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PROLOGUE
THE DAY my mother was murdered wasn’t the worst day of my life. I didn’t even find out she was dead for twenty-nine hours. Sometimes, the guilt over that crushes me, as if I should have heard the sonic boom of my life exploding. Instead, I’d gone to classes and then hung out with friends that night while we tossed back shots and moaned about midterms. Some nights I’ll jolt up in a cold sweat, remembering myself perched on a campus barstool, saying that if I didn’t get a B in chem, my life would be over.
No, my life was not over. My mother’s was. And I had no idea.
I’d texted her that morning, as I always did, and she’d popped back a quick “Good morning, sunshine!” and “Busy day. Talk tomorrow?”
I’d sent a thumbs-up, pocketed my phone and moved on with my day. As I’d learn soon enough, she hadn’t sent those texts. She couldn’t. She was already dead, stuffed into her killer’s trunk. He’d flipped through her messages to see how she talked to me and replied with something that would buy him time to dispose of her corpse and possibly even buy him an alibi.
Why no, she couldn’t have been dead already—she was texting her daughter.
Those texts didn’t raise any red flags. Nor did the ones she sent her law partner, Dinah, saying she had “some kind of bug” and would be “sleeping it off.” The red flags were noticed by a trucker who spotted a car down a side road, the driver struggling with something in the trunk.
Struggling with my mother’s body.
The next day, the police showed up at my dorm to tell me Mom was dead. But that wasn’t the worst day of my life, either, because I was too numb to react. I spent the next few days in shock, propelled along only by Dinah, who led me through all the appropriate steps because there was no one else to do it. My parents had split before I was born, my father remarrying within the year and exiting from my life. I had half siblings on my father’s side, and I’d never met them. My mother was an only child, so I had no aunts, uncles or cousins on her side. By the time I was in college, both her parents were gone, and I’d never had any contact with my father’s side of the family.
It was just the two of us. Kim and Amy. “The Gibson Girls,” Dinah always joked, and it wasn’t until I was nearly twenty that I realized that was a reference to an old TV show. When I watched it, I understood the allusion: a mother and daughter who adored each other, just them against the world. Of course, in our version, Mom wasn’t nearly so flighty, and I wasn’t nearly so sensible, but it was a cute name, nonetheless.
Dinah guided me through the funeral arrangements, but after that, I insisted on going back to school, and when I took her daily calls, I pretended everything was okay. Eventually, I answered her calls less and less often, but I always texted saying I was just busy. She took me at my word. I was back to school, immersing myself in it, and I didn’t need my mom’s friend hovering.
That was a lie. I needed Dinah. I needed someone. But I didn’t know how to ask for help, and I didn’t want to be a burden, so I played the role of a young woman who was grieving but okay.
I was not okay.
   
THE WORST DAY of my life wasn’t the day I had to choose my mother’s casket. It wasn’t the day I buried her. It wasn’t the day I cleaned out her closet for charity. It wasn’t the day I returned to school and had to explain my mother’s death to classmates who wondered where I’d been. With each passing marker, people swore things would get better. They lied. It got worse.
The truth was, there was no “worst day”—just an unending blur of worse. I stopped going to classes and spent my days locked up in my dorm room, watching that damn mother-and-daughter TV show as I cried.
My father didn’t come to the funeral because I hadn’t bothered to let him know that Mom died. He’d never been part of our lives, so screw him. I did, however, make one inexcusable mistake: I didn’t tell my brother.
Oliver was ten years older than me. His parents had split when he was five, and our father got custody of him. That meant, for the three years of my parents’ marriage, he’d been my mom’s child.
Mom had always hoped that Oliver and I would have some kind of relationship once I was old enough to stop letting my anger at my father spill onto my half brother. For the few years that she’d been part of his life, she’d loved him like a son, and she always said that losing Oliver had been the worst part of the divorce. Not being his mother by blood or adoption, she’d had no right to see him, and she never had again. I should have called and let him know she was gone.
Oliver reached out a few weeks after Mom’s death. He must have read about her murder in the news, which was a shitty way to learn it. Oliver asked whether we could talk, and I dodged and weaved until he sent me an invitation to a video chat.
It took me three days to prepare. I spent the first one working up to showering, which I did on day two, and then on day three, I finally left my dorm room and washed the clothing I’d been wearing since Mom’s funeral.
Right up until the moment of the call, I had to fight myself not to cancel it. I wrote the email three times. Wrote the text a dozen. But I didn’t send them, and when the call came, I took it, and it was . . .
It was wonderful. And it was horrible because it was wonderful. Does that make any sense? For years, I’d had this mental image of Oliver. I knew he’d taken over our father’s business—some company whose exact purpose was so dull I couldn’t keep it in my mind longer than it took him to explain it—and I knew that the business was one of the leading employers in Grand Forks, where they lived. I also knew that my father was one of those assholes who could afford to pay the bills for a thousand underprivileged kids but didn’t even pay child support for his own daughter.
I can hear Mom’s patient sigh at that. I’m not saying I was deprived by my father’s neglect—emotional or financial. I was a loved and privileged kid with a mother who’d decided to raise me on her own significant income. My point is that’s the kind of guy James Harding is—he’d once bought a yacht and let it rot in the marina for a tax deduction. I assumed that Oliver would be Dad 2.0. In other words, Corporate Asshole 2.0.
Except he wasn’t. The guy on that video call reminded me of my mom. He was sweet and patient, and he never once said “I’m sorry for your loss,” because that was obvious. Instead, he talked about her.
“I have so many good memories of your mom,” he said. “She was so much fun. That’s what I remember most. Hey, did she still make those cheesecake brownies?”
My eyes teared up, and all I could do was nod.
“I love those brownies,” he said. “One time, she put them out to cool, and I asked if I could have a piece . . .”
“And you took a whole row and blamed the dog.”
“She remembered?” His smile is surprised, but also pleased.
Of course. She remembered everything about you. You’d been her child, once upon a time.
But I didn’t say that. I could only imagine what stories our father had told him about Mom.
“Your mom was awesome,” he said. Then he rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that makes me sound about twelve, but she really was. I remember, one night Dad was working late, as usual, and I had a math test the next day. I was freaking out. Your mom spent hours working with me, and then we went for ice cream. That’s who she was. Work hard, play hard, and I really . . .” He cleared his throat. “She was awesome.”
Pain stabbed through me, but for the first time in weeks, it didn’t feel like a fatal blow.
“She was,” I said.
“And I’d say my dad made a huge mistake leaving her, but honestly, I always figured she dodged a bullet there.”
I choked on a laugh.
Oliver’s voice lowered. “Our dad is an asshole, Amy. I hate what he did to you and your mom.”
“What he did to all of us,” I said before I could stop myself.
His voice cracked then. “I used to beg to see your mom again, and he said she didn’t want to see me.” Before I can protest, he hurries on. “Which is a lie. A few years ago, she reached out, now that I was an adult, and my father couldn’t interfere. She probably never mentioned that.”
“She didn’t.” I wasn’t surprised, though. Now that I think about it, I’d have been more surprised if she let him go and never contacted him again.
“We even had lunch a couple of years ago. You were in your senior year, and she was so proud of you, Amy.” He was quiet for a moment, then he said softly, “I know you weren’t ready for a relationship with me. You were understandably angry with our dad. So your mom and I decided to wait a bit. And then . . .”
My eyes filled. “I’m sorry. She was right. I was angry with him, and I shouldn’t have let that spill onto you.”
“I understood. Our father—” He cut himself short abruptly. “Enough about him. He doesn’t deserve it. Let’s talk about her. Is that okay?”
Was it okay? God, it was so okay. Talking about Mom and sharing good memories was exactly what I needed, and that video call was the best thing to happen to me since the “before” times.
That should have turned everything around for me, right? Back on my feet, determined to start the uphill climb and find my new normal?
No. In fact, it was the opposite.
I’d psyched myself up for the call with Oliver, and it had gone better than I could have dreamed, and somehow that sent me crashing even deeper into the pit. I became racked with guilt for not contacting Oliver when Mom died. Guilt for letting him see it in the news. Guilt for presuming he’d be an asshole. Guilt for not telling him, during that call, that Mom had loved him. That’s what depression does: people think you just need something to cheer you up, and sometimes, your brain takes that “good” thing and weaponizes it against you.
I bottomed out after that. At least before the call, I’d been forcing myself to eat and finding temporary solace in that TV show. After the call, I stopped both.
And no one noticed. Dinah presumed if I ducked her calls with texts, I was just busy. My back-home friends all presumed I was drowning my grief in schoolwork, and they didn’t want to interfere. My new college friends presumed I’d gone home after I’d dropped out. No one wanted to bother me, and that only made me feel more alone.
I won’t say I was ever suicidal. That would require action. I just . . . stopped. It was as if I shut down, and even the most fundamental parts of life seemed like too much effort. I had to force myself to eat and drink, and otherwise, I lay in bed and existed. I existed, and that took all the energy I had, with days where even that seemed like too much effort.
Mom was gone. Dead. Murdered. With her went the center of my universe, the only person who truly cared about me.
Then came the knock at my dorm door.
“Amy?” a man’s voice said. “It’s me. Oliver.” A pause. “Your brother.”
I didn’t move. I stayed in bed, staring at the ceiling. Even processing what I was hearing seemed like too much effort. My brain was empty.
The knock came firmer. “I know you’re in there, Amy. I know you dropped out of college, and I know you didn’t go home. You haven’t been returning my texts, so I got worried and made some calls. No one’s seen you in weeks.”
Another pause. Then he said, “Maybe I should be breaking this door down, presuming the worst, but I’m hoping I don’t need to do that. I realize you don’t know me from a stranger, and I’m sorry for that. I misunderstood the situation. I realize that now, and I want to make up for it.”
Silence.
“Come stay with me,” Oliver said. “I have a guesthouse.” A short laugh. “It’s not as fancy as it sounds—the former owners built it for their parents, and it’s tiny—but it has a bedroom and bath and kitchen. Come stay with me until you’re back on your feet.” He cleared his throat. “Or we can figure something else out. Please, Amy. Just open this door.” Another pause. “I owe your mom. Let me help you. For her.”
I lay there for two seconds. Then I whispered, “Okay,” rolled out of bed and padded to the door.





