I met Finlay,” she said, gesturing to me. “She offered me a job as a nanny and invited me to move in with her and her kids. Delia and Zach are hilarious and really sweet—you’d love them, Zo.”

Zoey’s mouth turned down. “I thought you always dreamed of working in finance.”

Vero shrugged. “I will someday. I’ve been taking classes at the local community college so I can finish my degree. And I’ve been helping Finlay with her accounting, which has been a lot more exciting than I expected it to be.” Vero smirked at me in my rearview mirror. “I even patched things up with my old boyfriend. Javi and I started seeing each other a few months ago. I think I told you about him.”

Zoey laughed. “Are you kidding? You talked about him constantly. I always knew you were still madly in love with him. I’m so happy for you, Veronica!” She beamed. “I was so worried when you disappeared. I kept telling myself that you were smart and tough and you could handle anything. I thought about you every day and hoped that you were somewhere really great.”

“I was somewhere really great until the police found me.” Vero pulled up her pant leg, revealing her ankle monitor. Zoey’s face fell. “I’m on house arrest at my mom’s until my trial. I’ll be stuck there for a few more weeks.”

Zoey set down the remains of her lunch as if she’d suddenly lost her appetite. “You’re going to trial?”

“I figured you already knew. I thought Ava and Mia would have told everyone that I’d been taken into custody by now.”

Zoey shook her head. “Mia graduated last spring, and Ava doesn’t tell me much. She knew you and I were pretty close.”

“You didn’t tell her I was here?” Vero asked.

Zoey shook her head. “Are you kidding? If she knew you were here, she’d completely freak out. She was so pissed off when you left.” Zoey’s eyes widened, and she ducked down fast. “Get down! There’s Celeste!”

Vero turned to peer through the tinted glass at the middle-aged woman who had just come out of the building. She didn’t look much older than I was, but she was far too old to fit in here.

Vero seemed surprised. “Celeste is still here?”

“Who’s Celeste?” I asked.

“She’s the KG house mom,” Vero said. “I thought the administration would have made her resign after our entire exec board got busted for gambling.”

Zoey shook her head. “Celeste told the Office of Student Conduct she hadn’t known anything about the poker nights or the money in your room. The Department of Fraternity & Sorority Life said as long as she cooperated fully with the investigation and submitted our financial records for a forensic audit, she could stay. They made her clean house though. Celeste has exclusive control over the chapter bank account and the books now. We never elected a new treasurer after you left. And Ava lost her position as VP. She still lives in the house, but she’s not allowed to hold any more leadership positions. Mia was forced to step down as chapter president. That’s the only reason I got elected … because we didn’t have enough people left who were qualified to step up.”

“Congratulations. I’m proud of you, Zo.” Vero’s compliment was sincere.

“Don’t be,” Zoey said ruefully. “I didn’t really want the job. I only did it as a favor for Celeste. She was a mess when you disappeared. We both were.”

Vero looked skeptical. “Really? I thought Celeste was mad at me.”

“Are you kidding? She was pissed!” Zoey said with a dry chuckle. “But I think she was just as angry at herself for not knowing what you, Ava, and Mia had been up to. She was terrified when you ran away.”

Celeste had stopped at the foot of the stairs to talk with a group of groundskeepers. Vero watched her, looking a little wistful.

“I would offer to sneak you in, but too many people might recognize you,” Zoey said. “I’ve never been so glad to see anyone in my whole life, but I’m worried. You probably shouldn’t have come back here.”

“I didn’t have much of a choice, Zo. I need your help,” Vero said, taking Zoey’s hands.

Zoey’s mouth pulled down. “Anything.”

“Remember that guy Theo I used to date? I really need to talk to him, but he graduated last spring and I have no idea where he lives now. He’s the only person who can give me an alibi for that night, but he won’t answer his phone. I really need to find him. Do you have any idea where he moved after he graduated?”

“I haven’t seen him since that night you two left to go to that party together. But one of them would probably know.” Zoey inclined her head toward the window as two young men crossed the street to the sorority house. If they hadn’t been engaged in conversation, I wouldn’t have guessed they were together. One of them wore baggy jeans and carried a cardboard box under his arm. The other was in a neatly pressed business suit. Vero turned and peeped out the window.

“That’s Bennett and Jackson,” she said, confirming her earlier suspicion about the subjects of Mia’s message. I guessed who was whom right away, not because I had ever seen Bennett or Jackson before, but because of what Vero had mentioned about their relationships to Mia and Ava. Jackson had a shaggy mop of russet-brown hair, the same color as his cousin’s. His shoelaces flopped around the tops of his loose sneakers, and he looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. But Bennett could have stopped here on his way to a job in a fancy corner office. He had the tailored good looks the right money could buy, the kind a woman like Mia could sling around her arm and show off like a designer handbag.

Bennett and Jackson strode up the front steps as a group of girls in KG sweatshirts came bustling out of the sorority house. Bennett lunged to catch the door. Celeste intercepted them before they could slip inside. Her face was stern as she gestured to the key-card panel. She seemed to be turning them away when Ava burst outside to claim them.

Celeste hovered, eyeing the cardboard box in Jackson’s arms as the two men followed Ava to the door.

“What was all that about?” Vero asked Zoey.

“Celeste cracked down on house security after the money went missing. No unattended guests are allowed in or out. They have to be let in by someone who lives in the house. No exceptions.”

“Except for DoorDash drivers when the house mom isn’t around,” I said facetiously. “Celeste didn’t look too happy about whatever’s in the box.”

Zoey squinted at the logo on the side of it as Jackson and Bennett followed Ava inside. It looked like a black-and-white graphic of a printer with a dollar bill shooting out of it. “He brings stuff like that all the time. They’re probably flyers about the big off-campus party next weekend. Jackson majored in graphic design. He makes stuff like that for some of the frats in exchange for free beer. Ava should know better than to let him bring those things when Celeste is here. We’ve gotten in enough trouble for parties as it is.”

“What’s with Bennett’s fancy duds?” Vero asked.

Zoey shrugged. “I heard he got a job at some bougie PR firm in Bethesda and that’s why he doesn’t go to the parties anymore—he doesn’t want to risk his ‘professional reputation.’” She punctuated her eye roll with air quotes.

We all jumped at a loud knock on my window. I whirled around. A stern-faced man in a campus police uniform was staring at me through the glass. I felt Vero shrink against the seat back. I didn’t think any of us were breathing when the officer gestured for me to roll my window down.

“Is there a problem, Officer?” I blinked up at his mirrored sunglasses, unsure if he was looking at me or past me into the cabin.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said in a gruff voice. “One of the residents here noticed you’ve got Virginia tags on your vehicle.” Oh god. Had Ava looked outside her window and spotted Zoey and Vero? “You mind telling me what you’re doing here?”

“I was just … visiting a friend.”

“This lot is restricted. Residents only. You need a permit to park here. I’m going to need you to move your vehicle.”

I nearly sagged with relief when he slapped a parking ticket into my hand and got back into his patrol car.

Vero flopped against the inside wall of the van, breathing hard. “I thought we were busted.”

Zoey threw her arms around Vero and stole a quick hug. “You should go. I don’t want you to get in trouble. I’ll ask around about Theo. Maybe I can help you find him.” Zoey scrambled out of the back seat and ran back to her house. She nearly collided with Bennett on his way out. He was on his phone and hardly seemed to notice her. Vero’s expression was calculating as she watched Bennett walk briskly to his car.

She climbed into the front seat and checked the clock. “I still have ninety minutes left before my curfew’s up. Let’s go home and pick up Javi and Ramón. I have one more essential errand I need to run.”






CHAPTER 10


“Where are we going?” Ramón asked twenty minutes later from the back of my minivan.

Javi leaned forward and put his hands on Vero’s seat. “Tell me you found Theo.”

“Not exactly,” she said. “But we did find Bennett Taylor.”

“Who’s Bennett Taylor?” Ramón asked.

“He was in Theo’s fraternity. They lived in the same house. If anyone will know where to find Theo, Ben’s a pretty safe bet.”

Javi dropped back into his seat and frowned. “If you dated him, too, I don’t want to know.”

Vero ignored that.

“You think this guy will talk to you?” Ramón asked.

“I seriously doubt it, which is why you two are coming with us,” Vero said.

Javi brightened. “I like this plan.”

“Don’t even think about starting a fight in there,” she warned him. “This is a fancy place of business we’re going to. Let me and Finlay do the talking.”

Vero directed me into a parking lot in front of a glass-and-chrome mid-rise a few miles from Norma’s house. Vero tipped her head against her window, craning her neck to see up the side of the building, as if she were counting the floors.

“What’s the plan?” I just hoped it didn’t involve climbing any balconies.

“Do you still keep that box of your books in the back of the van?” she asked.

“Yes.” Only because Sylvia had insisted I keep a box of my backlist paperbacks in my car at all times, lest an opportunity come up for me to hawk my novels.

“What about that blond wig-scarf and your big sunglasses? The ones you’re wearing in your headshots.”

I looked at her sideways, wondering what she could possibly want with them. “They’re in the box with the books.”

She unbuckled her seat belt, climbed into the back, and reached over the third-row bench seat to rifle through the box. She popped up behind me, holding the wig-scarf and glasses.

“Put these on,” she told me. “And try to look more bougie than you actually are.” She dumped the accessories into my lap, shaking her head at my jeans and sneakers, making me feel like I had missed a wardrobe memo. She turned to Javi and Ramón next. “You two, look menacing and follow me.” She hopped out the sliding door with one of my romantic suspense novels under her arm.

“Do you have any idea what she’s up to?” Ramón asked me.

“Not at all.” I scrambled out after her, tying on my scarf and smoothing down the tangled blond locks as Vero led the three of us into the building and through the lobby.

Javi reached an arm into an elevator as the doors began to slide shut. He held them open while we all squeezed inside. It was full of men in blazers and women in dress suits. They inched tightly together, silently making room for our entourage as they stared at Javi’s bruises and tattoos, Vero’s ankle monitor, and the muscles visible through Ramón’s tight black T-shirt. I smiled awkwardly at the ogling passengers as Vero pressed the button for the fifth floor. A woman in a pantsuit yelped, nearly leaping out of her red-soled heels, when Javi got impatient and punched the button to close the doors.

“Do you even have a plan?” I whispered to Vero when the car began its ascent.

“Of course I have a plan,” she whispered back.

When the doors opened on the fifth floor, Vero led the way toward a wall of frosted glass. DINWIDDIE & STRAUSS was etched in its surface. The receptionist’s smile faltered as we approached her desk. She reached for her phone. Vero took the receiver from her hand and set it firmly back in its cradle. “We’re here to see Bennett Taylor. Where can we find him?”

“Do you have an appointment?” the young woman asked, eyeing Javi and Ramón.

Vero smacked the desk, demanding the woman’s attention. “Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with? Are you not a representative of a public relations firm?” The woman jumped when Vero slammed my paperback novel down in front of her and flipped it open to the inside flap. “This,” Vero said, jabbing my headshot, “is the world-famous author Fiona Donahue.” She gestured to me with a sweep of her arm. “Ms. Donahue is the next Colleen Hoover. The next Nora Roberts. If Gillian Flynn and E. L. James made an author-baby together, this woman would be the fruit of their creative loins.” Vero snatched back the book before the woman could get a good look at the cover and realize she had probably only ever seen it in a bargain bin in front of a thrift shop. “I am her accountant,” Vero said, “these gentlemen behind me are Ms. Donahue’s personal security detail, and we,” she said, circling the air with a finger, “would like to see Mr. Bennett Taylor. Right now.”

The woman’s eyes darted to the frosted door beside her. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather meet with one of the principals? I could see if Mr. Dinwiddie is available to—”

“Never mind, I’ll find Mr. Taylor myself.” Vero hauled open the door, dragging me through it, ignoring the woman’s protests as Javi and Ramón followed us down a brightly lit corridor with glass-framed offices on both sides. I nearly tripped over my sneakers as I hurried to keep up.

“What are you doing?” I asked in a frantic, low voice.

“Looking for Bennett. Check the nameplates beside the doors,” she said, peeping into each office we passed.

A head peeked out from behind an island of cubicles as we reached the end of the hall.

“Found him,” Vero said, making a beeline toward them. The young man stood up fast, a deep red flush creeping up his neck as he rushed out from behind his cubicle and stood directly in her path.

“Are you trying to get me fired?” he whispered, darting anxious glances into the offices around us. He reached for Vero’s arm, as if he’d like nothing more than to escort her out of the office himself.

Javi grabbed a fistful of the man’s necktie. “I’d think twice about touching her if I were you.”

Bennett put up his hands, and Javi released him with a shove. Bennett cleared his throat, smiling awkwardly at the faces of his colleagues as they peeped at us over the tops of their partitions. He smoothed down his rumpled shirt, lowering his voice until it was barely more than a whisper. “Can we please move this conversation somewhere a little more private?” When Vero didn’t object, he directed us across the hall to an empty conference room. As soon as we were all inside, he closed the door.

“What are you doing here?” he asked Vero through his teeth. “You can’t just show up at my work! Do you have any idea how hard it was to get a foot in the door here? I could lose my job!”

“Wouldn’t that suck?” Vero said. “Imagine your entire future being ripped away from you because someone you thought was a friend accused you of something horrible in front of a bunch of people with the power to ruin your life.” She lifted her foot and yanked up her pant leg, giving him a long look at her ankle monitor. “How is your girlfriend anyway?”

Bennett winced. “Mia’s not my girlfriend anymore. She’s my fiancée. We’re getting married in August.”

“Send her my heartfelt congratulations,” Vero said drily.

“I’d rather not. She’s been through enough.”

“She’s been through enough?”

Bennett gestured for Vero to lower her voice. “That missing money nearly cost Mia her degree! It’s bad enough she lost her standing in Kappa Gamma over the whole thing, but you have no idea what she went through after you disappeared. Mia wasn’t just the president of the sorority, she was the face of it. She had to endure the accusations and judgment of the Panhellenic Council, the university administration, the police, and the pissed-off parents of some idiot pledge who lost all his freaking tuition money at those poker nights. They were all holding her responsible because you were gone!”

“You all were just as responsible for those poker nights as I was.”

“We didn’t run off with the money.”

“Neither did I!”

“Then you should have stuck around to prove it!”

“You should have helped me!” Vero’s voice grew louder the more Bennett tried to hush her. “You could have stood up for me with Mia and Ava! You knew where I was the night the money went missing. You knew I spent the night with Theo! The party was at your house! You saw me there!”

Bennett rubbed his eyes, as if this was all well-traversed ground and he was tired of rehashing it. “I saw you during the party, Veronica. I didn’t see you after.”

“Because I was with Theo in his room. That’s why I need to talk to him, Ben. He’s the only one who can testify that I never went back to my own house that night.”

“He can’t testify to that.”

“Why not?” she fired back.

“You might have spent the night in Theo’s room, but Theo didn’t.”

Vero stared at Bennett, dumbstruck. “No,” she said, struggling to reconcile his version of the events. “Theo and I left the party early together, just after midnight. We went upstairs to his room and we…” She cast a guilty glance at Javi. “We fell asleep,” she finished.

Bennett heaved a sigh. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Theo came back to the party alone around one o’clock. He stuck around for a few beers, then he left with some girl.”

“What girl?” Vero asked.

“I don’t know. I didn’t see them. Jackson said he went outside to smoke and he saw Theo getting into his car with a girl. When I asked Jackson who it was, he said it was dark and he didn’t get a good look at her.”

Vero looked stung. “Why didn’t either of you tell me this before?”

Bennett shrugged. “We didn’t think it was our place to get involved.”

“You mean you didn’t think it was your place to rat out your frat brother for being a two-timing creep.”

“Even if I had said something, it wouldn’t change anything now. It’s not like any one of us could have accounted for the fact that you were in Theo’s room all night.”

“But all of you could have accounted for the fact that Theo left the party, and not one of you knew where he was going or who he was going there with! Theo knew about that damn money, and he knew exactly where it was hidden, Bennett. Which makes every one of you complicit in concealing evidence from a police investigation.”

Bennett stiffened. “Are you threatening me? Do you have any idea what I do here?” he asked, gesturing around the conference room. “I’m an image consultant, Veronica. My job is to make problems disappear.”

“You’re an assistant,” Vero clapped back. “And the only way you’re getting rid of me is by telling me where Theo lives.”

Ben’s jaw hardened. “I don’t know.”

“Then where does he work?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“Quit trying to protect him!”

“I’m not trying to protect him, Veronica! I haven’t talked to Theo in a while. He moved out of the house a few weeks after the money went missing.” Vero didn’t look like she was buying a word of it. “It’s true. Things got really ugly after you left. Some of the guys in the frat lost a lot of money in those poker games. They saw a chance to get it back after that pledge blew the whistle, and they blamed Theo when they thought you were the one who took off with the cash. Everyone on Frat Row knew you two were screwing. A lot of people suspected he was covering for you.”

Vero barked out a laugh. “Covering for me? He wouldn’t even pick up the damn phone when I called him!”

Bennett’s face twisted with disgust. “Can you blame him? Someone ransacked his room looking for that money. When they couldn’t find it, they slashed his tires and smashed all the windows in his car. He finally moved out when he started getting death threats. Hell, most of the guys in our own house weren’t even speaking to him when he left. He didn’t exactly broadcast his forwarding address.”

Vero studied Bennett. He looked away. “But you know where to find him, don’t you?” she said without a hint of doubt.

“I already told you, I can’t help you, Veronica. Please take your friends and—”

Javi slung a tattooed arm over Bennett’s shoulder and whispered, “I’ve been standing here listening to your bullshit because Veronica asked me to keep my hands to myself. But I’m losing my patience, Bennett. You’re not the only person in this room who knows how to make a problem disappear.”

Bennett paled as he took a moment to reconsider his response. He shook out of Javi’s grip. “Fine. I might have heard he’s slinging drinks at a sports bar.”

“Where?” Vero demanded.

“I don’t know.”

Vero got in his face. “Think harder, Ben. I have all day.”

But Vero didn’t have all day. She’d had only an hour when we’d left her house more than forty-five minutes ago. I checked my phone for the time and nearly choked. “Vero, your curfew! We need to—”

An alarm ripped through the conference room, the piercing wail ricocheting off the walls. The light on her ankle monitor began blinking red, and we all covered our ears as a robotic voice boomed from the vicinity of Vero’s sneakers. “Curfew violation. Contact your monitoring officer immediately.”

Vero was the picture of cool as she patted Bennett on the shoulder. “See? Telling the truth wasn’t so hard, now, was it?” she asked over the shriek of the alarm.

Bennett’s face flushed as his curious colleagues began gathering in the hall. They covered their ears and stared through the glass. “If you come here again, I’ll report you to the cops,” he warned her.

“You value that sterling reputation of yours too much to do it!” Vero dared him.

Ramón and Javi grabbed her under her arms and carried her backward out of the conference room, her alarm blaring in our wake.



“Weren’t you watching the time?” Ramón shouted over Vero’s alarm as we clambered into the van.

She hiked up her pant leg and attempted to stifle it. “I was a little busy, Ramón!”

“What do we do?” I asked as I sped out of the parking lot. “It says you’re supposed to call your monitoring officer.”

“That’s a little difficult when you don’t have a phone!”

Javi leaned forward, clutching the back of my seat. “We should just keep driving. If we hurry, we can cross the bridge back to Virginia before anyone finds her.”

“We are not doing that.” There was no way I was going to be implicated for transporting a runaway felon across state lines. Definitely not to the jurisdiction where my boyfriend and my sister were serving as cops. “If we’re proactive and follow the monitor’s instructions, she’s less likely to get in any more trouble. We’ll just call her monitoring service and tell them we got stuck in traffic or something.” Traffic was synonymous with living near the Beltway. It was a perfectly reasonable explanation for being late. “Tell them you were on your way home from your errands, but you got stuck behind an accident.”

Vero reached for my phone.

“Not that one,” Ramón said. There was a warning in his eyes when they caught mine in the rearview mirror. He passed his own cell phone to Vero instead. He was right. If Vero’s monitoring officer knew she had violated her curfew with me, that might raise some eyebrows.

Vero tilted her head to read the phone number printed on the side of her ankle monitor. She tapped it into Ramón’s cell and put it on speaker, holding up a hand to silence us when the call connected. Considering all the noise coming from her alarm, there hardly seemed any point.

“Officer Oates? Hi, this is Veronica Ramirez,” she said, a little too cheerfully. “I’m having a small problem with my ankle monitor, as you can probably hear.”

The officer’s tone was disconcertingly serious. “The problem wouldn’t be a problem if you had been home ten minutes ago. Where are you?”

“I’m almost there. See, I was running my essential errands, but there was an accident on my way home, and we got stuck in traffic. But we’re on our way! We should be back at my mother’s house any minute. Do you think there’s some way you could turn off the alarm? It’s very hard to concentrate on the road with all the—”

The alarm cut off abruptly, plunging the van into silence until all I could hear was the ringing in my ears and the rattle of my muffler.

“Who is we?” Officer Oates asked.

“I’m … not sure what you mean,” Vero stammered.

“You said we’re on our way. Who’s with you?”

Vero looked sideways at me as I furiously shook my head. “I’m … with my cousin,” she said, picking the only saint among us.

“Really? Because I could have sworn I parked right behind Ramón’s work van when I pulled into your driveway two minutes ago.”

“You did?” Vero paled.

“I did,” the officer said. “I was on my way home from work when your monitoring unit alerted me about your curfew violation, so I took a little detour to see for myself. It’s a very, very good thing you called me before I called you, Ms. Ramirez.”

Vero’s laugh was brittle. “I bet.”

“I assume Ramón can confirm your story?”

Ramón called out in a loud, clear voice from the back seat. “Yes, ma’am. Loads of traffic.”

“Whose car are you driving?”

Ramón cringed. “Actually, my … um … my girlfriend drove us in her minivan. We’re only a few minutes away.”

“I’ll be waiting,” Officer Oates said and disconnected the call.

“Seriously? Your girlfriend?” Vero threw a packet of tissues over her shoulder at Ramón.

“What was I supposed to say? Your monitoring officer isn’t going to go digging around to see if I have a girlfriend.”

“She’d have to dig back too far to find one,” Javi muttered.

“Everything will be fine,” I said over them as they argued. “It was only a few minutes, and it was Vero’s first violation. Once Officer Oates sees Vero is back, she’ll probably issue her a warning and go.” We rounded the final turn to Norma’s house. Officer Oates leaned against the door of her unmarked police car. If it weren’t for the governmental license plate on her bumper and the badge clipped to her belt, I would have pegged her for a middle school principal. She had the stern and jaded look of a woman who had seen it all, heard it all, and was tired of every bit of it. She was probably a mom.

I watched her eyes clock my own license plate as I eased to a stop behind her.

“Shit,” I muttered, trying not to move my lips when I said, “We’re definitely going with the girlfriend story.” It wouldn’t help Vero at all if this woman knew who I really was. I adjusted my wig-scarf, which I hadn’t gotten around to removing in our haste to leave Bennett’s office building. I glanced in my rearview mirror, relieved to see Javi had already climbed over the third row and was crouched behind the bench seat, out of sight.

The rest of us got out. I locked my van and approached Officer Oates, extending my hand. “Hi, Officer. I’m Ramón’s girlfriend … Fiona.” It wasn’t entirely a lie.

Ramón put an arm around my shoulder. “Sorry we’re late. I thought Virginia’s traffic was bad. Right, babe?”

“Right,” I said through a nervous laugh.

Officer Oates looked skeptical. “What kind of essential errands were you running? I don’t see any bags.”

“Oh, you know,” I said, scrambling to come up with errands that could explain our empty hands, “the usual. We stopped at an ATM, dropped off some dry cleaning, went to the post office.”

Vero smiled. “I needed to send an important message to someone.”

“Uh-huh.” Officer Oates didn’t look convinced. “I’m going to let you off with a warning, Ms. Ramirez. But I’m going to be keeping a close eye on you. Don’t let it happen again.” Her gaze slid back to my minivan as she got into her car and drove off.

Javi waited until the officer’s taillights disappeared before opening the back door and jumping out to meet us. I pulled off my wig-scarf and raked a hand through my hair. “That was close,” I said.

“Too close,” said Javi.

“You’re not leaving this house again.” Ramón took his cousin by the back of her shirt and marched her inside.






CHAPTER 11


Vero unlocked the front door and stormed straight to the kitchen. She took the battery charger from its station on the counter, parked herself on the stool beside it, and plugged the short cord into her ankle monitor. She looked like a murderous Tesla.

Ramón headed to the fridge. He paused, pulling a sticky note off the front of it.

“What is it?” Javi asked, reading it over his shoulder.

“It’s from Mom. She and Norma are going to the gym after work. They said they won’t be home for dinner and we can heat up leftovers.” He reached into the fridge and took out a soda.

“Theo is number one on my personal list of suspects.” Javi cracked the lid of his soda before passing the can to Vero. “What kind of asshole leaves his sleeping girlfriend alone in a frat house full of drunk guys? No wonder the jerk hasn’t been returning your phone calls. He can’t testify for you without incriminating himself. He’d be forced to admit where he went that night.”

Ramón dug a bag of chips out of the cabinet and dropped them onto the table. “But if Theo did leave the party with some other girl, why didn’t he just tell the police who he was with and give himself an alibi?”

“It’s obvious the guy’s covering for himself,” Javi said. “If he tells the cops he left Vero passed out in his room, she’s off the hook and he’s on it. He probably left the party, drove back to campus, and let himself into Vero’s room to take the money.”

“How?” I asked, remembering the security pad beside the front door of the sorority house. “Wouldn’t he have needed a key card?”

“Anyone who lived there could have let him in,” Javi pointed out.

Ramón raised an eyebrow. “Ben said Theo left the party with a girl. What if that girl lived in Vero’s building? He could have used her to get in.”

We all paused to consider that. It wasn’t just a plausible theory. It was starting to sound like a damn good one. Theo would have had means and opportunity to take the cash for himself. And the motive was obvious; what wouldn’t a broke college senior do to get his hands on two hundred grand if he thought he wouldn’t get caught?

“We should go to the police,” I said. “They can talk to Ben.”

Vero gave an emphatic shake of her head. “Ben will only cover for Theo. And even if he does tell the cops he saw Theo leave the party, that still leaves me without an alibi. All that stuff about Theo leaving with some girl only makes things worse. You heard what Ben said: not even Jackson could say for sure who he saw in Theo’s car. What if the cops suspect it was me? They might assume Theo and I stole the money together. Apparently, everyone else does,” she added tartly. “I need to talk to Theo myself.”

“And get him to do what?” Javi asked doubtfully. “Admit he stole two hundred Gs and let you take the fall for it? There’s no amount of talking that’s going to get him to do that, V. If he thinks he’s got a solid chance of getting away with it, he’d be smarter to deny it.”

“And if we show up at his door and accuse him, he might skip town,” Ramón pointed out. “We’ll be right back where we started.”

Vero drummed her fingers on her crossed arms. “Then we’ll just have to find proof Theo took the money.”

“Ben said Theo’s slinging drinks at a sports bar,” Javi reminded us. “How hard could it be to figure out where he works?”

Vero sat up. “Give me your phone,” she said to her cousin. Reluctantly, he handed it over.

“What are you doing?” he asked as she tapped the screen.

“Searching for a list of local sports bars. There really aren’t that many. I’ve got a get-out-of-jail-free card tomorrow night for mass. We can probably visit all these bars in less than three— Hey!” she said when Ramón snatched his phone back.

“You’re not going anywhere,” he said, setting it out of reach of her charger. “What if that cop checks up on you and she sees you’re not at church tomorrow night?”

“What’s she going to do? Stake out the pews at St. Pete’s?”

“Ramón’s right,” I said to Vero. “It’s not worth getting you in any more trouble. And we’ll have more time to track Theo down if we don’t have a curfew to worry about. Leave the list to us. The three of us will handle it.”



On Saturday evening, Vero was still giving Javi, Ramón, and me the silent treatment. She seethed quietly on her stool, charging her ankle monitor as Javi finalized our route to the local sports bars. Norma and Gloria had left a pan of pork chops on the stove for us, along with a pot of rice. They’d taped a note to the refrigerator before leaving the house, saying they had an errand to run before church and we should help ourselves to dinner. I offered Vero a plate of food, but she turned her nose up at it, refusing to speak to me as I set it beside her on the counter.

When it was time for us to leave, Vero yanked her cord from her charging station and stormed out the back door, slamming it behind her. She jerked open a folding chair and sat down at the edge of the patio with her back to the house.

I considered trying to talk to her until she plucked a pair of pruning shears from her mother’s garden cart, snapping them open and closed in a mindless rhythm while she scowled into the forest. Javi, Ramón, and I were probably the last people she wanted to see right now. She looked like she wanted to murder all three of us and was contemplating where to hide our bodies.

I went upstairs to change my clothes, peeking out her bedroom window to make sure she was still there before going to the bathroom to freshen my makeup. I glanced at my phone as I brushed my teeth, hoping for a message from Nick. When I didn’t find any, I decided to check in. I sent a quick, breezy text, aiming for a tone that fell somewhere between Why haven’t you called oh god is something wrong and I completely trust you can handle my children.

Finlay: Hey, I miss you. How’s everyone there?

Nick: We’re good! [image: Thumbs-up emoji]

Finlay: Anything I need to know?

Nick: Nothing you need to know. We spent the afternoon at the park, picked up groceries on the way home, and I’m making Hamburger Helper for dinner.

Finlay: Is it strange that I find that a turn-on?

Nick: How would you feel if I said I did some laundry and mopped?

Finlay: [image: Chili pepper emoji] [image: Chili pepper emoji] [image: Chili pepper emoji]

Nick: [image: Laughing emoji with a bead of sweat] How’s everything at Norma’s? Any luck finding your witness?

Finlay: Not yet, but we tracked down a known associate and we might have a lead on his place of employment.

Nick: Is it strange that I find *that* a turn-on?

It was my turn to laugh.

Finlay: We can play detective when I get home.

Nick: Counting on it. Gotta go. Zach hid the remote. If I don’t find it, Delia might kill him. Love you.

I sent him a string of hearts, one for each of them.

Finlay: Kiss the kids. I love you, too.

A door banged shut in the hall. I cracked the bathroom door and peeped toward Vero’s bedroom. Her door was closed, and I heard the slam of a drawer inside it.

This wasn’t a grudge she was going to be quick to let go of, and a few hours alone might be the best thing for her.

My phone buzzed again, this time with a text message from Sylvia.

Sylvia: Call me. It’s urgent.

I dabbed on some lip gloss and ran a brush through my hair. I had only a few minutes to get ready before Javi and Ramón would be ready to leave, and I didn’t have time for this.

Sylvia: I’m serious, Finlay. This cannot wait.

With a muttered swear, I dialed Sylvia’s number.

“I’m on my way out to run an errand and I only have a minute, Syl. What’s the emergency?” If this had anything to do with the color of Nick’s underwear, I was hanging up.

“What’s this I’m seeing about you and your accountant breaking into a fancy PR firm and shaking the place down?”

My hairbrush clattered into the sink. “Where did you see that?”

“Remember your neighbor Stacey and that whole underwear thing? Some woman commented in Stacey’s thread, claiming to be a friend of the coworker of the sister of the receptionist at the PR firm in question. She said you and your accountant blew in there yesterday like a tornado. She said you had two private security guards with you and you made quite a ruckus.”

“There must be some mistake. That definitely wasn’t me.”

“The receptionist claims she saw your ID.”

“It was an author photo. That doesn’t count!” I argued.

“So, it was you!”

“Fine! It was me! But you can’t believe everything you read on the internet, Syl. We didn’t shake anyone down, and we didn’t cause a ruckus.”

“She said you set off an alarm.”

“That was a technical glitch!” I buried my head in my hand. “Please tell me they didn’t share any photos.” I could explain away a rumor that we’d been there, but there was no way I could erase physical proof. Not without calling Cam.

“No photos. That would have caused quite a stir.”

I blew out a sigh of relief. Sylvia’s call only reaffirmed my decision to make Vero stay home during our reconnaissance mission tonight. The last thing we needed was for someone to ID her at a bar. “I’m sorry for the bad press, Syl. I promise it won’t happen again.”

“Don’t apologize. That little PR stunt got you twenty thousand new followers.”

My head snapped up. “It what?”

“You’re on fire, Finlay! Stacey’s crotch-watch hashtags really blew up. Facebook, Instagram, X … it’s even on TikTok! The poll had thousands of entries—boxer briefs were the general consensus, but I’m standing by my vote. I’ve always pictured Nick as a tighty whities man myself, even if Mrs. Haggerty did say she saw him in a pair of those clingy red Jockeys once—she said he has nice thighs and he filled them out really well, by the way—but changing my vote would feel too much like cheating, and I wouldn’t want to spoil all the fun. Stacey’s really good at coming up with content. I was thinking we could offer her a job as your social media manager. She’s got a gift for stirring up drama.”

“Tell me about it. Look, Sylvia. I really need to go.”

“One last thing … If you can send Jared some photos of those two hot security guards you took to the PR firm, that would be helpful. Preferably shirtless. We can share the pics on your fan page. Readers go crazy for that stuff.”

“Goodbye, Sylvia.” I disconnected the call.

“Finlay! You ready?” Javi called up the stairs.

“Coming!” I shouted back, giving myself one last look in the mirror. Was it my imagination or was I a little pale? Or paler than usual anyway. I slapped on some blush and knocked on Vero’s door.

“We’re leaving,” I called through it. “We’ll be home in a few hours. I’ll text you if we find Theo.” Vero didn’t answer, which I took to mean she was still pissed at me for siding with her cousin. “Want me to bring you back some ice cream? I can stop at the store on the way back.” Still no answer.

She could be angry with me all she wanted, I reminded myself. It didn’t change the fact that making her stay home was the right call.

I slung my purse over my shoulder and hurried downstairs, where Javi and Ramón were waiting for me by the door. They were both appropriately intimidating, in formfitting T-shirts, leather jackets, and steel-toed boots.

I tossed Ramón my van keys. “Let’s go find our witness.”






CHAPTER 12


We had driven only a few miles when Ramón pulled into the parking lot of the first bar on the list. Javi pivoted in his seat. “How do you want to do this?”

I straightened my wig-scarf and reached for the door. “You two stay here. I’ll go in and ask around. I’ll text you if I find Theo.”

“I’ll go with you,” a voice said from behind me.

I screamed, my heart leaping out of my chest when Vero climbed over the bench seat and into the captain’s chair beside me. Ramón and Javi whipped around, their expressions as startled as mine.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Ramón yelled at her.

“Did you seriously think I was going to let you three go off and do this without me? Let’s hurry up and get on with it. We only have a few hours to cover all these bars. I have to be home by ten o’clock, or I’ll turn into a pumpkin.”

“You are not going anywhere!” I said firmly. “You’re going to stay in this van with Javi and Ramón. The last thing we need is for someone to recognize you and report you to the cops.” Vero opened her mouth to argue, but the looks Javi and Ramón gave her made her sit back in her seat. “I will go into the bar and see if I can find him. The rest of you will stay here. What’s Theo’s last name?” I asked Vero. She hadn’t been inclined to cooperate when I’d asked her this question earlier. Until this moment, my entire plan had depended on asking for a bartender named Theo.

“His last name is Sideris,” she said, spelling it out for me. “He’s about five-ten, medium build, pierced ears, short hair … He usually wears his baseball caps backward, and he’ll probably have a goatee.”

“He sounds like a douche,” Javi muttered.

“I’ll send you all a text if Theo is inside,” I said, climbing around her.

I hurried into the first bar and chatted up the staff, but didn’t find any employees named Theo. The next three stops were dead ends as well. As we pulled into the fifth bar on the list, Vero leaned forward in her seat. “Wait,” she said as a tall man with a shock of russet-brown hair exited the bar. “Look, that’s Jackson Ferrante! I knew Ben was lying when he said none of his friends knew where to find Theo. Ben must have told Jackson I was asking around. I bet this is Theo’s bar and Jackson came here to warn him.”

“Good. If Theo’s in there, this shouldn’t take long.” I took off my wig-scarf. I’d worn it when we’d visited Ben’s office. If Jackson had come to warn Theo we were looking for him, the blond hair and scarf might give me away.

“What’s the plan?” Vero asked as I tried to coax some life back into my hair. “You can’t just walk in there and tell Theo who you are.”

“No.” I swiped on some more lip gloss and checked myself in my compact mirror. “I’m going to walk in there and ask him what kind of car he’s driving. Then I’m going to come back out to the parking lot and find it, take a photo of his license plate, and send it to Cam.” Cam had a back door into every motor vehicle department in the country (and probably a few others I didn’t want to know about). A plate number would be all he’d need to get us Theo’s home address.

Vero stomped on the floorboard. “We are not asking for Cam’s help.”

“If you have a better plan for figuring out where Theo lives, we can argue about it when I get back.” The whole van rattled as I got out and slammed the door.

Javi jumped out after me. “I’m going, too.”

Ramón hurried out of the van after him. “No fucking way. I don’t trust you not to go in there and break this guy’s face.”

“What makes you think I plan to stop with his face?”

I pulled them both up short as they tried to pass me. Then I lowered my voice, making sure no one in the parking lot was listening. “If Theo knows we’re looking for him, he’ll figure out who we are the minute we walk in together. If you insist on coming with me, we’ll have to split up. I’ll do the talking. And you,” I said, pointing at Javi, “will neither speak to nor break any part of Theo’s face. If I need help, you’ll know.” I turned and started swiftly toward the bar. Their boots echoed on the pavement behind me.

My phone vibrated with an incoming call. I checked the screen as I walked. The call was coming from Ramón’s Towing and Salvage, but when I turned around to see why Ramón was calling me, his phone wasn’t anywhere in sight.

Fifty feet behind him, Vero was waving at me through the windshield of my minivan. She had her cousin’s cell phone in one hand and my binoculars in the other. I cursed Ramón for leaving his phone in my dashboard charger. And then I cursed myself for leaving my binoculars in the glove box. I had purchased them months ago from my local lawn and gardening center, for the purpose of spying on my ex-husband. They’d since come in handy for more than I’d bargained for.

I connected the call. “What?”

“Put in your earbuds,” Vero said.

“Why?”

“Just do it. I want to hear what Theo says.”

“No.” We had employed this tactic before, one of us taking point while the other secretly listened to a conversation, feeding information or questions through the earbuds until we got the information we needed out of a mark. The last time had been a disaster and we’d been caught in the act.

“I’ll be quiet,” Vero promised. “I’ll listen until I hear what kind of car he’s driving. Then I’ll look for his license plate while you settle the bar tab. It’ll save time.”

I refrained from reminding her that we wouldn’t be so pressed for time if she had simply stayed home. Then again, having Vero with us had definitely given us an advantage.

“Fine,” I said, “but only if you’re quiet.” I slipped my earbuds into place, pulling my hair down to cover them. As I entered the bar, I tucked my phone into my breast pocket.

I lingered by the door while I took in my surroundings. At least a dozen flat-screen TVs were perched on the walls, each one tuned to a different sporting event, featuring teams I didn’t know and sports I didn’t follow. Almost every booth and table was packed, mostly with men in jerseys or graphic tees. A few of them glanced up from their beers to watch or leer at me as I walked past their tables on my way toward the bar. Three bartenders were working behind it.

I clocked Theo immediately.

Just as Vero had predicted, his baseball cap sat backward on his head. The hair I could see was cut in a fade, and his short goatee was framed by a set of diamond ear studs. Theo was attractive, but I could also see why Vero didn’t seem to hold much of a candle for him. He was no more or less handsome than any other man in the room. His good looks didn’t stand out or command attention the way Javi’s did.

I sat on the empty stool closest to Theo, sneaking a glance over my shoulder as I set down my purse. Javi gave me a discreet nod as he entered the bar and claimed an empty table by the door. Ramón walked in a moment later and strolled right past him, settling onto a barstool a few seats down from mine. He reached for a plastic menu. If he saw the look of warning I shot him, he didn’t show it.

“What can I get you?” Theo asked me, raising his voice over the TVs as he wiped the bar top in front of me.

I skimmed the beer taps, picking the lightest draft I recognized. “I’ll have an Ultra, please. And a water,” I added, remembering that I wasn’t supposed to drink.

Theo smiled to himself, as if he’d expected as much. He poured me a glass of water, then slid my beer toward me as the foam crested the rim. I put a few dollars in his tip jar, and he flashed me a wink before leaving to take Ramón’s order.

“What’s the plan?” Vero asked me.

I talked into my beer as I pretended to sip it. “I’ll chat him up for a few minutes, then I’ll turn the conversation toward his car.” Theo wasn’t at all my type, but he was clearly willing to flirt in the hopes of boosting his tips.

“That’s a terrible plan. You’re old enough to be his mother.”

“I’m only nine years older than you. And I have plenty of experience picking up younger bartenders,” I reminded her. A middle-aged man with a beer gut stared at me with more than passing interest. “This is a perfectly good plan,” I said to Vero when he tried to wave me to his table. “I’m a beacon of estrogen in a sea of Cialis and hot wings.”

“You’re in a sports bar, Finn. This isn’t some bougie, white-collar networking event. You’re out of your league.”

“So, I’ll talk to him about sports.”

“What about sports?” Theo asked, startling me as he set a bowl of peanuts in front of me.

“Whatever you’re thinking about saying, don’t say it!” Vero shouted. I reached a finger under my hair to lower the volume of my earbuds. “Theo hustled his way through college working as a bookie,” she continued. “He will suss you out before you even take a swing.” I sat there, dumb, my mouth hanging open like a fish as Theo raised an eyebrow, waiting for me to answer. “Ask him who he bet on for the Final Four,” Vero suggested.

I cleared my throat. “So … who’d you bet on for the Final Four?”

Theo gave me a once-over, his eyes skeptical as they lingered on me. “You’re into college hoops?”

I pretended to sip my beer as I stalled. If we were talking football, maybe I could have faked this. I’d watched enough Super Bowl games with my dad and Georgia over the years to know the names of a few NFL teams, but never college sports. And definitely never basketball. I shrugged. “A little.”

“Who’s your money on tonight?”

I glanced up at the closest TV, but a commercial was on, the subtitles offering no clues to which teams had been playing. I listened, waiting for Vero to feed me an answer—she was always betting on some sports game or another—but the volume on my earbuds was suddenly too low. I could barely make out her frantic reply over all the other voices in the bar. “Whatever you … don’t … Maryland.”

“Maryland,” I said confidently.

Vero shouted a swear. Ramón shook his head. I followed his glance to the screen and quickly discovered why as the game came back on.

Theo’s grin quirked higher as all my blood rushed to my face.

“I know absolutely nothing about basketball,” I admitted. The truth was usually the best way to get away with lying anyway. I extended a hand. “I’m Susan.” Vero snorted, but my mother’s name was easy for me to remember and just common enough to be forgettable.

“Theo,” he said, reaching across the bar. Ramón watched as Theo and I shook hands, but Theo didn’t seem to notice. He pulled a flyer from a cardboard box on the shelf behind him and slid it toward me. “We’re having a special—fifty-cent wings,” he said, tapping the coupon. My gaze drifted past him to the logo on the box. It was a black-and-white printer with a dollar sign coming out of it, the same one I’d seen on the box of flyers Jackson had delivered to Ava the day before.

That could explain what Jackson had been doing here earlier. Maybe he’d only been delivering flyers. It was possible Ben hadn’t spilled the beans after all.

Theo leaned on his elbows, bringing his face closer to hear me over the din. “Tell me, Susan. If you’re not into sports, what are you doing in a sports bar alone on a Saturday night?”

“Would you believe I only came here for a drink?”

“If you only came here for a drink, you should at least make it count.” He frowned at the pale excuse for a beer in my glass.

“What would you have picked?” I asked.

“None of that watered-down diet crap. I would have gone for the Johnnie Walker Blue.”

Ramón snorted. “Sure you would. If she was buying.” He chased the insult with a long swig of his beer.

Theo cut his eyes at him. “Are you suggesting I can’t afford it?”

Ramón spared him an indifferent glance. “I’m suggesting you probably didn’t roll up to this gig in a Maserati, so maybe lay off the lady’s beverage choices while she’s in here paying your rent.”

Vero groaned. “Tell me Ramón did not just say that.”

Javi sidled to the bar and claimed the stool beside me. “Sounds like the guy’s trying to compensate for something.”

Theo glared at him. “What’s your problem?”

“No problem,” Javi said. “I just think you talk a big game for a guy who’s probably got nothing to show for it.”

Theo’s eyes narrowed at each of them in turn. “What are you two assholes driving? I don’t see either of you ordering from the top shelf.”

Ramón pulled a set of keys from his pocket and tossed them onto the bar.

Theo eyed the Chevy logo. He studied Ramón, as if he was searching for a tell. For all Theo knew, those keys could unlock a souped-up vintage Camaro instead of the old white repair van I knew they belonged to. Ramón’s poker face gave nothing away.

Theo reached under the bar for his own keys. He held them up, showing off the shiny BMW logo on the fob. “Can your Chevy compete with three hundred and eighty-two ponies?”

Javi and Ramón exchanged a look.

“She’s got what counts under the hood,” Ramón said. “If you want to put your money where your mouth is, I know a place.”

What was he doing? Drawing Theo to a remote location under the guise of an illegal street race was not in the plan.

Theo glanced at the clock like he was actually considering it. The two men locked eyes for a long moment before a long-legged brunette bombshell in low-riding shorts and an even lower-riding tank top rushed the bar. “Hey, what’s a girl got to do to get served around here?” She planted herself in front of Theo, folded her arms over the wooden bar top, and leaned toward him, giving him a better view of her cleavage. Theo was too busy playing chicken with Ramón to notice her.

“Hello?” She knocked on the bar. “Earth to Theo.”

“Yeah, Sophia. What can I get you?” he asked her impatiently.

Ramón gritted his teeth at the interruption as the woman placed her order. He looked at her askance. His eyes widened a fraction, and he shifted sideways on his stool, angling his face away from her.