CHAPTER 1
EIGHT YEARS Later
I’m standing at the front of an auditorium, looking out on a packed room. My first sold-out show. I try not to get too excited about that. This is a library, not a thousand-seat auditorium. But it’s the central library, with a two-hundred-and-fifty-person-capacity auditorium, and every seat is taken by someone here to listen to me, Amy Gibson, host of the true crime podcast Known to the Victim.
After Mom died and Oliver helped me back to my feet, I switched my major to sociology with a minor in psychology. Intimate partner violence became my focus. I wanted to understand what happened to my mother and how to help others, the survivors of such violence and the families the victims left behind.
That led to volunteer work in shelters and on helplines. Then as part of my master’s degree work, I started the Known to the Victim blog, devoted to cases where, as the title suggests, people were killed by those they knew.
Intentionally seeking out cases like my mother’s isn’t easy. It’s a reminder of how she died, but also a reminder of the injustice and the commonplaceness of that injustice. My mother’s story should be unique in its horror, and it is not. Her killer should be unique in his monstrosity, and he is not. They are just two actors playing out an age-old drama, where one partner leaves a relationship and the other kills them for it.
My coverage of one Toronto case gained me a guest spot on a Canadian true crime show, where the host convinced me to turn my blog into a podcast, which I did. I won’t say the podcast is a runaway success. Podcasts can fill arenas with live shows, and I’m in a library, an hour from where I now live in Grand Forks. But in the last six months, I’ve been on over a dozen lists of up-and-coming podcasts, with my numbers increasing exponentially month by month. These days, I divide my time between the podcast and part-time doctorate studies, where my thesis is on how familial factors impact the reporting of domestic violence.
I’ve been doing live shows across Ontario for about a year now. Not many, but it’s a huge and exciting step. The people that attend are here to see me. To listen to me, Amy Gibson. That’s both exhilarating and daunting.
I stand behind the podium and introduce myself, thank everyone for coming and thank them for their support, hoping they can see how much I truly appreciate it. Then I start the presentation.
“This was my mother,” I say as her photo fills the large screen behind me. “Kimberly Louise Gibson. Lawyer, daughter, mother, world’s best brownie baker, world’s worst driver, world’s biggest Scrabble cheat.”
A soft round of polite laughter.
“She died on October 2, 2015, while I was in my second year of college. Strangled to death. Murdered.”
I walk beside the big screen, wireless mic in hand. “Next, I should explain how I singlehandedly tracked down her killer and how that launched my podcast, right? That’s not what happened. The police arrested my mother’s killer the next day. Should I say that the case was tossed out on a technicality, and I found the evidence they needed to convict him? Nope, that didn’t happen, either. My mother’s killer was tried and convicted and sentenced to life in prison. I did nothing to find my mother’s killer or bring him to justice. The system worked exactly as it should.”
I look out at the crowd, allowing a beat before saying, “But that doesn’t change the most important thing: that my mother is dead. That she was murdered by someone she knew.”
I pace the stage, still talking. “I did nothing to help catch her killer, so maybe I started the podcast out of guilt. I failed to see the danger signs, and Known to the Victim is my attempt to keep others from making that mistake. But it isn’t that simple, either.”
I turn back to the audience. “I started Known to the Victim for a thousand reasons, all of them about my mother and what happened to her. Were there more things Mom could have done? Warning signs she missed? Things I could have done? Signs I missed?” I shrug. “I don’t know. You can decide that. I can tell you this much—when you stand in my shoes, everyone judges what you did, the choices you made, and no one judges them as much as you. My mother was murdered by a man she went on three dates with.”
I press the remote in my hand. Another picture fills the screen. It’s a man in his early fifties, heavyset, broad shouldered, with a lazy left eye. A murmur goes through the audience. A few women relax. See, they wouldn’t have made the mistake my mother did. They can tell this man is trouble.
“William Levy,” I say. “Twice divorced. At twenty, he spent a year in prison for assault. Got out, joined the army for a few years, then went into private security and finally became a long-distance trucker.”
I turn to the screen. “Bill is the reason my mother’s killer was caught. He noticed a man parked near a pond, taking something from his trunk. Bill snapped photos of the man and his license plate. Then he called the police. He showed up for court even when it could have cost him his job. I exchange Christmas cards with Bill and his wife, and whenever he comes through this way, we go for coffee. He’s a good man, and I owe him so much.”
I click to the next photo, of a man in his early forties, smiling and pleasantly handsome. “This is Grant White. College professor. Married his high school sweetheart, who died of cancer a decade later, leaving him a widower with two young children.” I look out at the audience. “This is my mother’s killer.”
I turn away from the photo as fast as I can, pretending to casually stroll across the stage. “My mother didn’t meet White in a bar. She didn’t meet him online. They were introduced. He was friends with a longtime client of hers. Afterward, that client told police the charges against White were a terrible misunderstanding, that clearly something happened, a tragic accident, and White panicked and tried to dispose of my mom’s body. When she—yes, the client was a woman—discovered that White had strangled my mother, she declared it rough sex gone wrong. When she discovered my mother had reported White for stalking her, she declared my mother had always been”—I air quote—“ ‘a little high-strung.’ White was upset over the breakup and only trying to get Mom back, and Mom overreacted, and yes, it obviously looked bad, in light of her death, but it had to be a misunderstanding . . . or maybe my mother did something that sent him over the edge, because Grant White was not that kind of man.”
I turn to the next slide, which shows a quartet of official complaint reports, the victims’ names and all identifying information redacted. “These are four students White taught in college. They all accused him of unwanted sexual advances. He lost two jobs as a result, but as part of the negotiations, the details were not on his employment record, which means they weren’t passed on to future employers. If four women filed complaints, studies suggest there would have been more who didn’t. Two ex-girlfriends also testified at his trial that he had threatened them. One had even taken out a restraining order.”
I turn to the audience, and I focus on the ones whose eyes are on me, those who nod, react, give me their full attention. There will always be some who fuss or play with their phones, but I’m beginning to recognize that implies discomfort more than boredom. I let them have their quiet moment, unobserved, while I shore up my confidence with the others.
“The warning signs were there,” I continue. “My mother saw them by the third date. White called her during work hours when she’d asked him not to. He wanted to talk about their future even after she said it made her uncomfortable. He grumbled when they couldn’t go out one night because she had plans with me. After that last one, she ended things, and I made her promise to be careful, to stay away from White, and to use her home-security system.”
My throat seizes with old rage and grief, but I push on. “She did all that. When he wouldn’t stop calling and showed up at her work twice, she also reported him. She saved troubling messages and was consulting with a lawyer on next steps. That’s when White grabbed her in the secured-entry parking garage of her law firm. At eight in the morning. In broad daylight.”
I flip to the next slide. It’s my mother’s headstone. “My mom did all the right things. Had she known of this man’s past, though—if she’d had any way to access that, if the police had found the previous restraining order—she’d have done more than just consult a lawyer.”
I look out at the audience and pause. “White was a serial predator, and it was only a matter of time before he killed someone. That someone happened to be my mother. This is why I started Known to the Victim. Predators rarely look like predators. Many of them are men, like White, who will have their friends swearing—in all sincerity—that there’s been a mistake, that the woman is to blame. There will be a pattern of behavior⁠—”
“Like with your brother,” a voice calls from the audience.
I go still as I squint, trying to pinpoint the speaker. A woman stands. She’s a few rows from the front, and my mind immediately catalogs everything I can see about her. There are many ways my mother’s murder changed my life, and this is one of them: I am perpetually hyperaware of threats. Sometimes, I feel like my brain is one of those cybernetic eyes in science fiction movies, scanning even the most minor potential threat and spitting out the data, just in case I should ever need to make a police report.
Is this healthy? Probably not, though it has helped with my podcast. I notice everything, and I analyze and store the data. In this moment, I take in this woman. She’s in her early forties, brown hair past her shoulders, glasses so unfashionable they might be coming back into fashion. About five foot three, a hundred and thirty pounds—though it’s hard to tell in the oversized sweater she’s wearing. She’s in the fourth row, third seat from the middle aisle.
“Your brother is Oliver Harding, yes?” she calls.
“He’s my half brother, actually,” I say. “Ten years my senior. We have different mothers.” Ever since Known to the Victim started seeing a modicum of success, I began clarifying that because more than one person had made the connection and offered condolences to Oliver on the murder of his mother.
“Oliver Harding,” the woman continues, “whose first wife died under mysterious circumstances.”
There’s a murmur in the audience, a shift of discomfort. My heart picks up speed, but I force myself not to jump into defense mode. Bigger names in podcasting have warned me about this. It’s the reason I keep my online comment section moderated—always a good idea when you’re public about a personal tragedy—but the trolls know they can have their say at a live show.
“Oliver’s college girlfriend died by suicide,” I say calmly. “It’s one reason . . .” I swallow. “I fell into a pit after my mother died. Oliver hauled me out, and that’s one of the reasons. He knew the danger signs for suicide from personal experience. He also knew what it was like to lose someone and feel as if you hadn’t been there for them. I was at university when my mother was killed. He was in the US with friends when his girlfriend died.”
If I expected that to shame the woman to silence, it proves I don’t have nearly enough experience with trolls. She plows on as if I haven’t opened my mouth.
“Then there was his second wife, who drowned under equally suspicious circumstances.”
“Laura was his first and only wife,” I say with all the calm I can muster. “She drowned three years ago while they were out boating.”
My words send another rumble through the audience, followed by the hiss of people whispering to their neighbors. I might stiffen at that, but I get it, too. Laura’s death was a classic suspicious death, but the circumstances meant that the police didn’t do more than half-heartedly investigate, mostly because they didn’t want to be accused of failing to do so. Witnesses saw Laura dive off the bow to swim, my brother at the stern. They heard her teasing him about not joining her. Then they saw her duck underwater . . . and not come up, while my brother was still visible on the boat.
I could say all that, but my producer has taught me not to feed the trolls.
“If you’re interested,” I say, keeping my voice even, “it was fully reported in the local papers.”
“Fully reported?”
I maintain eye contact with her. “Yes.”
“And what about his new girlfriend?” the woman continues. “What about her accusations against him?”
My whole body tenses, and I don’t have time to school my features. “Accusations?”
Stop feeding the trolls, Amy!
“I don’t know what you mean,” I continue, “but since you seem to have concerns, maybe you should speak to the police.”
I’m sorry, Oliver. That’s a shitty thing to say.
On the other hand, I know it’s exactly what he’d want me to say. After Laura died, before all the facts came out, there were plenty of whispers. Rich guy’s wife disappears while they were boating? Convenient . . .
At the time, I’d just started my podcast, and I had so few listeners that no one asked me about it, but Oliver said that if they did, I should refer them to the police. Don’t defend him. That only makes things worse. Steer people in the proper direction for answers.
“Oh, there’s no need to tell the cops.” The woman’s lips twist in a smirk. “They already know. That’s why your brother is sitting in the Grand Forks police station right now, answering their questions.”
I blink. She’s lying. She must be.
But what if she’s not? What if something’s happened, an argument between Oliver and Martine that turned into . . . I don’t even know what.
Something could have happened, and Oliver could be answering questions at the police station, and if I deny it—without being certain—then I am no better than every bystander I talk about in my podcasts, the people who denied that their friend, sister, brother, child, parent was a predator.
“If something has happened,” I say slowly as I bite back the urge to qualify it as a misunderstanding. I’m sorry, Oliver. I’m so sorry. “Then I’m sure I’ll hear about it later. Right now . . .” I look straight at her again. “Was there a question in that comment?”
The woman fixes her gaze on me, defiant. “I just thought everyone should know.”
I stand there, channeling Mom in the courtroom, the way she sometimes paused after a witness had spoken, as if waiting for them to say more, as if whatever they’d said didn’t make sense, so clearly couldn’t be all they’d meant to say, and she’d hate to cut them off.
I wait, my gaze on the woman, and eventually, she shifts, as if uncomfortable.
I wait to the count of five, then move my gaze from the woman.
“All right then,” I say. “Now, where were we . . . ? Right.” I click the presentation slide. “Let’s talk about gaslighting. As you may know, the term was popularized by this 1944 film.” I wave at the screen. “Gaslight. In it . . .”





CHAPTER 2
AN HOUR LATER, I’m in the parking lot, and I’m shaking. I have my windows rolled up despite the warm May night. When I notice a trio of women watching, I recognize them from the show and wave my hand in farewell. Then I start my car and back out.
I did well. That’s what everyone said, from the guests who’d come up to me afterward to the librarians who’d been watching from the dressing room.
You handled that so well.
I don’t know what that woman thought she was doing.
Some people . . .
After the show finished, I’d gone to the seat I’d noted earlier—fourth row, third from the center aisle—and marked down the number. 4J. The woman herself was long gone, having left after she interrupted my show.
Why had she done it? I couldn’t wrap my head around that. It was a sold-out show, meaning she’d bought her ticket well in advance with the intention of doing this.
Was she an old friend of Laura’s? She seemed about the right age. Maybe she was a friend who’d been furious when the police hadn’t pressed charges. But they’d investigated and found no reason to believe Oliver had done anything wrong.
The boat trip had been Laura’s idea. Swimming off the side was her idea, too—she always insisted on it, and Oliver always worried that swimming in such open water wasn’t safe. A group of men fishing a bit away had spotted an attractive woman in a bikini balanced on the bow of a boat, and two had picked up binoculars to watch. They saw Laura dive in while Oliver stayed at the stern, well out of reach. They’d then seen her swimming and calling back to Oliver, laughing and teasing before ducking under the water. When Laura didn’t resurface in a few minutes, Oliver frantically flagged them down.
The case was so cut-and-dried that even tabloid media only lured people in with clickbait headlines before acknowledging that it’d been a tragic accident.
There will still be people convinced that Oliver got away with murder. That obviously includes the woman who accused him tonight. And she’d thrown in Oliver’s college girlfriend’s death for extra ammo.
Oliver told me about Greta shortly after we connected, when he confessed how worried he’d been that I might have been suicidal myself. Oliver and Greta had been students together in Vancouver. He’d known she was struggling with the pressures of school and parental expectations, but he hadn’t realized how bad it’d gotten until it was too late. While he’d been in Seattle with friends, she’d downed her whole bottle of antidepressants. He will never forgive himself for not being there that weekend.
And Martine?
The troll hadn’t even said Martine’s name; she’d just thrown out a wild accusation about Oliver’s girlfriend filing a complaint with the police.
Oliver has been seeing Martine for six months now. He’s wild about her, and what I’ve seen of her, I really like. She’s quiet, apparently more like Greta than Laura. She’s smart and sweet and good for him, encouraging him to step off the corporate treadmill, slow down and breathe.
I can’t imagine Oliver doing something to Martine. He is frustratingly even-tempered, and she is so quiet I have to lean in to hear what she’s saying. No fight between them would have escalated to a screaming match that brought the police.
Still, having spent my adult life studying intimate partner abuse, I know I can never say with absolute certainty that someone is incapable of it. Just because Oliver has never been that way toward or in front of me does not mean I can absolve him of guilt or even suspicion.
What I need to do now is speak to Oliver. Warn him in case he’s in danger from this woman. Another person might argue she was just some troll causing trouble, that she’s hardly going to show up on his doorstep tonight with a gun. But anyone who thinks that hasn’t had a loved one murdered by a stalker. And anyone who thinks that doesn’t listen to my podcast. Even if it’s an overreaction, I don’t ever want to be looking back wishing I’d warned him sooner.
I call Oliver’s number over Bluetooth, and my brain mentally adds a hatch to this week’s tally: the number of times I’ve contacted Oliver versus the number of times he’s contacted me. Yes, I keep track, and I like my tally to be always just slightly lower than his. He’s my only family, and I am terrified—terrified—of clinging too tight. Terrified of losing him and terrified of relying on him so much that I suffocate him. I measure everything, and I know that’s not healthy, but it keeps me calm and steady.
I know I am not a burden in any way—Oliver reaches out more often than I do. He invites me out more often than I invite him. Despite his offers, I don’t work for his corporation. I no longer live in his guesthouse. I don’t even accept the money transfers he sends when I have an unexpected expense.
The trust fund from my mother’s estate covers tuition and rent while I slowly finish my doctorate. Right now, with advertising and promotion—and paying Raven, my producer, her cut—I’m not exactly reeling in millions with my podcast, but I have started clearing a very low four figures a month, which covers daily expenses and allows for some savings. Even if my growth pattern slows, I predict being able to take care of expenses and rent in a few months. So, in other words, I’m doing just fine financially.
I turn onto the highway as the phone rings three times before going to Oliver’s voice mail.
“Hey,” I say. “It’s me. Had a weird thing happen at the show tonight, and I’d like to talk to you about it.”
I sign off and then check the car clock. It’s nine thirty. Not late enough for him to be in bed, but late enough that I won’t have caught him working late.
Could he be out with Martine? No, I remember her mentioning a Tuesday book club, because I’ve been trying to work up the nerve to ask whether they take new members.
So why do my fingers itch to hit the Redial button?
I switch lanes and go to turn on a podcast, but only drum my fingers against the wheel instead, as I think about my own podcast and whether I’ll need to address tonight’s interruption, maybe with a note on my website. My fingers move to the screen to place another call, this one to Raven Kwan, my producer. She’s on the West Coast, so it isn’t too late. I should also warn her about what happened.
Except if I phone her, I might miss Oliver’s return call.
I’ll email Raven later instead. A few minutes pass. Oliver still doesn’t call back.
I mentally replay my message to him and curse myself. I made it sound as if I just needed to vent or cry on his shoulder. If I were him, I’d quietly pretend I didn’t get that message until morning.
I call him.
“Hey, it’s me again,” I begin when I get his voice mail for a second time. “The short version is that a woman interrupted my show to ask about Laura, and she seemed a bit unhinged. I wanted you to know right away.”
I sign off again.
He doesn’t call back.
   
AFTER I GET HOME, I text Oliver the woman’s description, acting as if I’d just forgotten to mention it in the call. I write a note on everything I remember about the woman: her seat number, her age and appearance and exactly what she said. Then I make myself popcorn and load up a streaming show on my laptop . . . watching exactly twenty minutes of it and remembering not a single scene because I spend more time watching the status of that text.
Unread.
Maybe Oliver has an early-morning meeting and is already in bed. He sometimes does that. Martine also could have stopped by after book club, and maybe they’re in bed and not sleeping.
It’s fine. Drop it, Amy. Seriously, drop it.
But I don’t drop it. I look up the number of the Grand Forks police department and script what I’d say if I called.
Hi, so, uh, I have reason to believe my brother may have been brought in for questioning, at his girlfriend’s behest . . . No? He’s not there? . . . Am I concerned about her safety? Why, no. Not at all. Why do you ask?
Yeah . . . I can’t call.
Instead, I look up Martine’s number, and again I script what I could say.
Hey, Martine. It’s Amy. Weird question, but have you and Oliver had a fight lately? Possibly one that could have led to you calling the police and him being taken in for questioning?
I groan. I have to stop this. There is nothing I can do that won’t make me seem as if I need more therapy, nothing I can say that won’t make trouble for my brother.
Oliver is fine.
Everything is fine.
Go to bed, Amy.
I don’t go to bed.





CHAPTER 3
I EVENTUALLY DRIFT off on the sofa and wake flailing at the sound of the lobby buzzer. I tumble to the floor hard enough to set me cursing. The buzzer sounds again, and I scramble up and run into the front hall.
Even after four years, my tiny apartment still has that new construction smell. Personally, my tastes lean toward older architecture, and I’d been eyeing lofts in the city’s grand Victorians, but Oliver had asked me to consider this place for one reason . . . that is on full display as I approach a small video screen.
My building has state-of-the-art security, and Oliver’s insistence that I consider that is proof I’m not the only one affected by the circumstances of Mom’s death. Would this system have saved her? No, but it does protect me. Oliver found this apartment—with its double-locked doors, umpteen security cameras, well-lit outdoor parking and a list of safety features that make it ideal for single female residents—and convinced me to rent it.
Do I hate living in a world where solo women in need of secure housing is an actual marketing demographic? Yep. But being angry about it doesn’t mean I’ll insist on living in a loft with a door that can be broken with a swift kick.
I tap the screen, which lets me view my visitor without letting them know I’ve responded. When I see Oliver, I blink, as if thinking about him conjured him up. Then I remember why I fell asleep on the sofa.
I press the lobby buzzer as fast as I can. When Oliver reaches my apartment a few minutes later, I’m at the open door, waiting for him.
“Coffee?” he says, lifting a cardboard cup. He’s trying for a smile, but his face is haggard, his cheeks covered in stubble, and his always-perfect dress shirt looks as if he found it balled up in a corner.
“Oliver?” I say.
“I was tempted to go home and clean up before I came over, but then I remembered who I’d be seeing.” He offers a wan smile as he steps into my apartment. “You wouldn’t buy the act . . . and you’re the one person I’m not afraid to look like this for.”
Oliver sets the coffees on the hall table before locking the door and deadbolt behind him. “I got your messages,” he says, then takes the coffees and waves me into the living room.
“What happened?” I finally ask, hovering next to the sofa.
He passes me a cup as he sits. I put the coffee down and perch on the edge of the recliner. When he stays silent, my heart pounds.
“Oliver . . . ?”
“The police took me in for questioning.”
For a moment, I can’t breathe. “What?”
“The police came to my house. They said they wanted to ask me some questions at the station. They didn’t say what it was about, and I didn’t push. After Laura . . .” He takes a deep inhale. “After Laura, I don’t like to argue with the police.”
“Why? Dinah says there was never any possibility of charges. Zero evidence for prosecuting you and a ton of evidence against it.”
He leans back. “I know, Ames, but I’m still a rich guy whose wife drowned swimming off their private boat. No matter how much Dinah reassured me, I was certain I’d be charged based purely on the circumstances.”
Oliver lifts a hand against my protest. “Yes, I know that’s not how it works. I just mean it’s how I felt. I know it had to be an accident, but I’ll always wonder whether I did something or failed to do something. After Greta . . .”
I reach to lay my hand on his. “So the police invited you in for questioning but didn’t tell you why? Is that legal?”
“They gave some vague reason, and to be honest, I wasn’t even listening. I had two officers at my door saying they needed to speak to me. I didn’t register anything after that.”
“Okay. Then what happened?”
“They took me to the station and put me into a room for questioning. I was in there, alone, for over an hour. Eventually, they came in, started asking about what happened to Laura, and I thought someone had called in a tip again.”
“Again? This has happened before?”
He sips his coffee and then grips the cup with both hands. His hands shake, and he fists one as if to ward off the trembling. Signs of anxiety or nerves make him uncomfortable. That’s not who he wants to be—not who our father raised him to be—and I have to bite my tongue against comment.
Oliver often jokes about me being lucky, not growing up with our dad, but it’s not really a joke. Our father is one of those guys who put on the face others want to see. For my mother, that face was serious and ambitious, but it was also the face of an openminded modern man who considered women his equals and saw nothing wrong with men showing emotion. Both were lies.
Not that Mom ever said an unkind word about James Harding; I’ve just gotten to know him better through Oliver. Our mothers and James’s current wife put up with—or, in the first two cases, didn’t put up with—controlling and psychologically abusive behavior.
As for Oliver, he experienced the toxic masculinity that often goes along with sexism and spousal control. I’m the only person Oliver confesses his fears and worries to, but he reins in the emotional displays that go along with that. Except now. His shaking hands tell me exactly how freaked out he is by what happened, even if he tries to put a good face on it. He has to, and I have to let him . . . and be there for him when that dam breaks.
“Oliver?” I say. “Has someone called in tips before?”
“A few times. I haven’t ever mentioned it because . . .” Another swig of coffee. “You never questioned what happened to Laura. You might be the only person who didn’t.”
“Because I was at the marina. I saw how frantic you were. I knew she liked to swim off the boat, and I knew it made you nervous.”
His lips twist in a sad smile. “You knew I was telling the truth, and you have no idea how much I appreciated that. I also know how upset you get when people think I had something to do with it. What happened at your show last night . . . I never wanted you to have to deal with that.”
He shifts, looking uncomfortable. “But it’s not new for me. It’s died down in the last couple of years, but there are still people who think I must have been involved with Laura’s disappearance. It’s a classic setup. Husband takes wife for a boat ride, and she”—he air quotes— “ ‘goes swimming’ and drowns.”
“Except you were the one with the money, and your marriage was fine,” I say. “You didn’t get together with Martine until more than two years later, so you didn’t kill your wife to be with a girlfriend. You had no motivation.”
“It doesn’t matter. To armchair detectives, I obviously did it. The police have had people call with allegedly new information. They even brought me in once. That’s why I didn’t question it this time, and it’s also why I didn’t complain. This is a line I tread with great care.”
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I had no idea.”
“Which is how I wanted it.” He fusses with the lid on his coffee. “You’re making a career out of helping people in the exact situation some people think I put Laura in. I am so . . .” He makes a face. “I’d say I’m proud of you if that didn’t sound patronizing, but you know what I mean.”
He lifts his gaze to mine. “You’re making a difference, Ames, and I will not do anything to jeopardize that. After last night, I can see that’s not just me being paranoid. My history is a threat to everything you’re working for.”
I shake my head. “No, Oliver, it was one person in all the time I’ve been doing this. A minor ripple. I’m concerned about you. You say the police questioned you about Laura.”
Oliver nods. “And then about Martine. I told them to call her, see whether she had any concerns. I should have notified Dinah. I know that’s the right thing to do, but asking for a lawyer always suggests a person has something to hide.”
“It doesn’t. It’s just in law enforcement’s best interests to make you feel that way.”
“I know.” He sets the coffee aside. “They kept looking at me like I was something they scraped off their shoe. Like I was someone who’d murdered his wife and had gotten away with it. It wasn’t until I got your message that I realized their questions about Martine might have actually been why I was called in.”
“Because she filed a complaint?”
He throws up his hands. “About what? That’s what I keep coming back to. It makes no sense. The obvious answer is to call her and find out, but . . .” Another of those strained smiles. “I listen to your podcasts. If a woman feels you’re harassing her, absolutely do not reach out to discuss it. Get a third party to intervene.”
I take out my phone. “I can do that. I’ll . . .” I stop as I realize the problem.
“Yep, that’s not a good idea, either,” Oliver says, shaking his head. “The third party needs to be disinterested, right? Or someone connected to Martine but not to me. Since I can’t imagine what I might have done, though, what if I’m wrong? What if she didn’t do anything, and I have a third party ask whether she reported me to the police?”
He runs his hands through his hair. “I really need advice, Ames, and you’re the closest thing to a domestic-conflict expert I know.”
I lift my hands. “Whoa. No, I’m definitely not. I can put you in touch with someone who is, though.”
“I might need that, but not yet. You know what I mean. You have more background in this than the average person. I would appreciate your advice.”
“I don’t think it was Martine,” I say. “If she filed a complaint, the police would have told you. I need to find out more about the woman who interrupted my show. She knew you were being questioned by the police. That’s significant.”
“You think she called in a tip?”
“That’s the only thing that makes sense. She calls in a tip about Laura and expresses concern for Martine. The police follow up, but they don’t find anything worth pursuing. As awful as that was, I have to give them credit for bringing you in.”
“Following up on a domestic violence concern with immediate action, rather than just phoning me in the morning.”
I nod and take my laptop from the coffee table. “I don’t have any classes today. Let me follow up on this. In the meantime, if this was any other day, when and how would you reach out to Martine?”
“Usually over breakfast. Just a quick text to wish her a good morning.”
“Do that then. I don’t see any way it could be interpreted as harassment. If she doesn’t reply—or says anything that suggests she’d rather not speak to you—cease all contact.”
“I will.”
   