When I glanced over at Javi, he was covering the side of his face, too. He began to pivot, as if intending to sneak away.

Sophia caught sight of him. She tipped her head, gasping as she got a better look at his face.

“Oh my god! Javi! It is you!” He winced as she threw her arms around him. “Ramón came by my place earlier, but he didn’t mention you were in town! We should go out sometime and catch up. Unless you’re on house arrest, too,” she teased him.

“Who’s that?” Vero asked urgently. “I thought I heard—” I disconnected the call, instinct telling me it would be a bad idea to let her hear any more.

Theo watched from behind the bar, frowning at all four of us in turn, as if he was suddenly putting the pieces together.

He and Ramón locked eyes.

Theo set down the glass he was filling and backed slowly away from the taps. If I had any doubt before that Ben had spilled the beans, they were gone. Theo knew exactly who we were and why we were here now.

He bolted, walking fast toward a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.

Ramón rose from his seat, but Javi was closer.

Javi launched from his stool, throwing Sophia off him in his rush to give chase. His stool flew backward into a server carrying a round of drinks. The server’s tray went flying, beer and broken glass spraying a group of frighteningly large men seated behind us. They rose from their table, beer dripping down their faces.

Sophia shook shards of glass from her running shoes. She grabbed a napkin from the bar and wiped at the beer on her shorts. “Jesus, Javier! What the hell is wrong with you?”

One of the men called Javi a clumsy asshole. Every head in the bar craned toward us as the man shoved him backward into another table. Chair legs screeched as the second group of angry patrons rolled up their sleeves and stood, trapping Javi in the middle.

Theo disappeared down the hall and the staff door closed behind him. Ramón swore. He helped the server to his feet and slapped a few bills into his hand, not bothering to count them. Then he hauled me off my stool. “Time to get out of here.”

“We can’t just leave! We didn’t find out what kind of car Theo’s—”

Ramón tucked me behind him as one of the men threw a punch. Javi ducked to avoid it, and the man’s fist connected with someone else’s jaw. All hell broke loose. Ramón hustled me toward the exit, shielding us both with his upraised arm as the fistfight spread like a virus through the bar. “Get Vero out of here,” he said to me. “And do not say a word to her about any of what you just saw.”

I didn’t have time to ask exactly what it was I just saw before Ramón got dragged into the fight. Glass shattered. Tables toppled sideways. Someone shouted at a server to call the cops. I didn’t stick around to see what happened after that. I made a run for the door, my heart thumping wildly when I finally made it through to the other side and the sounds of the riot quieted behind me.

I raced across the parking lot, panicking when I didn’t see Vero in the van. I called her name, nearly jumping out of my skin as she ran up behind me.

“Found it!” She bent over her knees, struggling to catch her breath.

“You were supposed to stay out of sight! There was a fight in the bar and we need to go. The cops are on their way, and you can’t be here!”

“A fight?! We can’t leave Javi and Ramón in there. They might murder my alibi!”

“Theo’s hiding in the back. I’m sure he’ll be fine.” I hoped that was true as I shoved her into the passenger seat. A siren was already wailing in the distance.

I got into the van. Vero tossed me the keys. “At least I found Theo’s car,” she said as I peeled out of the lot.

“How? There must have been at least ten BMWs back there.”

“But only one with the kind of horsepower Theo was crowing about.”

“Did you get his plate number?”

She held up Ramón’s cell. “Consider it handled. We should have no problem finding Theo now, and … Oh no,” she whispered. I glanced over and saw her frowning at Ramón’s phone.

“Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “Javi has his cell with him. He can call me when they get out of there, and I’ll go back to pick them up.” Assuming they didn’t spend the night in the hospital or in jail. I couldn’t worry about that now. “The only thing we should be worrying about is getting you home before your curfew.”

“That might be a problem.” Vero looked like she might be sick as she showed me the screen. “Ramón just got a text from my mom. Officer Oates just showed up for Mass at St. Pete’s, and she’s there looking for me.”






CHAPTER 13


I drove like a demon to the church, racing through half a dozen yellow lights and slowing only once we’d reached the turn for it. I killed the headlights as I pulled into the parking lot. The sprawling house of worship was flanked entirely with windows, the warm light of the sanctuary filtering through the cream-colored blinds. The service had started more than an hour ago. I spotted Officer Oates’s unmarked sedan parked close to the front of the building. The driver’s seat was empty, which meant she was probably inside the church, looking for us.

“This is not good,” Vero said, gnawing a thumbnail.

I frowned at the dark expanse of cars, searching for an empty parking spot. “There must be a few hundred people inside. How long do you think Officer Oates has been in there?”

Vero shook her head. “No idea. My mom said she spotted Oates by the chapel door when she and Gloria got up to take communion.”

I reached over and put a hand on her frantically bobbing knee to still it. “The church will be crowded. All we have to do is get you through the door without anyone noticing. You can sneak into the chapel, stand at the back, and pretend you were there the whole time.”

“How am I supposed to get inside while Oates is standing in the damn vestibule? She’ll spot me the second I open the door.”

“Then we’ll just have to find another way in.” I pulled into an empty parking space around the side of the church. I scanned the length of the building. It was an impenetrable wall of stained glass and brick. There were only two secondary doors that I could make out. One was marked as a staff entrance, which meant it probably led to an office or, worse, the deacon’s chambers. The other was a fire door that appeared to open directly into the chapel.

Vero thunked her head against her window. “This is hopeless! We’re never going to find a way to get into that … Oh!” She ducked forward in her seat and tipped her head to look up, searching the wall directly in front of our bumper. “That’s it!”

“The roof?”

“The windows! We’re right outside the women’s bathroom. It opens into a hallway on the other side of the chapel. We can sneak into the building through those.” She pointed at a set of high casement windows above us. A light was on inside them, the panes tilted outward to let in the air. The voices of the church choir carried toward us on the cool evening breeze.

Whatever we were doing, we’d have to do it quickly. Norma had texted us during communion, and that had been at least ten minutes ago. I didn’t imagine a Mass in Spanish was much different from any of the ones I’d attended in English, which meant there should be only a handful of prayers left, and maybe a few announcements, before everyone got up to leave.

I followed Vero out of the van.

She turned to stare at me. “Where do you think you’re going? The Mass is in Spanish. If you go in there, you’ll stand out like pizza sauce on a taco.”

“If one of us gets caught sneaking in, it shouldn’t be the one with a tracking bracelet on her ankle. I’ll go in first and make sure the bathroom is empty. If the coast is clear, you can follow me in.” I climbed onto the van’s bumper and stepped onto the hood, reaching above me for the window. The hinge protested with a pneumatic hiss as I pushed it all the way open and poked my head inside. I peeked down into an empty stall. The mirrors above the sinks gave me a clear view into the toilets on both sides of it. “It’s empty,” I whispered. “Help me up.”

Vero gave me a boost. I put both shoulders through the open window and grabbed hold of the partition. My jeans scraped the frame as I wriggled the rest of my body through the opening and lowered myself into the stall. I felt around with my feet for the floor. When I was safely on the ground, I hurried to the bathroom door and used my body to brace it shut.

“Hurry!” I called up to Vero.

The hood of my van buckled loudly in protest as Vero used it as a springboard to jump. Her strained face appeared in the window, and she grunted as she pulled herself through it. She grabbed the top of the metal partition and lowered her feet, her sneakers squeaking against the wall as if she were searching for a foothold. The toilet roared to life. Vero yelped. I heard a shriek and a loud splash.

“What happened?” I whispered over the gurgling commode.

Vero threw open the stall door and glared at me across the bathroom. Her ankle monitor flashed red as she slowly pulled her foot out of the toilet and shook it off like a dog. She hobbled to the towel dispenser, dripping a trail of water behind her. She yanked a paper towel from the dispenser and paused. We stared at each other, our eyes going wide as the choir started singing again.

“The final blessing,” she said.

“Shit!” we cried in unison. We grabbed fistfuls of paper towels. She swatted them at her wet jeans while I frantically spread piles of them over the growing puddle around her shoe. I gave up trying to dry her off and dragged her toward the door. “The service is almost done! You need to get out there before it’s over.”

“I can’t go out there like this!”

“We don’t have any choice!” I grabbed the sopping towels from her hand and tossed them into the trash can.

I opened the bathroom door and shoved Vero through it as the deacon began reciting the final blessing. We sprinted down the hallway, our sneakers screeching against the tile. We threw open the chapel door and skidded into the sanctuary.

The entire congregation turned to gape at us. Everyone—including the deacon—was staring at the sputtering light on Vero’s ankle.

She cleared her throat. “And peace be with you,” she said, her voice echoing through the pews.

A few school-aged boys giggled. Vero’s mother made the sign of the cross. Gloria clapped a hand over her mouth. Officer Oates stood, arms crossed, at the back of the room. She didn’t look amused.

The deacon raised his voice to reclaim the congregation’s focus. He spoke a few words in Spanish, then came the usual salutations and handshakes that marked the end of the mass. As the congregants began filing out of the chapel, Vero and I quietly slipped out with them.

“Veronica!” Norma shouldered her way down the aisle with Gloria at her heels. She took Vero and me firmly by the arms and whisked us out of the building. “Where have you been?” she asked Vero in a furious whisper when we were all safely outside. “Officer Oates is here. She asked me during communion where you were. I told her you were at home, but she said you told her you were going to church! And now I have to come back for confession again for lying to a police officer!” They argued in hushed, rapid-fire Spanish as Officer Oates wriggled her way toward them through the crowd.

Vero whispered frantically to her mother. “If anyone asks, I was here the whole time.”

We all turned, wide smiles plastered on our faces, as the officer approached. “Wow! Look, everyone, it’s Officer Oates,” Vero said cheerfully. “What a coincidence! I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I’m sure you didn’t.” The officer’s shrewd eyes raked over both of us. “I’ll be damned if I didn’t check every inch of that church looking for you not fifteen minutes ago.”

“We must have just missed each other. I was there the whole time. Right, everyone?”

Norma’s tight-lipped smile was pained. Gloria jumped in to save her. “Yes, Officer. Our Veronica would never miss mass.”

Officer Oates sucked a tooth. She glanced back at the church, raising an eyebrow at the open window Vero and I had just wriggled through. She turned back to us and jutted her chin toward Vero’s dripping pant leg. “Problem in the ladies’ room?” she asked mockingly.

“Got carried away with the holy water.” Vero’s tone was snide, and I pinched her thigh to shut her up.

I smiled at Officer Oates. “Nothing a mop and a plunger won’t fix.”

The deacon approached, holding his Bible against his robes. He extended his hand toward Officer Oates, addressing her in English. “Welcome to St. Peter’s. I’m Deacon Garcia. It’s good to see a few new faces at mass. And of course,” he added, with a knowing smile at Vero, “a few familiar ones, too. I was glad to see you in church tonight, Veronica.” He raised an eyebrow at her pant leg. “I hope your ordeal in the restroom didn’t disrupt your worship.”

Vero shook her head. “No, Father. I did a lot of praying.”

His smile was wry. “As Santa Teresa reminds us, every trial has a purpose. I understand you’ll be staying with your mother for a while. I hope we’ll continue seeing you.” Vero nodded. “Good,” he said, patting her arm. “I expect you’ll want to arrive early for confession on Wednesday.” He winked at her before bidding us all farewell and returning to the church.

Officer Oates shook her head. Her trigger finger toyed with the handcuffs on her belt, but if she strapped them on Vero now, it would be her word against that of a highly respected member of the clergy. Her rancorous smile said she knew it. “I don’t know what you’re up to, Ramirez, but I’m going to find out.”

“Would you look at the time?” I said, making a show of checking my watch. “We should get Vero home. Her curfew is almost up, and she should probably put that ankle monitor in some rice to dry.”

“I have a better idea,” Officer Oates said. “Why don’t I follow you two home. I can remove that old, wet monitor and get rid of it. As luck would have it, I’ve got a brand-new model in the trunk of my car.”

I didn’t like her smug grin, or the way it grew wider in my rearview mirror as she followed my minivan back to Norma’s house.






CHAPTER 14


“We are not calling Cam,” Vero said over breakfast the next morning. Her mouth was set in a hard scowl, her eggs going cold on her plate as she glared down at her shiny new ankle bracelet. Officer Oates had made good on her promise. She’d escorted us home from church last night, retrieving a brand-new monitor from the trunk of her car before she’d followed us inside.

The new device wasn’t like the waterlogged one Oates had pried off Vero’s ankle. That one had operated like an invisible dog fence, turning off completely during Vero’s brief windows for essential errands. This new one was equipped with GPS tracking. Oates boastfully explained its features, how it would record Vero’s every move, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. There would be no errands or field trips Oates wouldn’t know about.

These GPS units were typically reserved for more serious offenders, but—as Officer Oates had merrily informed us—the toilet incident had given her no other choice than to offer Vero the upgrade. The fact that Vero had to pay for the damaged unit—plus the high monthly rent on the pricier new one—was an added pinch of salt in the wound.

On the positive side, since Officer Oates couldn’t prove Vero had broken her curfew, she hadn’t yet stripped Vero of her errand privileges. As long as Vero went only where she was supposed to be, her fancy new bracelet wouldn’t alert the authorities.

“This is getting ridiculous, Vero. If you won’t ask Cam for help, then I’ll call him,” I said. Give me Theo’s license plate number. I’ll have Cam track down his address.”

“We don’t need Cam to do it. I already know where Theo lives.”

“How?”

She hesitated, looking guilty when she said, “I took the AirTag off your key ring and stuck it to the fender of his BMW last night.”

My mouth fell open. “You can’t just put a tracker on someone’s car! What if Theo finds it and reports it to the cops?” How would she explain that in her trial? Well, you see, it’s very simple, your Honor. I employed a spyware device to help me stalk my uncommunicative ex and strong-arm him into providing me with an alibi for my other criminal charges.

Vero waved off my concern. “Theo has no idea the tag is on his car. I checked your phone while you were sleeping last night and traced him to a house. The car hasn’t left the driveway all night. I’m ninety-nine percent sure the house is Theo’s.”

I sighed, resigned. At least I wouldn’t have to involve Cam in all this. And I could quietly retrieve my AirTag now that we knew where Theo lived. No one would ever have to know about it. “When Javi and Ramón wake up, I’ll ask them to go with me.”

They had come home last night, bruised and bloodied, right after Officer Oates had left. Stone-faced and silent, they had walked straight to the kitchen and put two bags of frozen peas on their black-and-blue cheeks. When Vero had asked them what had precipitated the fight, they’d said it all started when Theo got suspicious—Theo ran, Javi tried to chase him, and someone spilled a beer. Neither one of them mentioned Sophia, and I got the distinct impression that doing so wouldn’t be wise.

Javi and Ramón had split the remains of a bottle of whisky before heading to bed and they were still sleeping it off. Probably so they wouldn’t have to face Norma and Gloria over breakfast and explain where their bruises had come from.

“You can’t tell Javi and Ramón where Theo lives,” Vero said. “Not after what happened last night. If they show up at his house, he’ll probably call the cops. Javi and Ramón have no idea I put a tracker on Theo’s car, and I have no plans to tell them.”

“Well, I’m not going to his house alone. And you can’t go with me with that computer strapped to your foot—”

Vero tipped her head, her brow furrowed as if she’d been struck by a thought. “Let me use your phone.”

I handed it over. “What are you doing?”

“I’m calling Cam,” she said as she opened my contacts.

“Why?”

“I need him to hack my ankle monitor.”

“You can’t ask him to do that!” I whispered.

“You said it yourself: it’s just a computer.”

I snatched my phone back. “And if you and Cam get caught, you could both go to jail!”

“Good. It’s about time Cam suffered a few consequences for all this, too.”

“We don’t even know if hacking that thing is possible.”

“And we won’t know unless we call him and ask.” She held her hand out for my phone. We stared at each other, neither of us budging.

“Your mother is going to murder me if I let you out of this house,” I said sternly.

“She doesn’t have to know. I used her pruning shears to clip the wires to Ramón’s cameras last night while you three were getting ready to leave for the bars.”

“That’s what you were doing in the backyard?”

Vero looked incredulous. “Did you think I was gardening?”

With an exasperated huff, I swiped open my contacts and dialed Cam’s number. If I didn’t take control of this conversation, who knew what else Vero might ask him to try?

“Hey, Mrs. D!” Cam answered. “How’s everything in Maryland? I went to your house yesterday, but Nick said you were out of town.”

I frowned. Cam showed up at my house unannounced only when he needed money, maternal advice, or a meal—usually all three. Somehow, I had become a parental figure in his life. While I didn’t mind assuming the role, being a de facto guardian to an eighteen-year-old career felon had come with its own unique set of challenges. Especially since he supplemented his income by working as a confidential informant to the cops, which I knew only because my boyfriend was one of them. “Is your grandma okay?”

“Yeah, she’s good,” he said, perking up the way he usually did when he talked about his grandmother. Cam’s parents weren’t in the picture. His grandmother was supposed to be his legal guardian, but lately it seemed more like it was the other way around. “She met some British guy on that singles cruise I sent her on last month. I hooked her up with a Discord account, and they’ve been talking every day. I’ve been keeping an eye on their conversations, you know, just to make sure the guy isn’t a creep or anything. He seems okay. Everything at my house is great.” The subtle emphasis he placed on his house suggested that something else, somewhere else, was not great.

“Is everything at my house okay?”

Cam’s pause was telling. “Yeah, sure, Mrs. D.”

“Cam?”

“Nick just asked me to come by and help him with something, that’s all.”

“Nick asked you to help him with what?”

“He wanted me to set Delia and Zach up with some kid-friendly entertainment. You know, Minecraft and Animal Crossing and stuff.”

“Is that all he needed help with?”

“I feel like the answer to that might get me in trouble.”

“Not answering that will also get you in trouble.”

“I swear on my grandma, Mrs. D, there is nothing you need to know.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling a headache coming on. “You’re sure?”

“Would I lie to you?”

“Never mind.” I had promised to trust Nick, and he had promised to contact me if anything urgent came up. Whatever Nick had needed help with probably wasn’t a crisis.

“Did you need something? You called me,” Cam reminded me.

“Right.” I took a breath, dismissing my niggling worry. “I need to ask your advice about something. Hypothetically. Between us.”

“Shoot.”

I put the phone on speaker, trying to figure out how to frame my question while Vero gestured impatiently for me to go on. “Let’s say I was writing a story about a woman on the run—”

“Is she hot?”

“That’s not important.”

“It kind of is if you want me to get into the story.”

Vero cocked a hip and stared at me expectantly.

I rolled my eyes. “She’s hot, and she’s being hunted—”

“Jesus, Mrs. D. That’s dark, even for you.”

“The person who’s hunting her is using a GPS device to track her movements.”

“What kind of device?”

“Does it matter?”

“Depends on the answer.”

“Let’s say, hypothetically, the tracking device was embedded in something she would wear.”

“Like a smartwatch?” he asked.

“More like a bracelet. Is there a way my character could fool the hunter into thinking she’s somewhere she isn’t?”

“Hypothetically,” Cam said, mocking my tone, “if your character got in trouble with the law, and she’s now forced to wear a GPS monitoring system because she’s not supposed to leave her house until her court date, and if this hypothetical hunter happens to wear a badge, then it would probably not be advisable for your aforementioned character to attempt to spoof the GPS signal on her bracelet. Because the penalties for getting caught would really, really suck, Mrs. D. But since we’re obviously talking about fictional people—because no one would be that stupid in real life—then yeah, it can totally be done.”

Vero gripped my hand and leaned closer to the phone. “How would that work? Hypothetically,” she asked, loud enough for him to hear her.

“It’s easy,” Cam said. “You just have to drown out the real GPS signals with louder ones.”

“What do you mean, drown them out?” I asked.

“Kind of like when Delia and Zach are shouting at each other while you’re trying to talk on the phone, and it makes it hard for you to think because all you can focus on is what they’re arguing about. The loudest GPS signals are easier to pick up. They make it harder for other signals to get through.”

“And you know how to make those loud signals point to somewhere else?” I asked.

“Yeah, piece of cake.”

Vero’s hands were greedy as she reached for my cell. I angled the phone out of her reach. “But if you were to tell someone how to do this, you could get in a lot of trouble.”

Cam’s laugh was cocky. “They’d have to catch me first. It can all be done remotely. I can spoof the signals from anywhere.”

“And no one could trace those signals back to you?”

“I’m offended, Mrs. D.”

“I’m serious, Cam! I can’t ask you to help with this if there’s any chance it will get you in trouble.”

“You’re not asking me to help. I’m offering, pro bono. I’m always up for a little game of Whac-A-Mole with the cops. Besides, this whole house-arrest business is kind of my fault anyway.”

“See?” Vero said.

“I’ll be fine,” Cam assured me. “You just keep an eye on your jailbird.”

“I heard that,” Vero snapped.

“Good,” he said. “Maybe you won’t do anything stupid.”

I wasn’t sure there was anything more stupid than what we were already planning to do.






CHAPTER 15


Ramón and Javi strolled into the kitchen thirty minutes later looking like they’d survived a cage match with Jack Daniels. Ramón scratched his chest through his pajama shirt on his way to the refrigerator. “What are you two troublemakers getting into today?”

Vero smiled sweetly. “Finlay and I are going outside to take some pictures. Her agent wants photos of her to post on her social media. Right, Finn?”

Ramón gestured to the new hardware on her ankle. “Don’t leave the yard.”

“Like you’d know,” she said under her breath.

“What was that?” he asked as he rooted around for the milk.

“I said, it’s not like I have anywhere to go.”

Javi watched her as he sipped his coffee. If he suspected she was up to anything, he didn’t say a word.

“What do you two have planned today?” I asked Ramón as he poured a bowl of cereal.

“I need to figure out what’s wrong with the damn security cameras. They didn’t record a single minute of footage last night.”

Vero sipped her coffee to hide her smirk. “It’s probably the software. Technology’s never been your strong suit, Ramón. There’s an owner’s manual in the box. Maybe Javi can help you troubleshoot.”

“Troubleshoot what?” Gloria fanned herself as she came down the stairs. She unzipped her hoodie on her way to the refrigerator. Beads of sweat spilled down her forehead as she yanked open the door and shoved her face inside it. A moan escaped her, wisps of steam wafting from the top of her head as she quietly cursed her hot flash.

“Just a problem with the camera,” Ramón said irritably.

Norma entered the kitchen in a pair of athletic sneakers and black yoga pants. She set a gym bag on the table and blinked at Ramón. “What happened to you?”

Gloria peeked her head out of the refrigerator and frowned at her son.

“Javi and I got into it with some jerks at a bar.”

Gloria clucked her tongue. “You boys are getting too old for that kind of nonsense.”

Norma shook a finger at him. “Tonight, you’ll stay home and keep an eye on your cousin.”

“I don’t need a babysitter,” Vero protested.

“Don’t worry,” Ramón told Norma. “Javi and I will have the cameras fixed before I leave tomorrow.”

“You’re leaving, mijo?” Gloria asked.

“I need to get back to the garage. I don’t have any other mechanics, and I can’t afford to keep it closed all week. Javi will stay and keep an eye on Vero. I’ll be back as soon as I can find someone to cover for me.”

Vero threw up her hands and went upstairs to her bedroom.

Norma filled her water bottle and scooped up her gym bag.

“Did you remember to use the bathroom?” Gloria asked her. Norma looked scandalized. “I’m only saying, we might be a long time in the car! Your bladder isn’t what it used to be, and that’s a lot of water,” Gloria said as Norma glared at her.

“My bladder is just fine.” Norma squinted at Gloria’s face. “Hold on. I think I see another chin hair.”

Gloria reached up to feel it. “Another? Are you sure?”

Norma swatted Gloria’s hand. “Don’t try to get it now. I keep a pair of tweezers in the car. The light’s better out there, and we’re going to be late.”

Gloria kissed Ramón on his cheek on her way to the door. “We’re going to the gym. And after that, maybe some shopping. We’ll be gone for a few hours. Remember to lock the door behind us,” she said on her way out.

I felt a little wistful as I watched them get into Norma’s car. It was easy to picture Vero and me twenty years from now, coping with our own changes of life as the kids moved out and our hormones rebelled against us. I smiled to myself, imagining us in our own yoga pants and hoodies, climbing into our car with our giant water bottles, on our way out for an afternoon together while we fought off hot flashes and bladder incontinence. It was a far cry from what we were usually doing when we donned black athletic gear in anticipation of an unknown number of hours in a car without a bathroom. I was struck by a pang of uncertainty as I wondered if Vero and I would get the chance to grow old together, like Norma and Gloria, or if we would see each other only during visiting hours while she served out her prison time. Her trial was in less than a month, and we’d made only scant progress toward figuring out who really took the money.

My phone vibrated with an incoming call. Sylvia’s name flashed on the screen. It was the third time she’d tried to call me in the last hour without leaving a voice mail. Experience told me if I didn’t answer it soon, she’d hop on a train to Virginia and show up at my house. I couldn’t do that to Nick. Especially not while Sylvia had bets riding on the color and cut of his undergarments.

I excused myself from the room to take the call.

“What’s wrong now?” I asked Sylvia as I headed upstairs and shut myself in the bathroom. “Is it really too much to ask that I take a few days off to handle some personal business?”

“You’re a celebrity now. There is no personal anymore. Just business, Finlay. And, thanks to your neighbor, business is booming!”

I could practically hear her rubbing her hands together. “What now? My boyfriend’s underwear wasn’t enough?”

“A social media storm is brewing. Apparently, Stacey was on her way home from her kid’s school play last night, and she saw a gorgeous woman leaving your house after dark.”

“I’m sure it was just my sister.” But even as I said it, I knew that wasn’t the answer. Stacey had been my neighbor long enough to have seen my family members coming and going over the years. She had probably even met my sister during one of Delia’s birthday parties.

“Your sister’s not that gorgeous, Finlay. This woman was hot! And mysterious,” she added in a sibilant whisper to illustrate her point.

I felt a flicker of unease. Mrs. Haggerty had called me once to tell me a similar story about my ex-husband. The scar from that memory still ached if I poked at it hard enough. But Nick was not Steven, I reminded myself. I trusted Nick. This was nothing I needed to worry about. “So, Nick had a visitor. It was probably just a babysitter, Sylvia. Regardless, it’s no one’s business who she was.”

“Apparently, it’s everyone’s business. Hashtag hotcopcrotchwatch went viral, only now it’s taken on a whole new meaning. Stacey’s followers have all mobilized to identify the mystery woman. They’re like your own personal army, Finlay! The local followers are staking out your house, trying to get a photo of her. The nonlocal ones are all on standby, ready to share and repost any pics. It’s all very exciting!”

“It’s also a huge violation of Nick’s privacy!”

“I’m sure he’s willing to take one for the team if it means growing your fan base. That is, if he’s still on your team when you get home. I followed the hashtag and subscribed to Stacey’s feed, so I’ll be the first to know if the status of your situationship changes. Don’t worry, I’ll text you anything you need to know.”

I sat down on the toilet lid and pressed a hand to my eyes. “You always do.”

“Oh, and one more thing,” Sylvia added. “I Zoomed with Mrs. Haggerty during visiting hours at the penitentiary yesterday. That manuscript she’s working on is really coming together. You know, the suburban tell-all about all the juicy things that have happened in your neighborhood? It has all the elements of a bestseller: a high-concept hook, a dramatic setting, a great cast…”

I sensed a but coming.

“But the woman refuses to write a sex scene, Finlay. She says describing the act is vulgar and unnecessary to the plot. Can you believe it? You know how important those scenes are! We need this book to be big, and we’re never going to hit a bestseller list if Mrs. Haggerty keeps closing the bedroom door before we get to all the good stuff.”

“What do you mean we?” I failed to understand what any of this had to do with me.

“I’m so glad you asked. I thought maybe you could visit Mrs. Haggerty at the penitentiary and give her some pointers. Or better yet, just write a couple of chapters for her. Nothing crazy, just a few pages of heavy petting, some thrusting, and a little cunnilingus. Everybody loves cunnilingus. It really moves some books.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m not going to write Mrs. Haggerty’s sex scenes for her.”

“Fine, you don’t have to write them. Maybe just give her a little confidence boost. You know, jog her memory a little. She’s probably just nervous because it’s been so long since she last did the deed. Tell her writing sex scenes is like riding a bike—it’ll all come back to her. She just needs a little inspiration, like you did,” she reminded me. “You were rustier than a piece of old farm machinery, and look at what a few rolls in the hay with Nick did for you!”

“We’re not having this conversation.”

“I’m not saying you need to let her borrow your boyfriend. Maybe just bring her some magazines or an instructional video—”

“I’m not smuggling porn to my elderly neighbor so she can read it in her prison cell.”

“You’re right. That was a terrible idea. If she gets caught with contraband, they might extend her sentence, and I need her to be out of that place in six months so we can start planning her book tour. I agree, Finlay. That’s a great idea. We’re much better off if you just write the good parts for her. I’ll let you two work out the specifics. Send me your pages as soon as you have something spicy cooked up.”

“Wait … Sylvia, I never said—”

Sylvia disconnected.

“I’m afraid to ask what that was all about.”

I pulled my face out of my hands and glanced up to find Vero peeping at me through the crack in the door. “How much did you hear?”

“Enough to be certain you were right to tell her no.”

“Thank you,” I said, feeling vindicated.

“She’s not wrong about the cunnilingus though. What else did she say?”

“That Stacey saw some gorgeous woman coming out of my house last night, presumably while Nick was there.”

Vero listened as I bitched for a while about Stacey and her hashtag army. When I was finished, she reached into the bathroom, took me by the hand, and towed me across the hall to her bedroom. She pulled me inside, shut the door, and deposited me onto her bed, grabbing my laptop and plopping down beside me. She struggled to sit crisscross without her ankle monitor getting in the way.

“What are you doing?” I asked as she finally got settled and opened a browser.

“Looking up Stacey’s hashtag. I don’t believe for a minute that Nick would be that stupid, but if there really was a woman in your house, we’re going to figure out who. Someone must have posted a photo, or at the very least described her. And if they didn’t, then we can chalk it up to more of Stacey’s bullshit rumors. You know how she is.”

I did. Stacey loved to be the center of attention, and it wasn’t beyond her to stir the rumor mill just to be in the middle of it once it got spinning. When my ex-husband had been arrested a month ago and accusations about him had been swirling, she’d made sure every mom in South Riding was invited to the chat.

“Look, I found the post.” Vero clicked on Stacey’s frantic first message about the beautiful mystery woman she’d seen coming out of my house. It was hard to miss, with plenty of exclamation points to drive the point home.


OMG, you will NEVER believe what I just saw!!! I was on my way home from my son’s school play, and I drove past the Donovans’ house just as a woman was coming out of it, and you all KNOW Finlay is out of town. (If you’re a new follower, welcome! And here’s a pro tip: Finlay Donovan is Fiona Donahue’s real name.) So who the hell was this gorgeous brunette, and what was she doing with Finlay’s boyfriend after dark?!?!



The responses came in hot.


NOOOOOO!!!!! Not Finnick!!!! My heart can’t take it!!!

We can’t call them Finnick. Finnick was a guy in the Hunger Games. If we’re giving Finlay and Hot Cop a couple’s name, I vote for Nicklay. It’ll be less confusing.

I second that.

It is decided. Nicklay is being tested, people. We cannot let this stand! Who in South Riding can be our eyes and ears? We need pictures of this woman!



Several volunteers spoke up. I recognized a few of the names, disgusted that my neighbors—people I had invited to my children’s birthday parties and gone to HOA barbecues with—were willing to stake out my home.

What do we know about her? someone asked.


Only that she’s tall with a spectacular figure. She has long, dark hair and was wearing a suit jacket and heels. She definitely wasn’t dressed like a babysitter.

Did you see what kind of car she was driving?

No, it was dark, and I was too busy trying to get a look at her face.



“Who does that sound like to you?” Vero asked me.

I didn’t want to say their names out loud, but I could think of a few possibilities. None of them good. “Kat Rybakov?” Though why Nick would invite the newly crowned boss of the local Russian mob into my home for a meeting, I couldn’t say. They hated each other. He was too smart to meet her without witnesses present—he’d be dangerously tempted to kill her.

“Unless it was Irina Borovkov?”

I shook my head. The widow of the mob enforcer we’d accidentally helped eliminate last fall never went anywhere without at least one bodyguard.

I snapped my fingers. “I bet it was Sam!” Detective Samara Becker fit the description. She was beautiful, tall, and had a wardrobe that would make most runway models jealous.

I picked up my phone and dialed my sister, relieved when she actually answered.

“Hey, Finn. How’s Vero?”

“She’s fine, Georgia. Listen, I need to know if Sam was at my house with Nick last night.”

The line went quiet. A siren whooped in the background, and I could hear the static of police radios as the silence dragged on.

“Georgia?” I said, sensing a stall. My sister was the worst liar I had ever met.

“It’s really no big deal, Finn. Nick had a question about something and he asked Sam to help him out. Look, I can’t really talk about it. I’m in the middle of a money-laundering investigation and I just got to the crime scene. I need to go.” Georgia disconnected.

“It was just Sam,” I told Vero, ashamed by the rush of relief I felt.

Vero squeezed my hand. “See? Mystery solved. Stacey’s just stirring up the drama squad. Nick’s crazy about you, and he’s crazy about your kids. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

She closed my laptop and stretched like a cat as she got up. “I’m going downstairs to charge this thing. I want to be ready when Cam calls us back. You going to be okay?” she asked.

I nodded, even though my curiosity over everyone’s secrecy was practically killing me. If the favors Nick needed weren’t a big deal, why had Cam and Georgia been so reluctant to tell me about them? “I’ll be down in a few minutes,” I told Vero.

When she left and shut the door, I couldn’t stand it anymore. There was only one person I knew who was completely incapable of keeping a secret. All I had to do was get her on the phone.

I sent Nick a text. Hey, how’s everything going? I miss you and the kids. Any chance Delia’s free for a chat?

I waited through a pause that felt longer than normal. A full minute passed before Nick’s response appeared.

We miss you too. We’re out running errands. Can we call you tonight?

Yes! I typed back. Can’t wait.






CHAPTER 16


By the time I came downstairs, the bustling house was quiet. Javi and Ramón were huddled over the computer in Ramón’s bedroom, trying to solve the mystery of what was wrong with his surveillance cameras. Vero had fallen asleep on the sofa in the living room, her leg sticking out of the brightly colored afghan where her monitor was connected to its charger on the floor.

I considered going back upstairs and closing my eyes, too. It seemed decadent, having so many hours of free time on my hands, but the thought of taking a nap felt like too much of an indulgence, especially while Nick was stuck running errands with my children. And I already felt guilty for imposing on Norma and Gloria as long as I had. Having houseguests was stressful. The least I could do was use the time to help.

I went to the kitchen and rummaged through the pantry and the fridge, wondering what ingredients I could cobble together for dinner. I wasn’t anywhere near as skilled in the kitchen as Norma and Gloria, but anyone would appreciate not having to cook after a long day at work. I found some ground pork in the fridge and sautéed it with an onion and a pepper, then I tossed it into a Crock-Pot with some canned tomatoes and seasoning. After it simmered for a few hours, I’d throw in some macaroni. It wasn’t a real goulash, but it was the best I could do.

I had just put the lid on the Crock-Pot when the whole thing began to shake. The glassware in the cabinet started to rattle. The whole house seemed to be vibrating. The cause, I realized, was coming from the street. I ran to the living room window, craning my neck just in time to see a bright purple Lincoln Mark V bounce to a stop in front of the house, its stereo turned up so loud the bass was buzzing.

“Vero! Wake up,” I said, shaking her shoulder as the car’s hydraulics whined. She groaned at me and pulled the throw pillow over her head. I grabbed the corner of it and yanked it away from her face. “Cam’s here,” I said as the car’s engine—and the music—cut off.

Vero shot upright and blinked. “What do you mean, he’s here? He can’t be here.”

“You know someone else who drives a glittery eighteen-foot eggplant?” I tossed Vero her shoes and socks.

She got up too fast, tripping on her charging cord. She yanked it out and tossed it away from her, scrambling to put on her shoes. “I thought you said he was going to call. How’d he know where to find us?”

I didn’t bother answering that. I doubted there was anyone with a driver’s license or a Social Security number Cam couldn’t find, but the spyware I was sure he’d snuck onto my phone probably made it easier. Vero threw the dead bolt and unlatched the chain a second before Cam reached for the doorbell. He carried his backpack over one arm and a leather-clad Chihuahua under the other. Arnold Schwarzenegger gave a pleased bark and wagged his tail when we shuffled outside.

“You can’t come in,” Vero said, turning Cam around by the shoulders and pushing him back toward the driveway. “If you step foot inside that house, I’ll get in a lot of trouble.”

“You’re already in a lot of trouble.”

“I’ll get in the kind you can’t fix. If my cousin finds out what we’re up to, I won’t need a tracking device because he will superglue my ass to the wall of my bedroom, and I’ll never see the light of day again.”

“Where the hell are we supposed to do this, then?” Cam gestured to the front window of the house across the street. Eugene was peering through his curtain. Next door, Lenore sprayed water all over her sidewalk as she squinted at the tinted windows of Cam’s car while she pretended to water her daffodils. “We can’t do this with an audience. I need to test all this shit before I wire you up.”

Wendell shambled down his driveway in a pair of fuzzy slippers, dragging his recycling bin behind him. Joan was hovering beside her empty mailbox. They both waved when we caught them staring at us. “Cam’s right. We can’t do this out here,” I whispered to Vero.

“Wait here,” she said, darting back into her house. She returned a moment later with her cousin’s key ring. “Get in,” she said, shooing us toward Ramón’s white panel van. We all climbed inside the back, and Vero quickly slammed the door. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. There were no windows in the cargo area. The van smelled like tire rubber, paint thinner, and machine lubricant. It held a variety of toolboxes, an air pump, and some jumper cables and jacks.

“Sweet!” Cam said, setting Arnold on the floor to sniff around. “My very own surveillance van.” Cam took a power screwdriver off a shelf and tested the trigger.

“It’s not a surveillance van,” Vero said, snatching it away from him. “It’s a repair van, and it belongs to my cousin.” She sat on a toolbox and slid another one toward me with her foot, leaving Cam to sit crisscross on the van’s floor. Arnold turned a few circles and curled up to nap against his hip.

Cam unzipped his backpack and opened his laptop. As he waited for it to boot up, he dumped a pile of loose articles out of his bag—rolls of tape, batteries, a leather belt, and assorted electrical components. The duct tape screeched as he tore a strip off the roll.

“What is all that stuff?” Vero asked, pointing to the tangle of wires around his legs.

“Transmitters,” Cam said, taping three of them to the belt. “You’re gonna put this on anytime you even think about leaving your house.” He held it out to her. The transmitters protruded like bricks from the leather strap. It looked heavy, and I was grateful Cam had thought to bring duct tape. She hiked up her sweatshirt and fastened the device around her waist.

“I look like a suicide bomber.”

“Don’t parade it through any TSA checkpoints and you’ll be fine. Put some baggy clothes over it. No one will notice.” She pulled her sweatshirt down to cover the belt while Cam began typing on his laptop. He spun it around to face us, revealing a grainy aerial image of Vero’s house. “Which bedroom is yours?” he asked her. She pointed to the right rear corner of the house, farthest from the driveway. Cam began typing again. His face split with a cocky grin as he gestured to a flashing beacon on his screen. “Check it out. That’s you.” A tiny blue light blinked in the corner of the house that Vero had indicated as her bedroom. He pointed to the bulge under her sweatshirt. “You should probably take that transmitter for a test drive, just to make sure the signal’s strong enough. How far does your ankle monitor normally let you go?”

“To the end of my driveway.”

Cam nodded toward the doors at the back of the van. “Try walking to the end of your street and see if the alarm goes off.”

“If?” Vero cried, startling Arnold from his nap. “I thought you said this would work!”

Cam scooped up the shaking bundle of fur and bones and stroked the top of his head. “Relax! You’re freaking out my dog, and he pees when he’s scared. If the alarm goes off, we’ll just tell the cops that Arnold got loose and you helped me chase him down before he could run away. No one is going to arrest you for saving a damn Chihuahua.”

Vero hesitated. I didn’t blame her for being reluctant to trust Cam, but if we were actually going to try this, a test run felt like a sensible plan. If the alarm did go off, Vero would only be a few yards outside her boundary. And chasing after a loose dog seemed like a reasonable explanation. “It’s not a bad idea,” I conceded.

Vero pointed a finger at Cam. “If you screw me over, so help me, I will—”

“Listen, Martha Stewart,” Cam said through a scowl, “I don’t lie awake at night trying to come up with ways to make your life miserable. I have better things to do.”

“With your left hand or your right?”

He flipped her off.

“Both of you, knock it off!” I turned to Vero and lowered my voice. “If you don’t want to do this, you don’t have to. No one will judge you for changing your mind.”

“I’m not changing my mind.”

“Then we should test this thing before your mother gets home.”

She drew a steadying breath. With a shallow nod, she opened the door and hopped down from the back of the van. She pulled her sweatshirt down to cover the tops of her legs, making sure the bulky fabric concealed all three of the transmitter battery packs. Cam stayed in the van, watching his laptop screen. I got out of the van to keep an eye on Vero. I looked around at the nearest houses, but most of the neighbors seemed to have lost interest in us and retreated inside.

Vero strolled casually to the bottom of her driveway. She pretended to check the mailbox as she looked up and down the sidewalk. I held my breath as she put a cautious toe out into the road.

Nothing happened.

She discreetly hiked up the leg of her jeans. The monitor on her ankle was still blinking green.

She took another cautious step into the street. Then another. When the alarm on her ankle didn’t start shrieking, she picked up her pace toward the end of the block. She made it all the way to the stop sign and turned back toward the van. Cam flashed her a thumbs-up.

“She’s good,” he said.

A held breath rushed out of me, and I sagged against the bumper. Vero’s face split into a wide grin. She did a victory dance in the middle of the street, her baggy sweatshirt flopping like a circus tent around her.

“Holy shit!” a voice called out. “Veronica Ramirez, is that really you?”

Vero froze, a look of pure mortification etched on her face as Sophia emerged from the house directly behind her. Sophia strutted across her front yard in an indecently short pair of cutoffs, the kind only a twenty-five-year-old ass could pull off. I had no doubt that at twenty-two, Vero would have looked just as stunning in a pair of her own, if she hadn’t been stuck wearing several electronic devices and a sweatshirt that made her look like the Liberty Bell.

Sophia strolled toward Vero with a glossy smirk as Vero turned around. The two women stood facing each other, arms crossed and chests out as I ran to catch up to them.

“Wow, Veronica. How long has it been since we’ve run into each other? More than a year?”

“Not nearly long enough.”

“You’ve been gone so long, it’s like you were never here. Imagine my surprise when I spotted you on my Ring cam just now. I almost didn’t recognize you. You’ve really packed on the pounds.”

Vero’s eyes frosted over. “If it wasn’t for the sulfurous odor wafting from your side of the street, I might not have recognized you either.”

“Nice,” Sophia said with a snide curl of her lip. “You know, your cousin came by yesterday morning to say hi to me. Then I bumped into Javier last night at a bar. It was so great catching up with him. Like one big, happy homecoming. Funny,” she said, tapping her chin, “the whole time Javi and I were talking, your name never once came up. But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I heard the cops have been keeping you on a very tight leash.”

“Takes a dog to know one.”

Sophia rolled her eyes. “There’s no reason to be petty. I get that you’re jealous, but you can’t blame Javi for having a little fun while you were gone. I mean, I know you think you’re hot shit, but you didn’t really expect him to wait for you, did you?”

Vero’s mouth fell open. Her eyes brimmed with rage.

“Oh my god. You totally did.” Sophia laughed and touched her heart. “That’s so sweet. And so completely naive of you.”

I touched Vero’s arm. “We should go,” I said in a low voice.

She held up a hand. “I’m not going anywhere until this ho tells me what she did with my boyfriend!”

“He wasn’t your boyfriend until you made him chase you all the way to Virginia. But now that he’s back, I’ll be happy to help him pass the time while you’re doing yours in the slammer.”

Vero’s hands curled into fists. Her ankle monitor flashed like a countdown to launch.

Footsteps pounded on the pavement behind me. I turned in time to see Javi and Ramón sprinting down the street toward us. They skidded to a stop when they reached Sophia’s driveway.

“What the hell, Veronica!” Ramón shouted. “You’re supposed to stay in the yard!”

I jumped to intercept him. “Everything is fine. I swear! I was here with her the whole time.” I wasn’t about to explain the belt in front of Sophia. I was afraid Vero might suddenly remember she was wearing something that could be used as a means of strangulation.

Sophia glanced over Vero’s shoulder at the three of us. She smiled seductively at Javi, playing with a lock of her long, dark hair. “Hey, Javier. The bruises are looking good.”

I thought Vero might go ballistic. Her eyes narrowed on Javi. “Sophia was just telling me all the fascinating things I missed after I left for college.”

Sophia winked at him. “Not all the things.”

Vero lunged for her. Javi grabbed her by the arms before she could swing.

“You’re such a bitch!” Sophia snapped. Ramón held her back as she tried for a sucker punch.

“I’ve got twenty on Vero!” Cam called out from the back of the van. Cam held up both thumbs, looking pleased with himself. “Don’t worry, Mrs. D. Her signal’s good, even with all that interference.”

“No one’s betting on anyone,” I shouted over the ruckus. “We’re leaving. Right now.”

Javi shot Sophia an admonishing look as he and Ramón towed Vero back to the house. She kicked and swore at them, dangling between them by her armpits. They didn’t let her feet touch the ground until they were safely out of Sophia’s sight.

Vero whirled on her cousin and punched him in the arm. “Sophia? Seriously? You let Javi sleep with that tramp?! You have so much explaining to do, Ramón!”

“Me?” he cried, shielding himself with his forearm. “How did you make it all the way to her house without your damn alarm going off?”