AFTER OLIVER LEAVES, I spend a lot of time sitting and thinking about everything he’s gone through. Is it horrible to admit I also sift through my memories of his marriage to Laura looking for signs of trouble? Or that I regret not getting to know Martine better so I could evaluate her relationship with Oliver?
Laura and Oliver had their rough patches—Oliver had always confided in me and asked for advice—but they’d been normal marital issues, like arguing over him working too much or her drinking too much at a party, getting loud and, well, obnoxious.
To most, Laura was the fun kind of extrovert. With me, though, she’d been abrasive and dismissive.. I never admitted that to Oliver because he only saw her sparkle and wit and joie de vivre. When she got drunk at parties, he was never embarrassed—he only worried about how much she was drinking. They had a solid and loving marriage, with no obvious danger signs.
As for Martine, we’ve met for lunch once and dinner once, and what I remember most is how she and Oliver looked at each other. It made me so damn happy for my brother . . . and maybe a little envious that I’d never found someone to look at that way.
I let myself dwell in those thoughts for a while before I put them aside in favor of another question. Who sat in 4J last night? It might seem simple enough to pull up the seat map of ticket holders, but the problem is that I didn’t actually manage the event. The library invited me and paid me half the proceeds, with the remainder going to a local women’s shelter. That meant zero expenses and zero extra work for me. It also means I don’t have the booking information.
I know libraries take privacy very seriously. If there were a clear threat, I could ask them who sat in 4J, but there isn’t. Not yet.
While I use a private investigator for my podcast, contacting her seems like an overreaction. Last night’s police visit was hard on Oliver, but it doesn’t justify me pulling out all the stops to find this woman.
Maybe I can find something online. Not her identity, per se, but more information in case I do need to track her down.
I start by scouring the internet for anything about last night’s disturbance. This is usually part of Raven’s job—she gives me feedback by reading reviews of my podcast and events. I sent her an email last night about the event, and I’m hoping to discuss the incident today. That’s show related. Finding the troll is personal, which means I need to wade through the online comments myself.
I quickly find a Reddit thread. Hey, did you know the Known to the Victim podcast chick has a brother who drowned his wife? It came up in her live show last night.
Uh, no, his wife drowned and police investigated and didn’t even charge him. Here’s why . . .
This is the thing about online true crime aficionados. They love research. Give them a case they’ve never heard of, and within hours, they could practically testify as expert witnesses. Overnight, armchair detectives dug up the case of Laura’s disappearance and laid out the facts, concluding that there was never any evidence to support charging Oliver.
Another thread on a true crime forum is almost identical. Same with the comments on a forum devoted to the podcast. Reading all that, I breathe a sigh of relief. The issue has been raised and dismissed.
The last place I check is my website forum. Because it’s on my own site, and because people know I frequent the forum, it’s the place where I’m least likely to see a negative opinion. If a newbie criticizes me, the fans pile on in my defense, no matter how clear I am that everyone has the right to an opinion.
I do find a mention of last night’s event, a fan saying how well I dealt with the troll, which leads to others asking what the troll said and then a quick and vigorous defense of Oliver that makes me more uncomfortable than those dispassionate dismissals elsewhere. That’s what I expected, though, which is why I came here last. Fan forums are great for the ego, but not the place to receive constructive criticism.
I find a thread about last night’s show—one for people who were going. I skim it, expecting nothing, when a post from yesterday morning catches my eye.
VAWSurvivor3: Hey, fellow KttV fans! Does anyone have a ticket they can’t use for tonight’s show? I’ll pay double! I’m such a fan, and I can’t believe I didn’t realize she was having a live show so close to me.
VAW stands for Violence Against Women, and I run the kind of podcast and forum where women feel comfortable identifying as survivors. Many use #VAWS in their signature lines. This username wouldn’t normally catch my eye if not for the reply to it.
Momof3: I have one. My babysitter called in sick this morning, and I’m not having any luck finding a new one. My seat was 4J.
VAWSurvivor3: OMG! Thank you! DMing now!!!
4J. That’s where the woman had been sitting. I click the username. The account was created yesterday and has only those two posts.
She came on, created an account, pretended to be a superfan and offered double the seat price.
It was a setup.
The troll coordinated her police tip with my live show. She must have expected to cause a greater stir than she did. I almost laugh. Guess she figured I was a much bigger name and imagined it’d be like standing up in a theater full of people, with reporters on the sidelines.
That solves the mystery of how someone who apparently bought tickets before the show sold out knew Oliver would be taken in for questioning. But it doesn’t identify the woman herself because her account is set to private, and I’ve set up the forum so even I can’t access that. I could make a new account and contact her through it, but if anyone discovered me using a fake name on my own site, it’d be a publicity nightmare. Also, since I could easily tell that she was a brand-new member, she could tell that the person reaching out to her was equally—and suspiciously—new.
The fact she bought that ticket at the last minute erases any doubt that she called in that tip. This woman has targeted my brother, and I need to know who she is, in case she continues her vendetta.
It’s time to call in the big guns.