“And why do you look like you ate twelve boxes of Krispy Kremes?” Javi asked, frowning at her sweatshirt. She turned on him and started hitting him, too. The Fantastic Four began shambling out of their houses, the commotion drawing them into the street like a horde of the Walking Dead.

“Everybody into the van!” I opened the back door and directed everyone inside until we were packed like sardines in a big white can. I slammed the door, locking us in.

“What the hell is all this?” Ramón asked, careful to avoid sitting on scraps of duct tape and wires. “And what’s Cam doing here?”

Vero lifted her sweatshirt. Javi and Ramón nearly tripped over themselves as they scrambled away from her, both of them falling backward against the side of the van. Vero dropped her sweatshirt. “Relax, you idiots, it’s not a bomb.”

“Then what the hell is it?” Javi asked.

“It’s a GPS spoofer,” Cam answered.

Javi’s terror morphed into surprise. “It actually works?”

“Of course it works.” Cam looked offended. “She could drive this van across twelve state lines, and the cops would think she’s still in her bedroom.”

Vero’s eyes lit up as if she was imagining the possibilities. I got a little nervous when Javi’s did, too.

“What if I wanted them to think I was somewhere else?” Vero asked. “Like the grocery store. Or in church?”

Cam shrugged. “All I need is the GPS coordinates and I can put you there.”

Ramón looked at the three of them as if they were all crazy. “The only place Veronica’s going is inside that house!” He lifted the hem of her sweatshirt and reached for the belt. She smacked his hands, hollering at him in Spanish as he unfastened it and removed it from her waist. He shook it in Cam’s face. “Was this your idea?”

Arnold’s whole body trembled as he lifted his leg over Cam’s laptop. Cam scooped up the device, whisking it out of the way just as Arnold let out a stream of urine. “Could you maybe stop yelling? You’re upsetting my dog!” Cam picked Arnold up, whispering soothing words in his ear.

Ramón shoved a grease-stained rag at Cam, clearly expecting him to clean up his dog’s mess.

“Go easy on the kid,” Javi said. “He was only trying to help.”

“Help her with what? He’s going to get her sent to prison!”

Javi’s expression turned hard. “Vero’s not going to prison! I won’t let that happen.”

“None of us will let that happen,” I reminded them both sharply. “We’re going to stick to the plan and talk to Theo, but we’re not going to solve anything if we’re all fighting.” I lowered my voice when nobody argued. “It’s getting late. Gloria and Norma will probably be home soon, so I suggest we all go inside and pull ourselves together before they get here.”

Javi got out of the van. Vero folded her arms over her chest and glared daggers at the floor. Ramón tipped her chin up, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Javi and I will get you out of this mess, Vero, but you have to stay out of trouble. If Cam wants to help so bad, he can tell us where Theo lives. You got the guy’s license plate, right?”

She threw a quick sideways glance at me as she shook her head, warning me not to say a word.

“Then we’ll go back to the bar tonight and follow Theo home if we have to. We’ll make him listen to reason. Let me and Javi handle this. No more sneaking around.”

Javi reached for Vero’s hand to help her out of the van, but she smacked it away. I suspected her rebuff had as much to do with her encounter with Sophia as with her agitation over the confiscation of her transmitter belt. She stormed out of the van and into the house, then slammed the door behind her. There was nothing I could say to Javi that he didn’t already know about her. She was angry and frustrated and probably a little scared, and she needed some time alone to cool off. There was no sense talking to her—or Ramón—about any of this now.

“Hey,” Cam said as he climbed out, too. His shoulders were hunched under the weight of his backpack and the traumatized Chihuahua under his arm. “You think me and Arnold could use the bathroom and get some food? It was a long drive up here, and we haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

“Yes,” I interjected before Ramón could say no. Cam reached for the transmitter belt. Ramón glared at him, practically daring him to take it. Cam put up his hand and backed away, giving Ramón a wide berth as he carried the belt with him into the house.

“Come inside,” I said to Cam. “I’ll fix you and Arnold something to eat.”






CHAPTER 17


Norma and Gloria came home an hour later, their arms heavy with gym totes and shopping bags.

“Who’s this?” Norma gestured to the teenager and the Chihuahua who had made themselves comfortable on her sofa. Cam had converted Norma and Gloria’s television into a game station using a handheld controller he’d brought from his house.

“That’s Arnold. And that’s Cam,” Vero said, knocking his boots off the coffee table. “Cam, this is my mom and my Aunt Gloria.” She dropped her voice to a harsh whisper. “Do not piss them off.” She turned back cheerfully to her mother. “Cam is a friend from Virginia. He came to visit.”

“That’s wonderful,” Gloria said, setting her bags on the kitchen counter. “All this company will keep you from getting bored while you’re stuck in the house. You should stay for dinner, Cam. I’ll fix something nice.”

“I hope it’s okay, but I put a little something in the Crock-Pot,” I said. “Just a simple goulash I threw together. You and Norma have been so generous letting me stay, and you’re both so busy. It was the least I could do.”

Gloria peeked under the lid. “It smells wonderful, Finlay.”

“To mask the taste,” Vero said.

I threw her a look. “It’s nothing fancy, but there’s plenty.”

The mention of another meal caught Cam’s attention. Even Arnold wagged his tail.

“Where are Javi and Ramón?” Norma asked.

“In the basement, trying to figure out what’s wrong with their stupid security cameras,” Vero said. “They’ve been down there all day.”

Norma frowned. “The cameras still aren’t working?”

Vero could have done a better job of hiding her grin. “Nope!”

“I’m pretty good with computers,” Cam offered. “Maybe I can help.”

“You’ve helped enough.” Ramón and Javi emerged from the basement. Ramón glared at Cam. “What the hell is he still doing here?”

“That’s no way to talk to Vero’s friend,” Gloria scolded him. “Cam will be joining us for dinner.”

Ramón dipped a spoon into the Crock-Pot and blew off the steam. “Javi and I have plans.”

“Then you’ll just have to cancel them,” Norma said. “Your mother and I have to go out, and I don’t want Vero and Finlay here alone while that lunatic vandal is out there, hurling stones at our house.”

“Why can’t one of you stay with her?” Ramón asked as he tested my cooking.

“Because we’re going to work,” Norma said at the same time Gloria said, “Because we have a date.”

Ramón choked. He dropped his spoon into the sink and pounded his chest. “Who has a date?”

“Your mother,” Norma said, as Gloria said, “Your tía.”

He side-eyed them both. “Which is it?”

“We’ll be out late,” Norma said, “and the rest is none of your business. I expect you and Javi to stay here and keep an eye on the house while we’re gone.”

Ramón muttered a swear and Gloria swatted the back of his head. “Language,” she reminded him.

Vero’s gaze slid shrewdly to Cam. “Cam’s staying for dinner anyway,” she reminded her cousin. “If you let him stick around for a few hours to work on your camera problem, you and Javi can do whatever dumb thing you were planning to do tonight. It’s not like I can leave the house anyway.”

“That’s a good idea,” Gloria agreed.

Norma nodded decisively. “Then it’s settled. Cam will sleep on the air mattress with Ramón and Javi in the basement. I don’t like the idea of him driving back to Virginia so late at night.” She held up a finger when Ramón started to argue. “It’s the least we can do after he offered to help fix the cameras, and I don’t want to hear another word about it. You can leave after you eat. Dinner is ready. We shouldn’t let it get cold.”

The table was unusually quiet during the meal. Everyone ate quickly, and no one but Cam went back for seconds. I hoped that wasn’t a reflection of my cooking, rather that some of us were preoccupied with our plans for the night. I wasn’t sure what Vero was plotting, but I knew her well enough to recognize trouble brewing when I saw it.

She watched everyone out of the corners of her eyes as she lingered in the kitchen, scrubbing the dishes. Norma and Gloria excused themselves right after the meal, changing into dressy mom-jeans and lightweight cardigans, then reminding us all to lock the door as they hurried out of the house. Javi and Ramón were next to leave. They looked like avenging angels in tight-fitting tees and dark jeans, their battle scars from the bar brawl on full display. Ramón shrugged on his leather jacket. Javi leaned toward Vero for a kiss. When she refused to so much as look at him, he quietly slunk out of the house.

Vero watched them through the window. The second Ramón’s van pulled away from the curb, she grabbed a roll of duct tape from a closet in the hall.

“What are you doing?” I asked, chasing her up the stairs. She darted into the bathroom, opened the cabinet, and took out three small boxes of tampons. Then she carried everything to her room and turned the boxes upside down, showering her comforter with feminine hygiene products. She flung open her closet and snatched a leather belt from her shelf.

The duct tape shrieked as she pulled it from the roll and began affixing the empty tampon boxes to the belt strap. She covered them completely with layers of silver adhesive. When she was finished, they looked exactly like the battery packs Cam had taped to her spoofing belt a few hours ago.

“Tell me you’re not doing what I think you’re doing.”

“I’m making a belt,” Vero said, “exactly like the one Cam made for me.”

“And you plan to make it work how? With the power of your flow?”

“This is just a dummy,” she said, rolling her eyes at me as she tore off the last strip of tape with her teeth. “It just has to look like the one Ramón took from me. I’m going to swap this belt for the real one. When my cousin gets home and asks where we are, Cam will tell him I went to bed early and you went home to check on the kids. Ramón will see the fake belt, right where he left the real one, and he won’t suspect a thing.”

“And where are we going to be?”

“We are going to Theo’s.”

“How did I know you were going to say that?”

I followed her as she carried her phony belt downstairs to her cousin’s bedroom. She checked his dresser drawers first, then under his bed, searching for the belt he’d confiscated earlier.

“It’s probably in his van,” I pointed out. “He wouldn’t just leave it where he thinks you might find it.”

“No,” Vero agreed with a mischievous grin, “he’d leave it in a place he thinks I don’t know about.” She got down on her knees in front of the floor vent and plucked off the cover. She reached a hand deep into the air duct, her grin widening as she retrieved the transmitter belt. Triumphant, she held it in the air and blew off the dust. She fed the fake one into the hole, careful to leave the end where Ramón could see it if he shined a light inside to make sure it was there. “Ramón and Javi used to hide weed in here when we were in high school. I used to spy on the two of them—mostly on Javi,” she admitted as she wrapped Cam’s belt around her waist. “I spotted them stuffing a joint down here once when they thought Aunt Gloria was going to bust them. They still have no idea I—”

Ramón’s bedroom door opened. Javi stopped in his tracks.

His gaze dropped to the belt around Vero’s waist, his jaw working around all the things he probably wanted to say to her. She stared back at him, looking both guilty and defiant. He walked to the closet and took his jacket off its hanger. “I forgot my coat.”

“Javi, wait!” she said urgently as he headed for the door. “Are you going to tell Ramón about this?”

Javi’s grip tightened around his jacket as he slowly turned around. “And say what, Vero? It’s not like you tell me what you’re doing anymore.”

Vero’s jaw dropped. “Me? I’m not the only one who’s been keeping secrets! And I shouldn’t have to tell you everything I do. You’re not my big brother! And we’re not kids anymore, Javi!”

“Then maybe we both should start acting like adults.” He started to leave, then paused. “For what it’s worth, Veronica, I always knew when you were spying on me, because I never stopped looking out for you, too.”

He walked out and shut the door.

Vero took a second to absorb all the things Javi had just said and all the things he hadn’t. She shook her head, bringing herself back to her mission. She took one of Ramón’s sweatshirts from his closet and dragged it over her head, pulling it down to cover her belt. “Let’s get out of here in case he changes his mind.”

My phone vibrated with an incoming call. “Hold on,” I said, “it’s coming from my house phone. It must be Delia.”

Vero looked concerned. “Why would Delia be calling?”

“Because I asked her to,” I said, rushing to connect the call. “Delia?”

“Hi, Mommy!” Delia’s greeting was endearingly enthusiastic. I had to hold the phone away from my ear, and my heart ached with a rush of homesickness.

“Hi, sweetheart! How’s everything there?”

“Good! We went to work with Aunt Georgia today.”

“That sounds fun. Did Nick go, too?”

“No, he had something grown-up to do. Zach and I couldn’t come.”

“It was nice of Aunt Georgia to take you to work with her. Is Nick there with you now?”

“Yes, but he’s busy. Zach hid something he wasn’t supposed to, and Nick can’t find it. I told him all the places to look, but it wasn’t there.”

“Uh-oh. What was it?”

“Nick said it’s very important. He said it’s—”

“Hey, Finn?” Nick sounded harried as he took the phone. “Sorry, I didn’t know Delia was going to call you herself. I told her we’d try you after dinner.”

“Everything okay?”

“Sure, yeah! Everything’s great,” he said, a little breathless.

“Delia said Zach hid something important?”

“You could say that.” Nick sounded like he was holding on to his sanity by a thread. “I brought something home from work, and I don’t know what the heck Zach did with it. I left it on the credenza next to my car keys while I was changing my clothes, and when I came back, it was gone.”

“What is it?”

“I … can’t really tell you that.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Please tell me you didn’t lose a firearm in my house.”

“No, Jesus, Finn, nothing like that! You know I’d never leave a weapon around the kids. This is … more like a piece of evidence. I can’t lose it. That would be really, really bad. You know, chain-of-custody stuff.” Nick was always so cool under fire. I’d never heard him so frazzled before. Whatever this piece of evidence was, it must have been critical to his case. “I’m sorry, Finn. I told myself I wasn’t going to say anything. You’ve got enough on your mind with Vero’s case.”

“Have you tried looking inside all the shoes?” I suggested. “In the snack boxes in the pantry? How about in the toilet?”

“The toilet? Shit,” he whispered.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to call my mom? She’s probably feeling better by now. I’m sure she’d be happy to come over and help you look.”

“I’m sure, Finn. It’s all under control. Can I call you tomorrow?” He sounded rushed.

“Okay,” I said, feeling guilty for not being there. “Kiss the kids for me.”

“I will. Love you.”

I didn’t get a chance to tell him I loved him, too, before he hung up.

Vero winced. “I’m sure it’s nothing he can’t handle.”

“Let’s just find Theo and get you out of this mess so we can both get home.” If I had any hesitation about letting Vero try that belt before, they were gone now.



Javi was long gone by the time we got upstairs. Cam was hunched over Ramón’s laptop on the sofa, his face pinched into a grimace of concentration. “This isn’t a software problem. Looks to me like a network problem.”

“It’s a not-for-you problem,” Vero said, slapping Ramón’s laptop shut. “When Ramón gets home, you’re going to make up some highly technical reason his cameras aren’t working. Tell him you couldn’t fix it and you had to order a part. Finlay and I are going out,” she said, holding up her sweatshirt and showing Cam her belt. “I need you to make this thing look like I’m in my room. My bedroom door is locked. If anyone asks, Finn went home to check on the kids and I watched a movie and went to bed early.”

“What movie?” Cam asked.

“I don’t know! Make something up.”

“What if you tell him one movie and I tell him another? He’s gonna know. Our stories have to match.”

“Pick one where a pissed-off woman strangles a hacker.”

“Jeez, I was only trying to be helpful.”

“You can help by making sure no one figures out that we’re gone.”

“What’s in it for me?” Cam asked.

“I’ll let you survive long enough to have breakfast tomorrow.”

“Can I have pancakes?”

“Let’s go,” I said, directing Vero out the back door.






CHAPTER 18


Assuming Vero’s sleuthing had steered us to the right place, it appeared that Theodore Sideris rented a ramshackle house on a lot that could have doubled as a salvage yard. Vero grimaced as she studied it through the binoculars she’d found in my glove box.

“What did you say he majored in again?” I asked, determined not to let my children pursue whatever area of study had landed Theo in a dump like this.

“Business,” Vero said, passing me the binoculars. “We had a lot of classes together freshman year. That’s how we met.” She tapped her fingernails on her armrest as we waited for his BMW to show up. “How long does it take to do a little shopping?” she asked irritably.

“Maybe he stopped at a restaurant to grab something to eat.” We’d been sitting in my minivan staking out his house for almost an hour. We knew exactly where Theo had been all night, thanks to the AirTag on his car, but he hadn’t gone anywhere we could easily corner him and force him to talk to us. We’d tracked his car to a shopping mall forty minutes ago, and it hadn’t moved since. Rather than tail him from the parking lot and risk being spotted, we decided to lie in wait for him at his house.

“Well, my butt’s asleep, and I have to pee,” she said. Her transmitter belt caught on the door as she started to get out of the van. “I’m going to find a bathroom.”

“We can’t go into Theo’s house!” I called after her. “What if someone reports us to the cops?” It was bad enough that Vero had spoofed her GPS; if she got caught stalking her ex and breaking into his home, that would be a recipe for a much longer sentence.

Vero waddled across the front lawn in her bulky belt and ducked under a window. With a swear, I killed the engine and scrambled out after her. I squatted beside her, inching up on one knee to peer through the gap between the blinds. A dim light was on in Theo’s kitchen. Other than that, the house looked empty.

I followed Vero as she circled around the house to a side door. She knelt in front of it, and I watched in horror as she pulled two slender lockpicks from the front pocket of her sweatshirt.

“Where did you get those?” I hissed at her.

“I stole them from Javi.”

“You’re on trial for larceny, Vero! Do you have any idea how bad this will look if you get caught with them?”

“If we get caught, we’ll say we were worried about Theo when he didn’t return my calls. We were just concerned citizens, here to check on an old friend, and the door happened to be unlocked when we got here.”

“How are you going to explain that?” I asked, pointing to the lumps in her waistline.

“Easter candy and stress. All this house-arrest stuff is bad for my cortisol levels.” She turned the knob. It opened with a soft click.

I jumped out of my skin, ducking behind Theo’s trash can, as a set of headlights rolled past the driveway. I darted into the house on Vero’s heels and slammed the door behind me. I stood in the small, dimly lit kitchen, waiting for my heart rate to slow.

“Hurry up and find the bathroom, and don’t touch anything!” I said as Vero began exploring. I pulled a pocket-sized pack of baby wipes from my purse and passed one to Vero. She took a small flashlight from her pocket and disappeared down the hall.

I looked around the kitchen while I waited for her. The vinyl floors were sticky where I walked, but for the most part, the place seemed tidy. The faucet dripped into the empty sink. The counters were clear of dishes and food, and the small melamine dining table had been wiped free of crumbs.

A toilet flushed down the hall and Vero returned from the bathroom. We both paused at a soft thump outside.

“Did you hear that?” I whispered.

Vero tipped an ear toward the front of the house. “It sounded like a car door.”

A low male voice came from somewhere outside. No … two male voices. Vero turned off her flashlight, and we pressed our backs against the wall, making ourselves as flat as possible. Or at least as flat as Vero’s bulky belt would allow.

A shadow passed in front of the window. Vero lunged quietly for the doorknob and quickly turned the lock.

The knob rattled as someone on the other side tried to open it.

“Theo must be home,” I whispered.

“There’s no way he could have made it here so fast. He was just at the mall!” she whispered back.

“Whoever it is, we can’t let them see us. We need to find another way out.” I scanned the adjacent rooms for another door, or a window we could climb out of without drawing any attention. I wasn’t sure Vero would be able to fit through any of them with her transmitter belt on. Vero and I tensed at the rasp of a key being inserted into the lock. We held our breaths through a series of soft scrapes and metallic clicks.

“What’s taking so long?” asked a hushed voice outside.

“I’m going as fast as I can, asshole. The lock’s rusty, and I’m missing two of my picks.”

Vero’s shoulders sagged. She whipped around, flipped the lock, and yanked open the door. Javi fell through it into the kitchen. Ramón took a shocked step back, nearly falling off the stoop.

Vero shielded her eyes against the glare of his flashlight. “What are you two idiots doing here?” She grabbed her cousin by his collar, dragged him inside, and locked the door.

Ramón gaped at us. “We came here looking for Theo! How did you figure out where he lives?”

“She AirTagged his BMW,” I said. “Tell me you didn’t follow it here.” I prayed that his car wasn’t parked outside. That they hadn’t jumped Theo in his driveway and locked him in his own damn trunk.

Ramón’s eyes narrowed on his cousin. “We couldn’t follow Theo home from the bar because he wasn’t there. We sat in the parking lot all night, waiting for his M Series to show up. After a couple of hours, Javi flagged down one of the servers on her way to her car. She told him Theo missed his shift—he never made it in to work.”

Vero raised an eyebrow. “If he never showed up, how’d you know to come here?”

“Javi sweet-talked her into checking the employment files in the back office and copying Theo’s address.”

Vero shot Javi a scathing look. “Oh, he did, did he? Apparently, my boyfriend has no trouble chatting up women in bars. He seems to be making quite the impression at Theo’s place of employment. Is that where he happened to bump into Sophia?”

“It’s not like that!” Javi said defensively. “There is nothing between me and Sophia. It was one stupid mistake! She came to your mom’s house while I was there doing a few odd jobs as a favor for Gloria. Sophia must have seen my car in the driveway. The door was unlocked, and she let herself in.” Javi rubbed his eyes as if he wanted nothing more than to forget the whole thing. “She kept asking about you. If you and I ever hung out anymore, and if you had any plans to come back to the neighborhood. When I told her you weren’t speaking to me and I hadn’t seen you since you’d left for college, she suggested we go out sometime. And then she kissed me.” Javi looked away.

“And then what?”

Javi winced. “It was one time, Vero. It didn’t mean anything. I would take back every second of it if I could.”

“But you can’t!” Her voice shook.

“No, I can’t! But that will never change the way I feel about you! The way I have always felt about you, Veronica! I’ve loved you since we were kids. You’re the only woman I have ever wanted to be with. But I hadn’t seen you in nearly three years, and as far as I could tell, you wanted nothing to do with me! I convinced myself that if I slept with someone else, maybe I could forget about what you and I had. It was stupid, and I was wrong, and I will never forgive myself for giving up on us. But I’m not going to ask you to forgive me for something I did to myself. So you’re either going to have to be okay with what I did or you’re not. I can’t change it.”

Vero cast him a sidelong glance, as if the verdict were still out. “Was it good?”

“It was terrible.”

Vero’s frown softened. The hint of a smile touched her lips. “Liar.”

Javi smiled, too. He wrapped his arms around her and dropped his forehead to hers. “Every minute I’m away from you is terrible, V. That will never be a lie.”

I looked down at my phone, feeling guilty for watching as their makeup kiss grew steamy. A flutter of panic rippled through me as I registered the location of the AirTag; it was moving. Fast. “Um … I hate to spoil the moment, but I think Theo might be on his way back!”

Vero pulled out of Javi’s arms. “Where is he?”

“Headed in our direction.” I held my phone out for her to see. Theo’s blue dot was closing in, only a few miles away. Javi and Ramón hovered behind us, watching over our shoulders.

“We should get out of here,” Ramón said.

“Wait.” Javi squinted at the screen. “I think he’s turning.”

“He’s driving toward the campus,” Vero said as the dot changed direction. We watched Theo’s car make its way toward the distinctive arc of Frat Row.

“Figures,” Vero said, the tension leaving her shoulders. “Theo always hit the campus parties on game days; it’s where he picked up most of his bettors. If he found some action, he’ll probably be gone for another few hours. We might as well do a little snooping while we’re here.”

“For what?” I asked.

“Money,” Vero said, rifling through a stack of mail on the counter. “Or any evidence he ever had it. Bank statements, deposit slips, investment portfolios, real estate documents…” She tossed aside the pile of junk mail and began combing through the kitchen cabinets. “If we can find proof he took the money—or he knows who did—we can turn the evidence over to my attorney and maybe he can get my charges dismissed.”

“I don’t want to stay here any longer than we need to,” Javi said. “Let’s find what we need and get out of here.” He began searching through piles of clutter on the living room table.

“I’ll check the bedroom,” Ramón said.

“I’ll look for an office.” I followed his light down a short hallway. The sooner we found evidence of the money, the sooner we could get Vero back to her house. Ramón shined his light inside an open door. The drapes over the only window were thick, so he flipped on the wall switch. A small lamp on a nightstand illuminated an unmade bed on a metal frame and a cheap dresser that looked like it had been salvaged from a yard sale. Ramón passed me his flashlight and began searching Theo’s bedroom while I moved on to the room across the hall.

I aimed the beam inside, jumping at my own reflection in a toothpaste-spotted mirror. A toothbrush, toothpaste, and a razor had been left on the edge of a small pedestal sink. A washcloth had been draped over the shower rod to dry. I closed the door and took a moment to relieve my bladder, grateful to find that the toilet and sink at least were clean. There wasn’t much else to search in the compact bathroom. There certainly wasn’t anywhere to hide anything. No cabinets. No bath mat to lift. No shower curtain to peek behind. A set of plastic rings hung loose on the crooked curtain rod, framing mildew-stained tiles and mold-colored grout.

“There’s nothing here,” Javi called from the living room.

“Here either,” Vero said, slamming a kitchen drawer.

Ramón called out from across the hall, “I haven’t had any luck in the bedroom.”

“That’s nothing new,” Vero shot back.

“Hardy-har,” Ramón said as Javi chortled. “I saw some sheds in the yard out back. Javi and I will go check them out while you two finish up in here.” The kitchen door clicked shut as they let themselves out.

Vero met me in the hall. “Find anything?”

“Nothing unusual.” I walked to the last door and turned the knob. I was greeted by the cold, musty smell of a damp basement. I tugged the pull chain above my head. The single light bulb in the stairway flickered on, casting our shadows over the creaking wooden steps as we descended to the bottom. The concrete floors and walls were darkened with water stains. The wooden joists over our heads had begun to mold. The eye-watering smell of bleach pinched the back of my throat, as if someone had been trying to mitigate the problem on their own.

I grabbed another pull chain. A second light bulb came on, illuminating a washer and dryer and a plastic utility sink. An iron had been left out on an ironing board, its cord plugged into a naked outlet attached to the wall. The set of metal shelves beside it contained a bottle of laundry detergent, some fabric softener, and several empty bleach jugs.

A nylon cord stretched from the top shelf to the far end of the room. It was dotted with clothespins. Some shirts had been left hanging, still damp to the touch. A few wrinkled dollar bills that must have found their way into the washing machine had been left on top of it to dry. A stack of cardboard boxes sat empty on the floor beside it. They bore the same black-and-white logo I’d seen on the box of happy-hour flyers behind Theo’s bar.

“Find anything over there?” I called out to Vero.

“Maybe,” she called back to me. “Looks like some kind of makeshift office.”

I ducked under the hanging shirts and found Vero searching an old workbench. A wooden stool had been tucked under it, and loose cords dangled from the keyboard and monitor sitting on top. She slid open a tool drawer. A few loose pens, some paper clips, and a pair of scissors rattled toward the front of it. I ran a finger over the work surface. It came away clean.

“You think Theo took his laptop with him?” I asked.

Vero inspected the cables dangling over the desk. “These aren’t laptop connectors. They’re for a PC.”

“Then where is it?”

“Beats me,” Vero said, hands on her hips as she paced the room. “Theo probably hid it. I’m sure his friends all told him I was looking for him. I bet there’s information about the money on that hard drive he didn’t want anyone to see.” She kicked the stool, sending it clattering into a stack of empty five-gallon buckets.

“Careful! If you break something, he’ll know someone was here.”

She knelt to pick them up. “Theo probably took his damn computer and skipped town.”

“I don’t think so. His toothbrush and razor are still in the bathroom.”

Vero grabbed the small bills off the washing machine and stuffed them into her pocket. “At least the night wasn’t a total loss. I’d bet anything the money was here.”

“Unless there are a few thousand of those hiding in the dryer, it’s not helping. Wait a minute,” I said, stepping back to get a look at the entire room. “What if we weren’t the only ones who came here looking for the money?” I thought about the dust-free surface of Theo’s desk. His spotless kitchen counters and his sparkling sink and toilet. It had all suggested Theo was neat for a twenty-two-year-old bachelor. But something about his house didn’t add up. The kitchen floor was sticky, the bathroom mirror was covered in spots, the shower was full of mildew, and the coffee table was piled high with clutter, like it hadn’t been wiped down in weeks. Why?

Why had only some of the surfaces been meticulously cleaned?

Vero followed me up the stairs as I hurried back to the bathroom and turned on the light. My mouth went dry. “There’s no shower curtain.”

“So?”

I watched her bemusement turn to horror as she finally caught on.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, no, no, no, no. You can’t possibly think…”

“What else am I supposed to think?” I whispered. “Theo didn’t show up for work tonight, his computer is gone, there’s a missing shower curtain in his bathroom, and there are four empty bottles of bleach in his basement!”

“Theo can’t be dead! He’s driving his car!”

“Or whoever took the shower curtain stole his BMW!” There had to be a logical explanation for all this. “Where is the AirTag now? We’ll drive to campus, find his car, and settle this once and for all.” I gave Vero my phone.

She thumbed through my apps and opened the map. “His car’s not on campus. It looks like it’s parked in some kind of industrial complex a few miles away. I’m seeing an auto repair shop, glass replacement, a commercial printer, some kind of trucking supply warehouse … Wait,” she said, touching the screen to follow the dot. “The car’s moving again.”

I leaned over her shoulder to look. “Where’s it going?”

“It’s getting back on the road. Looks like it’s heading south on Forty-Sixth Avenue … Now it’s making a right onto Decatur … turning south onto Baltimore Avenue … Wait, it’s slowing down. It’s turning onto some kind of access road by the Anacostia River … Finn, are you seeing this?”

“They’re off the road.” My heart climbed into my throat as I watched the blue dot veer off the faint brown line it had been following. The car continued through the grass, toward the snaking blue line demarking the river’s edge. The AirTag crossed the line. Then the dot disappeared.

We blinked at the screen.

Vero swallowed hard. “Does that mean what I think it means?”

“I think someone just got rid of Theo’s car,” I croaked. “And Theo was probably in it.”






CHAPTER 19


The four of us left Theo’s house and got back to Norma and Gloria’s just after ten. We had all stayed longer than we’d planned. Vero and I had used baby wipes to clean every surface the four of us had touched, leaving everything exactly where we’d found it. Vero and I hadn’t said a word about the AirTag’s disappearance into the river or the missing shower curtain. The less Javi and Ramón knew about what had happened to Theo, the less they could be accused of covering up if Vero and I got dragged into a murder investigation. We’d locked the house and left in our respective vehicles.

Ramón had insisted on following us home. The headlights of his van were right behind mine when I rounded the bend to Norma’s and her house came into view.

Vero squinted at her mother’s stoop. “Is that … fire! Holy shit, Finn! My mother’s porch is on fire!”

I slammed on the brakes. Ramón’s van squealed to a stop behind me. Vero shot out of the passenger seat and sprinted across the lawn. Ramón, Javi, and I charged after her through the grass. She raced up the front steps and slammed down her foot. A ribbon of black smoke engulfed her as she stomped out the flames.

Ramón pulled his shirt over his nose to cover the smell. Javi’s eyes watered with disgust as he fanned the smoke away. We all stared at Vero when it cleared. Her face was livid, her shoes covered in dog excrement.

She wiped her spattered cheek with the back of her sleeve. “Someone’s going to pay for this.”

“Did you see anyone?” Ramón asked me.

“No one. It was too dark. All I saw was the fire,” I answered, still short of breath. He looked at Vero. She shook her head.

Wendell’s porch light turned on across the street. Joan was already halfway down the sidewalk as Eugene’s walker clunked down his ramp.

“Is everything okay?” Lenore called out from her yard. “I heard a commotion.”

“I smelled something burning!” Joan wheezed.

Wendell made a face. “Smells like shit.”

“That’s because it is!” Vero snapped.

“Did anyone see who did it?” Javi asked them.

The Fantastic Four all shook their heads, too.

“That fire couldn’t have been burning for more than a minute,” Ramón said. “I didn’t see any cars or anyone on foot when we drove in. Whoever did it must have come from the other direction.”

“Or they snuck in from the back and left through the woods,” Javi said.

“Whoever it was, they probably have a dog,” I suggested.

“A big one,” Wendell added, chuckling at the mess on Vero’s porch.

“Can you think of anyone that could be?” I asked the neighbors.

“Loads of people,” said Joan.

Eugene harrumphed. “Most don’t even bother to pick up after them. Anyone could have scooped that crap off the street.”

“Maybe you should check the note.” Lenore pointed at the front of the door.

We all turned to see a piece of paper tucked in the frame. Vero shook off her hands and pulled it free. We all stayed where we were on the grass, none of us brave—or foolish—enough to come read over her shoulder.

“What does it say?” Javi asked.

“You know what you’re doing is wrong. Back off before someone gets hurt,” she read aloud. “No name. But that’s nothing new.” She crumpled it up. “At least Aunt Gloria and my mom weren’t here to see it.”

“Or smell it,” Joan said, waving her hand in front of her nose.

“Lavender is good for masking odors!” Lenore said helpfully. “You should try putting some in your bathtub—”

“That’s it,” Vero snapped. “Everybody go home unless you plan to start scrubbing.” The Fantastic Four were quick to bid one another good night, and they all headed back to their homes.

Ramón checked his watch. “It’s getting late. We should get this mess cleaned up before our moms get back. Where are they anyway? They should have been home hours ago.”

“Their hot dates must be going pretty well,” Javi said with a sly grin.

Ramón threw him a surly look. “Don’t even joke about that, unless you want another black eye to match the one I already gave you.”

“You should get out of those clothes,” I suggested to Vero. “I’ll put your pants and shoes in the wash while you grab a shower.”

“I’ll hose off the porch,” Javi said, unspooling the hose from the spigot.

“I’ll replace that smoke detector my mom broke the other night. I don’t want to take any chances in case this idiot decides to come back and try again.” Ramón gave Vero a wide berth as he stepped around her and unlocked the house. Vero kicked off her sneakers, and we followed her cousin inside.

Cam and Arnold were watching TV in the living room, sharing a bag of microwave popcorn. Ramón smacked Cam in the back of the head as he walked past the couch.

“What was that for?” Cam pulled a face at the smell that rolled off Vero’s clothes. Arnold buried his nose under his paws.

“For aiding and abetting my delinquent cousin, asshole. You’re lucky I’m too tired to beat your ass.” Ramón handed Vero a trash bag, presumably for her clothes. “I’m installing the new smoke detector, then I’m going to bed. I’ve got to hit the road before daybreak if I’m going to make it around the Beltway before rush hour. No more escapades while I’m gone. And don’t give Javi any trouble. I’ll be back in a couple days, and we’ll figure all this shit out. I promise.” He looked like he wanted to ruffle her hair but thought better of it. I was surprised he hadn’t asked her to surrender her belt before she headed upstairs. He must have known it wouldn’t do any good, since he had no choice but to leave Javi in charge of her.

“You might want to use extra soap,” Cam called after Vero. “Or maybe a—”

“If the words bath bomb come out of your mouth, I will take you outside and set you on fire.” Vero stormed into the bathroom and slammed the door.

I wished Cam and Ramón good night and hustled upstairs after her.

I let myself into the bathroom and locked us both inside.

Vero sat on the edge of the bathtub and started to hyperventilate. “What do we do now, Finn? Ben knows I was looking for Theo. And now Theo’s dead.”

“We don’t know that,” I said in a low voice.

“There was no shower curtain, Finlay! And his car is in the river! If we don’t figure out who did it, we’re both going to prison!”

“Me? Why me?”

“That AirTag on Theo’s car belonged to you,” she reminded me. “It was our last hope of finding the people who were in Theo’s house.”

I sat down hard on the toilet lid. Well, this was just great. I had come here to help Vero get through her trial for larceny and had somehow managed to land myself in the middle of a homicide—again! How was I going to explain this one to Nick? There’s nothing you need to know probably wasn’t going to cut it.

“Even if Theo is dead, you didn’t kill him,” I reminded her. “You were wearing the belt, and Cam did his job. As far as Officer Oates is concerned, you were in this house the whole time. All we have to do is figure out who is actually responsible. If the killer went to Theo’s house looking for the money, they probably have that, too. We’ll find the person who murdered Theo and prove you’re innocent of both crimes. Two birds. One stone.”

I knelt in front of her, trying not to recoil at the smell. “Think, Vero. Do you have any idea who could have done this?”

Her eyes were wild and brimming with tears. “You heard Ben! Lots of people. If Theo was getting death threats, it could have been anyone. For all we know, it was the same person who’s been leaving these threatening messages for me!”

That made sense. If the vandal had been eavesdropping on our dinner conversation while they were inside Vero’s room, they would have heard Javi suggest that Theo could have stolen the money. Which could explain why the vandal went to his house.

But something about that theory didn’t track.

“If the person who’s sending you these notes is the same person who broke into Theo’s house, then why would they bother coming back tonight to leave you another note?”

“Maybe they didn’t find the money.”

“Or maybe they’re not the same person,” I considered aloud.

I pried the crumpled note from her hand. It was written in the same handwriting as the one in the envelope on her desk. It also matched the handwriting on the note attached to the rock. It didn’t look at all like the writing I’d seen on the eggs. Those had contained single words, written in uneven block letters. But I supposed that could be explained by the change of medium. Eggs were small and difficult to write on.

“Okay, so we don’t know who wrote the notes. But we know Theo has been missing for more than six hours, his computer is gone, and his car is somewhere at the bottom of the river. Take a deep breath and think,” I said, guiding her through it like a labor-and-delivery nurse. “What else do we know?”

Vero inhaled deeply through her nose, then exhaled, long and slow. “We know Theo’s car was at his house this afternoon. Then it moved to the mall. Then someone drove it to Frat Row. Then it made a quick stop at the industrial complex. Then it was in the river.”

Frat Row … That was the stop that raised the most questions. If Theo had already graduated and the best parties were off campus, why bother going back to Frat Row? Zoey said she hadn’t seen Theo in the KG house since the night he picked up Vero for the party. So why was Theo going back now? Unless Theo was in the trunk and not the one who was driving.

“If our working theory is right and someone who lived in your sorority house let Theo into the building the night of the party, they could have been the same person who went to his house and dumped his car. You have a few hours for errands tomorrow, right?” I asked. Vero nodded. “What do you normally do?”

“I go to Target, then I go to Costco, and then I get a venti caramel macchiato at Starbucks and drink it while I get my nails done.”

“Your nails are an essential errand?”

“They’re essential to my sanity, Finn. So yes, right now that manicure is feeling pretty damn important.”

“Okay. Tomorrow, we’ll give the GPS coordinates of Costco, Target, and your nail salon to Cam and he can stay in the van and spoof your signals while we go talk to Zoey.” I pulled back the shower curtain and turned on the water. “Get clean and come to bed. We have a lot to accomplish in the morning.”






CHAPTER 20


The next morning, I offered to chaperone Vero on her essential errands. Ramón had left before dawn for his shop in Virginia. Norma and Gloria had already left for work. And Javi had agreed to let Vero out of his sight only when Vero suggested he join us for eyebrow waxes and manicures. Satisfied to stay home and guard his masculinity and the house, he hadn’t posed an objection when Vero, Cam, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and I piled into my minivan for our errand run.

Cam reclined on the third-row bench seat with his laptop open on his thighs. He had his feet propped on the armrest in front of him, and Arnold was curled at his side. Vero strapped on the transmitter belt and buckled herself into the passenger seat.

“Where to?” Cam called up to us.

“Make it look like I’m in Costco,” Vero answered. “That place is huge. If Oates decides to check up on me, it’ll be easy to explain why she couldn’t find me.”

“I can’t just drop you in the middle of a Costco and leave you there. It’ll look suspicious.”

“So, make it look like I’m actually shopping. Start in meats and produce, then frozen foods, canned goods, the pharmacy, and don’t forget all the weird random stuff they put in the middle. And I always stop at the bakery,” she added. “It’s right next to the liquor and wine. Oops! I forgot. You’re not old enough to be familiar with that department.”

Cam flipped her off.

He noticeably perked up when I pulled into the drive-through at the Taco Bell. Even Arnold stirred from his nap to sniff the air.

We picked up Vero’s order and continued on to Frat Row. Instead of parking without a permit, I idled along the curb. Vero passed the fast-food bag into the back seat to Cam. He brightened as he reached for it, but she promptly pulled it back.

“This is not for you. You’re going to take the bag to that sorority house and tell whoever answers the door it’s an order for Zoey Kline. Then you’re going to bring your ass right back here before anyone asks you any questions.”

Cam laughed, indignant. “I’m not your freaking DoorDash driver! I’m a highly skilled professional. I didn’t come all this way just to be your manservant.”

“I don’t recall asking you to volunteer.”

“What do I get out of it?”

“Food service experience. I hear that’s a promising career track for retired juvenile felons.”

“Enough,” I said before they could start throwing Zoey’s food at each other. “We’ll stop on the way home and I’ll get you a cheeseburger,” I promised him.

“Make it three cheeseburgers and an order of fries,” he said, temporarily mollified. “But no onions. They give Arnold gas.” Cam shut his laptop and snatched the bag from Vero. “I fucking hate sorority girls,” he grumbled. “Just a bunch of spoiled, stuck-up, obnoxious brats.” He got out of the minivan and slammed the door behind him.

Cam lumbered up the front steps, hunching in his oversized graphic T, the loose laces of his Doc Martens dragging on the ground, as if he could imagine about a million other places he would rather be. He looked like most DoorDash drivers, assuming no one noticed that he’d arrived in a mom-mobile.

Cam rang the buzzer. Vero sank low in her seat as the door to the sorority house swung open. A young woman answered. Cam handed her the bag, presumably letting her know the food was for Zoey before he turned and jogged back to the minivan.

The side door slid open, and Cam climbed back inside.

“This is a dumb idea. Why couldn’t you have just called her on the phone and let me and Arnold have the gorditas?”

“Because we didn’t get her number last time we were here.”

Vero sat up when the door to the sorority house opened again. Zoey came out, holding her take-out bag. She wore a brightly colored cardigan over a vintage graphic tee. It bore the name of an old punk band whose members were probably now part of the AARP, performing afternoon concerts for senior-citizen communities somewhere in Florida. The click of Cam’s keyboard paused as Zoey spotted us and made a beeline toward my van.

She hauled open the sliding door and climbed into the back seat. Vero lifted her armrest and moved to sit with Zoey as she opened her meal.

“Thanks for the food,” she said as she squirted pizza sauce on her gordita and deftly reassembled it. “I was up late playing Monster Hunter. The game developers released an amazing update last night, and I slept through breakfast.” Her eyes rolled up in bliss as she stuffed her gordita into her mouth.

Cam stared at her, dumbstruck. Arnold let out a yip.

Zoey turned in her seat. She dropped her gordita and blinked at Cam. “Who’s this?” she asked, wiping pizza sauce from her lips.

He rushed to answer before Vero had a chance. “I’m Cam. I’m Vero’s friend. And this is my buddy Arnold.” Cam threw Vero a pleading look as Zoey cooed and swooned over his dog. Arnold’s tiny tail wagged frantically. I thought hearts would burst from Cam’s eyes when Zoey reached between the seats and offered Arnold a small corner of her tortilla.

“Did you have any luck finding Theo?” Zoey asked us as she ate.

Vero glanced up at me in the rearview mirror as if trying to decide how much to say. We had agreed before coming that mentioning our trip to Theo’s house to anyone—even Cam—wouldn’t be wise. “Not exactly,” Vero said. “He was acting really suspicious, and then he sort of disappeared.”

“We’re beginning to think Theo might have been the person who took the money from Vero’s closet the night it went missing,” I explained, “but we don’t know how he would have gotten into the building so late at night. If we can figure that out, we might be able to cast doubt on the veracity of the charges against Vero. We need to know if Theo was involved with any of the other girls in KG. Did you ever notice him hanging out with anyone other than Vero? Maybe visiting someone else’s room?”

Zoey looked confused.

Cam listened, rapt, as Vero filled in the gaps. “Jackson saw Theo leave the frat house the night the money went missing. He drove off after the party with a girl.”

“But … that can’t be right. You said you spent the night in his room.” Zoey’s brows pulled down. They shot up suddenly as she finally understood. “Oh my god! Theo ditched you and left with someone else? Who?” Her expression was appalled, like she was ready to storm the house in defense of Vero’s honor.

Vero shook her head. “We don’t know. Jackson said it was too dark to see who it was, but we suspect she may be the same person who let him into our sorority house that night.”

“That could explain why there were no strange names on the entry log,” Zoey said thoughtfully.

Vero’s eyes caught mine in the mirror. “What entry log?” she asked Zoey.

“The police wanted copies of all the security logs from the night of the party. They asked Celeste for a list of every person who used their key card to get into the house that night. She made everyone in the building come to a mandatory house meeting. She asked if anyone had opened the door that night for someone who wasn’t a resident of KG. No one remembered giving anyone access who wasn’t supposed to be there.”

“No one remembered? Or no one was willing to fess up?” Vero asked.

“I don’t know.” Zoey stuffed her empty wrapper back into the bag and crumpled it up. “All I know is that Celeste made a copy of the key-card log and emailed it to the investigators. She said we should all be prepared to cooperate with the police if any of them came to talk to us about where we went or what we saw that night.”

“We need that list,” Vero said to me quietly.

“If that security log was submitted as evidence in the case, maybe your attorney can get you a copy of it,” I suggested.

“If my name wasn’t on those security logs—and it definitely wasn’t—then the prosecutor wouldn’t have had a reason to submit them as evidence. It wouldn’t do anything to support their case. And we don’t have time to wait for Don to wade through all the red tape to—”

“I can get it.” Cam sat forward in his seat. He’d been so quiet, I’d almost forgotten he was there. “If this Celeste lady emailed a copy of that log to the police, there’s probably a copy of it on her hard drive. Wouldn’t be hard to find.”

“I thought you didn’t want to be anyone’s manservant,” Vero said, parroting his words back at him. “I seem to recall something about how you didn’t want to help because you fucking hate sorority girls and they’re just a bunch of spoiled, stuck-up, obnoxious—”

“I never said that!” Cam’s wide gray eyes darted quickly to Zoey. “Quit putting words in my mouth, Ruiz! What I said is that I’m a professional. Do you want the freaking security logs or not?”

They stared at each other over the back seat.