CHAPTER 4
HAVING a private investigator on retainer sounds much fancier than it is . . . and that’s part of the reason the partnership works. On the podcast, I make liberal mention of “my investigator, Ioana,” which lends an air of professionalism to my research. In return, Ioana gets the constant name checks plus the cachet of being the investigator for an up-and-coming podcast.
Ioana and I met through that true crime TV show host who convinced me to reinvent my blog as a podcast. Soon after I started, I realized I needed to do more than just rehash old cases.
My podcast might focus on people killed by a partner, but it still falls under the umbrella of true crime, and I need to keep it there if I want an audience. I’d bristle at the suggestion that I’m adding sugar to the medicine, because that would imply women are in need of medicine and too foolish to take it without the sugar. What I do is teach by example without victim blaming or shaming.
Women are the primary consumers of true crime, especially crimes against women. They joke that it’s like a self-defense class—studying how they can avoid the same fate. It’s a joke that’s not really a joke.
Raven has been dating a woman with an off-the-grid cottage in northern British Columbia, and Raven says that her news feed shows her every bear-attack story because the algorithm knows she’ll read it. Why does she read it? For tips. What prompted the attack? How did the person deal with it? Did they survive? Women live in “bear country” every day of their lives. Most encounters with our “bears” are uneventful or even positive. But we still need to be ready for the meeting that goes wrong. That is one reason why women consume true crime. To prepare for the encounter with a man that goes wrong.
Being a true crime podcast means I can’t just regurgitate what’s in the news. I need to dig deeper. That’s where Ioana comes in. I find the cases and do my preliminary work, and then I turn them over to Ioana for additional investigation. In the beginning, I tried to do more investigating myself and screwed up. I learned my lesson, and I leave the detective work to her.
Normally, I’d just text Ioana and ask her to call when she’s free. I’m overly cautious now, though—paranoid, even. If Oliver is the target of this mystery woman, I need to be as discreet as possible.
I make the fifteen-minute drive to Ioana’s office, which is in one of those old downtown-area Victorian homes where I’d once fantasized about living. This particular house has been turned into offices, and hers is on the third floor.
As I pull in, I admit that Oliver was right to dissuade me from taking an apartment in one of these houses. Parking is around back, the rear yard having been paved for vehicles. There’s an eight-foot solid wooden fence and hundred-year-old trees, and even midday, the lot is dim and shadowed.
From the lot, I enter through the back door. The grand old house has been gutted in the most cost-effective way possible. The stairwell is cramped, with a bulb that barely illuminates the stairs.
There’s zero security. No lock on the back door. No camera in the stairwell. Anyone can walk into Ioana’s office. Her only protection is . . . Well, it’s the guy sitting at the first desk.
If I were asked to picture a private eye, my Hollywood-tainted mental image would be of someone who could slip about unnoticed. The kind of person who blends in a crowd. I wouldn’t imagine Ioana Balan, who looks like a corporate VP. Nor would I imagine her business partner, Dean Castillo.
In fact, if I ever spotted Castillo tailing me, I’d get to a public place, fast. He’s well over six feet, bulky in that way that’s 75 percent muscle and 25 percent “big guy mostly stuck at desk job.” His left cheek is badly pitted with what looks like acne scars, but I know it’s from shrapnel. Castillo spent his young adulthood in the US military, before an explosion sent him home and made him decide on a career change.
All that makes Castillo intimidating, but what slides him over the line into “wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley” is his permanent scowl.
Okay, fine. The scowl isn’t permanent. Or so I’ve heard. I wouldn’t personally know, because that scowl is all I ever see.
“Hey, Dean,” I say, as brightly as I can.
He doesn’t look up from his computer. “Ioana’s not in.”
“Do you know when she’ll be back?”
“Your phone not working? That’s how people communicate in the twenty-first century, Gibson. They text. They email. They call. They don’t just show up and expect people to be there, ready to help them.”
Yep, Castillo is a delight. He analyzed the minimum amount of data about me—lives off a trust fund while playing podcaster and half-heartedly pursuing a doctorate—and spat out a box designed to fit me, and everything I do is interpreted within the confines of that box.
Forget that my “trust fund” comes because my mother was murdered. Forget that my podcast has loftier goals than fame or fortune. Forget that my doctorate is taking longer than usual because of my podcast and the time I took off school after my mother’s death.
I’m accustomed to Castillo’s rudeness. I’m also aware that I’ve given him reason to dislike me—50 percent misunderstanding and 50 percent justified—but that’s another story. Mostly, I deal with it by staying out of his way.
“Okay,” I say. “Sorry for bothering you. I’ll text Ioana⁠—”
“She’s busy. Important case in Toronto.”
“Do you know when she’ll be back?”
He still hasn’t looked up from his work. “No idea. I only know it’s important, and she doesn’t have time to play research monkey for you.”
Breathe. Just breathe.
“I understand,” I say, as calmly as I can, while reaching for the doorknob. “I’ll find someone else⁠—”
“That a threat? Taking your business elsewhere because Ioana isn’t at your beck and call?”
I keep my jaw clenched to the count of three and fight for the same calm tone. “You just said Ioana was busy, and I have something urgent—personal, not professional. That means I might need to hire someone else, for this one thing only.”
“What about me?”
I give a short laugh. “You wouldn’t do it.”
“Did you ask?”
I cross my arms and stare at him, hoping it’s just a stare, though I suspect there’s a hint of a glower in there, too. “Do I look like Charlie Brown?”
His brows twitch up at that.
I wave at my jeans and sweater. “Note that I am not wearing a yellow shirt. Therefore, I am not going to fall for the trick where I try to kick the football and you pull it away. Or where you goad me into asking whether you’re available and then sneer that you wouldn’t work for me if I paid you double.”
“You’re offering to pay me double?” Castillo leans back in his office chair, boots on the desk. “That’s mighty generous of you, Gibson. You don’t need to go that far, though. I’d do it for fifty percent above the standard.”
I want to walk out, but I hesitate for two reasons. One is the fear that if I do, I’ll look like the snotty socialite swanning off with her nose in the air. The other is that I don’t want to insult Ioana by taking any business to another agency.
“Twenty-five percent above standard,” I say.
“Thirty-five.”
I do a quick calculation. “I can afford ten hours at that. Will you warn me if you expect it to take longer?”
He grunts something that sounds like assent.
“It’s about my brother,” I say.
“I know.” He takes out his phone, flips to a screen and shoves it across the desk at me. “We run automatic search alerts for our clients. Ioana sent that this morning.”
I read it where it lies on the desk, and then I really do glower at him while wishing I were the kind of person who could whip a cell phone at someone’s head.
I read the text aloud. “Hey, seems Amy had a problem at her show last night, and it might not be a run-of-the-mill troll. If she comes by, can you squeeze her in, please?” I lift my gaze to Castillo’s and then read Ioana’s final text. “Oh, and don’t be an ass and overcharge her.”
“Huh,” he says. “I missed that part.”
“Whatever,” I say. “I can afford it, and judging by those ragged-ass boots, you need the money more than I do.”
I shouldn’t stoop to his level, but the pang of guilt is outweighed by the satisfaction of seeing how fast his boots vanish under the desk.
“You deserved that,” I say. “Now, if we can put aside the schoolyard shit and talk, please.”
“You shouldn’t swear, Gibson. You sound like a five-year-old saying a bad word.”
“Last shot goes to Mr. Castillo,” I say. “And I concede.”
I pull up a chair and explain what happened last night at the show. Then I tell him about Oliver’s questioning and what I found on the woman who sat in that seat.
Castillo doesn’t interrupt. He even takes notes, jotting them on his phone faster than one would think possible for fingers his size.
“You think this woman called in a tip to the police,” he says when I finish.
I shrug. “It’s a theory. Otherwise, she’d need to work for the police and know they planned to bring Oliver in. She bought the ticket that morning, and he wasn’t questioned until evening.”
He leans back in the chair and props his boots again. “Yeah, most likely scenario is that she called it in. You didn’t recognize her?”
“No, but I can give a description.”
He lifts his phone and waves for me to go on. I read aloud the notes I took on my own phone.
“Thorough,” he says.
“I always get a good look at any potential threat.”
I expect a snarky comment, or at least an eye roll that says I’m overreacting. Instead, he mutters, “Good,” and I’m not sure what to do with that.
“I can try convincing the library to give me the booking info,” I say. “But the troll isn’t the original seat holder.”
“The original seat holder might be able to help, but I doubt the troll communicated with the seller using anything traceable. I’ll see what I can do with that.” He pockets his phone. “Tell me about your brother.”
“He didn’t kill his wife,” I say immediately.
Now I do get a roll of those dark eyes. “No shit.” He taps a pen on his desk. “I looked into it once. Clear-cut case of accidental drowning.”
Okay, that was not what I expected.
“What can you tell me about the college girlfriend?” he says. “I looked that up after I saw her mentioned in the stuff about last night, but there wasn’t anything online.”
I relax a little. “Her name was Greta. It happened in Vancouver, where they were both going to the University of British Columbia for business. I wasn’t part of Oliver’s life then. He’s my half brother, on my dad’s side, a decade older than me. My parents divorced before I was born.”
“You didn’t see Oliver when your dad had custody time? He lived with his mom?”
I shake my head. “Oliver lived with our dad. My father didn’t . . .” I clear my throat. “My father remarried shortly after I was born. We . . .” Another throat clearing. “There was no custody time.”
Castillo stares at me. “He didn’t get to see you?”
I keep my voice as level as I can. “He didn’t wish to see me.”
He grunts, and it almost sounds apologetic.
I continue, “Greta died long before I came back into Oliver’s life, so I can only tell you what he told me. She was struggling with school. An MBA was her parents’ dream, and that’s part of what brought Oliver and Greta together—both were in the program because of their parents. Oliver tolerated it, but he had an aptitude for it. Greta hated it. Her gifts were in the arts—she was a skilled sculptor. She’d been struggling, and Oliver thought it was just . . . normal stuff. Problems with parents, school, whatnot.”
I tense, realizing what I’ve said can open me up to sarcasm. Rich-people problems. But Castillo just keeps listening.
“She took pills,” I say. “Oliver wasn’t even in Vancouver that weekend, which he blames himself for. She was found by her roommate, and he’d been in Seattle since the day before.”
“And the new girlfriend? What’s their relationship like?”
I pull my legs up onto the chair, sitting cross-legged. “While I never met Greta, my sense is that Martine has more in common with her than with Laura. Martine is quiet and introverted. She’s a music teacher, and she plays flute in their city orchestra. She’d been married once. Her husband died of cancer. That’s how she met Oliver—in a therapy group for widows and widowers.”
“This woman at the library suggested there was an issue between Martine and Oliver. Abuse? Physical? Psychological?”
“She didn’t specify, and I . . .” I rub the back of my neck. “I want to say that I can’t believe Oliver would do that, but I can only see him as a brother. What a girlfriend might see could be very different. However, I can say categorically that I’ve never noticed anything that caused me concern. Martine might be very quiet, but it’s not because Oliver speaks over her or controls her interactions. He does most of the relationship planning—where to go, what to do—but he’s told me that makes him uncomfortable. It makes him feel controlling, even when it’s her choice. He’d like her to be less . . .”
“Passive?”
I nod. “They’ve only been dating for six months. My sense is that she’s not comfortable taking the lead yet. That might be learned experience.”
“Her husband?”
“I got the feeling, from Oliver, that there were some . . . danger signs in that relationship. Oliver suspects Martine is still getting used to a more equitable partnership, and he’s trying to give her space to do that.”
“Okay.” Castillo swings his feet down. “So this troll gave the cops some tip about your sister-in-law’s death and feigned concern for the new girlfriend’s safety. That put the cops in an awkward position. They had to follow up, but there wasn’t enough evidence to do more than question Oliver. The bigger issue comes if this troll doesn’t drop it.”
“She might try again.”
He nods. “Yes. I have a contact at the department. I’ll get what I can and work on identifying her. It’ll be four hours’ work, maybe five.”
“Thank you.”
He makes a dismissive gesture, clearly uncomfortable with the gratitude.
“I’ll text you when I have something,” he says. “And don’t try playing detective again. Go home and . . .” He waves a hand. “Study or whatever.”





CHAPTER 5
I DON’T “GO HOME and study.” Instead, I work a bit on my dissertation and then edit the script for the podcast episode I’m taping tonight. I also text Oliver, asking whether Martine has been in touch. Eventually, I hear back from Raven.
“What bullshit,” she says when I pick up the phone. I don’t answer, and she sighs, “Fine, fine. As the producer of a show focused on violence against women, I shouldn’t automatically side with the guy here and say he’s innocent.”
“As the producer of my podcast, you should know it’s not about violence against women per se.”
“You’re a pain in the ass, you know that?” she mutters. “I don’t know why I keep you on.”
“Because I’m a rising podcaster who might actually make serious money at this someday, and you like money.”
“Fuck, yeah. But fine, I shouldn’t say your podcast is about violence against women, even though it mostly is, because that opens you up to all the assholes whining ‘What about the men killed by their wives?’ All five of them.”
I make a noise in my throat.
“Fine,” she says. “It was more than five. I also know it was infinitesimal compared to the women killed by partners, but you need to acknowledge that they exist. Otherwise, men will feel left out. Because they’re always being left out.”
“Do you know why I love talking to you?”
“Because I say the things you can’t?”
I smile. “Because you’re a ray of happy sunshine in my darkest days.”
“Damn straight. So I acknowledge that men are also killed by partners. I also acknowledge that I can’t say your brother is definitely innocent and this woman is a pathetic loser looking for attention.”
“You just said it.”
“Made me feel better to get it out there. Okay, so I got your email, obviously, and I am here to advise, as your older and wiser producer.”
I snort. “You’re two years older than me.”
“I’m a prodigy. It’s a burden, but I bear it well. Okay, so you’re concerned that this woman might be a problem for your podcast. I say no. She’s a troll who dragged her soapbox to your show, clearly thinking her pronouncement would have more impact. You handled it like a champ.”
“So it’s over?”
Raven’s voice drops, going serious. “I hope so, but considering she almost certainly was responsible for the police questioning your brother, she isn’t just a garden-variety troll.”
She takes a deep breath before continuing, “I don’t know Oliver well, but based on that time he picked me up from the airport, I liked what I saw. What’s happening to him sucks, and I’m hoping it just all goes away. But if it doesn’t, this woman might swing back to you. You have a platform she can use to attack Oliver, and she obviously doesn’t mind making you collateral damage.”
“The little sister so oblivious to his crimes that she has a podcast exposing men like him,” I grumble.
“I don’t know what’s going through her head. The point is that you don’t need to address it on the show right now. But you might want to, as an example of a case where public opinion condemns an innocent party.”
I wince, and she sighs. “And that’s a shitty idea. You’re helping women hone their predator-radar. Discussing a case where a supposed predator is innocent will only reinforce hesitancy.”
I have to smile at her language. When she first took me on last year, she’d been clear that social justice podcasts were not her thing. But since then, she’s clearly been listening.
She continues, “Okay, so let’s put a pin in this. If Oliver’s accuser comes at you again, we’ll revisit our response.”
I’m barely off that call when Oliver responds to my text asking about Martine.
  Oliver: Everything’s fine  

I quickly type back.
  Me: Whew! What did she say about the police interview?  


  Oliver: We’re going to talk about it later  

  Oliver: So what have you been up to today?  

“Worrying about you” is what I want to say, but that’ll just make him feel bad. So I lie without actually lying.
  Me: Talking to my investigator about a case. Chatted with my producer about the show  


  Oliver: It’s still Raven, right?  

  Me: It is  


  Oliver: Good. I like her. Scares the shit out of me, but you need someone like that on your side  

  Me: LOL Yep, she’s a force of nature  


  Oliver: Did you talk to her about the troll?  

  Me: I did. She said there’s nothing to worry about  


  Oliver: Excellent. I was concerned, but I didn’t want to say anything and make it seem like I thought it was a problem  

  Me: It’s not. So how was your day?  


He answers, and we chat like that for a while. When we’re done, I relax for the first time since the show last night.
I’m preparing dinner when I get a text from Castillo, who is apparently just as charming in writing as he is in person. “Nothing. Still digging.” I think of texting back to tell him to pause the investigation now that everything is fine.
Castillo might consider me a “rich girl,” but I have better ways to spend my money. Still, it’s only a few billable hours, and it might prove important if this woman doesn’t back off. Also, I don’t want to seem like the flighty client who asks him to take a job and then drops it halfway through.
I know what Castillo thinks of me . . . and I know he partly has good reason. When that talk show host suggested I dig deeper into cases, I got a little overeager and leaped at the chance to be an investigative reporter, despite having zero qualifications. Ioana updated me on a podcast case, and I didn’t think she’d gone hard enough with a witness, so I followed up myself. I pissed off the witness, who called the cops, who showed up at Ioana’s office with a complaint about their new investigator, who apparently did not have a license . . .
Ioana recognized I was just overeager, even a little starry-eyed with the possibility of playing private eye. We had a long talk about what my role was—and was not—as her client, with a gentle but firm warning against doing it again.
Castillo had been furious. He didn’t see an enthusiastic young woman; he saw a spoiled brat accustomed to doing whatever she wanted, a client who hadn’t trusted Ioana’s expertise and had endangered her career. He wasn’t entirely wrong.
Then, a few months ago, Castillo’s second cousin was murdered. He emailed me, asking whether—as someone who had a loved one murdered—I might speak to his cousin’s wife. But I never got the email.
When Ioana mentioned it a couple of weeks later, I searched madly. No email in my inbox. No email in my trash. No email in my spam.
Ioana believes me when I say I never got it. And really, why the hell had Castillo emailed instead of just picking up the phone? Because, I realized, asking someone like me for help was the last thing he’d wanted, and an email made it less painful. When I didn’t respond, it seemed to prove that I was exactly what he expected: a self-centered young woman who was milking her mother’s murder for podcast fame, only pretending to care about victims.
I’ve offered to speak to his cousin’s family, but he brushes it off with “Wasn’t important” and “Whatever.”
So I can be angry at how he’s typecast me, but I have at least partly earned it—through one real mistake and one miscommunication—and so I really don’t want to fire him halfway through this job.
   
I TEXT a bit more with Oliver before I go to bed. He hasn’t heard from the police, and I haven’t seen any sign of the troll trash-talking either of us online. She made her play and failed. For now, all is quiet, and I can get some sleep.
When my phone rings a few hours later, I roll over in bed. I have ringtones for everyone I know well enough to talk to on the phone. This is the one for those who don’t fall into that category.
I open one bleary eye to peer at the clock. 1:37. With a groan, I bury my face in the pillow. A moment later, my text chime sounds.
I glance at my phone on the charger.
  Castillo: It’s me, Gibson. Pick up.  

The phone rings again. I reach for it, hit Talk and manage a groggy hello.
“I’m in the parking lot,” he says, by way of a greeting.
“What parking lot?”
“McDonald’s. I felt like fries. Thought I’d call and let you know.” A beat pause. “I’m in your parking lot.”
I lift my head. “My parking lot?”
“Yeah, it’s one thirty in the morning, but we need to talk, and it needs to be in person, and it can’t wait until morning. Tell me how you want to do this.”
I blink, replaying his words and struggling to parse the meaning.
He says, slower, “How do you want to do this, Gibson? The ball’s in your court because it’s the middle of the night, and a guy you barely know wants to speak to you. We can talk outside. We can talk in the lobby. Hell, we can actually go to McDonald’s for fries if you like.”
“Uh . . .” I make a face, knowing how clueless I sound. I clear my throat. “Come on up. It’s fine.”
There’s a long pause. Then he says, “I’m going to presume you’re just too tired to think straight, because I hope you—of all people—wouldn’t actually be fine with that. And I sure as hell hope you aren’t saying it because you don’t want to seem like you don’t trust me. You barely know me. You shouldn’t trust me.”
I rub my face to be sure I’m awake. I’m not sure which seems more like proof that I’m not: Castillo in my parking lot or Castillo being concerned about my safety precautions.
“There’s a twenty-four-hour Tims on the corner,” I say finally. “We can go there.”
“I’ll be on the sidewalk.”
   
THE MOMENT I step from the safety of my building, my brain assesses my surroundings, looking for danger. It’s a quiet neighborhood, on the southeastern edge of the city, a planned community with a cluster of amenities. There are no trees near the door, and that feels intentional—no place for someone to lurk. The trees are all closer to the road but spread far enough apart that the road is visible . . . and residents exiting the building are visible from the road.
During the day, there’s steady traffic—that road leads into the subdivision behind the apartment complex. At this hour, it’s so quiet that I can hear traffic on the busier ring-road artery a few kilometers away.
I spot Castillo immediately. He’s made sure I can—he’s not only on the sidewalk; he’s firmly under a streetlight. He has his leather jacket bundled under one arm, even though it isn’t nearly warm enough tonight for short sleeves. His light-gray T-shirt makes him easy to spot, and I suspect that’s the point—so he’s not in head-to-toe black lurking outside an apartment at 2 a.m.
He’s scanning the road as I approach. When a lone car passes, the driver slows, as if peering at Castillo, trying to decide whether his presence warrants a call to the police. When the car speeds off, Castillo snorts.
“Guess I need to work on being scarier,” he says.
“Nah,” I say. “If they call the cops, they’d need to stick around and give a statement. Better to post on the neighborhood forum and warn everyone about the guy seen lurking . . . directly under a streetlight.”
Another snort. Then he starts walking without a word. I jog to fall in beside him.
“Martine was shot tonight,” he says finally.
I stop so fast my running shoes squeak on the pavement. I say, “What?” but he’s still walking, and again, I have to jog to reach him.
“She’s fine,” he says, as if he didn’t notice I’d fallen behind. “She’s in surgery now.”
My heart hammers. “In surgery? That is not fine.”
“She’s alive, and whoever shot her hoped otherwise, so I think she’d consider herself fine.”
“I—I need to call Oliver,” I say.
“He already knows,” Castillo says with a quick glance at me. “He’s been arrested.”
My heart seems to stop. I stand there, frozen, barely able to draw breath, panic rising. This time, Castillo notices and circles back.
“Shit, I did that wrong. You want to go somewhere else and talk?” he asks, and his voice is uncharacteristically low, even gentle.
I glance up and down the empty street. I’d like to go back to my apartment—this feels too exposed—but I know better than to suggest that. Castillo waves me to a more private spot along a fence dividing the road from a strip mall.
“I got the call a half hour ago from my contact in the department,” he says. “I’d been talking to them earlier about your brother, so they reached out as soon as they heard about this.”
I struggle to focus on his words.
He continues, “It happened around eleven. Martine saw your brother’s car in her driveway as she was getting ready to go to bed. She went out to see why he was there. Window rolls down. Two shots are fired. One goes wide, the other hits her in the shoulder. The shooter must have thought it was fatal and drove off. Luckily, Martine had her phone and was able to call 911 before she passed out.”
I struggle to breathe as I reach out to lay my hand against the fence, the wood cool under my fingers. “You said surgery? She’s in surgery?”
“Emergency surgery. Expected to survive. That’s what I have. Before she passed out on the 911 call, she said Oliver shot her. In the ambulance, she regained consciousness long enough to confirm that.”
“Wh-what?” I stare up at him as if I’ve misheard. “She identified him? But he wouldn’t— He couldn’t—” I squeeze my eyes shut. “I’m sorry. I . . . I shouldn’t say that.”
“You’re talking to the guy you hired to investigate, Amy. Not the cops. Not a lawyer. Not a reporter. Yeah, I get it, with your podcast, you don’t want to claim your brother couldn’t have shot his girlfriend. But this isn’t that kind of conversation.”
I want to say the words. Oliver didn’t do this. But everything I’ve devoted my life to tells me I cannot say them. I cannot even think them. And that feels like the worst betrayal imaginable.
“I can’t imagine how or why Oliver would do this,” I say instead. “He doesn’t own a gun. He doesn’t know how to shoot.”
“Neither did whoever pulled that trigger.”
“But this? Shooting Martine?” I shake my head sharply. “You said she identified him as the shooter. She saw his face?”
“I don’t know.”
“She said it was his car in her drive. The same make and model or his exact car?”
“I don’t know.” He shifts his weight, hands going back into his pockets. “This is what I have right now. Martine is in the hospital, and she says Oliver shot her, so he’s been arrested. Oliver should be able to explain everything to you himself tomorrow. I just wanted you to know as soon as I did. Otherwise, you might wake up to reporters on your doorstep.”
“Reporters . . .” I remember my mother’s murder, and my gut clenches.
“Hell, I don’t know. Maybe they won’t make the connection between you and him for a while. To be safe, though, I’m going to suggest you go home, pack a bag and go stay with someone.”
When I don’t answer, he says, “You have family. Other than your brother, of course.”
“I don’t have—” I shake my head. “I’ll be fine. You’ve warned me, and I appreciate that.” I look up at him. “I really do appreciate that you came out here to tell me in person.”
He glances away and shrugs it off. Then he says, “You shouldn’t be alone⁠—”
“I’m fine. I have a very secure apartment, which I will stay in until morning, and then I’ll find out what’s going on.”
He scratches his cheek and says, “I could find out more tomorrow,” with all the enthusiasm of someone offering to undergo elective dental surgery.
“No need,” I say, a little more curtly than I intend.
He shoves his hands deeper into his pockets, rocks back on his heels and mutters in Spanish.
“Thanks,” I say. When he glances over, I add, “I took Spanish.”
He has the grace to murmur something like an apology.
I shrug. “Not like I don’t already know what you think of me.”
I walk away, but he strides to catch up to me.
“Ioana says you feel like you owe your brother something,” he says. “For helping you when you were in a bad place.”
I start to answer, but he continues, “Well, I owe Ioana, and she wants me to help you.”
“You helped me yesterday, and you brought me this information personally, which I really do appreciate. As you said, I’ll find out the rest from Oliver tomorrow. If he needs an investigator, I can give him your number. Or not. It’s up to you.”
“I’ll find out what I can and bring it to you in the morning.”
“You don’t have to.”
“Ioana wants it,” Castillo says.
I stop and turn to look at him. “Do you have any idea how awkward that is? Knowing someone is only helping me to repay a debt to another person?”
“You’d rather I pretended otherwise and let you find out later that I’m only doing it for her?”
I shake my head and resume walking. He doesn’t try to keep up, but I can hear his footsteps as he escorts me within sight of my building. I pretend I don’t know he’s there and head inside.





CHAPTER 6
AFTER THAT, all I can think of is Martine. I want updates about her surgery, but I know I’m not entitled to them. I keep imagining her walking out to her driveway, being shot and thinking it was Oliver. Then I think of Mom and what it was like for her, walking through a secured parking garage, her mind zipping ahead to all the mundanities of the day when Grant White approached her.
Did he talk to her? Was her first reaction annoyance, seeing him showing up at her work again? Or did she know she was in trouble the moment she saw him? Did she think she could escape? Talk her way out of it? At what point did she realize she couldn’t?
And that has nothing to do with Martine, which sends me into a spiral of guilt along with the grief. Hours pass where I’m curled up on the sofa, crying for both of them. It’s only then that I can even think about Oliver.
There is no way he shot Martine. I don’t mean it’s impossible to believe he’d ever hurt her under any circumstances. Years of research ensures I will never say that about anyone.
My point in defending him here is that the setup is ludicrous. He sits in her driveway and shoots her when she comes out? That makes no sense.
Someone must be framing my brother for murder. Is it the troll from my show? That would be the obvious answer, but shooting Martine is a million miles from phoning in an anonymous tip.
Martine will wake up, and she will admit she only saw a car that looked like Oliver’s. That she never saw the driver’s face. If she says anything else, she’s mistaken.
I pause. Mistaken? Or lying?
I don’t want to even consider the latter, and I can’t—that’s victim blaming. I also don’t see any reason for her to lie. If Martine says she saw Oliver pull the trigger, she must be mistaken.
I text my brother.
  Me: Thinking of you. We’ll figure this all out.  

I know he won’t have his phone in jail, but I want him to get that text of support the first moment he can. Then I start searching online for any traces of the story. Finding none yet, I set up alerts to notify me of anything with my brother’s name or Martine’s.
The next obvious step is to email Raven and warn her that Oliver’s been arrested. I get one line written before I trash it. My brother has been charged with attempted murder, and I’m worrying about my damn show?
The truth is, I’m not worried. I’m just preparing. Still, it looks bad to be doing it now, when Oliver is in jail. It feels bad. I will need to notify Raven, but it can wait until morning.
Instead, I try to distract myself. I surf the net. I watch five minutes of a TV show. I read two pages of a book.
Then I’m back to Martine and Oliver, jotting down questions. What did she mean when she said it was Oliver’s car? Was it the same model and color? Or just the same color? And how well could she have seen?
It was after dark. How bright is her outdoor lighting? She lives in the bungalow she’d once shared with her husband. I was there, briefly, when Oliver picked her up for our lunch, and I remember an old residential area with lots of trees. How easy would it have been for someone to sit in a car similar to Oliver’s and wait for her to notice?
The gun is another avenue of investigation. In Canada, legal handguns are rare. While I can laugh at the image of my brother buying one in a back alley, the possibility has to be addressed. I suspect, though, that it’s impossible to prove he doesn’t have one.
Before I know it, my morning alarm is going off. I check my search alerts. Nothing. I run the searches myself, just in case. Nothing.
When a text comes in, I jump, certain it’s Oliver.
  Castillo: Heading over at eight. No updates. Just planning  