“What would you have to do to get them?” I asked. I didn’t like the idea of involving Cam any more than we already had, but if it was something he could handle remotely without getting caught, it would give Vero and me a huge advantage. We would have the list of everyone who entered the building that night, so at least we’d know where to start looking for Theo’s accomplice … and his probable murderer.

“I’d need access to the computer Celeste emailed it from.”

“That’s it?” As long as I’d known him, he’d never willingly offered his services without demanding payment in food or cash.

“That’s it.” He risked a shy glance at Zoey. If I didn’t know Cam better, I’d think he was trying to impress her. “I can be in and out in five minutes.”

Vero laughed. “You’re not gonna win her over with that.”

Cam’s face heated. “Laugh it up, Costco! Next time you ask me for a favor, I’ll drop your ass at the police station!”

“I can get you into Celeste’s office,” Zoey offered.

Cam and Vero both turned to look at her.

“Celeste is coming to the house for a meeting tomorrow,” Zoey said. “I know because I scheduled it for her. Her meeting is in the library, so her office will be empty. It’ll probably be unlocked. I can sneak you in, if that would help.”

Cam looked a little too eager to accept. “Heck yeah. What time should we come back?”






CHAPTER 21


The next morning, Vero told Javi she had her annual gynecological appointment. It proved to be as effective a repellent as the promise of an eyebrow wax, and Javi hadn’t batted an eye when we assured him we had Officer Oates’s permission to leave the house. Cam and Arnold had waited a few minutes after we left before departing on their own errand in the Eggplant. They met us in the parking lot of a shopping center, and we drove the rest of the way to the sorority house in my van. The giant purple hooptie was too conspicuous, even on a college campus, but a minivan would blend in easily in the staff-and-visitor lot.

I parked directly behind the sorority house, choosing a space beside a dumpster to better conceal us from view. Cam stood beside the van, fidgeting in a pair of Ramón’s grease-stained coveralls as Vero zipped them around him. Vero had dug them out of her cousin’s closet that morning before we’d left for campus. After turning them inside out to hide the TOWING & SALVAGE patch on the front, she’d torn out all the instruction-and-care tags and told Cam to put the coveralls on.

I kept an eye on the windows above us, making sure no one was watching as Vero dragged a beanie onto Cam’s head.

“Here,” she said, handing him a pair of mirrored sunglasses. “If anyone asks, you work for maintenance, and you came to check on a stuck window in the house director’s office. Happens all the time in these old buildings, especially in the spring. No one will think too hard about it.” She fastened one of her cousin’s utility belts around Cam’s waist. It sagged on his narrow hips, and she removed everything but a few screwdrivers to keep it from sliding to his ankles. She passed him a plastic tool bucket and stood back to admire her handiwork.

“Not bad,” she said, hiking up his belt. “As long as no one looks too closely, you should be able to get into her office without anyone getting suspicious.”

“Where’s Zoey?” he asked, working a finger inside the neck of the coveralls.

“When Celeste’s meeting starts, Zoey will meet you at that door.” Vero pointed to a fire door at the rear of the building marked STAFF & RESIDENTS ONLY. “She’ll take you through the kitchen and down the hall to Celeste’s office. Celeste will be in her meeting when you pass the library, so be sure to keep moving. Once you’re inside her office, you’ll have to work fast. Zoey will keep an eye out for Celeste, but I don’t know how much time you’ll have.”

Cam took a deep, fortifying breath as Vero and I put on our own sets of coveralls and tied back our hair. “Got it. Do I smell okay?”

“’Scuse me?” Vero looked at Cam like he’d spoken in tongues.

“I tried some fancy body wash stuff I found in your cousin’s bathroom.”

“You smell very nice,” I said, throwing Vero a look before she could crush whatever hopes had motivated Cam to wash his only shirt that morning.

“Thanks, Mrs. D.” He tucked Arnold into his tool bucket and patted the dog on his head. Arnold sat up, his front legs propped on the lip, his ears perked and tail wagging at the promise of an adventure.

“Are you sure you don’t want Arnold to stay with us?” I asked.

“And leave my wingman behind? No way. Arnold Schwarzenegger is a chick magnet,” Cam said proudly. “Besides, if we do get caught, he’s a great distraction. I mean, look at that face, Mrs. D. No one’s going to give me a second look while this guy’s around.”

“Not one word,” I said to Vero before she could sling the obvious comeback.

“There she is,” Vero said as Zoey poked her head out the back door.

Her wide eyes made a quick pass over the parking lot. She waved urgently at Cam, checking over her shoulder as she held the kitchen door open for him and reached for Arnold’s bucket. “Don’t worry. Arnold will be safe with me. I won’t let him out of my sight. Come on. We should hurry.”

“Vero and I will be right outside the office window if you run into any problems,” I told them.

Cam nodded and followed Zoey inside.

I handed Vero a shovel from the back of the van and took one for myself.

“Are you sure no one will recognize you?” I asked her as we tugged on our beanies.

“Grounds maintenance crews are out here all the time in the spring,” she said. “Everyone who lives on Frat Row is used to seeing people working outside the buildings. They probably won’t even look at us.” She kept her eyes cast toward the ground as we carried our shovels around the side of the building. Her transmitter belt strained against the inside of her coveralls, the weight of it making her gait uneven as she trudged across the lawn.

Vero paused beneath one of the windows. She leaned her shovel against the brick façade and stood on her toes to peep inside. I kept watch, standing beside her to obscure any view of her from the road, but the students playing flag football and sunbathing on the lawns seemed too busy to notice us.

The window above us slid open. Cam peeked out. “I’m in,” he said, pretending to adjust the lock with his screwdriver as he stole glances over his shoulder toward the office door.

“Where’s Zoey?” I asked.

“She’s keeping watch in the hall. She said to tell you she left a window cracked in the library this morning. You should be able to hear when Celeste’s meeting is wrapping up. You can give me a heads-up when she’s on her way back.”

“Good idea.”

“I know, right? Zoey’s really smart, and Arnold likes her, too. You think I should ask her—”

“Just do what you came to do and get out of there!” Vero whispered.

I carried my shovel to the next window, a few yards down, while Vero stayed beside Celeste’s office. Just as Zoey said, the window was cracked a few inches, and raised voices carried from inside. I pretended to tidy the mulch as I cocked my head to hear them better.

“I understand you’re upset, Mr. Willingham. I’m sure the loss of your son’s tuition money has been difficult for you—”

“Difficult doesn’t begin to describe it! We wrote Emory that check from his college savings account, fully expecting he would use it to pay for his spring tuition. If we had known he would cash it to spend it on poker games organized by your sorority house—”

“I’ll remind you, Mr. Willingham, those games were not approved by the Department of Fraternity & Sorority Life or the university. Nor was I aware of them. We’ve been over this before. The girls involved have been punished, and sanctions have been imposed on the chapter. As you already know, the money has not been recovered, and it will be up to the courts to determine what, if any, financial restitution is due to your son and who will be responsible.”

“We all know who is responsible,” Mr. Willingham snapped. “It was that Ramirez girl. My attorney told me she’s a scholarship case. It’s obvious she saw a chance to make some quick cash off an impressionable young pledge, and she took advantage of it.”

I felt my hands tighten into fists at his baseless assumption.

“Veronica was here on a four-year merit scholarship,” Celeste said, her voice sharpening. “That award had nothing to do with her ability to pay for her education.”

“Just because she’s smart doesn’t change the fact that she’s broke. I’ve seen where that girl lives. Her mother’s a single parent who works in a hospital billing office, for Chrissake. And now her daughter’s run off with other people’s hard-earned tuition.”

Racist much?

“Ms. Ramirez is awaiting trial,” Celeste reminded him. “And she is entitled to due process under the law.”

“And I’m entitled to my money! But you and I both know the only way I’m going to get it back is through a check from this chapter. The longer I have to wait, the less likely I am to recover it. That girl’s probably spent every last dime of it already.”

What a self-righteous jerk!

“There is nothing more the university or I can do for you, Mr. Willingham.”

“My son was an eighteen-year-old freshman when he lost that money. It’s not right.”

“Your son was—and is—an adult,” Celeste said pointedly, “and he and his friends made a conscious choice to participate in illegal activities with full knowledge of the consquences. According to the report you filed with the police, your son attended no less than six poker nights over the course of a semester, and he did so while fully aware of the risks. He could have come forward at any point and reported everything to me or the Office of Student Conduct. He chose not to do so until his tuition was past due and he had no other recourse but to inform you. While I am sympathetic to your loss, your son has some responsibility to shoulder in this as well. The money he chose to gamble is not my problem, nor is it the problem of this chapter. Like it or not, the cash that was taken from this house is a matter for the court. The legal system will decide if any of it is owed to you. Until then, there is nothing I can do. I will ask you not to contact me with any more meeting requests or restitution demands, or I will be forced to reach out to our lawyers and request that they intervene.”

I wasn’t sure how Vero felt about her house mom, or what role Celeste had played in the investigation into Vero and the money, but I couldn’t deny her poise and control of what must have been a very difficult situation to navigate. House Mom felt like an appropriate title. You can love, support, and nurture your kids, but that doesn’t mean they won’t make a few mistakes. Sometimes those mistakes have serious consequences. And sometimes parents make mistakes in judgment, too. I wondered if she ever worried that she had misjudged Vero in all this. If that’s why she was taking care to safeguard Vero’s rights. Or if it was just her inner–mama bear coming out—the impulse to lash out in defense of your child regardless of what they might have done.

Or the instinct to fend off someone you considered a threat to them.

Mr. Willingham wanted his money back. And he wasn’t having any luck getting it in the privileged manner he was probably accustomed to. He’d obviously done his homework about Vero’s home and her family. It wasn’t such a big leap to think that he might have known she’d fled to her cousin’s apartment in Virginia. Or that he might have sent her letters designed to intimidate her into coming back. Would it be that much of a reach to think that he might have snuck into her room and overheard a conversation that led him to Theo’s house?

I tucked away that suspicion. For now.

If the security logs didn’t yield any helpful information, I would do some digging into the Willinghams. In my experience, people with that much hate in their hearts usually had plenty of their own sins to hide.

Mr. Willingham’s chair screeched as he stood. “If that’s your position, we’ll show ourselves out. But don’t be surprised if you hear from my lawyer as well. Your sorority will answer for this. Come on, Emory.”

I scurried back to Vero. “She’s coming!” I whispered.

Vero dropped her shovel. She grabbed the window ledge and arched up onto her toes. “Cam, Zoey! Time’s up!”

Their shocked faces appeared in the window above us. Arnold peeped out of his bucket. “I’m not done!” Cam whispered frantically. “You didn’t give me enough time to copy the drive!”

“We’ll have to figure out another way to get the logs,” I said. “Get out of there, now!”

Cam ducked back into the office. A moment later, he reappeared holding something that looked like a circuit board stuck to a packet of Pop-Tarts. He tossed it through the open window. “Hold this.”

I scrambled to catch the hard drive against my coveralls.

“We can’t take that with us!” I hissed up at him.

“Don’t freak out. She won’t even notice it’s gone.” He handed me Arnold’s bucket. Then he folded his lean frame and put a leg out the window. He waved a quick goodbye to Zoey and put his fist to his ear, the universal symbol for call me. He jumped down from the ledge and landed on the ground beside me.

“How is Celeste not going to notice when her computer doesn’t turn on?” I pointed out.

He dusted his hands on the front of his coveralls. “She won’t suspect a thing. I closed the PC and plugged everything back into it just like I found it. If she turns on her computer, the fan will come on, some lights will blink at her, she’ll get some error message she won’t understand. She’ll assume her computer is broken. Then Zoey will offer to call a professional to come and repair it. The brilliant professional she’s going to call is going to be me,” he said, jabbing his thumb at his chest.

“You little sneak!” Vero shoved him down the hill toward the parking lot. “You didn’t run out of time! You took that hard drive on purpose, just so you’d have an excuse to give Zoey your number, so she’d have a reason to call you and you’d have a reason to come back!”

“I know, right!” His smile was almost giddy. He reached for the hard drive, and she smacked him over the head with it.

“Ow! What the hell was that for? I got you what you needed. There’s no reason to get violent.” He rubbed his head as we stripped off our coveralls and tossed our shovels into the minivan.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “The sooner we get that hard drive home, the sooner we can find the security logs and bring it back.”






CHAPTER 22


Later that afternoon, Cam sat at Norma’s kitchen table with Arnold curled in his lap. He plugged an adapter into the hard drive he’d taken from Celeste’s computer, connected it to his laptop, and set both devices on the table in front of him. The lawn mower hummed loudly outside, where Javi was busy cutting the grass. Vero had given him a list of projects to tackle around the house, enough to keep him busy for a few hours. Her attention was torn between watching him push the mower in slow passes in front of the window without his shirt on and watching Cam’s laptop screen as he accessed Celeste’s hard drive.

I peeked over Cam’s shoulder as he worked. “Don’t you need some kind of password for that?”

“Nope. It’s an old computer, and Celeste is about two steps up from your typical millennial-grade Luddite. Her operating system had pretty basic password protection, but she never bothered to encrypt her hard drive. It’s an open book. See?” he said, angling his laptop screen toward me and Vero. Celeste’s files were all there, neatly organized and labeled: Chapter Members, House Residents, Meeting Minutes, Greek Council Correspondence, New Member Orientation, House Staff and Personnel, Chapter Expenses, Accounts and Finances, Incident Reports …

Cam clicked on the Accounts and Finances file. A dialogue box opened with a security prompt. “Go figure. She was smart enough to password-protect that one.”

“Probably because it contains all the chapter’s bank account information,” Vero said. “Celeste follows security policies like they were handed down to her by Moses on a stone tablet. Chapter checking accounts contain a ton of money, and every house director is supposed to keep their financial records locked. Room-and-board payments from all the residents, the house’s operating expenses for cooking, cleaning, and maintenance, funds earmarked for special events, interior decorating, and renovations … If any of that money had gone missing, Celeste would be in as much trouble as I am. That’s why those files are locked. Try Incident Reports,” Vero suggested.

Cam clicked the file open. It contained several dozen subfolders, each one labeled with a name and date.

Vero reached over Cam’s shoulder and pointed to a folder with her last name on it. The file contained dozens of documents, all related to the investigation into the poker nights and the missing money. Inside was Celeste’s official report. It included her interviews with the house residents after the money had gone missing and a copy of Mr. Willingham’s complaint letter.

“Wait,” I said as Cam scrolled through the list of documents. “Open that one.”

“Why?” Vero asked. “There’s nothing in that man’s whiny complaint letter that’s going to help us. All he did was blame us for corrupting his son and demand to get his money back.”

That was all true, but there was something else in his letter that might come in handy. “Cam, can you use the contact information in that letter to do some investigating?”

“You bet. What do you want to know?”

“Is there anything that might tell us where James Willingham was last night at ten o’clock?”

Cam frowned at the screen. An idea seemed to come to him. He opened a new window and began copying and pasting Mr. Willingham’s phone number into a search field. After a few minutes, he turned the screen toward me. “His wife tagged him in a Facebook photo at some fancy dinner party in Chevy Chase last night. They were all dressed up. Some kind of fundraiser or something. Looks like it ran pretty late.”

Which meant he probably wasn’t running through the woods in a tux, carrying a bag of dog poop.

I counted back in my head to the night the rock had been thrown through the window. “How about last Thursday night, around eight o’clock?”

Cam took a few extra minutes for that. “Looks like he and the family were checking in to an Airbnb in Annapolis for the weekend. Mrs. Willingham posted a check-in on her Facebook page. And Mr. Willingham’s profile says it was his birthday.” If that were true, we could probably rule them out as suspects.

Cam opened the rest of the documents one by one, and we all silently skimmed them. Vero bristled, quietly seething, when she got to the board members’ official statements, in which Mia and Ava had told Celeste that the unsanctioned poker nights had been Vero’s idea.

“That’s bullshit,” Vero said, smacking the table. “Yes, the poker nights were my idea, but I wanted to play with plastic chips and promote it as a university-approved fundraiser. Theo was the one who insisted that gambling with tokens was boring, and Jackson complained that if we didn’t serve alcohol, no one would come. And it was Bennett’s idea to hold the games off campus. But I don’t see a single one of them mentioned in these reports.”

I read the rest of their statements over Cam’s shoulder. “They also told Celeste that you were the one who insisted on holding all the money.”

“That is a bold-faced lie,” she said through her teeth. “I was the one who told them it was a terrible idea to keep all that cash in my closet, but none of them wanted the responsibility. They were all too afraid of getting caught with it. I was the one who wanted to put the money in the bank. I even tried to convince Mia to let me open a new account, separate from the sorority’s, so Celeste wouldn’t find out. I told her we could use a cashier’s check to make an anonymous donation to the sorority so no one would know where the money had come from or how we got it. At least that way the cash would be safe until we could figure out what to do with it.

“But Mia freaked out when I suggested it. She got it in her head that someone at the bank would want to know where a bunch of college girls got all that cash and would report us to the cops. She was terrified of moving the money. Mia wanted to keep it hidden until graduation, then take the money with us. But Ava still had a year left, and we’d promised the guys a cut. I told Mia we should put it to a vote, and that’s what we were arguing about when Theo picked me up for the party.”

“And you didn’t think that was a little suspicious?” Cam asked.

Vero shrugged. “In hindsight, sure. But Mia couldn’t have taken the money from my room. She was with the rest of us at the party, and she spent the night with Ben at the frat house.”

Cam let out a low whistle as he scrolled through each of the girls’ statements. “Some friends. They really hung you out to dry. Every one of them pointed the finger at you.”

Vero didn’t look surprised. “I was an easy scapegoat. I was the sorority treasurer, the money went missing from my room, and my family isn’t white and flush with cash, so everyone assumed I took the money because I needed it. As fast as rumors spread in that place, it only would have taken a few closed minds to make the whole house jump to asinine conclusions. Running away only reinforced every ugly thing they were saying about me, and I wasn’t there to defend myself after that.”

“That’s some bullshit,” Cam said. “Once we figure out who really did it, you can tell every one of them to fuck all the way off. Also, we should ask for a reward. What if I just save us all some time, figure out where this asshole Theo lives, and then the three of us can go to his place, rough him up, and make him tell us what he did with the money? If anyone can get him to talk, it’s you, Mrs. D.”

Vero muttered, “That would be a trick.”

I shot her a look. “Going to Theo’s house would only be a dead end. We have it on good authority he’s not living there anymore.” I winced at my own choice of words.

Cam nodded sagely. “Got it. He’s lying low, off the grid. He probably knows you’re onto him.”

“Right,” I said, trying not to picture the AirTag’s blue dot disappearing from the map. “The only way we’re going to exonerate Vero is to figure out who let Theo into her building that night. But not one person in these interviews said they remembered anyone coming into the house who wasn’t supposed to be there. Cam, can you figure out which of these files contains a copy of the security logs?”

He clicked open a few of the saved emails, pausing over one addressed to a police investigator. “Here,” he said, opening the attachment. “Looks like someone imported all the data from the key-card system into a spreadsheet. The left column shows military-standard time. Next is the student ID number on the card that was used to open the front door.” Beside that was a list of names, presumably corresponding to the ID numbers.

“What time would Theo have left the party?” I asked Vero.

“I don’t know exactly. It would have to have been sometime after midnight.”

Cam pulled up a list of residents who had used their cards between midnight and six. “Do you remember any of these girls being at the party?” I asked Vero.

She turned the laptop toward her and dragged it closer. Her finger moved down the list. It thinned out considerably toward the early hours of the morning.

Her back stiffened. “There,” she said, her finger hovering beside Ava Ferrante’s name. “Ava used her key card to enter the building at two fifty-eight. But Ava was at the party with the rest of us that night, and she doesn’t have a car.”

“If she left the party at three in the morning, how would she have gotten back to the sorority house?” I prompted.

“She could have taken an Uber,” said Cam.

Vero raised an eyebrow. “Or someone could have given her a ride home.”






CHAPTER 23


I banged on the bathroom door the next morning. We needed to get that hard drive reinstalled in Celeste’s PC before she came in to work, and if Cam didn’t come out of the bathroom soon, we were going to miss our very short window of opportunity. Javi had borrowed the keys to the Eggplant ten minutes ago, and I had no idea how long we had until he got back from the electronics repair shop where he’d taken Ramón’s laptop in the hope of getting the camera software working.

Vero wrestled her coveralls on over her ankle monitor. “The shower stopped running twenty minutes ago. What the hell is Cam doing in there?”

“He’s eighteen,” I reminded her.

“On second thought, I probably don’t want to know.”

A cloud of aftershave-scented steam blew out when Cam finally opened the door. He cupped a hand over his mouth, breathing into it and sniffing as he met us in the hall.

“It’s about time,” Vero said.

“I feel like a new man.” He rubbed his chin like men in shaving gel commercials always did. “I used some of those scrubs and lotions I found in the cabinet. And before you bite my freshly exfoliated face off,” he said to Vero when she looked ready to explode, “they weren’t yours. They were Ramón’s, and Javi said I could use them.”

She tossed him his coveralls. “Put on your costume, Don Juan. You’re making us late. Did you make a copy of the files?”

“You think I’m an amateur?”

“Just wanted to make sure your head is in the game, and I’m not talking about the one in your pants. Get your laptop and the hard drive and meet us downstairs,” she said, throwing his beanie at him.

Vero and I grabbed our own beanies and headed out to the minivan. Cam heaved an annoyed sigh as he picked up Arnold and followed us. He climbed into the back seat and opened his laptop. “Where to?” he asked from the back seat.

“The mall,” Vero said over her shoulder.

“Why do I always have to ride in the back? If I’m stuck being your virtual chauffeur all the time, maybe I should be the one driving.”

“Just shut up and make it look like I’m shopping.”

“Then what?” Cam asked.

“Zoey said she’d wait for us by the service door behind the sorority house,” I told him. “When the coast is clear, she’s going to take you to Celeste’s office and keep watch over the hall while you return Celeste’s hard drive.”

“What are we going to do?” Vero asked me.

“Nothing. Your only job is to stay out of sight.”

Ten minutes later, we were parked in the tiny staff lot behind the sorority house. The service door opened, and Zoey waved frantically for us to hurry.

“What took you so long?” she whispered, darting anxious looks around the parking lot as we got out of the van in our coveralls and beanies. “Celeste is supposed to be here any minute.”

“Sorry,” Vero said. “We would have been here sooner, but our IT professional was too busy shaving all three of his chin hairs.”

Cam threw her a death glare as he handed me the backpack containing his laptop.

“We’ll need to work fast,” Zoey said, taking Arnold from his hands. “I left the window in my room unlocked. You and Finlay can wait for me and Cam in there. If Celeste gets here and sees you, we’ll all be in trouble. Come on,” she said, nudging Cam and his tool bucket into the kitchen.

Vero grabbed two shovels from the back of the van and passed me one. “Here, it’ll make us look less suspicious.”

“We’re skulking behind a girls’ dormitory dressed in maintenance uniforms and sneaking into windows. And you think carrying shovels is going to make us look less suspicious?”

Fortunately for us, Zoey’s room was on the ground level. Unfortunately for Zoey, it boasted an impressive view of a wooden enclosure containing a dumpster.

Vero and I crouched behind it. She shoved Zoey’s window open, putting her shoulder into it when it stuck. We left our shovels on the ground and took turns climbing in. I set Cam’s backpack on the floor. Like Zoey, her room was vibrant, warm, and stylishly disheveled. Her patchwork quilt looked homemade from a collection of artfully cut concert T-shirts. The walls were covered in video game posters, a bean bag chair was littered with throw pillows, and a game controller had been dismantled on her desk.

“I can’t believe she’s still in the same room,” Vero said, shutting Zoey’s window and closing the blinds.

“Which was yours?” I asked.

Vero pointed at the ceiling above us. “My view of the staff parking lot wasn’t much better. But beggars don’t get to be choosers in places like this.” At my puzzled look, she sat on Zoey’s unmade bed and dusted off her hands. “I got a full ride from the university, but the amount they gave me wasn’t enough to cover my sorority fees, and the chapter bylaws state that board members have to live inside the house. When Mia nominated me to be treasurer, I told her I couldn’t take the job because I couldn’t afford a room here. She offered to cover my extra fees from the sorority’s operating expenses. She said if I was handling the treasury books, no one would have to know. Celeste was great about a lot of things, but money wasn’t one of them,” she said with a nostalgic sigh. “We probably could have gotten away with it, but I said I didn’t feel right taking the chapter’s money. It wouldn’t have been fair to the other girls. So they fundraised to create a scholarship instead. It didn’t leave the chapter much money for fun stuff, but we raised enough to cover expenses for one new pledge every year. Zoey got it when she became a member. In hindsight, I guess that’s why they decided to make her my Little. Guess they figured we had that much in common.” Vero frowned as she looked around her. “Mia and Ava would never admit it, but the charity cases definitely got the crappiest rooms.”

“Sounds like they really wanted you to be treasurer.” It also sounded like they were willing to break some rules to make that happen.

“They wanted someone who was good with money,” she corrected me. “We had some really great fundraisers while I was treasurer, enough to cover the scholarships and some fun trips, but nothing paid out like those poker nights. Between Ben’s business savvy and my knack for accounting, we really raked it in. We charged a hefty cover, the table minimums were set high, and admission was strictly invitation only, so we could be sure the people who came were serious and wouldn’t run around telling anyone.

“We had the whole thing figured out. But then Bennett and Jackson started pushing to make it bigger and invite more people. They started demanding larger cuts and more say over the money. The more cash we had, the more the six of us argued over what to do with it, and it all spiraled from there.”

We both jumped as the door to Zoey’s room flew open. Zoey, Cam, and Arnold tumbled in, and Zoey slammed the door. She leaned back against it, breathing hard. Cam’s laugh was a little unhinged, and Zoey started laughing, too.

“That was close,” he said, setting Arnold on the floor to sniff around.

“You’re not kidding. I thought we were toast when the cleaning lady came in to empty the trash cans while you were unscrewing the PC behind Celeste’s desk. I don’t know what I would have done if Arnold hadn’t saved the day.” Zoey turned to Vero and me to explain. “The cleaning lady yelled at me for having a pet in the house. Arnold got scared and peed all over the floor. We only got Cam out of there because she ran to get her mop. Don’t worry,” Zoey said at my worried look, “I told her the dog belonged to a friend of mine. And she never even spotted Cam.”

He blew on his knuckles and polished them on his coveralls. “We’ve got nothing to worry about, Mrs. D. I put everything back right where I found it. No one will ever know the hard drive was gone.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I checked the screen, expecting to see Nick’s name, but it was Ramón. “It’s your cousin,” I said to Vero. Her face fell as I connected the call. “Hello?”

“Where are you?” Ramón did not sound happy. I could make out the clatter of tools in the background, the hiss of an air compressor. He was calling from his garage.

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“Officer Oates just left a message on my phone. She wanted to know where Vero was and if I was with her.”

“Vero and I are at the mall,” I said, snapping my fingers to get Cam’s attention. “She has an hour left until she has to be home for curfew. Why does Officer Oates want to know where she is?” I gestured to Cam’s backpack and made a circling motion with a finger. He nodded and quickly took out his computer.

“She said Vero’s signal’s acting weird and she wants me to confirm her exact location.”

“Her exact location?” I peeked over Cam’s shoulder as he opened his laptop and moved Vero’s beacon in short hops from one end of the mall to the other. “Tell her the last time you spoke to us, we were in Target.” Cam nodded and gave me a thumbs-up.

“Do not tell me you two are using that damn belt,” Ramón said.

I winced. “Okay, I won’t.”

He swore under his breath. “Is Javi with you?”

“Javi? He’s … running errands, too.” It wasn’t a lie. He just wasn’t running his errands with us.

Ramón blew out a placated sigh. “I’ll stall Oates as long as I can. But you get Vero home, and you get her home now.”

He disconnected without saying goodbye, leaving me with the ominous feeling our conversation wasn’t over.

“Oates is checking up on you,” I told Vero.

“Why is that woman such a pain in my ass?”

“We should get you back to the house. We did what we came to do. There’s no sense in pushing our luck.”

“But we still haven’t talked to Ava,” Vero argued.

“We’ll regroup and come up with a new plan at home.” I raised the window blind. Cam packed up his laptop and we lined up in front of the window to leave.

There was a hurried rap on the door.

“Zoey? It’s Ava. I need someone with a key to let me into the office, and you’re the only board member in the building.”

Zoey’s eyes went wide. Vero looked at the door.

“Do not open it!” I whispered.

“This might be our only chance.” Vero opened the door before I could stop her. She pulled Ava inside and locked it behind her.

“Veronica?” Ava gasped and shook out of Vero’s grip. She turned to gape at the rest of us. “Zoey, are you insane? Do you have any idea how much trouble we’ll all be in if anyone catches her here?”

“No one has to know unless you tell them,” Vero said. “I only came to talk.”

“Please, Ava,” Zoey begged. “Just hear her out. Veronica didn’t take the money. She said she has proof.”

“Are you seriously that naive?” Ava snapped at her. “Veronica could tell you the sky is green and you’d believe her. She took the money, and she ran off with all of it. The only thing she’s ever proven is that she never really cared about us! She used us, Zoey. She used us for the money, and now she’s using you and your bleeding heart to convince the rest of us she didn’t do it.”

Vero put her hands on her hips. “You think I used you? You chased after me for weeks, desperate for me to join your stuck-up sorority. I never asked you and Mia for that scholarship. You needed me to have it. Because you needed someone you could guilt into going along with all the half-baked ideas you and Bennett’s frat bros cooked up to make money. No one else in the chapter was smart enough to triple our chapter’s assets.”

Ava’s voice shook with anger. “You think you’re so much smarter than the rest of us? Then enlighten me, Veronica. What’s your theory? If you didn’t take the money, tell me who did.”

“Theo.”

Ava went still. The skeptical creases in her forehead deepened.

Vero continued in a measured tone. “After the party ended, your cousin saw Theo leave the frat house in the middle of the night with a girl. Jackson wouldn’t say who it was. But you know, don’t you?”

Ava’s laugh was incredulous. “What are you saying?”

“Theo gave you a ride home after the party.”

“No, he didn’t.”

“Yes, he did. Don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot, Ava! You used your key card to get into this house at three o’clock in the morning. I saw your key number on the security logs.”

Ava’s jaw dropped. “How? The only person who has access to those logs is Celeste!”

“The security logs were submitted as evidence,” I said with authority. “Veronica had a right to review them.” I had no idea if that was true, but it seemed a safer explanation than blaming an incontinent Chihuahua.

“My name wasn’t on the logs,” Vero said. “Because I didn’t use my key card that night.”

Ava scoffed. “Looks to me like you wouldn’t have had much of a problem getting in. You obviously have a willing accomplice.”

“Quit deflecting! I know you left the party with Theo! I know he brought you back to this house! I know you used your key card to get in at three in the morning, and I know that’s how Theo got into the building!”

“I couldn’t have let him into the building,” Ava shouted, “because I didn’t come back here after the party! I spent the night in my cousin’s room. He said I could sleep on his couch.” A deep, angry flush consumed her freckles. If any of it was a lie, she was damn convincing.

“If that’s true, then who used your key card?”

“You know how it is, Veronica! People forget their cards all the time. They get locked out of the building and they need to borrow a key. It’s not a big deal.”

“If it’s not a big deal, then who borrowed yours?”

Ava stubbornly looked away.

“You can either tell me now or you can tell my attorney, but I’m going to find out, so you might as well talk.”

“Mia borrowed my key,” Ava said with annoyance. “She knocked on Jackson’s door in the middle of the night, and when I answered it, she was crying. She said she and Ben had a fight and she wanted to go home. She said she left her wallet and coat in his room, but she didn’t want to go back to look for them. She said she was going to call an Uber, and she asked to borrow my key card so she could get into the sorority house.”

“But instead of taking an Uber,” Vero surmised, “Mia got a ride home with Theo and invited him in.”

Ava shook her head. “Mia would never have done that. She was too loyal to Ben.”

“If Mia’s so trustworthy, why all the secrets? I talked to Ben. He didn’t say a word to me about Mia coming back to the house that night. And Mia obviously didn’t tell Celeste.”

“We couldn’t tell Celeste that I gave Mia my key. We were already in enough trouble for gambling, and you know how uptight Celeste is about board members sharing their cards. It just seemed easier to tell her I was the one who came home that night.”

At my puzzled look, Vero turned to me and explained. “The board members get the same key card as the house mom—it opens every room in the building, in case of an emergency. We all had to sign a responsible-use agreement when we took office, promising not to let our card out of our possession. If a board member gets caught sharing keys, they can get in a lot of trouble.”

“So Mia could have used Ava’s key to get into your room.”

“No!” Ava said adamantly. “Celeste inspected every room in the house as soon as we figured out the money was missing. She searched Mia’s and mine, too. The money wasn’t anywhere in the building. If you’re so convinced Theo took the money, why don’t you just ask him?”

“Because he’s gone, Ava! He disappeared without a trace the day after Bennett told him I was looking for him. Don’t you think that’s a little suspicious?”

Ava laughed like this was some kind of joke.

Vero grabbed Ava’s cell phone from her hand and shoved it in her face. “Go ahead. Call Theo. See if he picks up.”

Ava was quick to accept the dare. She scrolled to her contacts and tapped Theo’s name. She frowned when a recording answered, stating the number was out of service. She disconnected and began dialing another contact.

“Who are you calling?” Vero asked warily.

Ava turned her back on Vero while she waited for someone to pick up. “Jackson? Hey, it’s me. I’m trying to get in touch with Theo, but his phone’s out of service. Do you know how I can get ahold of him?… What do you mean, you don’t know where he is?… When was the last time you talked to him?” Ava glanced over her shoulder at Vero. “People don’t just vanish out of thin air, Jacks…” Her brows pulled down. “Okay,” she said, clearly unsettled. “Call me if you hear from him.”

Ava frowned at her screen as she disconnected the call.

“We were all arguing about what to do with the money before the party,” Vero reminded her. “And now Theo and the backpack are gone without a trace. Bennett and Mia are hiding something, and he won’t let me talk to her. They’re both keeping secrets about where she was after the party, and you and your cousin knew and kept quiet about it. That makes you both complicit. Either you can help me figure out what really happened that night or I can go to the police, tell them everything I know, and let them figure it out. Who are you going to protect—Jackson or Mia?”

Ava turned sharply toward the door. She gripped the knob, wrestling with her options. “There’s a party off campus tonight,” she finally said. “Everyone in the chapter will be there, alumni, too. Zoey knows the address. But don’t blame me if Mia doesn’t want to talk to you. She didn’t take the money, Veronica. You obviously don’t know us as well as you think you do.”

Without another word, Ava walked out the door.






CHAPTER 24


My minivan rattled into the driveway, and Vero and I ran inside the house minutes before Javi returned from the computer repair shop. We watched through the window as he got out of the Eggplant and slammed the door. He stood in front of the house, scowling at the camera above the driveway.

“Everything okay?” Vero asked him when he finally came inside.

He dropped the laptop on the coffee table. “The damn thing’s still not working. The tech shop said there’s nothing wrong with the computer or the software. He said it’s probably a bad connection somewhere in the house. I’m going to look at all the wiring and see what the hell is going on.” Vero and I followed him to the garage.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Vero asked him as he searched for the toolbox.

“Maybe we should call an electrician,” I agreed, stalling for time.

“I can handle it,” Javi said, walking out the back door. He stood, hands on his hips, squinting up at the security camera overlooking the backyard. “Where’s your mom’s ladder?”

“Ramón put it in the back of his van after he caught me sneaking out to meet you. That’s probably a sign. We should just wait until he comes back.”

“No way. I promised your mom I’d keep an eye on her house and keep you safe while Ramón is gone, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“You don’t have anything to prove to my mother.”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Where are you going?” she asked as Javi went back inside.

“To your bedroom,” he said as we chased him up the stairs. “The camera is mounted pretty close to your window. I can probably reach it from there.”

Javi set his toolbox on Vero’s bed and opened her window. He ducked his head through the opening and leaned out far enough to see the camera to his left. “Hand me the screwdriver,” he called over his shoulder.

I passed him the screwdriver. He tucked the pointy end of it into the belt loop of his jeans and leaned out even farther, holding on to the frame with one hand. I felt sick watching him. Vero’s former boyfriend was in a shower curtain at the bottom of a river. The last thing we needed was for her current one to fall out of a window and break his neck. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

He laughed. “Are you kidding? Vero’s been climbing out of this window since we were kids. It’s perfectly safe.”

“Because I was using both hands when I did it, Javi!”

He grinned. “If you’re that worried about me, you can hold on to my leg.”

Vero gnawed her thumbnail as she watched Javi’s hips slide farther through the opening. She sat on the floor and grabbed hold of Javi’s thigh.

“I told you messing with the camera was not a good idea!” I whispered.

“I know!” Vero whispered back. “It’s too late to argue about it now. Help me anchor him.”

I looked for a safe place to grab him. Javi wasn’t wearing a belt, and his jeans were riding precariously low, revealing the waistband of his boxers as he stretched his body out the window. I sat on the floor and looped an arm around his other leg. “I can’t believe you’re letting him do this.”

Javi loosened his grip on the frame to extend his reach. “I think I see the problem,” he grunted. “Looks like a loose wire. Hand me a set of pliers?”

Vero’s face pinched with guilt. “Javi, there’s something I need to tell you.”

I could practically hear Javi grin. “That you would be devastated if anything happened to me?”

“Yes, but—”

“And you really did mean all those things you said in that chapel in Atlantic City?”

“Sure, but—”

“And when I come back inside the house, you plan to show me the depth of your love by stripping me naked and kissing every inch of my body?”

“Yes, Javi, but also—”

Javi yelped. Vero screamed as he slipped off the sill and his body tumbled sideways out the window. His legs shot out of his pants like they’d been fired from a cannon. His jeans slid all the way down, bunching around his calves and catching on the tops of his sneakers. Vero and I scrambled to hold on to them as Javi shouted and flailed. With a final shriek, he popped out of his shoes and his feet flew past us out the window.

Vero and I stared at each other, clinging to his empty jeans. Horrified, we listened for the thump of his body against the ground. All we heard was a quiet grunt. We clambered to the window and poked our heads out.

Javi clung to the camera by the tips of his fingers, his bare legs swinging below his boxers, his socks scrabbling for purchase against the house. An ominous creaking sound came from the mounting brackets as Javi stared up at them.

“Don’t move!” Vero shouted. “Stay right where you are! We’ll figure something out!”

Javi frowned at the camera as a screw popped loose from the siding. “Wait … Has that wire been cu—?”

The camera broke away from the wall. Vero and I gasped as Javi fell.



Vero was pacing the length of the living room five hours later when Javi and I returned from the hospital. I held the door open wide, careful not to let it bump against his heavy cast as he maneuvered into the house on two shiny metal crutches. Vero looked torn between throwing her arms around him or hiding in her room as he hobbled to the recliner. He sat down gingerly and pushed the seat back, closing his eyes and sighing audibly as the footrest popped out, taking the weight off his cast.

I handed Vero the bags from the pharmacy containing his painkillers and the ointment the ER doctor had prescribed for his skinned knees and elbows. He hadn’t been wearing pants when we’d shown up at the hospital, so the attending physician had sent him home in the T-shirt he’d been wearing when he’d arrived and a hospital gown to cover his boxers.

Vero had insisted on going with us to the hospital. I had argued that it was a bad idea. Emergency rooms could be full of first responders, and some of them were likely to be cops. Javi had been the deciding vote when he’d told her flat-out he didn’t want her to come, and I could have sworn I heard her heart crack the minute we’d driven off.

She had texted me every half hour from Cam’s phone for updates. When I told her Javi’s leg was broken, she’d asked me how angry he was on a scale of one to ten. I hadn’t had the heart to answer her.

“Come here,” he said gently, gesturing for her to come closer. She walked to the recliner, hangdog and contrite, her eyes red and her nose stuffy, as if she’d been crying. He reached for her hand and pulled her down sideways onto his lap. She brushed his hair back from his face and pressed her lips to his forehead, his cheek, and the corner of his mouth.

Javi’s smile was a little loopy around the edges. “When I suggested you get me naked and kiss me all over, this is not what I was imagining, Veronica. I’m pretty sure you’re going to kill me someday.”

She sniffled. “I’m not trying, Javi. I swear.”

“I know,” he said, resting his chin on her head as she burrowed into his side. “You want to hear something crazy? When I fell, I saw my life flash before my eyes, and I saw our wedding night.”

“That was not our wedding night.”

“I remembered everything, V. It was beautiful.” His eyes were glassy, his focus a little fuzzy.

“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head?”

“I’m serious. I promised to love and cherish you until you accidentally murder me. And you promised to try not to kill me, but only if I swore to take you on a real honeymoon. We can still do that, you know. We can leave right now. But you might have to drive,” he teased, rubbing the fog of painkillers from his eyes.

“Those drugs they gave you must be pretty powerful stuff.”

His blinks became slow and heavy. “They’re not so bad. I’m clearheaded enough to know what I’m suggesting, V, and you don’t have to stay here. Not if you don’t want to. I would take you away from all this, and we can start over someplace else.”

“I can’t leave, Javi. I have to stay here and prove to them all I didn’t do this.”

He tipped her chin up to look her in the eyes. “It doesn’t matter if they don’t believe you. I do.” He kissed her softly. She kissed him back.

I busied myself in the kitchen, offering them a moment of privacy while I looked for some way to help around the house. But Vero had already cleaned, and the whole place was spotless. The carpets were vacuumed, the floors were mopped, a load of clothes was humming in the dryer, and the trash and recycling had been taken out. A salad was already made for dinner, the rice cooker was on warm, and a pan of chicken thighs was roasting in the oven. I peeped back into the living room to see if Javi wanted something to eat, but his head was resting against the recliner, his eyes closing slowly against their will.

“We’ll discuss our honeymoon when you wake up. Get some rest,” Vero said, kissing him on the cheek. He was asleep before she reached the kitchen.

“What time are your mother and Gloria getting home?” I asked as I began setting the table.

“I’m not sure. They said something this morning about working late, so I cooked.”

I nearly dropped a plate. “You didn’t call them?”

She winced. “Not exactly.”

“You said you would tell them about Javi’s accident when I took him to the hospital!”

“What was I supposed to say, Finlay? That I cut the wires to all of Ramón’s cameras and Javi nearly fell to his death trying to fix them? My mother would have left work just to come home and strangle us both, and Gloria would have called my cousin to come back to babysit me. The last thing we need is one more hiccup in our plan. I texted them and told them everything was fine. I told them I handled dinner and they can work as late as they want.”

“What are we supposed to do with Javi?” I whispered. “We can’t leave him alone while we go sneaking all over town to solve Theo’s murder.”

Vero nibbled her thumbnail as she paced to the front window. I could practically see the wheels turning in her head. She peeled back the curtain and peered outside. “Javi won’t be alone. I have an idea.”






CHAPTER 25


Thirty minutes later, Javi was still passed out in the recliner. Vero covered him with one of her mother’s knitted blankets, put a pillow under his cast, and made a phone call to Lenore, offering her a handsome reward to keep an eye on Javi for the next few hours.

He hadn’t so much as moved a muscle when Lenore showed up with the rest of the Fantastic Four in tow. With any luck, we’d make it to the party, get a confession out of Mia, and we’d deal with the consequences of Norma’s wrath when we returned home.

Vero’s elderly neighbors stood in the living room, Eugene leaning on his cane and Joan on her oxygen cart, listening to Vero rattle off her instructions.

“Javi’s had a lot of painkillers, and he’ll probably sleep for a while,” she told them. “I left a glass of water and his pills on the side table in case he wakes up. All you have to do is keep him comfortable until my mom and Gloria get home. What are you going to tell him if he asks where I’ve gone?” Vero asked, holding a twenty-dollar bill in the air in front of Lenore.

“That you went out to run an important errand with Finlay and you’ll be back in a few hours.” Lenore took the twenty and zipped it into her handbag.

Vero moved on to Wendell and held up another twenty. “What is your most important job?”

“Not to let Javi leave the house, no matter what.” Wendell took the twenty with a wide smile before tucking it into his pocket protector.

Vero moved down the line to Joan like a drill sergeant testing her soldiers. “And what will you tell Officer Oates if she calls or comes looking for me?”

“That you went to bed early with a headache and you don’t want to be disturbed.” Joan reached for the twenty, but Vero held it out of reach.

“And…?”

“And she’s not allowed inside without a warrant.” Satisfied, Vero handed over the twenty, and Joan stuffed it into her bra.

“I’m hungry,” Eugene said.

“There’s roast chicken and salad in the kitchen.”

“You promised us pizza,” he reminded her.

She shook her head at him and gave him the rest of her cash. “You can order a few pizzas. But lock the door after the delivery driver comes. And if you watch TV, keep the volume down. Remember, if Javi wakes up, don’t let him leave the house.”

The four of them settled onto the sofa and love seat in the living room, bickering over who should control the remote.

“Where’s Cam?” Vero asked me. She checked her watch and peered down the basement steps. A light was still on in Ramón’s room. “If he doesn’t hurry up, I’m going to hot-wire his damn car and drive it to the party myself. It’s roasting in here.” She plucked at the front of Gloria’s sweater. The chunky cable-knit she’d found in her aunt’s closet was the only article of clothing baggy enough to cover the duct-taped battery packs around Vero’s waistline.

“I’m sure he’ll be out in a minute.”

“I don’t understand what’s taking him so long. He already shaved once today. And he used enough of Ramón’s eau de toilette this morning to leave chem trails behind the car. If he puts on any more of that stuff, we’ll need to tape a hazard warning to his forehead and keep him away from open flames.”

“Cut him some slack. He’s never been to a college party before, and he’s probably nervous.”

“Nervous about what? All he has to do is set my transmitter beacon, drive us to the party, and wait for us in the car!”

“I’m sure he’d also like to make a good impression on Zoey.”

Vero looked appalled. “He’s too young for her.”

“He’s eighteen, and she’s only a sophomore. She can’t be that much older than him.”

“She’s not interested.”

“Says who?”

“Says her Big, that’s who. Zoey’s got a bright future ahead of her, and I’m not going to let her do anything—or anyone—that stupid.”

“You sound like your mother.”

Vero gasped.

I held up my hands. “I’m just saying, I’m pretty sure Norma said the exact same thing when she was trying to keep Javi away from you.”

“That’s not the same thing, and you know it!”

“It’s not all that different either,” I pointed out. “Be nice. Here he comes.”

Cam emerged from the basement carrying Arnold under one arm and his backpack over the other. He twirled the keys to the Eggplant, tossing them and catching them as he walked. There was a spring in the step of his Doc Martens as they strode toward us.

“Took you long enough,” Vero muttered.

“I borrowed one of Ramón’s shirts,” he said, smoothing down his collar. “I wasn’t sure if I should go with the blue one or the black one.”

“You look very nice,” I assured him, elbowing Vero before she could say something snide.

“Let’s go,” Vero said. “We have a party to get to.”

“Okay, but first I have to stop at the sorority house to pick up Zoey.”

Vero frowned. “No one said anything about bringing Zoey.”

“She said she needed a ride.”

“When was that?”

“This afternoon, when we were texting.”

I threw Vero an I told you so look.

Vero bit her tongue. She jerked open the front door and froze.

Officer Oates stood on the stoop, her hand poised to knock. She looked down her nose at Vero and her bulky sweater. Her scrutinizing gaze slid past her to Cam, Arnold, and me, then to the Fantastic Four in the living room, and finally to Javi. She frowned at the odd makeup of the gathering as the Fantastic Four argued over pizza toppings and who got to pick the TV show.

“Having a party?” Officer Oates asked.

“Are parties against the rules?” Vero’s tone was a little aggressive, and I poked her in the back. The last thing we needed was to piss this woman off.

“Not as long as they don’t get out of hand. What happened to him?” she asked, jutting her chin at Javi’s cast. His mouth was hanging open in his sleep, and his face was still covered in bruises from his fight.

“Climbing accident,” Vero said quickly. “He’s a friend of the family. All the neighbors came over to keep him company. It was a pretty nasty fall.”

Officer Oates looked suspicious. “Is that so?” she asked thoughtfully.

“As you can see, I’m home,” Vero said scornfully. She swept an arm around her, gesturing to her neighbors. “We were just about to order pizza and watch a really terrible movie. Maybe after that, we’ll get really rowdy and play a round of Go Fish. If you came here to check up on me expecting booze, drugs, and strippers, I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

Joan snapped to attention. “Did someone order strippers?”

Wendell perked up. “I’d like some, too.”

Vero heaved a sigh. “No strippers tonight. Go back to your TV show.”

“That sucks,” Eugene said.

Cam patted him on the back. “I get it. I’d be disappointed, too.”

“I didn’t come to check up on you,” Officer Oates said. “I came to check on an acquaintance of yours … Theodore Sideris?” Officer Oates studied Vero’s blank face as if she were searching for a reaction. “Mr. Sideris was reported missing by his employer yesterday. They say he hasn’t called in to work in a few days and he’s not answering his phone. The number appears to have been disconnected, and no one’s answering at his home address. His boss mentioned there was an altercation at the bar where he worked a few days ago, during his most recent shift. The investigator from Missing Persons who was assigned to Mr. Sideris’s case pulled up his records, and lo and behold, his name was cross-referenced in a list of potential witnesses with yours. That seemed like an awfully surprising connection to me, so I offered to come here and see if you might know anything about Mr. Sideris’s whereabouts.”

“I haven’t seen or talked to Mr. Sideris since the night my charges were filed,” Vero said. “He hasn’t bothered to show up for me, so if you came here to see if I care about the fact that he can’t be bothered to show up for his employer, I’m going to have to disappoint you again. I have no idea where Theo is or how to get in touch with him. If you find him, feel free to bring him here for a slice of pizza. I have plenty of questions I’ve been dying to ask him.”

Officer Oates and Vero stared at each other, neither one of them blinking.

After a long moment, Officer Oates looked around the room and gave a curt nod. “Enjoy your party. I’ll check in with you tomorrow.” She tipped an imaginary hat to Vero’s neighbors and walked back to her car.

Vero slammed the door and threw the dead bolt. She pressed her face to the peephole and stared outside. “That’s just great,” she said irritably. “She’s just sitting out there in her car.”

“There’s no way we’ll get out of here without her seeing us,” I said. “Maybe we should wait and come up with something else.”

Vero dragged me out of earshot of the others and whispered, “We can’t wait, Finn. You heard her, someone’s already filed a missing persons report. We need to figure out what happened to Theo and the money, and we need to do it tonight.”

Cam groaned. “Can I at least go to the party without you? Zoey hasn’t seen the Eggplant, and I was really hoping to show it off.”

Joan perked up again. “Who’s showing off their eggplant?”

Vero looked disgusted. “No one, Joan. Go back to your … Wait,” Vero said, as if she’d been struck by an idea. “The Eggplant. That’s the solution, Finn. That’s how we’ll make it to the party without Oates seeing us.”

I knew that look in Vero’s eyes, and I had a feeling I was going to regret asking. “How?”

Vero pulled Cam into our huddle. “Cam, you and Arnold are going to leave through the front door and drive the Eggplant to the bus stop at the entrance of the community. When you get there, use your spoofer to make it look like I’m in my bedroom,” she said, pointing to her belt. “Wait for us at the bus stop. Finlay and I will meet you there in ten minutes.” Vero turned to me. “You and I will sneak out through the back door, cut through the woods, and meet Cam at the bus stop. Oates will see your minivan parked in front of the house and assume we were here the whole damn time. She’ll probably get tired of watching and leave. If everything goes according to plan, Officer Oates will never know we were gone.”






CHAPTER 26


A full hour had passed by the time Vero and I had snuck out of the house, traipsed through the woods, met up with Cam, and picked up Zoey. The party was in full swing when we finally arrived at the fraternity house. The run-down, two-story Colonial was nothing like the pristine, stately McMansions I’d seen on Frat Row. It was in sore need of new shingles, a lawn mower, and a paint job, but judging by the other neglected homes all around it, I didn’t imagine the neighbors cared about the state of the place or the music blaring inside it.

More than a few heads turned when we drove slowly past the frat house and parked. The Eggplant was … a lot. Between the disco ball on the ceiling, the iridescent purple paint job, and a chassis that bounced with more zeal than my checkbook, we had managed to make quite an entrance.

“Stop showing off,” Vero said as Cam played with his hydraulics. “We’re not trying to draw attention to ourselves.”

Cam cut the engine and killed the lights. We sat in the dark vehicle, checking out our surroundings.

Cars lined both sides of the street and filled the driveway, spilling over into the front lawn. Every light was on inside the house. A deep thumping bass pumped through the windows, and pockets of people stood laughing and talking in the front yard. Cam rolled down his window. The smell of vape smoke and weed wafted into the car.

He reached eagerly for his door. “We should go scope the place out. I’ll get us some drinks.”

“No drinks.” I reached over his seat and yanked him back down by his collar. “You’re underage, and you’re driving. You’re going to stay right here and wait for us to get back.” Depending on how this meeting went, Vero might need to make a fast retreat.

“I’ll stay and keep you company,” Zoey offered. “These parties are just pukefests anyway. You, me, and Arnold will have more fun here.” She scratched the dog’s ears.

“Seriously?” Cam schooled the excitement from his face. “I mean, yeah … okay.”

“We’ll be back in a few minutes. Stay in the car,” I reminded him. Vero and I slipped quietly out of the Eggplant and started up the driveway. Loud voices and cheers echoed off the neighboring houses. It sounded like they were coming from the backyard.

“Think it’s safe to go in?” I asked Vero. Every room of the house was brightly lit and packed with people. She’d worn long pants to conceal her ankle monitor, but it still seemed like a risk. Between the lights and the crowds, someone in that house was bound to recognize her.

“Let’s check around back first,” she suggested. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and Mia will be outside.”

We kept to the shadows, sticking close to the hedges, avoiding clusters of intoxicated partygoers as we circumnavigated the front yard. Vero led the way around back, waving away clouds of pot smoke. We paused at the edge of a large patio. A spotlight had been positioned over a folding table containing a punch bowl, several bottles of clear liquor, and an open bag of red plastic cups. A silver cask was set up beside it, and a group had gathered to watch as a line of girls took turns doing keg stands. A crowd chanted Drink! Drink! Drink! from a second-floor balcony overlooking the lawn.

A kidney-shaped swimming pool glowed an eerie blue in the center of the yard. Tiny votive candles bobbed on the water’s surface, along with a few empty red cups and a patch of something that might have been vomit. Suddenly, I remembered why I had always hated the frat parties Steven used to drag me to in college.

“Do you see her?” I asked, standing on my toes for a better look.

Vero squinted at the windows. “She must be inside.”

“Maybe there’s a way to draw her out,” I suggested.

“Or better yet, a way to get in.” Vero took me by the arm and led me around the far side of the house. She pointed at the only window obscured by a set of blinds. “I’ve been to parties in this house before. That’s a bathroom. Everyone has to use the bathroom sometime, right? It’s the only room in this place where I’ll be able to corner Mia and get her alone. We’ll climb in here just like we did at the church.”

“You fell in the toilet.”

“This is a ground-level window. There’s nowhere to fall.” Vero crept to the window and looked both ways before attempting to shoulder it open. It wouldn’t budge. “Go inside and unlock it for me.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’ll hide in the bathtub while you find Mia. Wait for her to head to the bathroom and text me when she’s coming.”

“How? You don’t even have a pho—” Vero held up a cell phone. “Where did you get that?”

“Slipped it off the drink table while some guy was tapping the keg. Don’t look at me like that. I only need it for a few minutes. I’ll give it back when I’m done.” She opened his messaging app and entered my number. A second later, my phone buzzed with a notification from someone named Mitch. “That’s me,” Vero said.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this.” I walked out of the shadows toward the house, squinting against the bright light over the drink table as I reached for a plastic cup and poured a splash of punch into it. I grimaced at the smell. It was definitely spiked. I searched under the table for a cooler of sodas or bottled waters, but all I found was a cardboard box of more of Jackson’s flyers, advertising another party.

Resigned, I carried my cup of grain-alcohol punch toward the house. No one looked more out of place at a college party than a sober person with empty hands. Or the thirtysomething mother of two who couldn’t remember the last time she’d attempted a keg stand.

I pretended to sip as I approached the door at the back of the house. A trio of tipsy girls stumbled out of it, their drinks splashing over their hands when they all tried to squeeze through the opening at the same time. These parties rarely ended well, and I didn’t imagine much had changed since the last one I’d attended nearly a decade ago.

I stepped around them into the house, the smell of sweat thick in the hot, close air. My ears rang with the assault of voices and laughter, everyone practically shouting to be heard over music that was loud enough to vibrate the walls. I cradled my cup to my chest, shielding it from shoulders and elbows as I wove between animated conversations and the occasional swaying drunk being bounced like a pinball through the crowd.

I extended my other arm out in front of me, using it like a phalanx to part the crowd as I navigated toward the bathroom. A line had formed in the hallway in front of it. By the time the door opened for my turn, my bladder was threatening to burst. I hurried inside and locked the door, taking a moment to relieve myself before reaching between the slats in the blind to unlock the window for Vero. It slid open with a screech. She shoved aside the blinds and tumbled through it.

“Took you long enough,” she said, closing the window and dusting herself off.

A loud knock rattled the door.

“Go find Mia,” Vero said, climbing into the bathtub.

“You can’t hide in there! What if someone sees you?”

“I’ll cover my face with a towel and pretend I’m drunk and sleeping it off.” There was another loud knock. Someone shouted at me to hurry up. “Just get out there and find Mia. Do you remember what she looks like?”

I nodded, remembering the statuesque young woman in the pantsuit I’d seen coming out of the sorority house.

“If she’s here, she’ll be in a group,” Vero said. “It won’t be easy to get her alone.”

“Stay out of sight. I’ll text you when I find her.” I tossed Vero a towel and drew the shower curtain shut, making sure it concealed her completely before opening the door and returning to the party. I maneuvered through the chaotic rooms, but they were too crowded to get a good look at anyone.

I spotted a set of stairs ahead of me. Grabbing hold of the banister, I pulled myself out of the mosh pit of people until I was high enough to get a better view of the room. Even in the full house, Mia was surprisingly easy to spot. She and her friends had commandeered a sofa in the corner and, just like Vero suggested she would, Mia sat squarely in the middle of them. Mia was not going to be easy to approach, much less single out. Thankfully, Ava didn’t appear to be there. The only thing I had going for me was that no one in this room knew me; nothing makes people more curious at a party than the sudden arrival of a shiny new face that clearly doesn’t belong.

I made my way briskly toward Mia’s corner. The girls’ chatter paused as I stood close enough to insert myself into their conversation. They cast awkward glances at one another, then at me, as if they were trying to place me.

“I’m looking for Ava,” I said brightly. “Have you seen her?” I was too old to pass for one of them, but maybe I could make it seem like I had a legitimate reason to be there. Mia’s friends seemed to relax.

“She couldn’t make it,” one of them said. “She had an exam to study for.”

I tried to make myself look disappointed by that. “What about Zoey?” I asked, hoping she had stayed in the car with Cam.

“Zoey? She never comes to these things. You can hang with us if you want though.” One of the girls slid over to make room for me on the sofa.

“Thanks!” I said, squeezing in next to her.

“How do you know Ava and Zoey?” Mia swirled the contents of her half-empty cup. Her eyes were clear and alert, and her makeup was still fresh, not so much as a hair out of place or a smudge in her eyeliner, suggesting she hadn’t been here very long.

“We had a class together,” I said dismissively, hoping they wouldn’t bother to ask me which one.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look kind of old to be an undergrad,” one of the girls said. Her eyelids looked heavy, and her words came out slurred.

“I’m not,” I said, trying not to think too hard about which of my features had given away my age. I wasn’t foolish enough to assume I could pass for a pledge, but I still got carded when I bought wine at the grocery store, and I had let myself believe (maybe a few years too long) that a good bottle of moisturizer had been enough to pull it off. “I’m a grad assistant,” I said, thinking on my feet.

They nodded as if this all made sense. Or maybe they were just too tipsy to care.

“Are you a grad student?” I asked Mia.

She shook her head. “I got my BS last year. I’m a teacher—AP English at Washington Academy,” she said. If Mia had landed a teaching job right out of college, I didn’t imagine her gambling exploits had made it onto her CV. Which probably meant she hadn’t suffered much of a punishment beyond being stripped of her leadership post and performing community service with the rest of her chapter.

“Wow, that’s lucky. It’s a tough job market out there,” I said, trying to make conversation.

“It helped that my fiancé’s father sits on the board of the school. They’re pretty big donors.” The diamond on her fourth finger gave a brief flash as she sipped her drink with a self-deprecating shrug. I couldn’t tell if Mia’s confession was a humble brag or if she was genuinely embarrassed to admit as much. No wonder Ben had been so concerned with his fiancée’s reputation. I didn’t imagine it would look good for him—or his wealthy parents—if Mia’s past mistakes were to be brought to light.

I wondered how much he really knew about where she had gone that night. And exactly whom he was protecting by not telling anyone about it.

But how was I going to get her alone so Vero and I could ask her? I couldn’t sit here all night making small talk while I waited for her to decide she needed to pee. Maybe I could encourage her to seek out a bathroom a little faster.

I stared at her pointedly until she couldn’t ignore me any longer. I smiled awkwardly while discreetly tapping my front teeth, the universal symbol for you have something stuck between them. Mia’s lips closed. She pressed her mouth shut tight, covering it with her palm as she stood and set down her cup. “I’m going to the bathroom. Don’t let anyone near my drink.” She wound her way out from behind the coffee table and slipped off into the crowd.

I waited half a second before excusing myself, too, firing off a fast text to Mitch’s phone as I followed Mia through the bustling party and down the hall.

Finlay: She’s on her way to you.

Mitch: It’s about damn time. I don’t know how much longer I can stand it in here. Some freshman just lost his lunch.

Mia took one look at the line and headed straight to the front of it. “Sorry, pledge, it’s an emergency.” She brushed the baby-faced frat boy aside as a sickly-looking freshman tumbled out of the bathroom. Mia wedged herself through the open door before anyone behind her could object. There was definitely a pecking order in this place, and Mia was clearly sitting at the top of it.

I shoved my foot in the door before she could close it. Fighting to hold it open, I called over my shoulder, “Sorry, everyone, toilet’s jammed. Try the one upstairs.” The people waiting behind me shouted and groaned as I forced myself inside and locked the door.

“Get out! I was in here first!” Mia cried, looking at me as if I’d lost my mind. Probably because I had. It was the only logical explanation for why I had just cornered this woman in a frat house bathroom. The shower curtain screeched behind her, and Vero climbed out of the tub. Mia gasped. “Veronica! What are you doing here? Have you lost your mind?”

“I might have answered that differently twenty minutes ago. Now I’m not so sure.” Vero waved away the stench that lingered in the room. “You and I need to talk. Sit,” she said, slapping the toilet lid closed. Mia made a face when Vero pushed her down onto it. “Why did you lie to Celeste and the cops about where you were the night the money went missing?”

Mia looked away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t bullshit me, Mia. I already talked to Ava. I know you left the party that night and you used Ava’s key card to get into the house.”

“Fine!” She threw up her hands. “You’ve got me, Veronica. I borrowed her key card and got a ride home from the party.”

“A ride with Theo.”

“Yes, a ride home with Theo! I don’t know what you’re so upset about. It wasn’t a big deal.”

“If it wasn’t a big deal, why didn’t you tell anyone?”

Mia’s lip curled with contempt. “By the time Celeste and the police dug in and started asking us where we all were that night, you were already gone, and so was the money, so don’t look at me like I’m the one who’s suspicious!”

“Forget Celeste and the police! We were supposed to be sisters! What ever happened to KG’s before D’s? You left the party with the guy I was sleeping with, and you didn’t think you should at least tell me?”

“Look,” Mia said, the color rising in her cheeks. “Ben and I got in an argument during the party. I told him you and I had a fight about the money, and I thought maybe you were right—that we should get it out of the house and deposit it into an account. He kept telling me it was a bad idea—that any bank was going to want to know where we’d come up with all that cash. He was terrified I’d get caught. He told me if you didn’t want to hold the cash in your room, he would hold it for us at his house until after graduation. I told him I didn’t think their frat house was secure enough. He got mad and accused me of not trusting his friends. We got in a huge fight, and I stormed out. I wanted to go home, but I’d left my wallet in his room, so I found Ava, and she let me borrow her key card. I was going to take an Uber home, but then I saw Theo getting into his car, and I asked him for a ride. Ben didn’t want me to tell anyone about it because he was afraid of how it might look to the police.”

“Like you could have gone back to the sorority house in the middle of the night, when you knew I wasn’t home, so you could take the money and give it to your boyfriend’s buddies to hide for you.”

“I didn’t,” Mia insisted, looking Vero straight in the eyes. “I went straight to my room and I went to sleep.”

Vero didn’t look convinced. “Did Theo come inside the house with you?”

Mia flinched as if Vero had slapped her in the face. “No, I didn’t take Theo inside! Everyone knew you two were seeing each other! What kind of friend do you think I am?”

“The kind that kept her mouth shut about what really happened that night and then let everyone think I was guilty.”

“The money went missing from your room, Veronica. It wasn’t exactly a stretch.”

“Where was Theo going when he left the party?” I asked.

Mia turned to me, vexed, as if she’d just remembered I was there. “I didn’t ask, and Theo didn’t say.”

“So you have no idea where he went after he dropped you off?”

“I don’t know! I was upset, and I’d had a lot to drink. He might have said something about meeting up with Jackson.”

Vero and I exchanged a glance. Where would he and Jackson have been going at two thirty in the morning? No stores or even bars would have been open at that hour.

“And you’re sure Theo didn’t follow you into the house when he dropped you off?” Vero asked.

“I’m sure. He didn’t even shut off the car. He dropped me off out front and he was gone before I made it into the building. It looked like he was in a hurry. Next thing I knew, it was ten in the morning and Ava was banging on my door. She barged in with my wallet and my coat, still wearing the clothes she’d worn to the party the night before. She said her cousin had just given her a ride back to campus and when they pulled up to the house, a bunch of campus police were parked out front. She said Celeste stopped her in the hallway as soon as she’d walked in the door and told her to round up all the board members for an emergency meeting.

“Ava was completely freaking out. She said she’d knocked on your door, but you didn’t answer. The two of us pulled ourselves together and went downstairs, and that’s when Celeste told us they knew all about the poker nights. That pledge Emory Willingham—remember him? He was the freshman who lost, like, thirty grand in one night—he spilled everything to his parents, and his dad reported us. Celeste called us all downstairs. She asked us how much money we had made from the poker nights and where we were keeping it. We had to tell her. By that point, we had no choice. She said the consequences would only be worse if we refused to cooperate.”

“What happened then?” I asked.

“Ava cracked.” Mia turned back to Vero. “She told them about the backpack in your closet. Celeste took her master key and went to search your room. When she came out, she said the money wasn’t there. I told her it had to be; I had seen it in your closet the night before when you and I were arguing about what to do with it. She asked if any of us knew where you had spent the night, but none of us could say for sure after everyone left the party—”

“Wait a minute,” Vero said, her focus sharpening. “Say that again.”

“What part?”

“You said we fought about the money … but I wasn’t the only one you fought with about the money that night. You said Ben wanted it out of the house, too.”

“That’s not the same thing,” Mia argued.

“No, it’s not,” Vero said, her argument picking up steam as if all her points were falling into place. “Because Ben didn’t want to put the money in the bank. He wanted to keep it at his house. And if you had left the party with Theo, and if Jackson had gone out to meet up with him after … who was in the house with Ben?”

Mia blinked, her eyes growing wide as Vero’s meaning sank in.

“You said no one could say for sure where I was after the party. But it sounds like no one could say for sure where Ben was either. He had a motive, the means, and an opportunity to take that money. He had your wallet, Mia—which meant he had access to a master key! He wouldn’t have needed you to get into the building, or even into my room. And he probably didn’t want you to tell anyone that you two had a fight and you left the party with Theo because now that Theo’s gone missing, that would also give Ben a motive for his murder.”

Mia recoiled. “What do you mean, Theo’s murder? Theo’s not dead. What are you talking about?”

Vero winced as she realized her mistake.

Mia paled. I could see the wheels turning as if she were playing back a recording in her mind, searching the footage for the last time she’d seen him. I could see the exact moment she realized how much time had passed. When she finally spoke, her voice was so low, I couldn’t be sure if she was talking to us or to herself. “Theo was supposed to be at our engagement luncheon on Sunday. When I asked Ben why Theo didn’t come, he said something must have come up.”

Mia shot to her feet. She knocked Vero backward into the bathtub and shoved me out of her way as she scrambled to unlock the door. My head hit the wall with a painful thwack. I shook off stars, pulling myself upright and chasing her into the hall, but she was already disappearing through the crowd. Judging by how fast she was moving, I didn’t think she planned to stay at the party any longer.

Vero clambered out of the bathtub and was suddenly right behind me. “Hurry! We can’t let her get to her car!”

We shoved our way through the living room, finally bursting free of the house.

“There!” Vero said, pointing at a slender dark-haired woman silhouetted by the pool lights. Vero tore off after her, her ankle monitor flashing as her legs pumped. “Oh no, you don’t!” Vero cried. “We’re not finished!”

Mia turned just as Vero’s feet left the ground. Vero’s arms reached out wide, the full force of her tackle throwing the shocked woman backward into the swimming pool. They hit the water, toppling votives, arms and legs thrashing wildly. People began circling the pool to watch, a few frat brothers cheering as Vero and Mia wrestled and splashed.

Vero had one arm around Mia’s neck, both of them kicking furiously to keep their heads above the water.

“Oh god,” I said when the woman’s face broke the surface. “Vero, it’s not Mia!”

Vero stopped moving, and her feral face went suddenly slack. She released her grip. The stunned woman coughed and sputtered as she kicked her way to the edge of the pool.

I reached for her hand, hauling her over the concrete lip. Her hair was plastered to her forehead, and water poured from her clothes. She choked out a mouthful of pool water as I smacked her back and apologized profusely for Vero’s mistake. Her friends raced over to collect her. The girl’s shoes squelched as they ushered her into the house.

Vero grabbed onto the lip of the pool, her huge sweater and the transmitter belt catching on the concrete as she tried to pull herself out of the water. I grabbed her under the armpits, leveraging all my weight until she was sprawled on the pool deck, blinking up at the sky.

“Do you see her?” she asked.

I bent over my knees to catch my breath. “Nope. Come on,” I said, offering her a hand. “Let’s get you dried off.”

I pulled Vero to her feet, and we walked back into the house. Vero’s drenched jeans stuck like paste to her body, and the crowds parted easily for us, everyone taking generous steps back to avoid getting dripped on as Vero waddled toward the bathroom. She glared at the person at the front of the line until they backed away from the door, gesturing for us to go first.

We locked ourselves in the bathroom. Vero dragged Mitch’s phone out of her back pocket. She shook off the water and frowned at the screen. When it didn’t come on, she pitched it into the trash can. I grabbed an armful of towels from the closet, shook one out, and spread it over her shoulders.

“That could have gone better,” she said, wringing out her hair.

“It wasn’t for nothing. I think you’re onto something with your theory about Ben.”

“Did you see how Mia reacted? She looked like she had no idea. I can understand Ben not telling anyone he committed a murder. But wouldn’t he at least have told her if he took the money?”

“She said Ben had accused her of not trusting his friends. Maybe he didn’t think Mia would react well if he told her he gave the money to Theo for safekeeping.”

“But if he trusted Theo, why give him the money and then turn around and kill him?”

“Greed?” I offered. “Maybe they had an argument over what to do with it?”

“Maybe. But how are we going to prove any of it? Mia’s probably calling Ben right now. Once he knows we’re onto him, he’s going to cover his tracks.”

“Or come after us.” I got a chill remembering what Ben had said when we’d cornered him in his office. My job is to make problems disappear.

Is that what Theo had become—a problem?

“Either way, we shouldn’t stick around. Let’s go find Cam and Zoey and get out of here.” I stepped into the hall. The house was in a frenzy. The music had abruptly cut off, and everyone was shouting at one another as they stumbled out of bedrooms and flocked to the windows.

Who called the cops?

We weren’t being that loud!

Shit, somebody hide the bong.

Vero and I backed into the bathroom and slammed the door. She hiked up her dripping pant leg. A red light flickered faintly on her ankle monitor. It made a staticky noise before it finally sputtered out.

A familiar voice boomed outside.

“I’m looking for Veronica Ramirez,” Officer Oates called into the house.

I locked the bathroom door. “Quick, take your belt off!”

Vero pulled up her wet sweater and tore the transmitter belt from her waist. She looked frantically around her for somewhere to stash it. “What am I supposed to do with it?” she cried.

“Throw it out the window!” If Officer Oates was looking for Vero inside the house, then putting the transmitter outside the house seemed like our only move. Vero shoved open the window and dropped the belt behind the bushes. She slammed the window shut, locked it, and straightened the blind. I fired off a quick text to Cam, letting him know where it was and asking him to sneak it out of there before anyone managed to spot it.

We started at a loud rap on the bathroom door.

“Veronica Ramirez? This is Officer Oates. I know you’re in there. You can come out on your own, or I can come in there and get you. What’s it going to be?”

“Wait!” I whispered, holding the door shut. “What are you going to tell her?”

“Nothing.” Vero reached around me, opened the door, and faced off with Officer Oates. “I’m not saying another word without my stupid attorney.”






CHAPTER 27


Officer Oates snapped a set of cuffs around Vero’s wrists and marched her down the hallway. I followed close behind them, checking my phone as I hurried to catch up. Where the hell was Cam, and why hadn’t he checked his messages? And why hadn’t all these drunk people left the party and gone home? The answer to that question became clear as I followed Officer Oates and Vero outside. There was a single unmarked police car parked at the foot of the driveway.

“You want to tell me why you’re not at home?” Officer Oates escorted Vero roughly through the gawking crowd in the front yard. Blue lights flashed in the front grille of Oates’s car, making the house look even more like a rave than it had before.

“I had an essential errand to run.”

Officer Oates stirred the air with a finger. “Does this place look like Wednesday night confession to you?”

“Give it a few hours. I’m betting everyone here will have plenty to confess once they’ve sobered up a little.” Vero winced as Oates shoved her a little too hard, propelling her faster down the driveway.

“How is it you were in your mother’s house fifteen minutes ago, and then suddenly, like magic, your GPS beacon disappears and you pop up at a frat party?”

“No idea,” Vero said. “Maybe I was drugged at my wild pizza party. One minute I was there, and then suddenly I was here. And that’s the god’s honest truth.”

“Are you suggesting I send you for a drug test?”

Vero clamped her mouth shut.

Officer Oates jerked her to a stop in front of her car. She knelt and lifted Vero’s pant leg, tipping her head to get a better look at the ankle monitor. She glared up at Vero like she wanted to wring her neck. “It’s soaking wet.”

“I fell in the pool.”

“Was that before or after you were drugged by a group of senior citizens and forced to attend a kegger?”

“Very funny.”

“You think I’m enjoying this?” Officer Oates raised her voice, getting up in Vero’s face. “Nothing about this is funny, Ms. Ramirez. Being on house arrest is a privilege, and you blew it. All you had to do was stay home, watch some TV, and wait for your trial date. You could have gone to court, done your time, scored an early release for good behavior, and put your one stupid mistake behind you. Instead, you went and racked up a few more charges. Tampering with your monitor is also a crime, Ms. Ramirez.”

“I wasn’t tampering! Those water incidents were both accidents.”

“Those accidents are going to cost you.”

“I already paid for two monitors. I’m not paying for another one,” Vero said stubbornly.

“You won’t need another one. Not where you’re going.”

“Where am I going?”

“You violated your house arrest. You’ll spend tonight in lockup. Tomorrow you’ll meet with the judge. After that, you’ll be transferred to the county jail until your court date comes up.”

“No! Wait!” Vero dug in her heels as Officer Oates nudged her around the hood of the car. “You don’t understand. I cannot go to jail tonight!”

“Don’t panic!” I called out to Vero as Officer Oates deposited her into the back seat. “I’ll call your mother—”

“Do not call my mother! She’ll completely freak out!”

I watched, frustrated and helpless, as Officer Oates buckled her in. Vero wasn’t the one who belonged in the back of that police car, but I had no way to prove it. And sharing the pieces of the puzzle we had managed to find would only make Vero sound guiltier.

“Call Ramón—” she managed to say before Officer Oates slammed the door.

Officer Oates got into the front seat, one leg still out of the car as she made a call to Dispatch. I didn’t recognize the local codes, but I heard enough to get the gist. “… Noise violations … serving minors … underage drinking…” This party was about to be busted. More police would be called in, citations would be issued, arrests would be made, and the entire place would probably be searched.

I ran back to the house, scurrying around the side of it to retrieve the sopping-wet transmitter belt from under the bathroom window. I held it close to my body, concealing it from view as I hurried back to the Eggplant, relieved to find the Lincoln right where I’d left it.

I paused when I saw the back end of the car bounce.

It was moving, the chassis squeaking as it rocked gently up and down.

The tinted windows were fogged, the interior too dark to make out. The disco ball was on, spraying iridescent colors over the glass. I stood beside the driver’s side door, my eyes growing wide when I heard Zoey’s breathy voice over the low music playing in the car.

“Am I doing it right?”

“That’s right,” Cam said eagerly. “You’ve got it. See, you’re a natural!” The car bounced a little faster. Zoey giggled as the bouncing picked up speed. “Eaaaaasy,” he warned her, “it’s sensitive.”

“Too much?” she asked through a gasp.

“No. Go as hard and fast as you want.” The squeaking got louder. The back end of the Lincoln caught a little air. Zoey laughed. Cam let out a whoop.

That’s it! My patience was fried. Vero was being arrested, Cam and Zoey were both underage, a slew of cops was going to be there any minute, and we didn’t have time for the two of them to be caught in flagrante in Mrs. Haggerty’s hooptie.

I banged on the window. “Cam! Zoey!”

The window cranked down a few inches. Zoey sat behind the giant steering wheel, her finger poised over the hydraulic controls. Cam was in the passenger seat, both hands braced on the dashboard as the car continued to bob. I blinked, surprised to see Arnold sitting between them and even more shocked to find they both had their clothes on.

“Turn off the damn disco light! The party’s being busted, and the cops are on their way.”

Zoey paled.

Cam reached across the dashboard and pushed a button. The disco light turned off, and the back end of the Lincoln dropped with a final bounce. I climbed into the back seat.

“Where’s Vero?” Zoey asked, frantically using her sleeve to clear the fog from the windshield.

“In the back of that police car.” I pointed out Officer Oates’s sedan. “Vero fell in the pool. The transmitter on her belt must have died before her ankle monitor did. That must be how Oates knew she was here. Didn’t you see my texts?”

Cam dug his phone from his back pocket. He winced as he read my messages. “Shit! Please tell me the cops didn’t find my spoofer.”

I shook my head and tossed the belt into his lap. “Nobody saw it. We heard Oates coming. We had just enough time to throw the belt out the window before anyone … Oh!”

I felt the tension slacken in my face as something clicked in my brain.

Cam turned around to stare at me. “Mrs. D? Are you okay?”

“That’s it,” I murmured. The answer to the mystery had been right under our noses all along. Or more accurately, out the window. I stared across the road at the frat house, remembering our conversation with Mia in the bathroom during the party, right before we’d thrown the belt outside.

Suddenly, I knew who had stolen the money. And I knew how they did it. I just needed proof.

My pulse raced. “I need to talk to Vero. Right now!”

“Whatever you need to say to her, you’d better do it quick, Mrs. D.”

Officer Oates set her microphone back in its mount and started her engine. My only chance of keeping Vero out of jail was to prove someone else stole the money, and I couldn’t do that without her help. “I can’t talk to her in front of the police. I need some way to get her away from the car.”

“I’ve got you, Mrs. D.” Cam slung the transmitter belt over his shoulder. “Zoey, stay with the Eggplant. Keep the engine running. Be ready to get the hell out of here as soon as I come back. If I don’t make it, I’ll meet you at the gas station at the end of the street.” His door opened with a screech.

“Cameron! What are you doing?” I shouted after him.

Zoey grinned as she watched him sprint across the lawn and duck around the back of the frat house. “I have absolutely no idea.”

A moment later, a figure appeared on a small second-floor balcony above the front door. Cam stood by the railing, backlit by the house lights. A lumpy shadow distorted his silhouette, but it was definitely him. He gulped down the contents of a red plastic cup and tossed it over the side. I watched in horror as he spread open his jacket. The transmitter belt was buckled around his waist, the duct-taped battery packs on full display.

He shouted down at the people on the lawn. “Listen up, assholes! I have a list of demands!” A collective gasp rose from the crowd. “I want an orange Slushy and six Quarter Pounders with Cheese. And no onions!” Cam demanded. “If I see so much as one damn onion in my food, someone is going to pay, and it will not be my dog. Do you understand?”

Someone shouted, “Everybody run! He’s wearing a bomb!”

A wave of screaming, panicked partygoers ran for their cars. People inside the house started fleeing for the exits, a stampede building as they fought to get out.

Officer Oates thew open her car door and dropped to one knee, shielding herself behind her vehicle as she reached for her service weapon. She spotted Cam on the balcony and sprung to action. She fought her way upstream through the onslaught of inebriated, screaming college students as they poured out of the front door. Cam caught sight of her as she made a beeline toward the house. He stumbled back. “Screw the cheeseburgers! I’m out!” He vaulted over the railing and landed on all fours in the grass. He took off like a shot, his long legs pumping as he disappeared around the side of the house.

Officer Oates’s car sat less than a hundred feet away from me. Its front door was still flung open wide, a ribbon of pale exhaust unspooling from its tailpipe.

“Find Cam and get yourselves out of here,” I told Zoey.

“What about you?” she asked as I scrambled out of the back seat.

“Don’t wait for me. Just go!” I made a run for Officer Oates’s car. The Eggplant roared behind me, tires smoking as Zoey peeled down the road.

I got into the driver’s seat of the police car and slammed the door.

Vero’s face was gobsmacked in the rearview mirror. “Finn? What the hell are you doing?”

“Nothing you wouldn’t do for me,” I said, buckling my seat belt. “I know who stole the money, and it wasn’t who we thought. I can prove it, but I can’t do it alone, so you’re coming with me.”

“Are you crazy?” she cried. “Stealing a police car is a felony!”

“I’m not stealing it. I’m just moving it.”

“That’s not how this is going to look in court, Finlay!”

“I know! That’s exactly the point! I didn’t break into the car. I didn’t have to. The key was already in it. All I had to do was let myself in while everyone else was distracted and move the vehicle someplace else.” It was exactly how the thief had gotten into Vero’s room and moved the cash. They hadn’t broken into her room in the dead of night. They’d done it with a key, in broad daylight, while everyone was too busy panicking to notice.

“Have you stopped to think how you’re going to explain this to Nick? You are crossing a line you can’t come back from!”

I paused as I considered everything I had already trusted him with this week. He knew how hard it had been for me to walk away from my house, to leave my kids. I knew he would do anything to protect them, because I would do anything to protect my family, too.

“I’m going to tell him the truth. Nick knows there are things about my life that come with the territory. My children, their tantrums, the preschool pickup line, and nosy neighborhood moms … it all comes with the territory. You know what else comes with the territory? You, Vero! Because you are my family, and we’re a package deal, and Nick will either be okay with what I’ve done or he won’t, but I am not leaving this party without you, so unless you want me to sling you over my shoulder and carry you out of here, we’re taking the car!”

“Well, since you put it that way.”

I shifted into reverse and stomped on the gas.






CHAPTER 28


Vero wriggled in the back seat of Officer Oates’s car, her body twisting at an odd angle in my rearview mirror as I hauled ass out of the neighborhood. A seat belt clicked open. Her head popped up beside mine as she leaned forward to see. “Are you going to explain to me what we’re doing?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I said, my eyes darting between my phone and the road as I speed-dialed Cam.

He answered, winded. “Mrs. D. I should preface this by saying the badass in me sees and recognizes the badass in you, but I feel compelled to tell you that what you’re doing is nuts.”

“Are you okay? Did you and Zoey make it out?” I asked.

“Yeah, she just picked me up.”

“Did Oates see your face? Could she recognize you in a lineup?”

“Of course not. I told you, Mrs. D, I’m a professional. Which reminds me, I still haven’t gotten my—”

“If the word cheeseburger comes out of your mouth, you will never get another one,” I warned him.

“Fine, I can wait. Where the hell are you? Zoey said you stole Oates’s car.”

“We just moved it,” I said defensively.

“Want us to swing by and pick you up?” he offered.

“No. Take Zoey back to her house, and both of you stay out of sight for a while. I’ll call if I need you.” I disconnected. Cam had done enough. I couldn’t risk involving him or Zoey any more than I already had.

I changed lanes and turned in to the parking lot of a shopping center, then drove straight into the covered garage. When we were safely inside, I parked in the darkest corner I could find and turned off the headlights. My phone illuminated the cabin in a pale blue light.

“What’s Jackson’s last name?” I asked Vero.

“Ferrante,” she reminded me. “Same as Ava’s.” Vero’s brow furrowed as I typed their surname into my search engine. “Why? What’s this all about?”

“I think Jackson stole the money.”

“Jackson? But he never even went to the sorority house that night.”

“You’re right. He didn’t go to the sorority house at night. He went there the next morning, when he drove Ava home from the party.”

“But by the time Ava got to the house, the police were already there. The money was already gone.”

I shook my head. “What if it wasn’t? Everyone assumed it was already gone—even you. But the police didn’t search your room until after Celeste had sent Ava upstairs to find you. She was supposed to round up everyone on the board to come downstairs to talk to the police. Ava went to your room to look for you, and you weren’t there.”

Vero’s eyes widened as her mind made the next logical leap. “Ava was vice president. She had a master key.”

I nodded fervently. “Mia said Ava was completely freaked out because the police were in the house. That she was terrified you would all get in trouble if they found the money. What if Ava let herself into your room to hide the cash before everyone started looking for it?”

“But Celeste said in her report that she inspected everyone’s room. The money wasn’t anywhere in the house.”

“Because it was outside,” I said, waiting for Vero to catch on.

Light dawned over her face. “Ava dropped the money out the window.”

“Which means she would have needed someone to pick it up. To whisk it away and hide it for her before anyone saw it.”

“Someone she trusted,” Vero said, a wrinkle forming between her eyebrows.

“When you were in trouble with the police and you needed someone to protect you and keep a secret for you, who did you turn to? Who did you ask me to call for you just now?”

“My cousin,” Vero said without a moment’s pause.

“Exactly. Jackson had just dropped Ava off at the sorority house, which means he was probably still close by. And he and his friends knew about the money. Jackson, Theo, and Ben had offered to take it off Mia’s hands. If Ava called Jackson in a panic and asked him to hide the cash, he wouldn’t have hesitated to rush back and get it for her.”

“And if Jackson told Theo and Ben he had the money, that could explain how Theo ended up with it.”

“Assuming he did.” If Jackson and Ben were as close to Theo as they seemed, why wouldn’t they have trusted him to hold on to it?

“We should go to Frat Row and find Ava. We’ll confront her with what we know and get her to confess. You can record the whole conversation on your phone.”

I shook my head. “If you were in her shoes, and your cousin risked his own ass to save yours, would you roll him under the bus? Even if Ava confesses to throwing the backpack out the window, she can still claim she has no idea what happened to the money after that. A landscaper, a maintenance worker, another student … anyone could have found it and picked it up. The only way we’re going to get a confession out of Jackson is to catch him with the cash. To do that, we need to find him.” I did a quick online search for Jackson Ferrante on my phone. His social media accounts were all set to private, his profiles devoid of any personal information.

“Check his LinkedIn,” Vero suggested. “Maybe it will say where he works.” She hovered over my shoulder as I tapped and scrolled. I could feel her frustration in the quiet, persistent clanking of her handcuffs. I was slower at internet sleuthing than Vero would have been, but under the circumstances, we didn’t have much of a choice.

“There’s not much here,” I said, skimming Jackson’s employment profile. Vero scooted closer, craning her neck to see the screen. His job history had been brief in the year since he’d graduated. “It just says he’s freelancing as a graphic designer.”

“If he’s self-employed, he’s probably working from home, which puts us right back where we started.”

“Not necessarily,” I said, remembering the day we’d gone to the sorority house for the first time to find Zoey. Jackson and Ben had been there, delivering a box of party flyers to Ava. “Zoey said Jackson designs flyers. She said he prints them at a discount for some of the frats. There was a logo on the side of the box he delivered to Ava. I saw the same logo on a box of flyers at the bar where Theo worked. And also on those empty ones we saw in his basement. That’s probably the shop where Jackson does all of his printing. Maybe someone there knows how to find him.”

“Or he works out of the shop,” Vero suggested.

I ran a quick search on my phone for any local print shops. The list was fairly short, and I clicked open each one until I recognized one of the logos. The black-and-white graphic on their website header was the same one I’d seen on the side of the box Jackson had been carrying.

“This is it.” I held up my phone so Vero could see it.

“U-Save Printing. The logo seems appropriate.” Vero wrinkled her nose at the image of the dollar sign coming out of the printer.

I clicked on the shop’s address.

“Wait,” I said, recognizing the cross streets on the map. “Isn’t this the same industrial complex where we tracked Theo’s car?”

Vero and I stared at the screen. There was an auto repair shop, a glass-replacement center, a commercial printer, and a trucking supply warehouse. “That’s definitely the same place,” Vero said. “Theo’s car stopped in that parking lot after it left Frat Row. From there, it drove to the river.”

Then into it.

“You really think Jackson could have killed Theo?” Vero asked, as if she still couldn’t wrap her head around it. “They were fraternity brothers. They were friends.”

“So were you, Ava, and Mia. And look at how quickly they turned on you when you disagreed over what to do with the money. Who’s to say Jackson, Ben, and Theo weren’t fighting about it, too? People have committed murder for far less,” I pointed out.

Maybe Jackson hadn’t trusted Theo to hold it. Maybe Jackson had wanted it all for himself. Whatever the reason, every piece of circumstantial evidence we had suggested Jackson was involved. If we could find him, we might also find the money. Then we could get him to confess to everything he’d done. That would be all the evidence we’d need to get Vero’s theft charges thrown out. We could worry about what to do with mine if we made it that far.

“What now?” Vero asked.

What indeed. We couldn’t just walk away from the car and pretend nothing had happened. The cops would have us in custody by morning, and there’d be no getting out of it. And if we turned ourselves in and tried to explain what we’d learned about Theo and the money without supporting evidence of our claims, we would only implicate ourselves in his disappearance. There was no way around it. We needed proof that Ava and Jackson had stolen the backpack from the sorority house. But more than that, we needed proof Jackson had murdered Theo and dumped his car in the Anacostia River.

And we needed it tonight.

I turned on the headlights and put the police car in reverse. “We’re going to the print shop to have a look around.”






CHAPTER 29


Vero and I contemplated ditching the unmarked police car and taking an Uber to the print shop, but Vero’s handcuffs would have made her look too suspicious, and we agreed that driving to Norma’s house to pick up the minivan was a foolish idea. Officer Oates was probably already staked out there. It was only a matter of time before every cop in the county was out looking for us. Time was of the essence, and we had zero to waste.

We drove the unmarked car straight to the print shop. According to Google, it had closed several hours ago. The parking lot of the industrial complex was situated close to the road, empty except for a handful of cars. We’d be too conspicuous if we parked up front, so I circled around to a small gravel lot at the back of the building. A sign said it was reserved for employee parking.

Only one other car was there. The vehicle was draped in a gray canvas car cover, the dusting of yellow pollen suggesting it had been there a few days.

I checked the roofline of the building for cameras. I could make out two, mounted behind the auto repair center at the far end of the building, but they weren’t angled in our direction, and we were far enough away to avoid being caught in their frame.