  Me: Thanks. Don’t eat. I’ll make breakfast  


   
THE NEWS HITS at seven on the dot, as if media outlets held off until people might actually be awake. Within ten minutes, my alerts are coming in faster than I can read them. I turn them off, pause, and—feeling like a self-centered bitch—start them up again but add my name or the podcast name. If I am linked, I need to know that. Thankfully, nothing pings. Yet.
Despite the sheer number of alerts, I learn nothing new. In fact, I know more than they do. According to the news, Oliver Harding is under arrest for the attempted murder of his girlfriend, Martine Dupont, who is in stable condition. That’s literally the sentence on nearly every mention.
Oh, they pad out their articles, mostly do so by talking about who Oliver is. CEO of one of the biggest local employers, one started by his father, who retired three years ago. Oliver has an MBA from UBC, where he graduated top of his class. He was the headliner in Grand Forks’ Most Eligible Bachelor charity auction last year. There’s his photo from the auction, where he looks handsome and polished, if a little sheepish.
And Martine? She’s a music teacher. No mention of the school where she teaches, no mention of the orchestral position she holds, and no photograph. Just “Martine Dupont, local music teacher.” I am furious on her behalf, but I’m not surprised.
What I am surprised about is that they don’t mention Oliver’s marriage to Laura . . . and the very newsworthy conclusion to it. They’ll get around to it. In the meantime, I add an alert for Oliver plus Laura. I’m finishing that when the lobby buzzer sounds. I hurry over and then see the clock and slow.
7:45. I hit the screen to activate the video. Castillo stands there, looking impatient despite the fact it’s been literally three seconds since he buzzed.
“It’s me,” he says when I respond. “I’m early. If you aren’t ready, I’ll wait down here.”
I buzz him up, but I don’t hold the door open, as I did for Oliver yesterday. I wait for the knock, and then I check the door cam to be sure it’s Castillo.
I let him in. He kicks off his shoes before I can tell him he doesn’t need to.
“Coffee?” I say. “I haven’t started breakfast. I forgot to ask what you like.”
“Food.”
“Good, because that’s what I have. You can choose between eggs and French toast. Or don’t choose, and I’ll make both.”
He walks past me without a word, which I presume means both. As I start the French toast mixture, something inside me relaxes. Does it seem weird to say that I relax around someone who doesn’t like me much? This is solid ground, though.
“Bacon okay with the eggs?” I say.
“Anyone ever say no?”
I don’t point out religious restrictions. He seems testy. I glance over to see he’s at the window, looking out.
“Lousy view,” he says.
“Thank you.”
Still in the living room, he looks around as I make his coffee.
“Tiny apartment, lousy view, lousier location. What’s the attraction? It’s not near the core. Not near the university. Your brother live close?”
“North of the city.”
“So, no.” He paces through the kitchen and through to the hall. Then he grunts. “Security. New construction. Hypersecure. Built-in system for the door and windows. Video camera. The works.”
“Cream or sugar?”
“Both.”
I add a splash of cream and stir some sugar into a mug of coffee and then put it on the counter. “If you’re done assessing the value of my apartment, your coffee is ready.”
“I’m sure it’s overpriced.”
“Nah, I’m not charging you for it. Just taking five bucks off your bill.”
He shakes his head. “The apartment. You could get something better and install your own system. But I guess you wanted the controlled entry.”
“It was Oliver’s—” I cut that off.
“The security is your brother’s idea?” He studies my face. “Yeah. Okay. That makes sense.” He takes the coffee and lowers himself into a kitchenette chair. “After what happened to your mom, if you were my kid sister, I’d want full-blown security for you, too.”
“Speaking of my brother,” I begin, wanting to steer this back on track, “you said you didn’t have any updates?”
“Only that Martine pulled through, but if she hadn’t, I’d have let you know right away.”
He sips the coffee. “The story has hit the news.”
“I saw. I set up alerts, and they went wild at seven. It’s just basic information, though. Nothing even on Laura. I turned off the general alerts but added ones that include her name.”
“Same here. I also added ones that mention you or your podcast. You should set those up, too.”
“Also done,” I say as I start cooking the French toast.
“The next step is bail. The only way he won’t get it is if the judge worries he’ll go after Martine again, but she won’t be out of the hospital for a few days. My contact will let me know how that’s proceeding.” Another sip of his coffee. “There is another way to get information, but you can’t misuse it.”
“Can you try phrasing that another way?” I say. “One intended for a grown woman and not a misbehaving child?”
“I’m not worried about you Nancy Drew-ing it again. I’m worried about you getting in the way by bugging the person I’m about to mention.”
My hand tightens on the spatula. “Has Ioana ever said I’ve bugged her for updates?” I meet his gaze with a level stare. “No, she has not. Because I don’t.”
“This is different. It’s your brother, and you’re worried, but you need to let the professionals—me or anyone else—do their jobs and get him out.”
“If you’re telling me not to pester Oliver’s lawyer, I know better. My mom was an attorney, remember?”
“On that note, do you know who Oliver is using? I know he has a lawyer—a woman—but I don’t have a name.”
“It’s probably Dinah Umar, my mom’s old law partner. That’s who represented him when Laura disappeared. She semiretired to Kitchener after Mom died, but made the drive in for Oliver, even used a temporary office at a local law firm. That’s who he’ll want. But she’s even closer to retired these days, and she might not take the job.” I pick up my phone. Then I stop. “May I reach out to her?”
“Yeah, see if it’s her.”
I pop off a quick text to Dinah. I’ve barely turned back to breakfast-making when she replies.
  Dinah: You’re up. Good. I was planning to call at nine. Yes, Oliver contacted me last night  

  Me: And you took the case?  


  Dinah: Of course  

  Dinah: I’m sorry, Amy. I know this is all a shock. I’m sorry you had to hear about it from someone else. I wanted to call last night, but Oliver asked me to wait until morning  

  Dinah: It was still my decision, and I apologize if I made the wrong one  

I have to smile at those three texts. I can see her sending the first, the simple “Of course” and then realizing it might sound abrupt and sending the second. Then she must have realized the second could sound like blaming Oliver for her not notifying me, and so she’d taken responsibility.
Some people show their consideration with warmth and sympathy. Dinah shows hers with action and loyalty. The fact she took this case tells me how important I am to her.
  Me: No worries. I heard about it from someone in person, so it’s all good  


  Dinah: I’d talk now, but I’m on hold with the jail, checking in. Can I call you in thirty minutes?  

  Me: Whenever you get a chance. I’m not going anywhere  


“Dinah’s already taken his case,” I say to Castillo. “She’ll call me in a half hour.”
“Okay. Wait for her call then. No point planning anything until we know more.”
   
DINAH PHONES in exactly thirty minutes, just as we’re finishing breakfast. She tells me Oliver is doing as well as can be expected, but there’s not much more she can say right now.
“I will keep you posted.” Her voice lowers, that brisk business tone giving way to something softer. “How are you holding up? And if you say ‘fine’ this time, I’ll know you’re lying.”
I twist to hide my wince from Castillo. I would have preferred Dinah never knew about my post-Mom breakdown, but of course she had found out, and I hate that she still blames herself for missing the clues.
“I’m okay,” I say. “I’m with someone right now, but if we can talk later, that would be good.”
“We can definitely talk later. I’ll hold you to that, too. I’ll be at Oliver’s house in an hour. Can you join me there?”
“Ten o’clock at Oliver’s house. I’ll be there.”
Castillo waves his fork to get my attention.
“Right,” I say. “Before you go, Dinah, I have an investigator from a local firm that does work for me. He’s the one who gave me the head’s up on Oliver’s arrest. I know you have your own investigators, but if you need anyone local . . .”
“Who is it?”
“I’m with Ioana Balan, but she’s out of town. This is her partner, Dean Castillo.”
“I know the name. Can you bring him with you? My investigator retired last year, and I’ve been using another firm, but local would be better.”
I quickly ask Castillo, who nods, and I tell Dinah we’ll meet her at Oliver’s house.