It seemed safe enough to take a look around.

“Stay here,” I said to Vero as I put the sedan in park and opened the door.

Vero wrinkled her nose. “Do you smell that?”

I sniffed. “Smells like skunk.”

“Smells like marijuana,” she corrected me.

I reached above my head and turned off the dome light. I peered around the parking lot, then scanned the back of the print shop. There were no windows on this side of the building. Just a solid steel fire door set in a wall of brick. The sign beside it read EMPLOYEES ONLY—KEEP OUT. A sliver of light spilled out from it, as if someone had left it open a crack.

“Get down,” Vero whispered.

We ducked low in our seats, peeking through the windows of the darkened sedan as a plume of white smoke blew through the open back door of the shop. An arm stretched out of it to tap the ash off the end of a joint.

“Can you see who it is?” I whispered.

“Can’t see his face,” she said.

“Did Jackson smoke weed?”

“Everyone smoked weed. Or maybe you’re too old to remember being in college,” she teased.

But I did remember. There always seemed to be a smashed beer can propped in the dormitory door so the smokers wouldn’t accidentally lock themselves out of the building. The smell from outside always managed to leach in, wafting down the halls, setting off the occasional smoke alarm. The RAs would pitch a fit over all the propped doors, complaining they caused a security breach …

“Wait here,” I whispered.

“You keep saying that as if I have any other choice.”

I slipped out of the car as quietly as I could and crept around the back of it. I ducked behind the trunk as another foul-smelling cloud blew through the open door. I tiptoed closer and stood behind it, pressing my back flat against the bricks as the hand reached out again and stubbed out the joint.

The hinge hissed quietly as it began to close. I looked around frantically for something to wedge inside it. In a panic, I pulled off my jacket and shoved the sleeve inside the hinge. The door shut another inch, stopping just shy of the strike plate.

I waited, breath held, hoping whoever was inside hadn’t been waiting for the sound of a latch. When I didn’t hear anything, I peeked through the gap.

The dimly lit back room of the print shop looked like the inside of a small warehouse. The walls were lined with metal shelves and stacks of boxes littered the floor. I nearly jumped out of my skin as a figure crossed the room. The man’s back was to me. He was wearing a sweatshirt. His hood was drawn up over his head, and a set of keys jangled in his hand. He disappeared through a swinging door into a brightly lit room full of copiers and printers. The door swung closed behind him, muffling the drone of the machines.

A moment later, a door chimed, as if he’d left the building through another exit. I listened, my suspicion confirmed when I heard a car door slam somewhere in the front parking lot.

I hurried back to Officer Oates’s sedan and opened Vero’s door. She swung her legs out and wriggled to the edge of the seat, her cuffs clanking awkwardly behind her.

“Come on,” I said, helping her out of the car. “I propped the back door to the print shop. Whoever was in there left through the front.”

Vero planted her feet. “What if he comes back and catches us inside?”

“We have him outnumbered.”

“If you’re counting feet! How am I supposed to defend myself without using my hands?”

“You can talk him to death with your big, fat mouth. This might be our only chance to see what he’s been doing in there. Do you want to come in with me or not?”

“Fine, but let’s do it quick.” Vero followed me to the back door, and I freed my jacket from the hinge. I peeked inside to make sure the coast was clear, then I held the door open for Vero. She crept inside, took a quick look around, and jerked her head, signaling for me to follow.

I tiptoed in after her, wincing at the snap of the latch as the door shut behind me. I held my breath, waiting for someone to leap out of the shadows and catch us, but the sound was muted by the hum of machines in the next room.

We took a moment to check our surroundings. There was a small bathroom, a kitchenette, and an old ratty sofa in the far corner. A pillow and blanket had been stacked on the cushions. It looked like an employee break room.

“What’s that sound?” Vero asked in a low voice.

“Jackson must have left a print job running. He probably won’t be gone very long.” I gestured to the boxes of paper, inks, and photo-processing chemicals on the shelves behind us. “You check the shelves. I’ll look through the cabinets.”

“While you’re in there, see if you can find anything we can use to get these cuffs off me.”

I opened the first set of cabinets, skimming quickly through the bottles of ink, canisters of coffee, and assorted office supplies.

Vero nudged aside a stack of empty buckets and used a foot to drag a box out from under the lowest shelf. She knelt beside it, using her chin to lift one of the open flaps.

“Find anything?” I asked after a few minutes of searching.

Vero laughed. “Like a bag of money or a body in a shower curtain?” She stretched out her foot to snag another box. It scraped the floor as she dragged it toward her. “Got anything sharp over there? This one’s taped shut.”

I tried a few drawers and found a box cutter. I started to shut the drawer. A key fob slid to the front of it. I felt the color drain from my face, and my mouth went dry. “Vero? What kind of car does Jackson drive?”

“Probably a beater if he’s working at a place like this. I don’t imagine it pays well. Why?”

“Because there’s a key fob for a BMW in here.”

Vero hurried to my side and peeked over my shoulder at the fob. It was attached to a leather strap with a University of Maryland Alumni logo. Vero’s voice shook as she backed away from the drawer. “Got that box cutter?”

“Uh-huh,” I said, my knuckles tightening around it.

“Let’s find that money and get out of here before we have to use that thing to stab someone.”

I hurried to the box and sliced quickly through the tape. My hands shook as I pried open the flaps.

“Nothing. Just a few reams of paper,” I said, ready to close it.

Vero nudged me aside, leaning over it for a better look. “They’re pretty small,” she said, her brow wrinkling. She wasn’t wrong. Each bound ream was only the size of a brick. “Try that one, too,” she said, jutting her chin toward the box beside it.

I sliced into the next one and froze.

“What is it?” Vero asked.

It was hard to see in the dim light, but there was no mistaking the shape of the stacks or the Benjamin Franklins staring back at us. The air felt thin. “A lot of money.”

The hum of the printer in the next room stopped abruptly. I closed the box, throwing a protective arm over it and gripping my box cutter as a series of beeps came from the next room.

“I thought you said Jackson was gone!” Vero hissed.

“He is,” I whispered.

“Then who’s in here with us?”

“Nobody’s in here.”

“If nobody’s in here, then why are we whispering?”

I didn’t have an answer for that. A drawer slammed shut in the print shop, and the droning hum started again.

I stood up quietly, careful not to trip over any of the boxes or dollies as I crept to the swinging door I’d seen Jackson leave through. I peeked through the clear plastic window at the top. A massive printer was churning out brick-shaped stacks of paper in the corner. Someone hovered over the machine, scrutinizing one of the printed sheets under a handheld magnifying lens, the kind a jeweler might use to inspect a gemstone or fix a clasp.

The printer jammed with a horrible shriek. The man swore as he knelt to inspect it. I retreated from the door and tiptoed back to Vero.

“Someone’s in there. We need to get those boxes back under the shelf and get out of here,” I whispered.

“We can’t leave without the money! I’ll hold the door open with my butt. You carry the money to the car. If he tries to stop us, stab him in the nuts.”

“We can’t take all that cash, Vero!”

“But it’s mine!” she whispered.

“Which is why we have to leave it here! If we’re caught with it, it will make you look guiltier than you already do! We’re going to put the boxes back where we found them and—”

A door chimed. Vero and I froze, our ears tipped toward the front room. A male voice rang through the print shop. “Jackson, I’m back! Where the hell are you?”

“Down here, fixing the feeder on this fucking machine. What took you so long?”

“I had to try three different places to find beer at this hour. Better grab a slice. Pizza’s getting cold.” A can snapped open.

“Be there in a minute. I need to restart this print job or it’s going to take all night. I’ve still got one more batch to run.”

“Good. As soon as it’s done, I plan to crash.” This second man’s voice sounded vaguely familiar, though I couldn’t seem to place who it was.

The front door chimed once more. A third male voice called out, “Sorry I’m late. Some cop came by my condo, wanting to know if I had seen or heard from Theo. Someone from the bar must have called them. Don’t worry, I handled it.” Vero turned to me and mouthed, Ben? “I made up a story about him visiting some friends. Then I called the bar and told the manager the same thing. That should buy a couple more days. Problem solved,” he said. “How are they looking, Jacks?”

“See for yourself.”

Ben’s low whistle was almost reverent. “Holy shit, Jackson. These are good. Like, really really good. They could totally pass for the real thing.”

“I almost hate to hand them off. The whole idea was genius.”

“That’s why they pay Ben the big bucks,” the second man teased.

“I should have gone into business,” Jackson grumbled.

“Your art degree was good for something,” Ben reminded him. “These things are worth at least twenty times what it cost to print them.”

The second man laughed. “Only because that paper was a steal.”

I turned slowly toward the box we’d just opened. To the logo of the printer spitting out the dollar sign. My eyes climbed to the shelf above it, to the cases of toilet paper, hand soap, and photo-processing chemicals … and several bottles of bleach. My mind raced back to the night in Theo’s house. The laundry machines. The empty boxes. The ironing board and the wet dollar bills. The stacks of buckets and jugs of bleach.

Everything someone would need to wash money.

 … That paper was a steal … These things are worth at least twenty times what it cost to print them.

“They’re counterfeit,” I whispered to Vero. My sister had once told me about a method of altering money involving bleach. She had regaled us with stories about it over dinner, after she started working cases in Organized Crime. Regular paper was difficult to pass off as real currency, so amateur counterfeiters often resorted to bleaching the ink from real dollar bills. They could be washed, dried, ironed, and reprinted to look like higher increments. It was a laborious process, but if it was done with a commercial-grade scanner and high-quality inks, one dollar could easily be made to look like a twenty, or even a hundred-dollar bill.

Making party flyers was only part of what Jackson and Bennett had been doing here.

“This might have been your sorority’s money once,” I told Vero, “but it’s not anymore.” And the bills in that box were worth a lot more prison time than the charges Vero was wanted for.

“Forget the money,” I said urgently. “We need to put it back where we found it and report everything we saw to the police.” I folded down the cardboard flaps and pushed the box toward the nearest shelf. The edge of the cardboard stuck on something, and the box refused to slide all the way under. “Help me with this,” I whispered, leaning a shoulder into it. Vero turned around and shoved with her backside, but between the two of us, we couldn’t get it to budge.

“Save me that last slice of pizza,” Jackson called out. “I’ll grab another case of paper from the back.”

“He’s coming! Get under the shelf!” I yanked Vero to the floor. We got down on our bellies and shimmied under the bottom rack just as the door swung open. I held my breath as the overhead lights turned on. My body was pressed up against something long and solid. It crackled when I pushed against it, like crinkling plastic, and I forced myself to hold perfectly still.

Jackson’s sneakers strode toward us, pausing close enough for me to count the stitches holding them to their soles. I gripped my box cutter tighter. There was a rustling sound as he rooted through a box. I didn’t start breathing again until he turned and walked away.

Vero’s handcuffs clanked as she sagged with relief. She wrinkled her nose. “Yuck!” she whispered. “It reeks under here.”

I took a cautious sniff, my throat and eyes beginning to burn from the pungent odor. “Something on the shelf must have spilled.” I lifted my head, craning my neck to look around us to make sure we weren’t lying in a puddle of toxic chemicals. All I could see was the large plastic roll beside me. It looked like a giant burrito with grommets at the top.

My breath caught in my throat.

“What is it?” Vero whispered.

I swallowed. “I’m pretty sure it’s a shower curtain.”

Vero stopped breathing, too.

We slithered out from under the shelf like our asses were on fire. Vero shimmied furiously, her legs and torso struggling for traction. I urged her to move faster, ready to grab her and make a run for Officer Oates’s car. Suddenly, she went still. I froze, still gripping my box cutter, my hands and knees pressed against the concrete floor beside her. My eyes climbed Jackson’s high-tops, then his long legs. His russet hair was wild and his eyes sparked with rage. He wielded a fire extinguisher over his head like a bludgeon.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” He was the fiery, angry spitting image of his cousin.

Vero lifted her chin to look down her nose at him. “We’re looking for a murdering thief. Maybe you know him.”

Jackson stared at her, as if he wasn’t sure what to do next.

“Don’t play dumb with me,” Vero warned him. “I know you took the money from my room. You and your cousin stole the backpack from my closet, and you were going to let me go to jail for it. Well, I’ve got news for you, jackass. I’ve got a tracking bracelet on my ankle, and you should be crapping in your pants right now because my monitoring officer is probably on her way here.” I glanced down at her ankle, wishing it wasn’t a bluff, but the flickering light had died after her tumble into the pool and it hadn’t come back to life since. “My police escort is going to see all that money you’ve been printing, and she’s going to find what you’re hiding under that shelf! I don’t know what kind of nasty crap you’re using to cover the smell, but it reeks, by the way. You and your criminal friends are all going to prison,” she warned him.

Jackson’s jaw tensed.

Vero looked confused. “Why aren’t you freaking out and trying to kill us?”

“Now might not be the best time to offer ideas,” I pointed out. I really, really didn’t want to have to stab anyone.

Vero’s cuffs clinked as she twisted herself to look at me. “I just told this bonehead the police are on their way here. He should be panicking, Finlay. Tell him he should be calling his friends. He should be screaming for them to run for their lives! They should probably hit the road before the cops get here. Right, Finn?”

Jackson kicked the box cutter from my hand. He kept his eyes pinned on us as he called out to his friends. “Hey, guys! We have a problem. You need to get in here. Now!”

Ben was first through the swinging door. His shirtsleeves were rolled to his elbows, and there was a half-eaten slice of pizza in his hand. His curious expression crumbled when he spotted Vero and me on our bellies on the floor. “I told you to stay the hell away from me,” he said through his teeth.

“You also told me you didn’t know where Theo was, but I’m betting you do,” Vero clapped back.

Ben glanced at Jackson.

“We know everything,” Vero said. “We know you and Mia were fighting because you wanted to hide the poker money at your frat house but Mia didn’t want to give it to you because she didn’t trust your friends.”

Jackson’s gaze shot to Bennett. Bennett looked away.

“And we know Ava was the one who stole the money, not me.”

Jackson’s attention snapped back to Vero. “That’s bold coming from you. If you’re going to talk shit about my cousin, you’d better have come here with proof!”

Vero jutted her chin toward the boxes we’d opened. “We found all the proof we need, right here in your shop. We know Ava wasn’t the only thief involved. She had an accomplice. Ava took the backpack full of cash from my closet so the cops wouldn’t find it, but then she tossed it out my window—to you! And you were all too happy to help her get rid of it, weren’t you?”

“She’s lying!” Jackson said, gripping the fire extinguisher. “There’s no way she has any proof!”

“Don’t interrupt! I’m not finished,” Vero snapped.

Ben’s head tipped thoughtfully. His tie was loose and a spot of pizza grease stained his button-down, but his eyes were shrewd, his demeanor sagacious. “Go on,” he said in a cool, measured voice. This wasn’t Bennett the Frat Boy, I realized; this was Bennett the Businessman. The PR rep. The expert in damage control, assessing the extent of the fire he would now have to put out. My fingers itched for a weapon, but the box cutter was out of reach.

“After graduation last spring,” Vero continued, “when you and Bennett moved out of your frat house and into your shiny condominium, you realized you needed a new hiding place to stow all that cash. So you gave it to Theo to keep at his house, probably because his place was too much of a dump for Mia to ever step foot in and she was less likely to find it. I’m guessing good old reputable Bennett didn’t want his sweet, adoring fiancée to figure out that his friends were the ones who’d actually stolen it.” Vero’s eyes were fuming when they landed on him. “You were lying like a rug when you said you had no idea where Theo lived. You knew all along. As soon as I told you I was looking for him, you went to his house to move the cash, didn’t you?”

Ben studied her as if she were a problem to solve. “Is that what you think? That I took it?”

“I think you murdered him. Because you knew it was only a matter of time before I found him, and you didn’t want him cutting a deal and blabbing to the cops about everything you all had done. Well, guess what. We know Theo’s here, and we know exactly where you’re hiding his body. And when the cops show up, we’re going to tell them everything you’ve—”

The shop door swung open. Theo nearly dropped the beer in his hand when he spotted Vero lying handcuffed on the floor. His wide eyes leaped to Bennett, then to Jackson. “You said no one knew I was here!”

Vero’s jaw dropped. “I don’t understand,” she sputtered. “If you’re out here, then who’s under there?”

“Under where?” Theo asked as if she’d completely lost her mind.

Vero jerked her chin toward the shelf. “Rolled up in that damn shower curtain!”

Bennett laughed darkly. He strode to the trash can and tossed the rest of his pizza into it. “You seriously think we’d be foolish enough to roll a body in a shower curtain?” He chuckled to himself as he brushed the crumbs off his hands. He crossed the room and knelt beside the shelf. The plastic crinkled as he grabbed the end of the rolled-up shower curtain and pulled it out from its hiding spot. It slid out easily, as if it weighed little more than a few pounds. He stood in the middle of the roll with a flourish. The stiff plastic flattened under his shoes. “I hate to disappoint you, but nobody’s dead, Veronica.”

“If there isn’t a body in it, then why is it here?” I asked, incredulous.

“And why does it stink like bleach?” Vero added.

Theo looked down at us with disgust. “Because I only had one suitcase and ten minutes to pack all my shit and get the hell out of my house! I had no idea how long I’d be stuck hiding out here! I grabbed the first sturdy waterproof thing I saw, threw everything I could fit on top of it, rolled the whole thing up, and brought it all here.”

Bennett pressed his palms to his eyes as if he was losing his patience. “And it smells because Theo’s shower curtain was disgusting. It was making the entire storage room smell like mildew, so we made him bleach it. What would you have used to clean it?”

“I’m not buying it,” Vero said. “If there’s nothing fishy going on, why is Theo hiding out here?”

“Are you kidding?” Theo asked, not bothering to mask his disdain. “You have the nerve to ask me that, after you sent all those people to harass me? Your attorney left so many messages on my phone I had to cancel my number! Your psycho boyfriend and your cousin have been lurking outside the bar where I work—which you clearly already know,” Theo said, pointing at me. “And then your crazy-ass mother—”

“Don’t you talk about my mother!” Vero warned him.

“She and her lunatic sister showed up at my house, insisting that I file some report saying I was with you the night the money went missing. I told them I couldn’t do that, so they threatened me.”

“Threatened you? How?” I asked.

“They said if I didn’t come forward as a witness, they would make sure I never witnessed anything ever again. The scary one threatened to brain me with a rolling pin.”

“That’s not good,” I muttered to Vero.

“I don’t know if I should be horrified or impressed,” she said.

“They told me they’d give me forty-eight hours to think about it. The whole time, they were stalking me, showing up at my bar at night and my gym during the day, dressed all in black, watching me from their car like a couple of psychopaths. They even put a freaking tracker on my bumper! I had to throw the damn AirTag in the river just to keep them from following me.” Vero and I exchanged a guilty glance. “There was no way I was going to sit at home waiting for those two nutjobs to come back. I needed a place to lie low, so Jackson offered to let me crash here while his boss is on vacation.” That explained the pillow and blanket on the couch.

Vero still looked skeptical. “If none of you stole the money, then how do you explain all the cash in that box we opened?”

Jackson set down his fire extinguisher. He grabbed a bound stack of bills from the box and tossed it onto the floor in front of Vero’s face, as if he couldn’t believe she was foolish enough to ask. I picked it up for her, studying the stack under the dim lights of the storage room. The front of the bills looked convincingly real, until I turned them over.

“They’re … coupons?” A surprised laugh slipped out of me as I fanned the edges. The glossy paper they were printed on wasn’t even convincing, and a promotional offer was detailed on the back. They were just a sales gimmick, all the usual disclaimers laid out in fine print: New customer? Get a free one-hour image consultation—valued at one hundred dollars—if you cash in the coupon before it expires.

Bennett snatched the coupons from my hand and tossed them back into the box, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “I’m new at the PR firm and I’m trying to build my clientele. My boss agreed to donate the paper if I pay for printing, but printing isn’t cheap. Jackson offered to do them for me while his boss is out of town. All I have to pay for is the ink. Are you happy now?” Ben glared at both of us.

“So … you didn’t take the money?” I asked for clarification. It seemed a legitimate question since he hadn’t technically denied it.

“No,” he said snidely, “we didn’t take the money.”

I looked to Theo and Jackson. They crossed their arms over their chests.

“And you have no idea who did?” I asked.

Their gazes slid to Vero. Which explained why they weren’t panicking and running for their cars. They had no reason to be afraid of the police showing up here because none of them had done anything wrong. We, on the other hand …

I stood and brushed dirt and cobwebs from my knees. “This has obviously been a big misunderstanding. We should go.”

“Don’t let us stop you,” Theo muttered.

Vero twisted sideways to flip him off as I helped her to her feet. We all paused to stare at her coat. A blank sheet of paper was stuck to the front of it, the same size and shape as a dollar bill. Bennett and Jackson exchanged an anxious look as I reached for it. The paper was slightly damp and smelled strongly of bleach.

Bennett shook his head at me, as if he knew what I was thinking. “That has nothing to do with you,” he said in a cold voice. He reached for the bleached bill as he started toward me.

I dove for the box cutter. Shielding Vero behind my body, I held the blade out in front of me. Bennett stopped in his tracks.

I walked sideways to the shower curtain. Keeping one eye trained on Bennett, I unrolled the shower curtain slowly with my foot. Vero sucked in a breath. I glanced down. Dozens of bleached bills had been spread over the vinyl, where they had been rolled up and quietly tucked away, presumably to dry.

“We were right,” I said, stalling as I considered my next move. “I wasn’t imagining the clues. You’re using Jackson’s print shop to make counterfeit bills.” I held up the one in my hand as I put a few feet of distance between us. “I thought you said you didn’t steal the money!”

“We didn’t,” Bennett said, eyeing the box cutter warily. “That money you’re holding belongs to Theo.”

“Bullshit!” Vero shouted over my shoulder.

“If it’s Theo’s money, then where did he get it?” I asked.

Theo opened his mouth to answer, but Bennett held up his hand. “He takes a few cash bets at some of the campus parties, just a couple of small bills,” he added, as if that absolved them of any crime. “He gives the bettors reasonable odds on the games, and everyone comes away happy.”

Vero choked out a laugh. “And we’re just supposed to believe you?”

Theo cut in. “If we had the money you stole from the sorority house, I wouldn’t be bleaching my tips from the bar just to make my monthly car payment!” Ben shot him a warning look.

I had no reason to believe Bennett after all the lies he’d fed us—he was clearly the spin doctor and the mouthpiece of their group—but everything Theo blurted had felt raw and true. That’s probably why Ben had been so reluctant to let him speak.

Vero must have sensed that, too.

“If you three didn’t take the money, and I didn’t take the money, then who did?” she asked.

And, more important, what was going to happen to us now?

Bennett took another step toward us. Jackson and Theo followed.

I backed slowly toward the exit, keeping Vero behind me. There were three of them and two of us, and Vero was in handcuffs. This was not a fight we would win.

Jackson paused when a siren wailed somewhere in the distance. His gaze dropped to Vero’s ankle and the color drained from his cheeks. He nudged Bennett. “You hear that? What if they’re coming for her?” he asked, hooking his thumb toward Vero.

Bennett swore as the siren grew louder. If nothing else, Vero’s bluff had rattled him. He raked a hand through his hair as if he was working through the problem. “Look,” he said in a saccharine-smooth voice. “If those cops are looking for you, you probably don’t want them showing up here anymore than we do. I’m willing to make a deal if you are.”

“What kind of deal?” Vero asked sharply.

“You give me that blank piece of paper in your hand, and you walk out of here right now. Neither of you tell a soul what you think you saw in this shop tonight, and we won’t tell the cops you were ever here.”

“We know what we saw tonight,” Vero said.

“Maybe you do,” Ben replied with a shrug. “But if the police do catch you here, it’ll be your word against ours, and you’re the one with the trial date.” He held out his hand for the bleached bill.

As much as I hated to admit it, Bennett was right. Even if we did tell the police what we saw here tonight, by the time they got a warrant to search the place, there’d be nothing left to find. Bennett would make it all disappear. That was his job. I had no doubts he was good at it.

I handed over the bill and steered Vero out the door.






CHAPTER 30


Vero’s handcuffs rattled as I hustled her to Officer Oates’s car. “We can’t just leave, Finlay!”

“You have a better option? You got caught at a frat party and I stole a police car, Vero. Bennett made us a reasonable deal. Just be thankful those sirens they heard weren’t for us.”

“Way to spin it,” she said drily as I deposited her into the passenger seat. “Since you’re determined to look at the bright side, maybe you and I can be cellmates when they send us to prison. Plus, you’ll have a lot more time to write your books. You and Mrs. Haggerty can start working together on those sex scenes Sylvia wants you to help her with. Once you’ve been locked up for a while, I bet all that pent-up frustration will give you plenty of inspiration to—”

I slammed the door. I wasn’t going to prison for this. And I damn sure wasn’t starting a writing club with Mrs. Haggerty.

“Where are we going?” Vero asked as I got in and started the car.

I considered our options. We didn’t have many under the circumstances. “Back to your sorority house. If Ava didn’t give the money to her cousin, she must have given it to someone else. This might be our last chance to figure out who. But first, we need to get rid of this car.” If we could dump it close to where the party was held and wipe it down, Officer Oates would have a harder time proving I actually took it. I could just say I helped Vero out of the back seat when everyone was running from the house. I doubted anyone bothered to notice us drive off during all the chaos after Cam’s bomb threat.

I drove out of the industrial complex, checking for police cars before merging onto the road.

Vero looked over her shoulder as the sirens grew louder. “They sound close. You think Bennett reported us?”

My eyes darted to my mirrors. “I don’t see any lights. Let’s just keep driving. They probably aren’t for us.”

I set a course back to the neighborhood where we’d fled the party. By now police would have set up a perimeter, advising people to stay in their homes while they searched for a gangly college kid with a bomb strapped to his belt. We wouldn’t be able to dump the car exactly where we’d stolen it, but I could try to park it as close as I could manage without anyone spotting us.

“Finlay?” Vero ducked low in her seat as she stared at her side mirror.

I checked my rearview. Blue lights appeared in the distance, closing in fast. “I see them,” I said, my palms starting to sweat. I made a sharp right turn off the main artery, onto a side street. It was pocked with potholes and barely passable for all the vehicles parked along each side. I made it a quarter mile before I caught the reflection of blue lights a few blocks behind me.

“Shit,” I muttered. I made another series of quick turns, hoping to lose them within the quiet maze of the neighborhood. We were still half a mile from the party, but it would have to be close enough.

I pulled over and killed the headlights, careful to park the car far from any streetlamps before turning off the engine.

The sirens made a few close whoops, as if they’d slowed down, searching for something.

“How are they still following us?” Vero twisted in her seat, peeking over the back of it.

“I don’t know! We were too far ahead of them when I made all those turns. There’s no way they could have tailed us. And it’s not like they could have tracked your … Oh god,” I said as a blinking light caught my attention near her foot. I stared at Vero’s ankle monitor. Vero looked down, too. Her eyes went wide. Her GPS light was flashing erratically, but when the indicator was on, it was definitely green. “We have to get out of here. Now!”

I grabbed a baby wipe from my purse and hurriedly wiped down the steering wheel, the dashboard, and the door. I tossed the keys under the floor mat. Then I raced to the other side of the car to help Vero get out. I dragged her with me between two houses. We both ducked as I speed-dialed Cam. He answered on the third ring and put me on speaker. The telltale sounds of a video game played in the background.

“Cam? I need your help!” I said urgently.

“It’s not really a good time, Mrs. D. Zoey and I are in the middle of a campaign—”

“We have a very big problem,” I said, careful to keep my voice down as I peered over the top of the shrubbery. “I need you to check Vero’s signal. I think the cops know where we are.”

“You’ve got nothing to worry about. After that dunk it took in the pool, I seriously doubt that thing is—”

“Just check it!”

“Okay, jeez!” There was a shuffling sound, then the clatter of computer keys through the phone. “Huh. That’s weird,” Cam said in a low voice.

“Is she transmitting?”

“Kind of.”

“What do you mean, kind of?”

“Her signal comes and goes. But if I can see it, everyone else can, too.”

Fuck! The blue lights were getting closer. I didn’t know how much time we had, but I didn’t imagine it would take long for them to find us. “I’ve got to go!” I disconnected, grabbed Vero, and bolted, cutting through several backyards. We couldn’t afford to be found anywhere near Officer Oates’s car.

“Where are we going?” Vero asked, struggling to keep up with her hands behind her back.

“I don’t know. We have to find a way to get that thing on your ankle to stop transmitting.”

“We could smash it,” she suggested.

“It’ll look like you disabled it on purpose.” We could argue that falling in the pool had been an accident, but intentionally destroying it would come with added jail time. “Water,” I panted, fighting a stitch in my side. “Water worked the last time. We’ll just douse it again. Look for a garden hose.”

There were chain-link fences around every backyard but one. The lights were off inside. Maybe they had a hose bib. I started toward it. A dog in the neighbor’s yard gave a warning bark. It charged toward the fence and lunged at us, starting a chorus of other dogs barking and howling all around us. A few interior lights came on. A door opened. If those dogs didn’t shut up, someone was going to call the cops.

Vero and I tore through a side yard back toward the main road. Small run-down houses gave way to small run-down shops. Traffic lights flickered in the distance. The sirens started wailing again. I scanned the closed storefronts around us, searching for a hose bib or a public restroom or a pothole with a deep enough puddle inside it.

A sign for an all-night, self-service car wash came in sight, and I made a run for it, dragging Vero behind me. We ducked into one of the empty wash bays. It was brightly lit, and I felt like I was under a spotlight as I hurried to the coin slot, digging in my purse for small bills. They were all sticky and covered in Cheerio crumbs.

“Hurry up,” Vero said, bouncing on her heels as I blew them off. “Those sirens are close!”

“I’m going as fast as I can!” My hands shook as I fed a wrinkled twenty into the machine. It spit the bill back out at me, and I frantically smoothed down the edges and jammed it back in. The menu of wash options lit up on the display. I selected the highest-pressure option I could find and set it for the maximum amount of time. Vero hiked up her pant leg and I picked up the hand wand.

She closed her eyes and turned her head to the side, wincing in anticipation, like she was standing in front of a firing squad. I pulled the trigger. She yelped as water blasted from the wand, cutting across her body in a wide, flat stream.

“My foot, Finlay!” Vero said between gasps as the cold water soaked through her jeans. “The monitor is on my foot!”

“I know!” I shouted over the hum of the pump. “This isn’t like shooting a Glock, you know!” I lowered the wand, focusing the bulk of the blast toward her ankles. I held it there, pounding the monitor in water and suds until the timer beeped and the pumps cut off.

My ears rang in the sudden silence. Vero’s clothes and hair dripped on the pavement. Soapy water ran in rivulets down her face and cascaded off the tip of her nose.

“Did it work?” I asked.

“You’d better hope it worked.” She looked like she wanted to murder me. I couldn’t see a light blinking on her ankle monitor, but I was afraid to get close enough to be sure.

My phone buzzed. I hung up the wand and connected the call. “Cam? Can you see her?” I ushered Vero around to the back of the building, out of sight from the road.

“Her signal’s gone completely dark. Where are you?”

“A car wash off Route One.”

Cam guffawed. “No shit, Mrs. D! I would have paid good money to see that.”

“I can hear you, you know,” Vero said through chattering teeth.

“Vero’s freezing, Cam. Her clothes are soaking wet. I need to get her someplace where she can warm up and dry off.”

“You can’t take her home, that’s for sure,” Cam said. “Now that the cops lost her signal, they’ll probably look for her there. Come to Zoey’s,” he suggested. “Vero can borrow some clothes and you can hide out here while we figure something out.”

Nothing about this night was going like we’d planned. We were supposed to have identified the thief and found the money. We were supposed to have proved Vero’s innocence. Instead, we were both on the run. But if we could at least make it back to the sorority house, we might have one last shot at getting the truth out of Ava before the police managed to find us.

“How are we supposed to get there?” I peered around the side of the building, yanking my head back at the first sign of headlights as a car passed. “For all we know, the police could be monitoring our rideshare accounts. Can you and Zoey come get us?”

“I’ll send an Uber to pick you up,” he offered. “If anyone at the party managed to get a look at me, the cops might have a BOLO out for someone matching my description.”

“An asshole in an eggplant?”

I slapped a hand over Vero’s mouth. “Where should we go to meet the car?” I asked him. We couldn’t stay where we were. Not if it was the last place Vero’s GPS had broadcasted a clear signal.

“Walk to the intersection two blocks east of you. There’s a bus stop on the corner and a McDonald’s and a gas station across the street. Go to the gas station first and get me an extra-large Slushy. Because if you get the Quarter Pounders first, they’ll get too cold, and then the cheese gets all—”

“Cameron!” I snapped.

“Okay, fine! Jeez! I scheduled your Uber, and I texted you his name and his plates. He’ll pick you up in twelve minutes from the bus stop. Don’t be late.”






CHAPTER 31


Vero and I crept around the back of the sorority house thirty minutes later. It was well after midnight, and most of the house was dark. A light was on in Zoey’s room, and I could just make out the murmur of voices through the glass.

I rapped softly on the window. Arnold started barking, and Cam shushed him as the shade pulled back. Zoey unlocked the window and slid it open.

“Thank god you’re okay!” she whispered. She took Vero under her arms and helped her through the opening. “What took you so long? We were worried the police found you.”

“Our Uber driver refused to give us a ride,” Vero said through blue-tinged lips.

“Because you look like that chick on the door at the end of Titanic?” Cam asked.

“Because of the handcuffs, you idiot! He said if I didn’t get out of his car, he was going to call nine-one-one and report us.”

Cam laughed. “How’d you talk him out of that?”

“With fifty in cash and some cheeseburgers. Here,” I said, thrusting the McDonald’s bag at him as I climbed in and shut the window. “Share these with Zoey. There are enough for both of you.”

“No Slushy?” Cam asked.

“Be grateful you got burgers.” I wasn’t about to walk into a 7-Eleven with a waterlogged woman in handcuffs. The drive-through was the best I could do.

Cam opened a burger and frowned into his bun. “I specifically said no onions,” he grumbled, scraping them off.

Zoey took a blanket off her bed and draped it over Vero’s shoulders. She offered Vero a bite of her cheeseburger, and Vero greedily gobbled it down.

“What now?” Cam asked, feeding a chunk of his to Arnold.

“We thought we knew who the thieves were, but now we’re not so sure,” I explained. “We need to talk to Ava again.”

Zoey stopped chewing. She swallowed hard. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. You saw how angry she was the last time she found you in here. What if she calls Celeste? Or the police?”

“The police are already looking for us,” Vero said. “It’s only a matter of time before they find us. We have to figure out what happened to the money, and it has to be tonight.”

“But can’t you just run?” Zoey asked. “You were safe and happy in Virginia! I’m sure Cam can fix the belt. Maybe you can take his car and just keep going—”

Cam’s head snapped up. “I’m not voting for that.”

“Running isn’t an option,” I said over them. “I have two small children waiting for me at home, and we both have families and loved ones we can’t—and won’t—walk away from. Whoever took the backpack had help from someone inside this house. Ava and Mia were the only other board members with access to a master key. But it was Ava who went to Vero’s room that morning, once she knew the police were here.”

Zoey paled. “You think Ava took the money?”

“We’ve exhausted every other possibility,” Vero said solemnly. “She’s the only one who could have done it.”

“But Ava wouldn’t!” Zoey whispered, as if she were afraid of being overheard through the walls. “She was chapter vice president! You can’t accuse her of stealing it. She could get in a lot of trouble.”

“I’m in a lot of trouble!” Vero reminded her. “They all accused me of stealing it! And the only way I’m going to get out of this is to figure out what really happened that night. So are you going to help me or not?”

Zoey gnawed her lip.

“All you have to do is message Ava and ask her to come down here,” Vero said.

Zoey looked sick as she set down her cheeseburger. She pulled out her phone and sent off a hesitant text.

A moment later, there was a knock on the door. “That was fast,” Vero said.

Zoey unbolted the lock. As soon as she turned the knob, Mia burst in with Bennett on her heels. “I don’t know what the two of you think you’re doing here, but someone had better explain to me what the hell is going on!” she snapped.

Vero looked at them suspiciously. “How did you two get in here?”

Mia held up a key card. “I knocked on Ava’s window, woke her up, and told her I needed her key. I was on my way to her room when I heard you all yammering in here.”

“This entire situation has gotten completely out of hand,” Bennett said. His tie was askew, there were sweat rings under his arms, and his hair was sticking up in every direction, as if he’d chased Mia the entire way here. “Will someone please explain to my fiancée that I didn’t steal her sorority’s money. And I didn’t murder my friend. For Chrissakes, Mia, I was with Theo thirty minutes ago. If you don’t believe me, ask Veronica. She and her friend were there, too.” The pleading look Bennett threw me felt laced with a threat.

Mia gawked at us. “But I saw you both at the party tonight. You told me—”

“We were wrong,” I said, holding Bennett’s gaze. “We thought we knew who had the money, but we didn’t find it. And Theo is alive. We were wrong about that, too.”

“We weren’t wrong about everything,” Vero muttered.

“What do you mean?” Mia looked at each of us in turn. The strained silence was interrupted by a second knock on the door.

“Zoey? Mia? It’s Ava,” a hushed voice called through it. “Let me in.”

Mia shoved Bennett out of the way. She threw open the lock, grabbed Ava by the front of her pajama top, and dragged her into the room with the rest of us.

Ava rubbed sleep from her eyes, squinting against the light. She took one look at Bennett, then me, then Cam, then Vero. “What’s going on? What are you all doing here?”

“I’d like the answer to that, too,” Mia said, crossing her arms. “Bennett just told me that Veronica and her friend were at Jackson’s shop tonight, making some pretty wild accusations about where the money disappeared to.”

“Don’t be mad,” Zoey pleaded.

“Vero and I just have some questions for you, Ava,” I said.

“I already told you everything I know!”

Vero shook her head. “You haven’t told us what really happened the morning the money went missing.”

Ava rolled her eyes. “You’re all delusional. I am not having this conversation with you.” She turned for the door.

Mia bolted the lock. “We are all having this conversation.”

Zoey wrung her hands. “But Ava already said she doesn’t know anything. Maybe we should just let her—”

Mia cut her off. “As the former president of this sorority and the senior-most Kappa Gamma here, I am advising you both to take a seat. No one is leaving. We’re going to get to the bottom of all this, right now.”

Ava and Zoey sat reluctantly on the bed.

“Now,” Mia said with a tone of authority, “who wants to start?”

Vero opened her mouth to speak but closed it as we all registered a sudden commotion in the hall. Doors opened one by one. Voices murmured, growing louder until they were calling from room to room.

What’s going on?

Why are the police downstairs?

It’s the middle of the night. Is everyone okay?

A woman’s commanding voice spoke over them: “I need you all to go back inside and close your doors until a member of campus security or Officer Oates comes to your rooms to talk to you.”

“That’s Celeste,” Ava whispered. Zoey looked like she might be sick.

I nearly choked. “Officer Oates is here?”

Cam yelped as Vero kicked him with her ankle monitor. “I thought you said this thing wasn’t working!” she whispered.

“It’s not! Someone must have tipped them off.” Cam scrambled for the duct-taped belt on Zoey’s desk, looking around frantically for someplace to hide it. Bennett shot me a warning look.

I pried back the shade just enough to peep outside. Blue lights flashed against the glass. “We can’t go out the window. There’s a campus police car in the staff lot. It looks like we’re trapped.” Down the hall, the campus police were already knocking on doors. We had minutes at the most until they’d get to Zoey’s.

Ava shot to her feet. “I’m not staying in this room and becoming an accomplice to whatever it is you’re doing here.”

Vero beat her to the door and held it shut. “You’re not leaving until you answer my questions. Did you or did you not let yourself into my room the morning the money went missing?”

Ava’s mouth hardened. “Why would you even ask me that? I don’t see how that’s important—”

“It’s a simple question! Did you break into my room?”

“I didn’t break into your room! I was on the exec board. I had a key!”

“So you did go into my room.”

“I knocked, and you didn’t answer! I opened the door to see if you were there. You weren’t, so I left.”

Vero scoffed. “After you took the backpack out of my closet and threw it out the window.”

“What are you talking about?” Ava snapped, ignoring Mia and Ben’s curious stares. “I never touched the backpack, Veronica! I never opened your damn closet! And I definitely never threw anything out the window! You can ask Zoey. She was in the hallway when I came out. She was probably watching me the whole time.”

Every eye in the room turned to Zoey. Zoey looked down at her shoes.

“Is that true?” Vero asked her. “Did you see Ava go into my room?”

“Yes, but—”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“It didn’t seem important, Veronica!” Her voice rose with desperation as she explained. “She was only in there for a second, just like she said. And I didn’t want anyone to get in trouble!”

Ava crossed her arms. “Go on, Zoey. Tell her what you saw.”

Zoey’s voice wobbled. “I was in the kitchen that morning when the police showed up. There was this big commotion in the library. Emory Willingham was in there with his parents. They were yelling at Celeste about how they’d lost all this money and it was all our fault because we’d been hosting the poker nights.

“Then Ava came home. As soon as she walked in the front door, I heard Celeste tell her to find you and Mia for a mandatory board meeting. Celeste sounded really mad. I was scared we were all going to get in a lot of trouble, so I followed Ava upstairs to see what was going on. I knew you weren’t home yet, and I was going to tell her as much, but then she started unlocking your door. I figured whatever she was doing must be really important or she wouldn’t have used her key. So I watched from the hall to make sure everything was okay. She only poked her head in for a second, just like she said. Then she ran down the hall to Mia’s room.”

“Are you happy now?” Ava asked Vero. “I told you, I didn’t open your damn closet. And even if I had,” she said, thrusting a finger toward Zoey’s window, “I wouldn’t have been stupid enough to toss a bag of cash on the ground where just anyone could have grabbed it.”

Vero’s jaw fell slack. She turned toward the window, then to Zoey. Zoey looked like she wanted to melt into the wall.

“It was you, Zoey?” Vero croaked. “You helped Ava steal the money from my room? She threw it out the window to you? And then what? You helped her hide it?” Vero looked at Zoey in complete disbelief. So did everyone else.

Zoey shook her head. “No, Veronica! I swear! It wasn’t like that.”

“She’s telling the truth. That’s not what happened,” I said. Vero turned to me, confused. But I could picture it now, the big reveal, how all the pieces fit in this story. Ava was wrong; the person who had thrown the money out the window hadn’t been stupid at all. “Ava didn’t take the money from your closet,” I said. “Zoey did. She wasn’t helping Ava. She was helping you, Vero.” Ava and Zoey had both been telling the truth when they said Ava only opened the door for a moment. Once Ava left the room, all Zoey had to do was keep the door from closing, the same way Vero and I did when we had let ourselves into the print shop. Vero and I hadn’t used a key. We’d snuck in on Jackson’s heels. “How did you get in?” I asked Zoey, seeking confirmation.

“I caught the door with my foot before it could close,” she confessed, staring at the floor. “Then I snuck into Veronica’s room. I took the money and dropped it out the window.”

Bennett and Mia’s eyebrows shot up.

Vero’s face crumpled. “Why, Zo? Why would you do that?”

But we already knew the answer. Zoey had told us, over and over again. We just hadn’t been listening carefully to what she’d actually said.

Zoey’s lower lip began to tremble and tears gathered in her eyes.

“She did it because she didn’t want anyone to get in trouble,” I said. “She was scared, not just for the chapter but for her Big. She was afraid Celeste would find the money in your room and you would be punished for having it, so she did the only thing she could think of to protect you—she moved it.”

Zoey nodded and swallowed the lump in her throat. “I thought if Celeste couldn’t find the money, no one could prove we had done anything wrong. It would have been our word against that horrible pledge, and Celeste wouldn’t have been able to say for sure that any of us were involved. I was just going to hide the money until the police were gone. Until I could talk to you all in private and explain what I’d done. But then everything went wrong,” she said, her confession spilling out in a rush. “When no one could find the money in Veronica’s room, everyone started pointing the finger at her. Emory’s parents called the university, threatening to sue. The Office of Student Conduct got involved. Our entire chapter was in so much trouble. Everyone was so angry at Veronica, and I was trying to find the right time to speak up, but it all escalated so fast, and then Veronica disappeared and no one knew where she’d gone, and it only made her look guiltier. Ava, Mia, and Celeste started talking to the police about pressing charges, and then suddenly there was a warrant for Veronica’s arrest. And I was too afraid to tell anyone what I had done.” Tears spilled down her cheeks in fat, wobbling drops.

I could see the root of the whole story so clearly now: a terrified freshman who’d thought her closest friend and mentor was going to be expelled from the house. Zoey hadn’t intended to steal the money for herself. She had intended only to hide it, to keep Vero safe.

Mia looked abashed. “So Veronica didn’t steal the backpack after all.”

“And you had the money, all this time?” Ava asked Zoey.

Zoey nodded, wiping her tears away with the back of her hand. “I didn’t spend a penny of it,” she said through a sniffle. “After the police finished searching my room, I brought it inside. It’s been here the whole time. I didn’t know what else to do with it.”

I put an encouraging hand on Zoey’s shoulder. “I think maybe it’s time to figure it out.”






CHAPTER 32


Mia cracked the door and peeped into the hall. The corridors were buzzing. Sleepy-eyed girls in pajamas stood in the open doorways, trying to figure out what was going on. Other girls were just coming home from the party, tipsy and talking too loudly as they asked their hall mates what the police were doing there. Celeste attempted to herd them into their rooms.

Officer Oates’s voice grew closer with every passing minute. I didn’t imagine we had long before we’d be forced to let her in. Mia shut the door and bolted the lock.

“What are we going to do?” Ava asked urgently. “We can’t just hide in here until they find us and point fingers at each other.”

“Why stop now?” Vero asked snidely. “That’s what you all have been doing for an entire year, right?” Mia and Ava stared at her, speechless. Vero made a sound of disgust. “No wonder Zoey sat with this secret as long as she did, after watching the two most powerful board members in the house single out the only other brown girl here. And don’t lie to yourselves and say you laid the blame on me because I made myself look guilty. You, the chapter, the school, the police, Emory Willingham’s parents … You all had me pegged for this days before I ran.”

Blood rushed to Mia’s cheeks. “You’re right. We made some horrible assumptions. We’re sisters. Every one of us. We should have acted like it and supported each other. The responsibility for the poker nights was all of ours to share. We should have shouldered it together.” Mia released a sigh. She smiled at Vero, Ava, and Zoey as if it felt good to get all of those thoughts off her chest. “We’ll stick together this time, a united front. We’ll tell the police Veronica didn’t steal anything and it was all a big misunderstanding.”

“That’s it?” The tips of Vero’s ears burned red and I thought steam might shoot out of them. “It was just a big misunderstanding to you? We’re just supposed to laugh it off now, have a group hug, and move on with our lives like none of this ever happened? It happened to me!” she said, making Ava and Mia flinch. “I had to drop out of school! I watched the door slam shut on every dream I had for my career and my future! I had to leave my mom and my aunt! I had to start my entire life over with what I could carry in my backpack and, contrary to what you’ve been telling yourselves all this time, there was never any money in it! I had nothing, Mia! And now you expect me to just suck it up and accept your half-assed apology?” Vero’s hands shook with rage.

I touched her arm, afraid Officer Oates might hear her.

“No, Finlay! I’ve spent too much time hiding; I will not be silent now!”

“You’re right,” I said in a low voice. “There’s no excuse for what these girls did to you, and there’s nothing they can say that will erase the damage they caused. But at least now they know the truth and they’re willing to try to make it right.”

“They can’t!”

“I know,” I said, frustrated for her. She should be angry. She had every right to be furious. She shouldn’t have to be silent to protect these girl’s feelings, and she sure as hell didn’t owe them any mercy. But in a matter of moments Officer Oates was going to knock on that door, and as much as I hated to admit it, Mia was right; they needed to present a united front if they were all going to get out of this situation unscathed. “No one is saying you shouldn’t be angry, but maybe for now you can be the bigger person.”

“Why does the burden always fall on the victim to be the bigger person? I have always been the bigger person, Finlay! Maybe it’s time they grow up!”

“She’s right,” Mia cut in. She looked shamefaced—far less regal than she had when she’d walked into the room moments ago. “Ava and I will take full responsibility for falsely accusing you, Veronica.”

“But what about Zoey?” Ava asked. “We can’t lie to the police about where the money was. What will happen to her?”

They all looked to Vero. She was the one whose life had been turned upside down by Zoey’s impulsive decision. No one would begrudge her for wanting to shift the blame where it belonged.

Zoey stared at the floor, awaiting a verdict.

“Zoey’s not a thief,” Vero said after a thoughtful pause. “She made a mistake and she owned up to it. I’m not going to turn my back on her. Like you said, we’ll take the responsibility together. We’ll tell the truth and explain everything that happened. Once you and the chapter drop your charges against me, we’ll just have to convince Celeste and the rest of the house not to pursue any new charges against Zoey. If she returns all the missing money and offers to step down from her position on the board, and if we all agree to pay back Emory’s parents, hopefully that will be the end of it. We can make restitution to any other families that have come forward, and we’ll agree to donate whatever’s left to a charitable cause. With any luck, Celeste and the Office of Student Conduct will be lenient.”

“I’m sorry, too, for everything we put you through,” Ava said. “Your friend is right. We can’t take back the things we did, but we can do better now. Don’t worry, Zoey. We’ve got your back.”

“Together then?” Mia asked.

“Together,” Ava agreed.

Vero put her arm around Zoey’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “KG’s before D’s.”

“I hope the D is for detectives,” Cam said. The girls laughed.

We all started at a loud knock on the door. Cameron shoved his duct-taped belt under Zoey’s comforter and sat on top of it on the bed, his hands folded in his lap, doing his best to look innocent. Zoey took a deep breath before flipping the dead bolt. When she opened the door, Celeste stood on the other side of it, wearing a rumpled sweatshirt, pajama pants, and a pair of fuzzy Crocs. There were rollers in her hair and sleep marks on her face. Officer Oates and a campus police officer stood behind her.

Celeste’s eyes widened when they landed on Vero. “Veronica! What are you doing here?” I couldn’t tell if she was upset or relieved to see her. “Officer Oates said you were in the building, but I told her she had to be mistaken. You know you aren’t supposed to be on campus.”

“I came to talk to Zoey.” Vero turned to Officer Oates and smiled. “Thought you’d never get here.”

“Very funny,” Oates said flatly. “You can save the rest of your standup routine for the judge.”

“I thought my ankle monitor was fried. How’d you manage to find me?”

“Got lucky,” Oates said, patting Vero down. “Dispatch got a nine-one-one call from a disgruntled Uber driver who claimed he was shortchanged by two women who had promised him cheeseburgers in exchange for a ride. He was going on and on about how Quarter Pounders are supposed to have onions on them and his didn’t have any. Dispatch was about to hang up on him when he mentioned one of the women was wearing handcuffs. He told her he’d dropped you off near Frat Row and insisted we initiate a manhunt. Apparently, the missing onions were a real hot button.”

Cam held up his fast-food bag. “Can I get the guy’s number? Sounds like he got Arnold Schwarzenegger’s—” Zoey clamped a hand over his mouth.

Officer Oates turned and frowned at him. “Do I know you?”

Cam shrugged, a deer caught in headlights.

“You sure I haven’t arrested you before?”

He shook his head.

Reluctantly, Officer Oates turned her attention to Bennett. “You live here?”

“No, ma’am.”

“You can wait in the hall,” she said, dismissing him.

Bennett nodded and followed the campus police officer out the door.

“I’ll go with you,” Cam said, slinking out after them.

When they had both left the room, Officer Oates zeroed in on me and Vero. “You two have some explaining to do.” She pulled a pair of handcuffs from her belt and started toward me.

“This really is just a big misunderstanding,” I said, backing into the wall.

“We’ll discuss it at the station.” Officer Oates turned me around and snapped the cuffs onto my wrists. I was going to have one hell of a time explaining all this to Nick and my sister. But at least Vero would be off the hook, I reminded myself as Officer Oates nudged us toward the door.

Zoey, Mia, and Ava all scurried to block the exit.

“Wait!” Zoey pleaded.

Celeste attempted to shoo them out of the way. “Ladies, step aside and let the officer do her job.”

“No,” Zoey said, lifting her chin. “There’s something I need to say to you, and I’m going to say it now.” The room hushed. Mia gave Zoey an encouraging nod. Ava held Zoey’s hand as she swallowed and said, “Veronica wasn’t the one who took the money. I was.”

“Zoey,” Celeste said in an indulgent tone. “I know you’re upset and you want to help Veronica, but making up stories right now isn’t going to—”

Zoey dragged her chair out from her desk and stood on top of it. She stepped onto her desk, balancing precariously as she reached above her head to push a ceiling tile aside. She snaked an arm into the hole and pulled a backpack from it. With shaking hands, she unzipped it, holding it out for everyone to see.

It was full of stacks of crinkled bills, wrapped in rubber bands.

“I took it from Veronica’s closet the morning you called the meeting,” she told Celeste. “I was worried that if you found the money in her room, she’d get in trouble for having it. Veronica was telling the truth all along. The money was in her closet when she left for the party, and she never knew I was the one who took it because I never told her.”

“Oh, Zoey,” Celeste said, her face crumpling. “Why would you do such a foolish thing?”

Zoey’s voice cracked as a tear sprang free. “Veronica was my Big! I was afraid she’d get kicked out of the house, or worse, out of school! I panicked. I thought if there wasn’t any money to find, everything would be okay. I didn’t stop to think she might be accused of stealing it! Not until everyone started blaming her when it was gone. I was going to tell everyone, I swear. I just got scared. The money’s been here in my room the whole time. It’s all there. Every penny.” Zoey handed the backpack to Celeste.

“Veronica’s innocent,” Mia said. “She didn’t steal the money. And, technically, the money never left the house. It was in the possession of the sorority all along—”

“And an acting board member,” Ava added.

“—so it wasn’t really even stolen, per se. More like it was misplaced,” Vero chimed in on Zoey’s behalf.

“We’ll pay everyone back and do whatever we have to do,” Ava said.

“I’ll step down from the board. I’ll talk to anyone I have to talk to,” Zoey promised.

Mia turned to Officer Oates. “See? It was all a misunderstanding. Just like we said. You can take the handcuffs off of Veronica and let her go.”

Officer Oates shook her head. “I wish it was that simple, ladies. But these two have more serious charges to worry about now.”

“Like what?” Vero asked.

Officer Oates counted off on her hand. “Tampering with a monitoring device, violating curfew, evading arrest, stealing a police vehicle—”

Bennett cleared his voice and leaned his head in the door. “Excuse me. I don’t mean to interrupt.” Celeste stepped aside to make room as he squeezed himself inside with the rest of us. His tie had been straightened and cinched, and his shirtsleeves had been rolled back down and buttoned at his wrists. He smoothed a hand through his hair, making himself presentable as he passed Officer Oates a business card. “I couldn’t help but overhear. I’m an account manager for Dinwiddie and Strauss. You’ve probably heard of our public relations firm or seen us on TV. We’ve handled several high-profile cases throughout the metropolitan area recently—political scandals, disgraced celebrities, malpractice stains, corporate blunders…” He held down his tie as he leaned close and lowered his voice. “We’ve been known to smooth over faux pas for law enforcement agencies from time to time. As I understand it, there was quite a scare at the home where Ms. Ramirez was taken into custody earlier tonight. Some kind of hostage crisis, was it?”

I glanced past Bennett into the hallway. Cam flashed me a discreet thumbs-up. How much had he told Ben in the two minutes they’d been waiting in the hall?

“A bomb threat,” Officer Oates clarified.

“Right. That’s terrifying stuff,” Ben said gravely. “I’m sure the story is already making its rounds on the news. It’s a good thing Ms. Donovan was there. Who knows what might have happened to Ms. Ramirez if this Good Samaritan hadn’t saved her life?”

Officer Oates frowned at him like he had lost his mind. “This woman stole a police car and interfered with an arrest. She didn’t save anyone’s life.”

Ben shrugged. “You could see it that way. But I’m willing to bet the court of public opinion will see Ms. Donovan as a hero. After all, the vehicle was left unattended,” he explained to Officer Oates, infusing his observation with gravitas. “The engine was left running and the driver’s door was left ajar. Imagine if that car had been in the blast zone of a bomb while a falsely accused, innocent woman was handcuffed inside it, helpless, and unable to get out.” Ben put his hand on my shoulder. “Ms. Donovan jumped into action to save that woman’s life, selflessly risking her own to relocate the vehicle a safe distance away from the threat. Her actions will surely be seen as heroic when it airs on the news. Especially when the press gets wind of the fact that Ms. Ramirez had been indicted for a crime she never committed. Viewers love an underdog story, and this one has the legs to go viral.”

“Are you threatening me?” Officer Oates’s voice sharpened.

Ben held up his hands. “Not at all, Officer. I’m just pointing out that charging these women might cast you in an unflattering light. At the very least, it would bring a lot of unwanted attention to your department. Ms. Donovan is, after all, a highly respected literary celebrity, and her name alone is likely to draw a lot of press. She has thousands of fans who would surely be interested in hearing her story. And who better to write a true-crime documentary about her terrible ordeal than the author who lived through it?”

Officer Oates’s shocked eyes snapped to me.

I risked a glance at Cam, who was smirking in the hall.

“The car you’ve accused Ms. Donovan of taking was found,” Ben continued in a coaxing voice. “It was left at the scene in perfect condition. And Ms. Ramirez has been proven innocent of the charges against her—a fact that would never have come to light if she had remained trapped in the back of that car,” he pointed out. “I understand if you feel Ms. Ramirez hasn’t suffered enough, but the public might feel otherwise.” He withdrew a freshly printed coupon from his wallet and handed it to Officer Oates. She looked at it dubiously. When she didn’t reach for it, he extended the offer to me. “If you or your agent need a great PR firm to help you navigate all this, Ms. Donovan, I’m confident we can position you in the best possible light. I have a lot of contacts with the local news channels, and our firm has quite a bit of experience dealing with delicate situations involving celebrities of your status.” Ben tucked the coupon into my jacket pocket for me, a reminder that his offer came with conditions in fine print—his help in exchange for my silence. He gave me a sly wink before walking out the door.






CHAPTER 33


By the time Vero and I stepped foot outside the police department the next morning, the blinding sun was still low in the sky. Vero massaged her wrists between sips of her bitter police station coffee, her steps lighter than I had seen them all week. Not only because the burden of her ankle monitor was gone, but because she had finally shed the emotional baggage she’d been carrying for a year. The shame she’d felt for the charges against her, the betrayal she’d endured by people she had thought were her friends, the guilt she’d carried over dropping out and running away … None of that had to hold her back anymore. She could finally stop looking over her shoulder and start looking ahead.

Cam was waiting for us in the Eggplant at the curb. Zoey and Arnold waved at us from the passenger seat. Zoey’s cardigan was on inside out, and Cam’s hair was sticking up. Judging by their goofy grins, I had a pretty good idea where Cam had spent the night. Vero raised an eyebrow at their rumpled appearance, but if she was contemplating murdering Cam, she kept those thoughts to herself.

Vero and I tossed our empty paper cups into the nearest trash can and climbed into the back. Cam reached behind him and handed me my cell phone. I cringed as I booted it up. One missed call from Nick at ten o’clock the night before. I must have missed it during all the commotion at the party. I dialed into my voice mail and pressed the phone to my ear.

Hey, he said in a low voice, as if he were trying to keep from waking the kids. No emergencies. The kids and I are doing great. I was just missing you and wanted to hear your voice. I could picture him loosening his tie and rubbing his eyes at the end of a long day. It’s getting pretty late. The kids are asleep, and I’m heading to bed. Hope you and Vero are okay. I know, I know, he said through a sigh, you’re probably fine. I’ll stop worrying. Give Vero a hug from me. I love you. And hey, he added casually, though too intentionally to be an afterthought, let me know when you’re planning to head home. There’s something I want to talk to you about when you get here.

I listened to the click as he disconnected, trying not to read too deeply into the last line of his message. I didn’t have much time to think about it. The next voice mail was from Sylvia. It had been recorded less than an hour ago:

Finlay, it’s Sylvia. What’s this I’m seeing online about you narrowly escaping death at the hands of a deranged unabomber? I feel like there’s a very big story here. I want to hear everything, Finlay. Every word! Especially the part about how you rescued your accountant from that burning police car. How did you not manage to get a picture of that? I asked Jared to make one. Don’t worry, I told him to make sure the AI makes your hair look good and you’re wearing something sexy. By the way, I’m glad to hear that whole sorority house–larceny business got cleared up. Your followers will all be relieved to hear it. They’ve been very concerned about that gorgeous brunette Nick was spotted with at the mall yesterday. Call me when you get this.

“Everything okay?” Vero asked as I stared at my phone. Sylvia’s last comment mingled with Nick’s in my brain. Those vague final words about how he had something he wanted to talk to me about suddenly took on a little extra weight. I didn’t like the heavy feeling it left in my chest.

I cleared my throat and forced myself to smile. Vero didn’t need to take up my worries right now. “It was just Sylvia.”

“Did Javi text?” she asked with a wince. I didn’t imagine she was looking forward to explaining where we’d disappeared to yesterday. We’d been gone all night without a word, and I was sure he and Norma would both have plenty to say about it.

I passed her my phone. “I didn’t see any messages from him. Why don’t you call and tell everyone we’re on our way home.”

Vero braced herself and called Javi first. After a few rings, she frowned. “He’s not answering.”

“It’s early. Maybe he’s still asleep. Those pain pills really knocked him out. Try your mom. She’s probably up.”

Vero dialed her mother. When her mother didn’t pick up, she dialed her aunt. “That’s strange. None of them are answering.”

“Where to?” Cam called over his shoulder.

Vero and I exchanged a worried look. “Take us to my mom’s house,” she said.



Norma’s house was quiet when Cam dropped us off. Not one of Vero’s neighbors had opened their window blinds yet, nor had any of them set out their trash cans. Wendell wasn’t sitting on his porch, Lenore wasn’t fussing with her garden hose, and Joan wasn’t peeping out her kitchen window as we drove by, all of which struck me as odd.

“Are you coming in?” I asked Cam when he didn’t shut off the car.

Cam slung an arm over Zoey’s seat back. “I’m gonna drive Zoey back to her place first. Can I catch up with you in a couple of hours?” There was a sweetness to his giddy blush, and I hadn’t missed the adoring way they’d been looking at each other during the drive.

Cam was eighteen years old, a grown adult. He didn’t need to ask my permission, and I wasn’t sure he was, but it sounded like he might be and something about that was endearing. “Sure. I’m heading back to Virginia this afternoon. You can follow me if you want. I’ll spring for burgers on the way. No onions this time.”

He smiled. “Sounds great. Thanks, Mrs. D.”

I followed Vero up the driveway as she rummaged in her pocket for her house key. She paused. Her eyes did a quick pass over the mailbox, the garage door, and all the windows.

“Do you smell something?” Her nose wrinkled.

I sniffed, catching the faint hint of something foul. The smell grew stronger as we followed it toward the front door. A paper grocery bag sat in the mulch bed beside the stoop, and a disposable lighter lay abandoned beside it. It didn’t take much guesswork to figure out what was in the bag. “That shit-slinging son of a bitch! He must have heard Cam’s car coming and took off before we spotted him.”

“Then he can’t be far. You check the woods, I’ll check the street!” I ran to the corner and looked both ways down the sidewalk while Vero peeled off and circled around to the backyard.

There was no sign of anyone. No cars burning rubber out of the neighborhood. Nobody running.

“Anything?” Vero asked, breathing hard when we met back at the stoop.

“Nothing,” I said.

Vero nearly gagged, turning her face away from the stench as she picked up the bag of dog poop and carried it gingerly to the trash bin beside the garage. She paused in front of it, frowning down at the empty space in the driveway where her mother usually parked her station wagon. “Where’s my mom’s car?”

“Maybe she and Gloria left early for work?”

“She and Gloria don’t need to be at the hospital for another two hours. And there’s no way she would have left for work before reaming me out for leaving this house and staying out all night. Something’s wrong.”

She hurried back to the stoop and opened the front door. Javi blinked at us with wide, frantic eyes from the recliner. A strip of duct tape covered his mouth. Most of the rest of the roll had been wound around his body, anchoring his arms tightly to his sides. His crutches leaned against a far wall, beyond his reach. He shouted something unintelligible through the duct tape. A game show played loudly on the television, and the room looked like a tornado had blown through it.

Lenore glanced up at us from behind a handful of cards. “You’re back! We were getting worried.”

Wendell sat beside her, sneaking peeks at her cards with his one good eye. There were four open pizza boxes on the coffee table in front of them, dotted with crumbs. A knife coated in dried cheese and tomato sauce sat beside several empty liters of soda, crumpled receipts, a wallet, a key ring, and a bowl of greasy popcorn seeds. In the middle of the mess were two piles of playing cards.

Joan was asleep on the love seat, her cards spilling from the hand on her belly and her cannula vibrating with her open-mouthed snores. Eugene was wedged in the seat beside her, studying his own cards.

“Took you long enough,” he groused. “If I’d known this was going to be an overnight job, I would have negotiated a higher fee.”

Vero’s eyes darted frantically around the room. A stack of old DVDs was sitting open on the TV, and there were mountains of dirty dishes and cups and empty chip bags on the side tables. It looked like a frat party in a retirement home. Pillows and blankets were strewn all over the floor. One of them was moving.

I hoped we wouldn’t find a stripper sleeping underneath it as Vero yanked up the corner of the blanket.

A terrified young man stared back at us. His wrists and ankles were duct-taped together, and his mouth was taped shut. He began thrashing against the blanket and shouting into his duct tape.

“Who’s this?” Vero asked the Fantastic Four.

Lenore looked surprised. “Oh, I almost forgot! We caught this hooligan leaving a bag of dog doo in front of your mother’s door last night.”

Wendell looked offended. “What do you mean we?”

Lenore slapped down her cards. “It was a team effort. We all worked together to catch him. It was getting late,” she explained to us, “and I’d gone into your mother’s bedroom to get some blankets because Eugene’s hip acts up when he gets cold and Wendell wanted to take a nap. That’s when I spotted something moving outside the window. It looked like someone was sneaking around the side of the house. I ran downstairs and told the others. We peeked out through the front window and saw this young man getting ready to light that nasty bag on fire.”

“I opened the door and started shouting at him,” Wendell said. “I scared him so bad, he dropped his lighter. He turned to run, so I tripped him with my cane! Then Eugene trapped him against the ground with his walker and sat on it while Joan went to find the duct tape.”

“Who is he?” I asked.

“Don’t know,” Wendell said. “We asked him what he’s doing here, but he wouldn’t say, so we emptied his pockets and checked his ID. He ain’t from this neighborhood. All we found were his keys and some old receipts,” he said, gesturing to the mess on the table.

“And plenty of cash,” Eugene said. “We used that to order more pizza.”

“Why is Javi taped to the chair?” Vero asked.

“You told us not to let him leave the house under any circumstances.” Lenore’s forehead crinkled, and she looked to her friends. “Didn’t she?”

Eugene nodded.

“It’s a good thing you had a bunch of that tape,” Wendell said. “Javi heard all the commotion and woke up from his nap. We told him you’d gone out with your friend hours ago and you hadn’t come home yet. He got real upset and said he was going to find you. He got right up out of that chair and started hobbling straight for the door. It took all four of us to get him back in that damn recliner. If it wasn’t for the duct tape, we wouldn’t have had a moment of peace,” he said, holding up what was left of the roll.

Eugene shook his head. “He’s a real firecracker, that one. Has been ever since you all were kids. Want me to cut him loose?” he offered, holding up the knife they’d used to cut their pizza.

Vero glanced over at Javi. The bruises from his bar fight had faded to pale greens and yellows, and new bright purple ones had taken their place after his fall from the window. There was pizza sauce on his cast and greasy handprints on his T-shirt. His hair was wild, and his eyes were seething.

Vero winced. “Maybe you’d better leave him where he is.”

Javi started thrashing. The vandal on the floor started thrashing again, too. Wendell hit the young man on the head with his cane. “You be quiet or I’ll pop you again!”

“You think someone paid him to deliver the messages?” I asked Vero.

“Could be,” Vero said, chewing on her lip. “But I’m more worried about my mom and Aunt Gloria. They’ve been gone all night. Where the hell could they be?”

Everyone’s heads turned toward the garage as the electric door hummed open.

Lenore brightened. “Oh, good! Sounds like Norma and Gloria are back. I suppose we can all go home now.” She rose stiffly to her feet and began gathering up the playing cards.

Vero ran through the kitchen. She flung open the service door to the garage and found Norma and Gloria standing inside it. They gasped. Norma clutched her chest in surprise. They were clad all in black, and both of them had dark circles under their eyes. Gloria was holding her rolling pin.

“Where have you two been?” Vero cried. “Lenore and Wendell said you were gone all night!”

Norma looked confused. “Why are Lenore and Wendell here? And what happened to your hair?” Her eyes raked over her daughter, from top to bottom. “And where’s your ankle monitor? Please don’t tell me you drowned another one.”

“No. I mean, yes,” she said. “It’s kind of a long story. Right now I’m just glad you two are home and you’re both okay. I was scared something terrible had—”

A thumping sound came from the back of Norma’s car. Norma and Gloria exchanged a guilty look.

“What was that?” Vero asked, narrowing her eyes at the trunk.

“Nothing, mija.”

“Don’t ‘nothing, mija’ me. I heard something. What was it?”

Norma and Gloria stared at us with guilty expressions as another round of thumping rattled the car. Vero held out her palm for the keys. When her mother didn’t turn over the fob, Vero took it from her and pressed a button. The trunk popped open. Theo squinted up at us. There was a dustrag stuffed inside his mouth. His hands were tied behind his back, and two sets of shoelaces had been tied around his ankles. Gloria stared contritely at her unlaced sneakers.

“What is Theo doing in your trunk?!” Vero shouted at her mother.

Norma wrung her hands. “We only wanted to help. When you told us you didn’t know where Theo lived, Gloria and I checked the patient records at the hospital. Everyone has gone to the hospital for something, right? So we thought it would be a good place to try! We found his address in the billing system, and we went to his house to talk to him. But he wasn’t being cooperative, so we told him we would give him some time to think about his behavior and make a better choice. But when we went back to see if he’d changed his mind, he was gone!”

“Can you believe it?” Gloria said, waving her rolling pin around. “It was like he was staying away, just to avoid us.”

Vero’s face was deadpan. “I can’t imagine why.”

“We thought he must come home eventually. So we looked around inside his house while we were waiting for him to come back—”

“Norma needed the bathroom,” Gloria explained. “I told her not to drink so much water in the car.”

Norma shuddered. “His house was a mess! There was filth everywhere. How do young men live like that?”

Gloria looked to the ceiling and made the sign of the cross.

“So we tidied up a little while we waited, but Theo still didn’t come. We found the address to his gym on a magnet on his refrigerator.”

“And we found the address to the bar where he works on a pay stub in his house,” Gloria said.

“We looked for him every day and night. It was all we could do to help you, Vero. But he didn’t come back to his house again. Not until tonight.”

“Tonight, our persistence paid off!” Gloria said proudly.

“We didn’t want to take any chances that he might run,” Norma said, “so we ambushed him as he was going into his house. Gloria held him down while I tied him up. We tried to get him to agree to help you, but every time we took the rag out of his mouth, he yelled and fussed. We got tired, and we didn’t know what else to do with him, so we brought him home with us. We thought we could all get some rest and a hot meal.”

“Maybe if we feed him, he’ll come around,” Gloria said.

Vero buried her head in her hands. “Mom, what did you do?”

“We found him, Vero! And now you’ll have an alibi. We’ll call Don after lunch. He can take Theo’s statement. I’m sure once we explain how important this is, Theo will agree to testify at your trial—”

“I’m not having a trial!” Vero said, throwing up her hands.

Norma frowned. “What do you mean, you’re not having a trial?”

“Finlay and I figured out who stole the money. The sorority dropped the theft charges, and the police took off my ankle monitor and released me from custody. I have to pay a fine and do six months of community service for the gambling, but it’s over. Or at least it was over, before you two kidnapped my alibi!”

“Oh no,” Norma whispered, paling from the shock.

Gloria dropped her rolling pin. “What have we done?”

“Help me get him out of the car,” Vero said to me.

Theo’s eyebrows shot up with panic as we each grabbed him under an arm and hauled him out of the trunk. Vero untied the shoelaces from his ankles and marched him into the house by the back of his shirt. Norma and Gloria hung their heads as they followed the three of us inside.

Vero stopped abruptly in front of the living room. Lenore, Eugene, and Wendell stood around the coffee table, arguing with one another. Lenore held the roll of duct tape. Wendell shook his cane. Eugene waved the dirty kitchen knife around as they bickered over who should get the last slice of pizza. Joan woke up with a loud snort. She bolted off the couch, her cannula stuck in her hair. “What did I miss?”

Theo blanched when he spotted the bound, gagged vandal on the floor. His stunned gaze lifted to the recliner. Javi’s eyes narrowed. He started thrashing violently and shouting into his duct tape. The Fantastic Four all turned to see what Javi was fussing about. Theo whimpered at the disturbing tableau.

Vero leaned close and whispered in his ear. “The man on the floor was messing with my family. And you see the one in the recliner? He was the last boyfriend of mine who tried to ghost me. Look very closely at them and then listen to me, because if you don’t, the next person in that duct tape could be you.” Theo’s eyes widened as she went on. “I was released by the police this morning. There are no more charges against me, and as long as it stays that way, that means I’m free to leave the state and go wherever I want. If you keep your mouth shut about what happened to you this morning, I won’t tell anyone what you and your friends were doing in that print shop, and you will never, ever hear from me or my family again. But if you breathe a word of this, to anyone, I will send them after you. Every one of them,” she said, pointing at her elderly neighbors. “I know where you work and where you live, and I will make your life miserable. Do you understand me?”

Theo nodded. He smelled like he might have wet himself. Vero plucked the rag from his mouth. Theo started to speak, but Vero held up a finger. “Not. One. Word,” she warned him.

Theo snapped his mouth shut as Vero untied the shoelaces from his wrists.

“I’m terribly sorry for the confusion,” Norma said. Theo flinched as she patted his shoulder.

“Can we pack you something to take home to eat?” Gloria offered him. “We have capirotada.”

Theo started to shake his head, but Vero pierced him with a glare. Theo swallowed and nodded. Vero patted his other shoulder.

I cringed at the traumatized look on his face. “Would you like me to give you a ride home, or should we call you an Uber?”

“Uber,” he croaked.

I took out my phone and arranged for his ride. Gloria handed him an insulated tote full of leftovers in Tupperware. Norma gently took his arm and walked him to the door. “I hope you can forgive us for the misunderstanding. Give me a call when you’ve finished all of this, and I can come by to pick up the containers. Don’t bother washing them. I’ll handle it.” She hid a grimace, as if she were recalling the state of his kitchen sink.

Theo cast horrified looks at Javi as Vero escorted him out the front door. The Uber driver was waiting at the curb.

“That’s your ride,” Vero said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Theo, but I hope I never see you again.”

Theo made a run for the car, dove inside, and locked the door.






CHAPTER 34


After the Fantastic Four had tidied up the living room and filed out of the house on their canes and walkers, Vero cautiously approached the recliner. Javi looked like a caged animal, his eyes tracking her as she gingerly removed the tape from his mouth. He didn’t say a word as she slowly unwound it from his arms. When she was done, and he was free of everything but his cast, he finally spoke.

“Did you mean what you said to Theo?” His voice was sandpaper rough after what had probably been a very long night.

“That I would send the Fantastic Four after him if he ratted out my mom?”

“That the charges against you were dropped and you’re coming home.” His dark eyes bored into her.

Vero nodded.

Javi reached for her, faster than I’d ever seen him move before. He took her by the waistband of her jeans and pulled her down onto his lap, crushing his mouth against hers. Norma crossed herself and covered her eyes as Vero reached down blindly for the recliner’s release lever. The footrest popped up, and they fell backward, their lips still locked in a kiss.

Gloria took her sister by the arm and dragged her into the kitchen.

Neither Javi nor Vero came up for air as pans rattled on the stove and the coffeepot began to sputter.

I turned to the mysterious young man who was still duct-taped on the floor. I couldn’t very well cut him loose until we knew who he was. He pleaded with me through the duct tape on his mouth as I knelt beside the coffee table and inspected his personal belongings. According to his ID, his name was Brian. According to the logo on his key fob, he drove a Mazda. And according to the stack of crumpled receipts Wendell had found in his wallet, Brian spent a lot of time at the local Hooters. His table number was the same on all three of his visits, and he tipped his server very generously each time. I turned over one of the receipts. A phone number was written on the back.

I glanced over at the recliner and debated interrupting Javi and Vero to tell them what I’d found. But they were so happy, so in the moment, their faces close as they kissed and talked and laughed in low tones. I didn’t have the heart to spoil it. This mystery, too, was solved, but the reveal could wait a little while longer.

I picked up the knife and turned toward Brian. He started hyperventilating and squeezed his eyes shut as I crouched beside him. “Before I let you walk out of here, I want you to answer three questions with a nod or a shake of your head. Can you do that, Brian?”

He nodded fervently.

“Were you paid to vandalize this house?”

He nodded, cautiously at first.

“Was the woman who paid you a gorgeous brunette with long, dark hair?”

He nodded again.

“If I cut you free, are we ever going to have a problem with you again?”

He shook his head so thoroughly, I thought he might pull a muscle.

Quietly, I cut the duct tape from his wrists and ankles. I left his mouth covered as I handed him his wallet and keys, and he bolted out the front door.



When Brian was gone, I headed up to Vero’s room alone to pack my things. Norma and Gloria were sequestered in the kitchen making breakfast, and I was feeling a bit like a third wheel waiting for Javi and Vero to finish celebrating her newfound freedom.

I stripped the linens from the trundle and returned it to its place under her bed frame. I considered whether I should strip Vero’s linens, too. After all, we hadn’t been optimistic enough the day before to even discuss what would happen if we managed to solve the mystery and get her charges dropped. For all I knew, Vero’s mother might want her to stay here. The only reason Vero had ever left Maryland was because she hadn’t had a choice. Now that she was free, I couldn’t be sure where she envisioned going next.

Would she want to come home with me and my family? Or live here with her own?

Or would she take Javi up on his offer to run away together and start a new life someplace else? I had no doubt he would take her wherever she wanted to go.

Suddenly, I felt the overwhelming need to pack Vero’s bags for her and whisk her away with me, back to her room in my house.

I sat on her bed and looked up at the collage of finger paintings and macaroni art on her wall, the pictures the children and I had mailed to her in the weeks after the police had taken her away from us. I wanted to pack them all up, too. As much as this was Vero’s room, I didn’t like picturing this as her home. Her home was supposed to be with me and the kids. It was on my sofa, splitting a bag of Oreos and a bottle of wine after the kids went to bed. It was running errands and doing school pickups together in my minivan. It was picnics in the park with Delia and Zach. But it wasn’t up to me to choose what home meant to Vero. And now that she was free to decide for herself, the only person who could make that decision was her.

I packed my clothes and gathered my toiletries from the bathroom, then I headed downstairs, unable to resist the smell of coffee and French toast any longer. Javi and Vero hadn’t been immune to the promise of breakfast either. Javi had just sat down at the kitchen table, where Norma and Gloria were already fussing over him, bringing him coffee and plates of food and sliding over a chair for him to rest his cast on.

“We were gone for less than a day, Javier! How did this happen?” Norma asked, pouring a generous helping of syrup over his French toast.

“The security camera in the backyard wasn’t working, and I climbed out the window to fix it,” he said between mouthfuls. “I lost my balance and I fell.”

Gloria and Norma gasped.

“That was a very foolish thing to do, mijo! You could have hit your head. Or broken your neck! What would we all have done if we’d lost you?”

Javi stopped chewing. His eyes lifted to Norma’s as she refilled his coffee mug. She paused mid-pour, the pot suspended in the air as Javi blinked at her, his mouth slack with surprise. Vero raised an eyebrow at her mother, hiding her amusement behind her coffee mug.

Norma ruffled Javi’s hair and kissed him on his crown. “I’m glad you’re okay,” she said fondly. “We’ll just have to wait for Ramón to get home and see if he can fix the cameras.”

Javi shook his head. “He’d be better off picking up one of those wireless ones you stick on your front door, the kind that text your cell phone when you get packages and stuff. They probably have a better range anyway.”

“Hopefully, you won’t need them anymore,” I said.

“Did that young man say who was responsible for all those horrible messages?” Gloria asked.

“Not exactly,” I said delicately.

Javi shook his head. “I can’t believe you let him go before I had the chance to beat some answers out of him.”

“Actually, I think I may have figured out who it was.” I unfolded the Hooters receipts and set them on the table in front of Vero.

Her fork clattered to her plate. She pushed back her chair and stormed from the table.

“Where are you going?” Javi called after her as she raced out the door.

Norma and Gloria looked concerned as I scooped up the receipts. “Excuse us. We won’t be gone long. There’s just someone we need to talk to.” I jumped out of my seat and ran outside. By the time I reached Sophia’s house, Vero was already banging on her front door.

“Open the door, Sophia! I know you’re in there!” she shouted, holding the bag of dog shit.

“What are you doing?” I said, catching my breath. Vero wasn’t even winded. If anything, she looked like she had a dangerous amount of energy to spare. “For all we know, Sophia’s not even home!”

“This place reeks of her snotty aura. I know she’s in there. I know you’re in there!” Vero leaned back to shout at the windows.

“Stop yelling, you’re going to wake up the whole neighborhood!”

She raised her fist to knock again, but the door flew open.

Sophia held it wide, wearing pink silk pajamas and a pair of fuzzy Crocs. “I would say it’s good to see you, Veronica, but a lie of that magnitude would take too much effort. It’s early, and I haven’t had enough coffee for that. Shouldn’t you be on the other side of the street, or is your alarm not loud enough to be heard over your mouth?”

“I’m going to make you wish the police hadn’t taken that tracking bracelet off my ankle.” There was a dangerous glint in Vero’s eyes. She looked a little unhinged as she dropped the bag of shit between them.

Sophia covered her nose, recoiling from the smell. She paled as her gaze shot to Vero’s ankle. She backed into her house and tried to slam the door, but Vero stuck a foot in it.

“Admit it! You paid that guy to vandalize my mother’s house!”

“Where’s your sense of humor? It washed off!”

“Sense of humor?! He broke my mother’s window! He spray-painted her garage! You think that’s funny?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about! I paid him for a couple of bags of burning dog shit, and that’s all!” Sophia leaned all of her weight against the door. Vero grunted as she struggled to hold it open.

“And you did the rest of the dirty work yourself! All those letters you sent to me in Virginia! All those notes you put in my mother’s mailbox and in her door!”

“What notes? Have you completely lost your mind?” Sophia cried. “I should call your boyfriend and have him come get you before I call the cops.” Sophia pulled out her cell phone with one hand and thumbed open her contacts while she struggled to hold the door shut with the other.

Vero reached inside and grabbed the phone away from her. She tossed it over her shoulder to me. I had to use both hands to catch it against my chest. “Check her Ring footage,” Vero said, bracing an arm in front of Sophia as she lunged for her phone. “I bet we’ll find videos of her leaving her house with those notes in her hand. That’s probably why Wendell saw her on the street that night. This conniving bitch wasn’t out for a jog. She was running from the scene of her own crime!”

I hurriedly thumbed through Sophia’s apps until I found the one that connected to her camera. I clicked the button to open her event history.

“Give me a date,” I called out to Vero.

She called out a date. It was the night the rock came through the window. Wendell had said he’d seen Sophia going out for a jog. I scrolled to an event that coincided with the timing of our dinner, expecting to catch a few seconds of footage of Sophia leaving her house, but all I saw was her mother coming home from work. “See her?”

“No. Give me another.”

Vero called out another date. It would have been Vero’s first week on house arrest, the same week Norma said she got the threatening note on her windshield.

There were only a handful of motion events that night, and I thumbed through them. One was a raccoon that had found his way into Sophia’s trash can. The other two were cars driving past her house. No videos capturing Sophia sneaking out of her house.

“Anything?” Vero asked, fighting to hold Sophia back.

“Not yet. Give me another.”

Vero called out another date, grunting as Sophia reached through the door and jabbed her in the side.

I tapped on the date in question. That was the night Vero’s house had been spray-painted. Only four motion events had been recorded between midnight and six. One was a dog who paused to pee on Sophia’s lawn. All the rest were passing cars. “I don’t see her.”

Vero shrieked as Sophia slammed her foot down on her toes. They wrestled, swatting and clawing at each other. Vero shouted out one more date, and I quickly typed it into the phone.

It was the night before I’d arrived, when the house had been egged. No sign of Sophia leaving her property after dark. Only a few motion events had been recorded. All of them cars …

“Wait,” I said, scrolling back through the last two dates and pausing the frames.

“Did you find something?”

“I think so.” I snapped two quick screenshots and texted them to myself. Then I deleted all the camera footage from the last fifteen minutes before attempting to give Sophia back her phone. Her hands were knotted in Vero’s hair. Vero’s fingers were locked around Sophia’s wrists. Neither one of them was willing to give up their position to take it. They both yelped as I physically pried them apart. I shoved the phone into Sophia’s hands and pulled Vero away from the door. “We got what we came for. Let’s go,” I said in a low voice, turning our faces away from her camera.

Vero swatted a nest of tangles from her eyes and smoothed down her torn sweater. She pointed two fingers at Sophia and then pointed them at her own eyes before following me down the sidewalk back to Norma’s house.

“What did you get?” she asked me, wiping a dot of blood from her nose.

“She definitely paid that guy for the dog shit, but I think she was telling the truth about the rest. I don’t think she was the one who sent you those notes or did any of those other things either.” I held my phone out to her once we were out of sight of Sophia’s house. Vero squinted at the screen.

“The same Volkswagen appeared in both pictures,” I said as she thumbed through the photos I’d taken. “I couldn’t make out the color in the dark, but we might be able to zoom in and pick out a few of the letters or numbers on the license plate.” The screen-capped images were dark and pixelated. The taillights of the vehicle made it hard to make out the details, but there was a telltale window sticker on the back—the University of Maryland terrapin mascot with an M on his chest. “Our vandal is probably a student.”

“Or was,” she said, looking deflated as she handed me back my phone. “That sticker could belong to almost anyone in this town. We’re no closer to knowing who’s been vandalizing my mother’s house, and now Sophia has your phone number.”

“I deleted it before I gave her back her phone. Javi’s number, too,” I said with a wink. “I also deleted the recording of our visit to her house just now.”

Vero laughed. “Have I told you how much I love you?”

“Does that mean you’re coming home?” I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until she answered.

“Yeah,” she said, “I’m coming home.”

We walked arm in arm the rest of the way to Norma’s house. My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I paused to read the text message from Cam. I held it out for Vero to read, too.

“Before we go home, there’s one last thing I need to do,” she said.






CHAPTER 35


Vero climbed the steps to the sorority house twenty minutes later like she still lived there. Zoey and Cam were waiting for us at the front door. They had texted me to let us know Celeste had scheduled a meeting with the Willinghams. Vero and I hadn’t bothered to go inside Norma’s house to change our clothes. We’d hopped right into my minivan and raced to Frat Row, skidding to the curb in front of the sorority house just as the meeting was scheduled to start. Two other cars were parked along the row in front of us, one with a student parking sticker on its bumper, the other with a visitor pass hanging above its dashboard. I’d probably return to find a parking citation on my windshield, but I didn’t have time to worry about that now.

Zoey let us into the building and guided us to the library. She directed Vero and me inside while she and Cam waited in the hall.

Vero strode into the room like a woman with an agenda, as if she still sat on the executive board. Celeste was seated at the head of the conference room table. If she was surprised to see us, she didn’t let on. Mia and Ava were seated to her left. Mr. and Mrs. Willingham sat to her right, joined by their son.

The Willinghams gaped at us as we entered the room. Vero’s arms were scratched from her fight with Sophia, and her hair still smelled like car-wash suds. I didn’t imagine I looked or smelled much better after the long night we’d spent locked up at the station.

“Don’t mind us,” Vero said, gesturing for Celeste to continue her meeting.

Celeste turned back to her guests. She slid a fat brown envelope across the table to the Willinghams. Emory’s full name had been printed across the front. “Inside the envelope, you’ll find the money Emory claims he lost last year to some members of our chapter. We appreciate your patience while we got to the bottom of the matter, and we hope this will resolve the last of your concerns.”

Mr. Willingham broke the seal and peered at the stacks of bundled cash inside before passing it to his wife. She tucked it inside her purse and quietly snapped it shut. Emory sat with his eyes downcast, his face red with humiliation. His car keys were already in his hand, as if he were counting down the seconds until he could leave.

Vero stared at his key fob with a curious tilt of her head.

Celeste cleared her throat and handed each of the Willinghams a printed document and a pen. “I assure you that the students involved have been penalized—some far beyond what was deserved,” she said, casting a meaningful glance at Vero. “We will now kindly ask each of you to sign this letter stating that you do not intend to pursue the matter further or discuss it with anyone who wasn’t directly involved.”

Mr. Willingham read it with a derisive laugh. “You’re asking us to sign an NDA?”

“I’m asking you to acknowledge that the matter has been resolved.”

Mr. Willingham sat forward in his chair and pushed the paper and pen back toward her. “Repaying us what was lost a year ago does nothing to compensate us for the damages we’ve suffered since.”

“What damages might those be?” Celeste asked with impressive restraint.

“Shall we discuss the interest on the money you held for a year?” he asked haughtily. “Or perhaps the time my wife and I had to take off work to deal with all this? What about the loans we had to take out to cover tuition while our money was being recovered? And then there’s the emotional damage Emory suffered. Just because we didn’t choose to raise the issue with the university before doesn’t mean we won’t in the future. The statute of limitations on personal injury in Maryland is three years. I, for one, intend to retain the right to exercise it.”

Vero stepped forward to interrupt. “I guess that gives me a few years to exercise mine, too.”

Mr. Willingham pulled a face. “What could you possibly have to complain about?”

Vero set my cell phone on the table and pushed it toward him. “How about the eggs on my mother’s house and the spray paint on her garage? Or maybe you’d like to discuss her broken window?”

“I don’t see what any of that has to do with us,” Mr. Willingham said, refusing to look at the screen.

“That’s the footage from my neighbor’s security camera. You want to know what’s on it? A Volkswagen—one that looks an awful lot like the one parked in front of this building right now. It drove past my mother’s house on the exact same nights some criminal egged her front door and spray-painted a threatening message on her garage. I’m betting that car was also there the night someone tossed a rock through her window while we were eating dinner. You know what else I’m betting? That when the police run those plates through the DMV’s database, we’re going to find out that vehicle is registered to your son.” Emory sank lower in his chair, as if he wished it might swallow him up. His hands, and his keys, slid quietly into his lap.

Mr. Willingham’s eyes darted to the phone. His wife glanced sideways at her son, looking scandalized.

“What?! I have no idea who threw that rock at her window!” Emory blurted, omitting any mention of the eggs and the spray paint.

Mrs. Willingham looked ill. Mr. Willingham wedged a finger into the knot of his tie, as if it were suddenly too tight.

Vero’s smile was understandably smug. “I could talk about the financial damages I incurred, but we all know emotional ones carry heavier price tags.” She glanced at Mia and Ava, who were doing their best to hide their smirks. “I suppose my attorney could estimate what he thinks we could get in court for all this, Mr. Willingham, but I’m guessing you might be happier just to sign that paper and call this whole mess satisfactorily resolved.”

Mr. Willingham’s face reddened as he stared at the nondisclosure agreement in front of him. His pen nearly tore a hole in the paper as he signed the form with an indecipherable signature. Emory’s mother signed hers in neatly flowing script. Emory scowled at the signature line as he jotted his name. The bold block letters were a match to the ones I’d seen on the broken eggshells.

But none of their signatures matched the writing on any of the other notes.

Mr. Willingham rose from his chair. He shoved their signed forms across the table to Celeste. “Now that our business is concluded, I trust this will be the last we’ll speak about it.”

Vero stuck out a foot, blocking his path to the door when he attempted to leave. She held out a palm. “That power washer wasn’t cheap.”

Jaw clenched, Mr. Willingham took a small stack of bills from his wallet and slapped them into Vero’s hand. He glared at her foot until she removed it from his path, then he stormed out of the room.

The rest of us let out a collective sigh of relief when they were gone. Celeste tucked the signed agreements safely into her messenger bag.

“That was quick thinking,” I said to Vero. “When did you figure out Emory was the one who vandalized your mother’s house?”

“I didn’t,” she admitted. “I suspected it might have been one of the Willinghams when I spotted a Volkswagen parked along the curb when we got here. Then I noticed Emory’s key fob and took a gamble on my hunch. I figured if Emory was innocent, he would demand to see proof. But guilty people don’t like being faced with their mistakes. It’s easier to look away. And that’s exactly what he did.” Vero tucked the cash into her pocket.

Zoey and Cam peeked into the library. Vero waved them inside. Judging by their relieved smiles, I was guessing they’d heard every word. “So,” Zoey asked, “what now?”

Celeste paused as she considered that. “Since no other students have come forward to register complaints, the chapter will take a vote and decide where to donate the rest of the money. And an interim president will need to be selected since Zoey’s stepping down.”

Zoey’s face fell. “Should I pack my things?” she asked in a small voice.

Celeste rested a hand on her shoulder. “I wouldn’t start packing just yet. The house still needs to vote on that, too. If Veronica would be willing, maybe she could come to the chapter meeting and speak on your behalf. Veronica has more of a reason to be upset than anyone. If she can forgive you for what happened, I see no reason your sisters won’t, too. It would be good if you could join us,” she said to Vero. “We all have a bit of apologizing to do, including me.”

Vero put an arm around Zoey. “Since I’m free to come and go across the state line whenever I want now, I’m sure that can be arranged.”

Mia’s smile was self-effacing. “When you do come back for the meeting, we should all go out for dinner after. It would be good to catch up. I’d love to know what you’ve been up to since you moved out.”

Vero laughed. “How many hours have you got?”

I took that as my cue to interrupt the conversation before Vero began confessing to more than she should. “Now that everything has been figured out here, maybe it’s time you and I go home.”

Zoey’s eyes were wet. “Are we okay?” she asked Vero.

Vero wrapped her Little Sister in a hug. “We’re okay.”

“Think you’d want to come back and hang out sometime?” she asked through a sniffle.

Vero wiped away one of Zoey’s tears. “We’ve got a few hours of community service to do. Might as well keep each other company.” Zoey laughed, and Cam put his arm around her.

“Need a ride back to Norma’s?” he asked us.

“We brought the minivan,” I said. “Why don’t you stay here and say your goodbyes. Vero and I are going to pack up and head home. We’ll see you back in Virginia. Dinner at my house next Saturday?” I suggested.

“You bet, Mrs. D. Hey,” he said, catching Vero on her way out. “We’re okay, too, right?” He sounded uncertain. “You know I didn’t mean for all this to happen. I’m sorry I assumed you stole my car.”

She sucked a tooth as she considered his apology. “How sorry?”

His eyes lit up with the promise of a truce. “Sorry enough to hack the county website and make it look like you did all your community service?”

“Absolutely not,” I said to both of them. She looked entirely too eager to accept that offer. “Nobody’s hacking anything. From here on out, we’re doing everything by the book. No more hacking, no more gambling, and no more criminal activity.”

Cam winked at Vero. “Sure thing, Mrs. D.”

“You break Zoey’s heart and I’ll break your ass,” she whispered to him as I towed her out of the library.

I was pretty sure we were all going to be okay.






CHAPTER 36


It was almost noon by the time Vero and I got home from the meeting with the Willinghams. Norma and Gloria had both showered and changed out of their snooping attire and were buzzing about the kitchen. Javi was sitting at the same place at the table, with his cast propped on a chair, exactly where we’d left him earlier that morning. But instead of French toast on his plate, it was covered in corn tortillas drenched with chili sauce and filled with cheese. The house smelled heavenly.

Javi, Norma, and Gloria all looked up when we walked in the door.

“Where did you two disappear to?” Javi asked. “We were starting to worry.”

“You both went running out of here so fast, you didn’t finish your breakfast. Come have something to eat.” Norma got up to fix us some plates.

“Have you been sitting here this whole time?” Vero bent down to peck Javi’s cheek.

He patted his belly. “If your mom and Gloria keep feeding me like this, I may never leave. You still haven’t told us where you went.”

“We got called to the sorority house for a meeting with Celeste. But first, we went to Sophia’s,” Vero said casually.

Javi choked on a mouthful of enchilada. She handed him his water glass, and he took a long gulp. His voice was hoarse when he’d finally regained the ability to speak. “What the hell were you doing at Sophia’s?”

“Language,” Norma and Gloria reminded him in unison.

Vero gave him an extra-strong pat. “Sophia was the one who hired that guy to put the flaming dog shit on my porch.”

“Language!” they said again, louder this time.

“But wait … there’s more,” Vero said. “She has one of those Ring cameras on her front door, like Javi was talking about over breakfast. I went down to have a few words with her. She denied vandalizing our house or leaving the notes, but I asked her if we could see her recordings over the last month. I thought maybe they would reveal the identity of our vandal.”

“And she just let you see them?” Javi stared doubtfully at the scratches on her arms.

“What can I say? I can be very persuasive. Don’t get your undies in a bunch,” she said, mollifying him. “I didn’t do anything to her that would get me in trouble.”

“Nothing that was recorded,” I said under my breath.

Norma set a heaping plate in front of me and took a seat. She perched on the edge of her chair. “Did you find anything?”

“Finlay did. She noticed a strange car driving down our street on the night of the spray-painting. The same car came back the night of the egging. Turns out it belongs to that boy who lost all his tuition money at our poker games. His parents were pissed. That’s who we were meeting with at the sorority house this morning. But don’t worry, everything’s handled. They got their money back, and they agreed to let it go. I don’t think their son’s going to be a problem anymore.”

Norma frowned. “That’s strange.”

“What’s strange?” Vero asked.

“I was certain the vandal was a woman.”

“So was I,” Vero said, “but Emory pretty much admitted that he egged the house and spray-painted the garage—”

“But the handwriting on the notes we found in our mailbox and on our car seemed so … feminine. The way the loops curled up at the ends and the T’s were crossed with a wavy line. And they were all written in cursive. Most young people don’t even learn that kind of handwriting in school anymore. I would have assumed it was someone older.”

Javi raised an eyebrow. “You said this kid’s parents were angry. Maybe his mother wrote the notes.”

I shook my head. “I wondered the same thing, but I saw his mother sign some forms during our meeting, and her handwriting didn’t match any of the letters I saw.”

Then again, neither had Emory’s.

Norma had a point. Something about all these clues didn’t add up.

“Emory didn’t deny egging the house or spray-painting the garage door, but he specifically said he had nothing to do with the broken window,” I reminded Vero. “And come to think of it, when I checked the Ring footage on Sophia’s phone, I didn’t see his Volkswagen drive by the night the rock came through it.” I hadn’t seen Sophia leave for her run either.

“Maybe he parked someplace else and snuck through the woods so no one would notice him. It was the back window,” she pointed out. “And it was earlier in the night. Maybe he was afraid someone would see him.”

“Maybe,” I said as the pieces began to click. “But the very first letters ever sent to you were mailed to Ramón’s address last fall,” I reminded her. “Whoever sent them knew you were hiding in Virginia, and they sent those letters to your cousin’s garage because they assumed you were there with him. But if the Willinghams—or anyone else from the university—had managed to find you and knew where you were all that time, why didn’t they notify law enforcement months ago? The only reason the police found you was because of Cam, when he reported his missing car. Maybe the person who wrote those letters wasn’t harassing you about the stolen money. What if they were accusing you and Ramón of taking something else?” I framed the question as delicately as I could, certain my hunch was right. “Do you have a copy of the note you showed me the day I arrived?” I asked Norma.

She rose from her chair to retrieve the note she had shown me. She unfolded it and set it in the middle of the table, where we could all see it.


How dare you keep what doesn’t belong to you.



The table fell quiet as everyone’s focus shifted toward Javi. He was staring at the handwriting with a dark, hollow expression. As if he recognized the looping script but couldn’t accept that it was real.

“The night you first got here,” Gloria said to him quietly. “That was the night your mother came to our house. She wanted you to go home with her.”

“After Regina left, we all went inside and had dinner together,” Norma said gently, putting her hand on his. “That was the night the window was broken.”

I still remembered what Javi’s mother had said, and the haunted look in his eyes when she said it. You can come and see if I still have room for you when Ramón’s family gets tired of you and decides to give you back.

As if he were chattel. Something to be borrowed and returned.

The implication that Ramón’s family had taken her son, stolen his time and attention away from her, had been so clear in hindsight. And now so was the motive. She was jealous of Vero’s family. Resentful of the fact that Norma and Gloria had practically raised her own child—that Javi had followed Vero to Maryland without looking back and hadn’t bothered to tell his own mother when he’d finally come home.

After the window shattered, Ramón and Javi had run outside to find the perpetrator. Wendell told them the only person he’d seen was Sophia, out for a late evening run. But Wendell’s eyesight was poor. Maybe the long-haired brunette woman he’d seen running hadn’t been Sophia at all.

“When Vero and I went upstairs that night,” I said softly, “a ladder had been left on the patio, and Vero’s window was shut, though she was sure she’d left it open. The shoelace that was used to tie the note to the rock was taken from a pair of sneakers in Vero’s closet.” Norma put a hand to her heart, and Gloria gasped. Javi’s shoulders tensed. “We suspected someone may have been snooping in the house, that they had been listening to our conversation during dinner.”

Javi shook his head. “I know what you’re thinking, but it doesn’t make any sense. Why would my mother break into your house and vandalize your window?” he asked Gloria. “She doesn’t care enough about me to do something like that. She never has.”

The conversation was interrupted by a sharp knock on the door. It was loud and urgent, persistent even after Gloria called out, “I’m coming!” She looked relieved as she got up to open it, as if she had been dreading having to answer Javi’s question.

As if summoned by the collective power of our suspicious thoughts, Javi’s mother barreled through the door.

“Where’s Javi?” She pushed Gloria aside, her eyes wild as they frantically searched the house. She charged straight to her son, dropping down on her knee beside him, her hands gingerly examining his injuries. “Oh, Javier, my sweet boy! Are you okay? I saw Wendell in the post office. He said you’d been hurt. That your leg was broken.”

Javi recoiled from her as she reached for the bruise on his cheek. “I’m fine.”

“He said you fell.”

“It’s not a big deal.” He nudged her hand away when she tried to peek under the gauze on his elbow.

“It is a big deal! How did this happen?” She cast an accusing look at Norma and Gloria.

“I slipped when I was trying to fix a security camera outside Vero’s window. I lost my balance,” he explained. “It wasn’t anybody’s fault.”

His mother took a surprised step back. She blinked once, and the hardness returned to her face. She rounded on Norma and Gloria. “It’s bold of you to ask my son to make repairs when this isn’t even his house! Where’s Ramón? Why didn’t you ask him to do it?”

“My son had to work. He went back to his shop,” Gloria said.

“So you decided it would be okay to take mine?”

Javi rolled his eyes.

“He offered to help,” Norma said.

“And look what he got for his trouble. A trip to the hospital and a broken leg! The least you could have done was hold the ladder.”

“What ladder?” Javi’s question stole all the oxygen from the room.

Silence fell like a hammer.

Shame colored her cheeks.

Javi’s face hardened. “Why were you in Vero’s bedroom?”

Regina’s answer burst out of her, like she’d been holding it in for years. “I needed to know, Javi! I needed to know why you always pick them over your own mother! I walked all the way back here that night because I wanted to try again … to say the right thing. I never seem to know what to say to you!” she cried, her voice trembling. “I’m always messing things up. Making them worse. I was going to knock on the door. But then I saw you through the window, sitting at their table, eating their food, just like you did when you were young. I hated it! Every day, you would get off the school bus and go straight to Norma and Gloria’s. You wouldn’t come home. Not for dinner. Not to sleep. Not even to talk to me about your day.”

“I don’t remember you looking for me.” He glared up at her from his chair, his knuckles white on the table. “Where were you when I got off the bus? Not waiting for me at home, that’s for sure. Where were you when it was time for all those dinners you say I missed? I was lucky if there was any food in the house!” His jaw clenched, and he spoke the next part through his teeth. “And you sure as hell weren’t home to put me to bed at night, so don’t lie and tell me how sad you were that I wasn’t there for you. You’re right about one thing. I did pick Ramón’s family over you. Because they cared about me, while you were too busy going home with whoever was paying your bar tab to handle your own responsibilities.”

Javi’s mother looked stricken. “I was lonely!”

“And I was just a kid!”

“And now you’re a man who ran off and got married and didn’t even tell his own mother!” she shouted. Her chest heaved with emotion as they stared at each other.

He looked at her with unfiltered disgust. “Is that what you were doing in Vero’s bedroom? Eavesdropping?”

“I heard you talking about your wedding in Atlantic City while you were having your happy little family dinner! How else was I going to know what’s going on in your life? You weren’t going to tell me.” Her voice hitched. “It’s like you’re not even my son anymore. They stole you away from me.”

“They didn’t steal anything from you that you ever actually wanted.”

“That’s not fair,” she said, shaking with emotion. “You can’t possibly understand. I was barely nineteen when you came tearing out of me. When the doctors told me it was time to take you home, I thought they were kidding!” Her joyless laugh sounded more like a sob. “You were this tiny, helpless thing, and I was too young. I didn’t know how to take care of a baby. I hardly knew how to take care of myself! I did the best I could with what I had, but some days, it was all just too much! I’m not good at this, Javi!” Her face contorted with humiliation and anguish. She gestured around her as tears streamed down her face. “I’m not like them. I’m not good at being a mother. I could never figure out what you wanted when you cried or what to do when you were sick. I’m a terrible cook. And I couldn’t help you with your homework because I didn’t know the answers myself! It was all I could do most days to drag myself out of bed and go to work! Why rush home at the end of my shift when you had a family like Ramón’s that was happy to look after you? You had a bed to sleep in here and all the hot meals you could eat. You had two mothers who took care of you and kept you out of trouble. It was more than I ever had. And more than I could give you. I couldn’t compete with that,” she cried. “I didn’t even try. It was better for you here. But that doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt to lose you to them. I did want you, Javi,” she said in a small, shattered voice. “I just didn’t know how to be what you needed.”

Javi stared at her, deep lines cutting into his brow.

“I’m sorry I broke your window,” she said to Norma and Gloria. “Let me know how much it cost to repair.”

She turned for the door when Javi didn’t speak, and I ached for her. I could tell by Norma’s and Gloria’s downturned mouths they ached for her, too. Parenting was hard, even with a partner. Mothering alone was a hell most people couldn’t comprehend. I couldn’t imagine going through it as a teenager. There was no textbook, no manual that came with the job. It didn’t excuse her choices, but it helped me to understand them.

Javi reached for his crutch and stumbled to his feet. “Mom,” he called after her.

Regina paused at the sound of that word on Javi’s lips. She slowly turned around, a heartrending hope in her eyes as Javi leaned on his crutch and started toward her. She met him halfway and fell against his chest. He put an arm around her, to steady himself as much as to hold her up. She squeezed him tightly, burying her face in his shoulder as her chest racked with quiet sobs. “I’ll take care of the window,” he whispered into her hair as she cried. He held her until her tears gave way to sniffles. She dried her cheeks on her sleeve and handed him his other crutch, making sure he was steady on his feet before letting him go.

“Will you stay here?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I have a job and a place to live in Virginia. Vero does, too.”

Regina nodded, as if she’d expected this much.

“But I’ll be back to visit,” he said. “I promise, I’ll come see you when I do.”

“I’d like that,” she said with a wan smile.

He twined his fingers with Vero’s as he watched his mother go. Norma wiped her eyes. Gloria’s chest rose and fell with a stuttering breath.

Vero put a hand on Javi’s shoulder, and he turned on his crutches to face her.

“Are we okay?” he asked her. “After all that bullshit with Sophia and Theo? And that mess with my mother? Can we put it all behind us and stop looking back? From now on, I just want to move forward.”

She looped her arms around his neck. “We’re grown-ass adults. I suppose we can start acting like it.”

A twinkle lit up his eyes. “If we’re going to start behaving like grown-ups, Mrs. Romero, we should probably discuss our living arrangements.”

She frowned up at him. “Who said anything about me taking your last name?”

He smirked. “You didn’t correct my mother when she said we were married. The idea must be growing on you.”

“Maybe you need to shut that mouth before I give you a reason to.” She arched up on her toes to kiss him.

He pulled back before she could, his expression earnest. “I’m serious, V. I know you’re not ready to tie the knot for real. And I’d never push you to change your name or wear that cheesy plastic ring I gave you. You deserve better than that. But I need you to understand something. You can break my heart—hell, you could break every bone in my body, Vero—but until the day you put me in a grave, there will never be anyone else for me but you. The three years I spent without you nearly killed me. And the last three weeks without you only made me more certain that I never want to be away from you again. I want you to move in with me.”

Vero cast a guilty glance at me. The thought of Vero coming home with me only to pack her bags and move out was almost more than I could bear. But it was obvious Vero’s future was with Javi, and we didn’t have to live under the same roof to be a family. Vero and I would always be there for each other, no matter how far we had to travel—or how many crimes we had to commit.

I gave her an encouraging smile.

“If I agree to think about it, will you finally close your mouth?” she asked him with a flirty grin.

“Gladly.” He leaned forward on his crutches and pressed his lips to hers.

While Javi and Vero were busy shutting each other up, I gave Norma and Gloria each a hug. “Thank you for letting me stay with you,” I told them.

“Thank you, for all you did to help my daughter,” Norma said, dabbing at her eyes. “She’s lucky to have found such a wonderful friend. We’re both very grateful she has you.”

Gloria’s eyes were still a little shiny, too. “Take care of each other. And come back to visit us.”

“Bring the children next time,” Norma insisted. “I want to meet Delia and Zach.”

“Your boyfriend, too,” Gloria added with a wink. She leaned close to my ear and whispered, “I voted for the briefs.”

A laugh burst out of me. It was definitely time to go home.



Vero and I carried the last of her suitcases from the house and loaded them into my minivan. I prayed they would all fit as I slammed the hatch closed. Vero dusted off her hands. She leaned back against the bumper beside me.

“I don’t remember bringing you this many clothes,” I said, taking a moment to catch my breath.

“Essential errands,” she explained. “I did a little shopping while I was on house arrest.”

“A little? You filled three new suitcases.”

“I figured if you ever wrote a book about my life and Sylvia sold it to Hollywood, my mother could sell my wardrobe on eBay after I got famous in prison. I needed enough designer items to sustain her for a while.”

“How noble of you.”

“What’s gotten into you? You’re a little grumpy for someone who narrowly avoided getting stuck in a prison cell with me. Aren’t you excited to see Nick and the kids?”

“I guess I’m just a little anxious about going home.” I felt guilty saying it out loud. I’d been gone for more than a week, and I did miss them … terribly. But I had this niggling worry that something was wrong. “Nick said there’s something he wants to talk to me about when I get home.”

“So?”

“So, what if the kids were rotten while I was gone and he’s decided being involved with a single mom is too much? What if he missed sleeping in his own apartment and going for beers with Joey and working cases whenever he wants? What if he’s sick of being a public spectacle because of Stacey and her idiotic social media posts?”

Vero jabbed my forehead with her pointer finger. “You let those idiotic posts get in your head. Don’t go looking for chin hairs where there aren’t any. Now, let’s go get Javi and get this show on the road. We should leave now if we want to beat rush hour.”

We said one last round of goodbyes to Norma and Gloria and loaded Javi and his crutches into the back seat of the van. Wendell, Joan, Eugene, and Lenore all came out of their houses to bid us farewell. Even Sophia came to the end of her driveway to flip us off on our way out of the neighborhood.

We rounded the Beltway toward the Potomac River bridge at a modest sixty-five miles per hour. We’d made it this far without a ticket, and I didn’t want to leave anything to chance. When we finally passed the WELCOME TO VIRGINIA sign, Vero kicked off her shoes and propped her naked ankles on the dashboard. “It sure is good to be home,” she said.






CHAPTER 37


We dropped Javi off at his apartment above Ramón’s garage and rolled into South Riding just before dusk. The sun hadn’t yet dipped below the horizon, and the streetlamps in the neighborhood had yet to turn on.

I cruised past our house, ignoring the pull I felt toward it when I saw Nick’s Impala in the driveway.

“Where are we going?” Vero asked. “I thought we were going home.”

“We are. I just have one stop to make first.” I turned at the next street and slowed in front of Stacey’s house. A light was on in her kitchen window, and I could see her kids playing on their trampoline in the backyard. I pulled into her driveway and parked beside her car.

“Oh boy,” Vero said as I put the minivan in park. “Want any backup?”

“No. This won’t take long.”

I walked to Stacey’s front door and rang the bell. Pots and pans clattered in the kitchen, and Stacey hollered at her husband to turn the volume on the TV down. She wiped her hands on a dish towel as she came to the front door. She slowed when she spotted me through the window, her smile faltering.

“Finlay? What a surprise. I didn’t know you were back in town.” Her gaze darted to my van. Vero waggled her fingers out of her open window. I was sure she was listening to every word. “Did Vero have her trial already?”

“Her charges were dropped,” I said. “So you can go back to your little social media parade and tell all your followers that she isn’t going to prison. She’s coming home with me and the kids, and I don’t want to hear another word about it. Not at the bus stop. Not at the playground. And not online. Furthermore,” I said, my anger building to a dangerous crescendo, “the color and cut of my boyfriend’s underwear is none of your business. Neither is the frequency of his visits to my home, the status of our relationship, or how often he spends the night. But since I’m tired of all the speculation and gossip and your bullshit polls, I’m going to give it to you straight from the horse’s mouth, Stacey: Nick looks damn good in and out of his underwear, our relationship is doing just fine, and if he ever does move in with me, you’d be the last person I’d tell about it. You can inform all your followers that the stunning woman you saw leaving my house the other night—the one you and your friends were so eager to dox—happens to be a special investigator in cyber-forensic crimes. She also happens to be a very good shot.”

Stacey recoiled. “We didn’t mean anything by it, Finlay. We were just concerned about you—”

“Sure you were,” I said drily. “Next time you’re feeling concerned about my life, bring a plate of brownies to my house and ask me to my face. Oh, and one more thing,” I said, feeling inspired. “In case you haven’t heard, Margaret Haggerty and I are working on a book together. I’m thinking of calling it The Neighborhood Watch. There’s a scandalous amount of sex in it, plenty of white-collar crime, loads of backstabbing and suburban-mom drama, and a shocking amount of drugs,” I said, listing off the highlights. “My agent thinks it’s got the makings of an instant bestseller. I have no idea if all of it’s true,” I added with a shrug. “Maybe I’ll put it all up to a vote and leave it to my followers to decide.”

Stacey looked a little sick as I said a curt goodbye and strutted back to my van.

“That. Was. Epic!” Vero said as I got in and slammed the door. “Also, I need to read every chapter of that damn book. Was that true? Are you actually going to help Mrs. Haggerty write it?”

“Sure, why not?” At least then I’d have some control over what she put in it.

I drove to my house and parked beside Nick’s Impala. I leaned closer to the windshield, trying to peek inside the kitchen windows, expecting to see Zach and Delia’s eager faces, but the blinds were all drawn.

“That’s strange. I texted Nick two hours ago and told him we were on the way home.” I checked my phone, surprised to see he hadn’t read any of my messages yet.

I peeked up at the house again. From the outside, everything looked perfectly quiet.

“Quit worrying,” Vero said. “I’m sure Nick has everything under control.”

“But—”

“Everything is fine, Finn. There were no bodies in the shower curtain,” she reminded me. “Stop letting your mind run straight to the worst-case scenario.” She was out of her seat before I managed to put the van in park. She didn’t bother to unload her suitcases, jogging straight to the front door as she dug in her purse. I barely had time to grab my overnight bag before she’d wrestled her house key into the lock.

“I’m home!” she called as she flung the door open.

Two tiny heads popped up from the sofa. Delia gasped. “Vero!” She leaped off the couch and dove into Vero’s arms, nearly knocking her backward off her feet.

“Wewo!” Zach scrambled off the sofa, his little legs pumping as he plowed into Vero’s knees.

“Oh boy, did I miss you two monsters!” She squeezed them tight, fighting back sniffles as she drank them in.

I closed the door and dropped my overnight bag. “Do I get a turn?”

“Mommy!” They raced to meet me, each claiming a side. It wasn’t until they were locked around me like two tiny octopuses that the weight of the worries I’d been carrying for the last week finally began to slip away from me. Maybe Vero was right. Why was my mind always jumping to the darkest conclusions? Not every situation had to be the plot of a suspense novel.

I kissed the soft crown of Delia’s head and blew a raspberry behind Zach’s ear, making him giggle, and I thought I’d never hear another sound quite that sweet. I held them to me as I glanced around the house. Toys and crayons littered the living room, but the place didn’t look much worse for wear. The kitchen table was set for dinner, and there was an empty Wegmans take-out bag left beside the stove.

“Where’s Nick?” I asked Delia.

“Upstairs in the closet,” she said with the tiniest hint of a lisp. “Zach took Nick’s cell phone while Nick was emptying the dishwasher. We looked all over the house for it, but we couldn’t find it anywhere! I tried to get Zach to tell me where it is, but I don’t think he wants to.”

“I see.” I raised an eyebrow at Zach. He giggled, delighted with himself, as I set him on his feet. I knelt in front of him with a grave expression. “Did you take Nick’s phone?”

Zach nodded.

I shook a reproving finger at him. “You know it’s not nice to take things that don’t belong to you. We need to give it back. Nick’s probably very worried about it. Do you remember where you put it?”

Zach turned his chubby hands palms up and shrugged. “I no me-member.”

“Uh-huh,” I said doubtfully. I rose and walked to the pantry. He watched me curiously as I reached for a box of chocolate chunk cookies I’d been saving for Vero’s return. “If I give you one of these, do you think you could remember?”

Zach’s eyes locked onto the cookies like a missile on a target. He ran to me, bouncing on his toes and pulling himself up my leg with grabby hands. “I have dat?”

I held the box out of his reach. “You can have one when you bring me Nick’s phone.”

Zach paused. I could picture the gears in his brain spinning like tiny hamster wheels. In a sudden burst, he darted out of the kitchen. We all followed him up the stairs. He made a sharp left into his bathroom and zoomed to the commode. I cringed, remembering my last fishing expedition for my keys, but instead of pointing inside the toilet, he reached for the box of baby wipes on the tank lid. Something heavy rattled inside as he handed it over to me.

I pried the plastic box open.

“Cookie?” Zach’s voice was strained. I sensed the thinly veiled threat of a tantrum in it.

Vero scooped him up and nudged Delia into the hall. “Come on, you two. I’ll take you downstairs for some cookies while your mom gives Nick his phone.” She winked at me on her way out of the bathroom.

I dried the damp phone on my sweatshirt on my way to my bedroom. A light was on inside my closet. I peeked my head in and found Nick on his hands and knees on the carpet, shining a flashlight under the shoe rack.

“Looking for this?” I asked.

He sat up fast and smacked his head on a shelf. He winced as he turned around, relief washing over his face when he saw me. I wasn’t sure if his smile was for me or the phone in my hand until he took it and dropped it into the laundry basket on the floor. He drew me against him, his mouth hungry on mine as he backed me into a rack of hanging clothes. I was pretty sure he hadn’t shaved since I left. His beard was thicker than I was used to, the unkempt waves of his hair almost feral. It made kissing him feel a little wild, like I was experiencing a strange new side of him I hadn’t seen before. Judging by what was happening in Nick’s pants, he was enjoying it, too.

“I didn’t hear you come in,” he said when we came up for air. “Jesus, Finn. You scared the shit out of me.”

“I didn’t mean to. I texted you when Vero and I left Norma’s.”

Nick pulled back sharply. “Vero came with you?”

I nodded, unable to contain my wide, triumphant grin. “She’s downstairs with the kids.” The color drained from his face, and I laughed. “Don’t worry, her departure from Maryland was perfectly legal. They dropped the charges this morning.”

Some of the tension left his shoulders. “You found your witness?”

“Yes,” I said, hemming a little over that. “But we didn’t end up needing him after all. Vero and I figured out who really took the money. The young lady returned every penny and confessed what she did to the police. Vero had to pay a fine and do some community service for the gambling, but other than that, it’s all been resolved.”

A smile stretched across his face as he leaned in to kiss me. “I suppose this calls for a little celebration.” His teeth were whiter than I remembered against the thick frame of dark stubble, and the effect was a little stunning.

“We should probably go downstairs,” I suggested half-heartedly.

“Or we could just stay up here,” he said into my neck, his hands beginning to wander. “There’s takeout on the counter. The three of them can fend for themselves for a while.”

“Was it really that bad, being here with my kids?” I teased.

Nick pulled back, his face suddenly sober. His eyes searched mine as if he were trying to make sense of the question. “No, Finn! Not at all. You know I’m crazy about them.”

I put a hand to his scruff, loving it even more for what he’d endured in the time it had taken him to grow it. “That doesn’t make them any less difficult. You look exhausted.”

“I could sleep,” he admitted, rubbing the circles under his eyes.

“What do you say we get the kids to bed early so we can do the same?”

“I like the sound of that.” He gave me one last kiss before letting me lead him out of the closet.

We came downstairs and found Vero and the kids already sitting at the table, chattering with one another in animated tones. They asked her about her trip to Maryland and began telling her all about their adventures at home while we were gone. They were so excited to see one another, none of them seemed to notice we’d entered the room.

“And then,” Delia said, drawing out the word with a dramatic flair, “Officer Roddy took us on a ride in his police car. And we got to put on the lights! The sirens, too! And we drove in circles around the parking lot really, really fast!”

“And we ated donuts!” Zach chimed in.

Vero laughed. “Your mom and I got to ride in a police car, too!”

“Did it have the lights and the sirens on?” Delia asked.

“No, but the one behind us did.”

Nick looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “Funny, I don’t remember hearing that story.”

“Because you didn’t,” I said.

“Get used to disappointment,” Vero teased him.

He opened his arms to her. She beamed as he hugged her and kissed her on the head.

“Thank you for letting Finlay come to Maryland.” Vero looked up at him with such gratitude and affection it made my eyes water. “She never would have left the kids if you hadn’t offered to stay with them. And I wouldn’t be here now if she hadn’t come to my rescue. You’re a peach, Detective.”

He ruffled her hair. “We’re all just glad you’re home. It wasn’t the same without you.”

“Quieter?”

He laughed. “Much. But I’m sure we could all do with a little more excitement around here.”

“Speak for yourself,” I said, smiling in spite of myself.

We sat down to eat, gorging ourselves on takeout while the kids regaled us with stories about their field trips to the police station. Vero told them all about Javi’s fall from the window and the crazy antics of the Fantastic Four. Zach sat contentedly in my lap, and I relished every wiggle and spilled crumb during the meal. Delia huddled so close to Vero, she might as well have been sharing her chair, and Vero didn’t seem to mind that one bit.

When all the food was gone, I stood to gather the dinner plates. Nick stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. “You’ve been gone for more than a week. Both of you sit and enjoy some time with the kids.” He proceeded to clear the table and clean the kitchen himself.

As Nick was loading the dishwasher, Zach turned around in my lap. He looked up at me with wide, pleading eyes. “Cookie?” he asked me as he played with a lock of my hair.

“You already had two. That’s enough for tonight.” If I gave him any more, I’d never get his sugar-fueled butt to bed.

He frowned. After a mournful pause, he scrambled off my lap and scurried up the stairs. Vero and I exchanged a look as we waited for a tantrum to erupt. But there was no fussing or crying. Just a loud creak as his toy chest opened, then a series of clatters and bells as plastic toys were tossed out. Vero and I listened, exchanging befuddled looks as Zach raced down the steps and ran back into the kitchen, holding something in his chubby fist. He climbed into my lap and held it out to me. “Cookie now?” His eyes were expectant as he handed me a tiny velvet box.

Vero sucked in a breath.

Delia gasped. “Look, Nick! Zach found the present you got for Mommy!”

Nick’s head snapped up so fast, he nearly dropped the stack of plates he was holding. Our eyes caught across the kitchen. A lump bobbed in the column of his throat.

I swallowed, too. “You can each have one more cookie,” I said numbly to Delia and Zach. “Why don’t you both go upstairs with Vero? You can eat them while you help her unpack.”

The children cheered.

Vero dragged her gaze from the velvet box, her expression unreadable as she took the children and the cookies upstairs.

Nick stood frozen at the sink. I rose slowly from the table and came to stand in front of him, the velvet box in my hand. This was what Nick had been searching for when I’d called him, the mysterious item Zach had stolen and hidden in the house. This was the errand he’d been running with Sam at the mall. I felt a lump form in my throat, and my mouth went dry.

“You said you lost an important piece of evidence.” I’d intended it to come out as a tease. Instead, it came out in a wobble.

Nick swallowed. “It is.”

“Is there anything I need to know?” I held the box out to him, too terrified to open it. Too hopeful about what it might mean.

I wasn’t entirely sure he was breathing, or how I felt when he shook his head. “Nothing you need to know tonight.” He hesitated before taking it. I watched it disappear into his pocket, and I knew every mixed emotion I was feeling was playing over my face.

He put his arms around me. His heart was beating hard under my cheek, every bit as fast as mine. He tipped my chin up, and there was an apology in his eyes, but I was pretty sure there was a promise in them, too.

He smiled as he brushed my cheek with his thumb. “It’s pretty damning proof. You know that, right?”

“I know,” I said, sparing him any explanations. He was right. There wasn’t anything in that box I needed to see right now. There was still plenty of time in our relationship for discovery. I didn’t need him—or want him—to make any admissions tonight. When he was ready to share what was in the box, he’d open it and show me. That much I knew.

Until then, I was content not to.

I grabbed his collar and pulled him toward me. As he leaned in to kiss me, Zach thundered into the kitchen, his eyes manic with sugar and his mouth dusted in crumbs. Nick smiled down at me, unbothered by the interruption, and it made me want to kiss him that much more.

Zach tugged hard on my pant leg. “More cookie, Mommy?”

I glanced down to tell him no, and I nearly stopped breathing. Zach clutched my unopened twin-pack of pregnancy tests in his hand. I felt the blood drain from both of our faces as Nick looked down and saw them, too.

His eyes leaped up to mine. He stared at me, dumbstruck. I wasn’t sure if it was hope or fear I saw on his face until his tentative smile broke the tension. He took the box from Zach and held it between us. “Anything I need to know?”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. “Nothing tonight.”






EPILOGUE


It hadn’t taken more than a week for everyone to fall back into a comfortable rhythm. Vero woke up early with the kids and drove them to school. I handled all the groceries and errands on my way to pick them up. We took turns cooking dinner and getting them ready for bed, and Nick made everyone pancakes on the mornings when he spent the night at my house. On Friday and Saturday night, Vero stayed with Javi at his apartment over Ramón’s garage. And on Sunday, we all piled into the minivan and drove to the detention center to visit Mrs. Haggerty. Even Cam and Arnold came along.

We were one big, dysfunctional, happy family, and it was the first time in months everything had felt like it was finally going right. There were no bodies in my car or my house, and there were no warrants for either of us. Vero’s past had been dealt with, the Russian mob was out of our lives, my ex-husband and I were successfully co-parenting, Mrs. Haggerty and I were on amicable ground, and it had been several days since Stacey had posted anything on her social-media accounts.

By the following Monday, there was only one issue yet to be resolved. Vero and I sat at my kitchen table, sharing a carton of rocky road ice cream after lunch. Javi and Nick were both at work, and the kids were down for their nap. It was the first time in a long while that Vero and I had a few minutes to relax by ourselves. She opened a bag of chips and dipped one in her ice cream.

“You know Nick’s going to give it to you eventually,” she commented out of the blue.

I suspected I knew what she was talking about, but I asked the question anyway. “Give me what?”

“Whatever was in that jewelry box.”

“Sometimes a shower curtain is just a shower curtain,” I reminded her. “For all I know, it could be Mickey Mouse earrings or a Mother’s Day pin.”

Vero smirked around a chip. “Don’t play ignorant with me. You know exactly what it is.”

“I’m not in any hurry for a proposal. Getting engaged is a big commitment. There’s no sense in rushing it.” A crease appeared between Vero’s eyes, as if I’d touched a sore spot. “Not that there’s anything wrong with an impromptu ceremony in a casino chapel,” I said, nudging her with my foot. “But it isn’t only me that Nick would be proposing to, it’s all of us, you and the kids, too. If he’s going to handcuff himself to this family, I want him to be sure.”

“You can’t seriously be scared he’ll change his mind.”

“Sometimes,” I admitted.

“Well, don’t be. That man is so deep in love with you, it would take a garage full of shovels to dig him out.”

In my heart, I knew Vero was right. Nick was already committed. The proof was all there. He hadn’t shopped for whatever was in that box before I went to Maryland. Or even after he saw the pregnancy tests I’d bought. He’d bought it somewhere in the sweet spot between: after Zach had stolen his car keys and he’d had to juggle the kids at work, after he’d already spent days cooking meals for them, cleaning up their messes, and sleeping in my bed even when I wasn’t there. That all had to mean something, right? If he was having second thoughts about a future with me, he would have had them then, in the middle of all that chaos.

Vero twisted sideways in her seat. “Aren’t you the least bit curious, Finn? Even I’m dying to know how big it is!”

“We could have Stacey start a poll.”

“I’m serious! Tell me the truth.”

“My curiosity is killing me,” I confessed.

“I knew it!”

“Shhhh … you’re going to wake the kids.”

She pulled the carton toward her and impatiently took the spoon we were supposed to be sharing. “I could do some recon for you. You distract Nick with your feminine wiles, and I’ll sneak into his apartment and have a look around.”

“I’m not aiding and abetting a B and E so you can go snooping in a detective’s apartment. You just got your charges dropped. Can we please just enjoy this new normal for a while?” I wasn’t ready for any more surprises. Experience (and my gut) told me this peace couldn’t last, but I was determined to live in denial a little while longer.

At least until the ice cream was gone.

“Fine, I’ll be patient,” Vero harrumphed, scraping the bottom of the carton. “But whatever’s in that box had better be worth it.”

“Size isn’t important.”

“Speak for yourself. If Javi ever gets down on one knee, I’m not settling for anything under a carat. You and I have earned at least that much. I’m proud of us, by the way. We took matters into our own hands and found the missing money. We got out of that whole mess in Maryland, and neither of us got accused of murdering anybody. Now you and Nick have an easy path ahead of you. When he pops the question, you can relax and finally settle down.”

I laughed wryly at that.

“Stop being such a worrywart! You’re not pregnant,” she said, as if the very notion were preposterous.

“I’m late.”

“You’ve been under a lot of stress, and our periods are probably all screwy because we’re living under the same roof again. You know, that whole red-tent thing that happens when our cycles sync up. Either that or it’s the change. You are pretty old, you know.”

“I’m only thirty-one. I’m not menopausal.”

“You’ll be thirty-two in a month. That’s definitely peri. I’m just saying,” she said as I glared at her sideways, “you have nothing to worry about. A late period is like a missing shower curtain. You can’t assume there’s a body involved. You need to gather all the evidence before you go jumping to conclusions. Besides, I have a sixth sense about these things. I knew my Aunt Esme was pregnant before she was even late. And I correctly guessed the sex of at least three celebrity babies. If my best friend was pregnant, I would definitely know.”

“But what if—?”

Vero dropped her spoon into the carton. “Would you just take the damn test already? It’s not a calculus exam. All you have to do is pee on a stick. It’s not like you haven’t done it before.”

“This is different.”

“You’re right. It is different. Because you’re crazy about him. And he’s crazy about you, Finlay. And all this worrying is making me crazy, too. Which is why I’m taking you upstairs right now to put you out of your misery.” Vero shoved aside her empty ice cream carton and towed me with her to the bathroom. She retrieved the twin-pack of pregnancy tests from the cabinet and peeled off the cellophane.

“I only need one,” I pointed out when she opened both the boxes and dumped the contents on the counter.

“What kind of friend would I be if I let you go through it alone?” she said, parroting my own words back to me. “We’re doing this together, just like everything else.”

“Give me that,” I said, taking the test she held out to me. We split up to pee on our respective sticks, then regrouped at the kitchen table to wait. We set our tests on their empty boxes in front of us.

“How long?” I asked, squinting at the tiny window at the end of my test stick.

“Three minutes,” she said, setting the timer on her phone. “Don’t look. A watched pot never boils.” She pushed me back in my seat and handed me a potato chip.

I shook my head, too nervous to eat it. I dropped my head into my hands, feeling nauseated as I listened to Vero crunch into it herself.

She rubbed a few soothing circles on my back, the way she did for the kids when they needed comforting. “Would it really be so bad if the test was positive? You love each other. You both have stable careers. And you have me! Delia and Zach would be great older siblings,” she added, “and Nick would be an amazing dad. And since you are, in fact, a hopeless fashion nightmare, you already have plenty of elastic-waisted pants.”

That pulled a reluctant laugh out of me.

She put her hand on mine and gave it a squeeze, her eyes warm and her smile comforting. “It could be really great, you know?”

I smiled. “I know.” The same thoughts had entered my mind as well, more and more often since we’d come home. I’d find myself leaning against a doorframe, watching Nick with the kids, my heart swelling when he played board games with Delia or napped on the sofa with Zach curled under his arm. I’d caught myself smiling as I listened to Delia dote on her baby dolls. Had become wistful putting Zach’s changing table in storage and folding up the tiny clothes he had outgrown. I’d paused to watch other mothers push their strollers down the streets of our neighborhood. More than once, I had put a hand to my belly, wondering if it would be so bad if things I sometimes secretly wished for happened a little out of order this time.

Our lives were always out of order. But there was also joy in some of that chaos. Maybe a few more surprises wouldn’t be so bad.

“Time’s up,” Vero said as her phone buzzed.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, bracing myself for all the ways our lives could suddenly change.

Vero passed me my test stick. I reached for her hand, holding it tightly as I opened my eyes and looked down at the results. An exhale of pure relief burst out of me. “I’m not pregnant.”

“See?” Vero said, wrapping me in a hug. “I told you, all that worrying was for nothing! I’m never wrong about these things. This calls for a celebration. It’s five o’clock somewhere, and you haven’t had a drink for weeks, Miss I Gave It Up for Lent. I’ll crack some champagne,” she said, rising from the table to fetch some glasses and a bottle.

I set my test down on the table next to Vero’s. “Hey,” I reminded her, “you forgot to look at yours.”

“Don’t need to. I only peed on that thing for moral support.”

“You were the one who said we’re doing this together,” I teased her, pushing her test toward her. “If I went through it, so should you.”

She set the champagne flutes down and picked up her test. She grinned confidently down at it and read her results.

Her grin began to crumble. “No,” she whispered. “No, no, no, no! This can’t be right!”

I launched out of my seat and looked over her shoulder. The two blue lines on her test strip were faint, but they were definitely there. I reminded her to breathe as her eyes grew wide with shock.

“Don’t panic! Everything is going to be fine,” I assured her, rubbing circles on her back.

“I’m going to be sick,” she cried, launching herself toward the sink. She bent over it, her knuckles white where they gripped the counter. She started breathing hard enough to pass a Lamaze class.

I grabbed her ponytail and held it back as she frantically splashed water on her face. “I’ll go to the pharmacy and pick up another test,” I promised. “Maybe we made a mistake.”

“It was a pregnancy test; not the MCAT! I peed on the damn stick, Finlay! How can it be a mistake? Are my ankles swelling? Oh god! I think my ankles are swelling!”

“Your ankles aren’t swelling! You have at least twenty weeks before you need to worry about that.”

Vero started hyperventilating again.

“Come sit down,” I said, taking her gently by the arm and guiding her back to the table. Vero put a hand to the small of her back. She waddled to her chair as if she was carrying the Goodyear Blimp. “Whatever comes next, we’re going to face it together. Just like we always have. Okay?”

Vero nodded through her Lamaze breaths as she eased into her chair. I took a napkin from the holder and wiped the water from her face.

A flash of movement caught my attention through the kitchen window. A Loudoun County police cruiser was rolling slowly toward my house. My excitement was replaced with unease as the police car eased to the curb, pulling up alongside a group of moms who were pushing strollers toward the park. The women stopped, exchanging curious glances as two uniformed officers got out of the car and approached them, carrying stacks of paper.

“What’s wrong?” Vero asked me.

I moved to the window to get a better look. The officers handed each of my neighbors a flyer. The women’s polite smiles turned down as they read them. They nodded solemnly at the officers, holding their toddlers and strollers closer to their bodies while the officers got back into their car and drove away.

“What’s going on?” Vero got up and came to the window, clutching her test strip, as if she had sensed the same thing I had.

Something was wrong. These women were afraid.

“Stay here. I’ll go find out,” I said, leaving the house.

Vero was right behind me when I reached the sidewalk where the moms were still huddled.

“Is everything all right?” I asked them. “I saw the police car.”

The women looked up at us, startled. One of them shook her head as she handed me her flyer. The word MISSING was printed across the top beside the police department’s logo. My stomach dropped when I saw the face in the photo.

“It’s been more than forty-eight hours and there’s been no sign of her,” the woman said. “Stacey Pickens is missing, and it’s definitely foul play.”
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