CHAPTER 7
WE ARRIVE at Oliver’s place five minutes early, and Dinah is already on the scene. Her car is in the driveway along with a police cruiser and what I presume is an unmarked police car. The only people in sight are Dinah and a plain-clothed officer. They’re in rapt conversation on the front porch.
Castillo warns that we shouldn’t approach. I agree. If the suspect’s sister gets too close to the search scene, the police will wonder whether she’s trying to tamper with evidence. I text Dinah that we’re here, waiting in the car.
“Nice place,” Castillo says as he peers out at Oliver’s house.
I tense. Here we go . . .
“I expected some kind of mansion,” he says. “The house is small. But the value’s in the property. That’s gotta be worth a small fortune inside the city limits.”
I only nod, still braced. He’s right. Oliver’s brick ranch seems unassuming compared to the mansions on either side. It looks like the lone holdout of a real estate boom, where every other house was bought and bulldozed, and these homeowners remain, some crotchety old couple declaring they’ll leave in caskets, and not a moment sooner.
In reality, this might be the most expensive property in the neighborhood. It’s two acres of land well inside the city borders, a private sanctuary of hundred-year-old oaks and maples.
“Personally, if I had that kind of money, I’d be outside the city,” he says. “I rented a place in the country once. Quiet. No nosy neighbors. Room to walk the dog. Liked it.”
“You have a dog?” I perk up. I eye puppies the way some women my age eye babies. My apartment doesn’t allow them, though.
“Had one,” he says. “Passed a couple years back. Figure I’ll get another when I can live outside the city again.”
“Regretting the move to urban living?”
“Not really my choice. Guy who owned the country place sold it to developers. My house is now a field of condos.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
He shrugs. “The place was old. If there’d ever been insulation, the mice made nests of it years ago. Cost a fortune to heat and cool, and utilities were on me. Next time, I’m buying, even if it means a helluva commute.”
Castillo peers at Oliver’s house. Again, from the outside, it doesn’t look like much. Just a pleasant one-story ranch house, built a half century ago. But a closer eye can tell that the gardens are professionally tended, and there’s no sign of wear—everything from the roof to the windows has been replaced in the last five years.
“Didn’t Ioana say you used to live here?” Castillo says.
“In the back. There was an in-law cottage there when Oliver bought the house. It isn’t any bigger than my apartment now, but I loved it. There’s a city park with trails in behind, and the cottage is set far enough back for privacy, with a line of trees between it and the house. Top-notch security, of course, with that around the property”—I motion at the wrought-iron fence—“and a secured gate leading into the park, so I felt safe.”
I stop short, realizing I’ve slid into nostalgic gushing.
“Then your brother got married,” Castillo says.
I shrug. “The cottage was a perfect office for Laura, so I decided it was time to move out.”
“You decided? Or she did?”
I try not to squirm. “It was time,” I say firmly. “If I was paying rent, I’d have stayed. But it felt like mooching, and it wasn’t fair to Laura. No newlywed wants their sister-in-law living out back.”
Castillo’s gaze scans the property again. Seeing Dinah heading over, I slip out of the car and walk to her as Castillo ambles along behind.
Dinah Umar was Mom’s best friend in law school. After years of working for different firms, they eventually formed their own. I’ve known Dinah all my life, but it’s been a few years since I’ve seen her. I notice there’s more gray in her close-cropped dark hair, and I might spot a wrinkle or two on her dark skin, but it could also be a trick of the light. As always, she’s dressed in a power suit perfectly tailored to her tiny form.
We hug, and I introduce Castillo.
“Is it okay for me to be here?” I say. “I don’t want to cause trouble for Oliver.”
“I told the police you were coming, under the excuse of having a former resident here in case they have questions about the house. Mostly, I’m just here to make sure they don’t exceed their warrant. It doesn’t cover the cottage yet because they didn’t realize it was here.”
I bite my tongue. The civilian in me worries that would seem suspicious. It’s like Oliver not wanting a lawyer when he was brought into the station for questioning. From my mom, though, I know that Oliver absolutely should have “lawyered up” and that Dinah is right to not let officers into the cottage without a warrant. In the meantime, they can guard it to be sure no one sneaks in and tampers with evidence.
“How’s Martine?” I ask as we walk into the shade. Castillo silently trails along, still surveying the property.
“Stable. She’s spoken to the police, but she won’t meet with me.”
“She really does think Oliver did this.”
Dinah waves me to a bench under an old maple tree. We sit, and she motions Castillo to the adjoining bench, but he stands watch instead, his back to us, close enough to listen to the conversation.
“How much do you know?” she asks.
“Pretend it’s zilch and walk me through it.”
“All right then. You’re aware that Oliver was taken in for questioning the other night, on an anonymous tip about Laura and concern for Martine?”
“Yes. And he didn’t seek legal counsel, even though he knows better.”
She leans back. “Oh, believe me, we have had that conversation. He should never have gone with the police in the first place. It should have been an at-home interview with me present. As a lawyer, I want to give them shit. As a woman, I’m happy they acted on a tip.”
“Yep. Do we know what the tip was? Oliver was never told.”
“Another reason to have me there. The caller claimed to have been a friend of Laura’s. She said Laura had told her that Oliver was getting increasingly controlling and gaslighting her. He’d canceled her credit card and insisted it was a bank error. They’d argued over her workload, and she’d mysteriously lost clients. Oliver said they’d left because she was overextending herself. Laura feared Oliver was interfering and somehow cost her clients.”
I stare at her. “He canceled her credit card?”
Dinah lifts a hand. “According to this unknown caller. I’ll speak to Oliver today. It doesn’t sound like him, but of course, it has to be investigated. Even if this woman is a friend of Laura’s and Laura did tell her that, we’re taking Laura’s word for it. This woman even admitted she dismissed it at the time. She said Laura was ‘high-strung’ and dramatic.”
I make a noncommittal noise.
Dinah continues, “This woman believed Laura’s death was clearly an accident. Slowly that turned into guilt—what if Laura had been telling the truth? Then she realized Oliver had a new girlfriend and became concerned.”
“But why would the police bring Oliver in for questioning without speaking to Martine first?”
Two seconds of silence. When I can’t read her expression, dread seeps in.
“They did,” I whisper. “They spoke to Martine, and she said . . . What did she say?”
“She lost her credit card a few weeks ago. She canceled it right away . . . and wasn’t able to get a new one. According to the bank, it was a clerical error. However, when the police were speaking to her, one of their questions was about finances, and the missing credit card came up.”
I struggle for breath. “And it sounded uncomfortably close to what this anonymous caller claimed Oliver did to Laura.”
“That’s why they questioned Oliver. None of it was actionable, but it was enough to bring him in, mostly as a warning.”
“Okay. But Martine and Oliver straightened it out before she was shot.”
Dinah is silent.
I meet her gaze. “Oliver told me everything was fine.”
“Can you . . . elaborate on that?”
When I don’t answer, my thoughts racing, Castillo turns and finally speaks.
“Amy told Oliver it was okay to reach out to Martine as if nothing happened, just his usual good morning,” he says. “Nothing more. He agreed to do that. Amy later asked how things went, and he said fine. I’m guessing that’s not what happened?”
Dinah sighs. “Not exactly. Oliver reached out, and Martine didn’t answer. He tried again, and she said she was busy. He sent five texts total, trying to find out what was going on, while she continued to insist she was busy and then stopped answering.”
I curse under my breath.
“Yes,” Dinah says. “I understand he was worried, and I understand he didn’t want to tell you he’d ignored your advice. At least they were only texts.”
“But she would have been braced in case he showed up,” I say. “Which is why when she went outside, she thought she saw his car in the driveway last night.”
“It was his car.”
I go still. “Martine identified Oliver as the shooter?”
“No, she identified his car, which was also caught on a red-light camera two blocks from Martine’s house. It was undeniably his. There’s a dent in the front fender from a couple of weeks ago.”
“Right. A parking lot hit-and-run. He hasn’t had time to get it fixed.”
“Martine recognized that dent before she went outside.”
“And the shooter?” I say, heart hammering.
“The person’s face was covered. Martine was almost to the car before the window went down. As soon as she saw the driver was wearing a balaclava, she turned to run. That’s when the shots were fired.”
“You say the car was caught on a red-light camera,” Castillo says. “Which only goes off if you run a red.”
“Yes.”
Castillo snorts. “Yeah, if I’m going to kill my girlfriend, I’m definitely running a red on the way, with the camera in plain sight. Did it get a picture of the driver?”
“Wearing a balaclava.”
“Better and better. Because that wouldn’t be suspicious at all, driving around with your face covered. The shooter pulled it down when they ran the red and then again to shoot Martine.”
“That would be my theory,” Dinah says.
“Where does Oliver say he was during this?” Castillo asks.
“Sleeping. He went to bed just after ten.”
“That tracks,” I say, carefully, hoping I don’t sound as if I’m defending him. “He’s an early riser, and he especially wouldn’t stay up after spending the night before with the police.”
“Where’s his bedroom located?” Castillo asks, looking at the house.
“At the back,” I say. “Which means he wouldn’t see or hear anyone taking the car. When he’s there alone, the gate is set to automatic. He hates having to fuss with the code. It’s finicky.”
“Any other security?” Castillo says. “Cameras and such?”
“Oliver usually parks in the driveway during good weather, and there’s a camera right there.” I point to it. “It’s on a motion sensor. The recording will show someone taking the car from the drive last night. There’s also a full security system on the house, and he does use it when he goes to bed. It should show that he didn’t leave the house.”
“That’s what we expect,” Dinah says. “The police jumped the gun. A force this size only sees a few murders a year. If Martine identified Oliver as the shooter—and that red-light camera puts his car in the area—they’re going to make an arrest. I suspect there was also a bit of a misunderstanding. They seemed to be under the impression she’d seen his face and was making a complete ID.”
“Now that they know better, will they drop the charges?”
“After they see the security logs and camera footage? Yes.”





CHAPTER 8
CASTILLO LEAVES OLIVER’S house shortly after the conversation. I stay with Dinah while the police finish their search. As much as I’d love to see Oliver, that’s not possible. Instead, Dinah drops me off to get my car and then grabs takeout and meets me at her temporary office, where we hang out while we await news.
Dinah and I talk a bit, catching up, but it’s hard to focus on anything except Martine in the hospital and Oliver in prison and what happened to my mother. I don’t want to think about Mom. I want my full attention and sympathy to be with Martine. But being here with Dinah takes me back eight years to when she sat with me at home, waiting for news about Grant White.
Now I’m waiting to hear whether my brother will be charged with attempting to kill his girlfriend, and Dinah is with me again, and those two cases swim along the same stream in my mind.
Martine and my mother. Oliver and Grant White.
Is there any chance Oliver did this? Logically, it makes no sense. But then I think of White’s children and friends and loved ones, and all the waiting they’d done at each stage, still in shock that he had been charged with my mother’s murder, still thinking there’d been some mistake.
Am I doing the same thing?
I really hope not.
   
IT’S NEARLY five by the time the call comes. The police have finished with the security logs and footage. I wait for the news that they found no evidence of Oliver leaving last night. That they have security-tape evidence of someone stealing and then returning his car.
That is not what they found.
“I don’t understand,” I say to Dinah. “There’s nothing?”
“Nothing between nine last night and one this morning. Someone turned the system off.”
“Or maybe Oliver never turned it on.”
Dinah shakes her head. “It was on after he returned from work. Then it goes offline for four hours.”
I consider that. “Could someone have hacked it?”
“That’s my theory,” Dinah says, “but of course the police are going with the simpler solution.”
“That Oliver turned it off to hide him leaving.”
“Yes.”
“The charges won’t be dropped then.”
“I’m going to speak to the prosecutor and see whether they have anything substantiative enough to warrant the charge. Worst case, they’ll string us along for a few days. Either way, your brother will be out—on dropped charges or bail.”
   
BEFORE HEADING home from Dinah’s office, I go to start the map app and realize my phone is turned off from this morning. Both Castillo and Dinah had been with me—and Oliver in prison—so there was no one I needed or wanted to hear from.
When I turn it on, I have so many message notifications that I’m tempted to shut it down again. Most are from people and numbers I don’t recognize. One, though, makes me wince, and I sit in the law firm parking lot as I return the call.
“What the fuck is going on?” Raven says when she answers.
“I’m sorry.”
I tell her the whole story, and I relax a little as the edge falls from her tone.
“So someone stole Oliver’s car and is framing him for murder?” Raven says.
I tense. “I know it sounds ridiculous.”
“Hell, no. It sounds great. For a true crime story, that is. Not so great if your brother is in the middle of it, though.”
I roll my eyes. “You think?”
She sighs. “Fine. I’ll turn my producer brain off. Halfway off anyway.” She pauses. “Someone seriously hates your brother, Amy.”
“You think?” I say again.
“At least you haven’t lost your sense of sarcasm.” A rustling, as if she’s walking while talking. “Oliver’s lawyers will handle this. We need to concentrate on podcast damage control, because either way, this is damaging.”
I fight a spark of panic. “How damaging?”
“If your brother was somehow convicted, you’d have two choices. Either close shop or turn him into an example.”
“Fall on my sword and use myself as an example, too. How even those close to a predator might be blind to it.”
“Yes, even if you still thought he was innocent. But the trial isn’t happening tomorrow. The problem is that, if it goes to trial, you need to address it in a way that doesn’t condemn him . . . but doesn’t support him, either.” A moment of silence, and then her voice drops. “You cannot publicly support him or defend him in any way.”
“I know.”
“You could do that?”
“I’m hoping it won’t come to that, but if it does, then I agree that either I’d need to do it or I’d need to end the show.”
“You have something here, Amy. Your growth rate is one of the best I’ve seen. This could be a career for you . . . if the podcast doesn’t get derailed by what’s happening to Oliver.”
A bird calls in the background, and she pauses, as if waiting it out.
Raven continues, “I’ll fight like hell alongside you if that’s what you want, but if you decide it’s not worth it, you’d damn well better let me know. I don’t want to look up and realize I’m the only one bailing out the ship.”
“I understand.”
“There’s more. You lost two sponsors today, Amy. Henderson Berry Farms and Old Crone Brews.”
My hands tighten on the steering wheel. “Shit.”
“It’s not a huge deal. They’re both local, and they weren’t exactly shoveling money into your coffers. But if this story goes national, you’re going to lose more.” She pauses. “Maybe all.”
Objectively speaking, that won’t affect my bottom line. Right now, I make 90 percent of my podcast earnings from advertising and Patreon. Sponsorship at this stage is mostly free website hosting, discount show merch, and—in the case of Old Crone Brews—a monthly tea shipment that I’ve been giving away online because I’m more of a coffee drinker.
But small-scale sponsorship is a stepping stone to the big bucks. It’s also a stamp of validity. If my podcast has sponsors, it’s not a vanity project. When those names disappear, it’ll be noticed.
“I have an idea, though,” Raven continues.
“Okay . . .”
“Don’t sound so enthusiastic.”
“I’m bracing,” I say.
“Yeah, yeah. Seriously, though, I think we could turn this into a real growth opportunity.”
“Switch my show focus to people who’ve been wrongly accused of killing a loved one?”
“Hey, if you meant that, I’d be all for it.” A pause. “Strike that. My money-grubbing soul would be all for it. Ethically, I like where you are now. And I know you only want to be where you are now, which is the quandary.”
“Yep.”
“Do you remember when I first reached out to you? What had you done that caught my attention?”
“Quintupled my subscribers in a week.”
She snorts. “You went from a hundred subscribers to five hundred. Not exactly hitting the big leagues. It wasn’t the numbers that caught my eye—it was the growth.”
“Isn’t that what I just said?”
She ignores me and continues, “Most podcasts can trace that kind of spike to an outside element. They’re recommended by someone big. They get media coverage for a specific show. You did it organically. That’s what put you on my radar. You added something to the format, and it spiked subscribers and kept them. Then you continued growing because you continued adding that new ingredient.”
“I started investigating cases rather than just regurgitating them.”
“Exactly. And that’s how you can not only weather this storm but ride these winds to where you want to be.”
I hesitate. “If you’re suggesting I investigate Oliver’s case, I can’t do that. I only dig into completed cases so that I don’t interfere with the prosecution and defense’s work.”
“I’m not suggesting you investigate. I’m suggesting you report, as only someone in your position can. I’m suggesting you cover the case.”
“Cover a case about my brother as an attempted-murder suspect? While remaining completely neutral and not shaping the data in any way, because that would be unethical?”
“Yes.”
“So you want me to be the kind of cold-hearted bitch who’d use a tragedy in her family to increase ratings?”
She sighs dramatically.
“What?” I say. “That’s what I’d be doing, right?”
“No. Someone else might do that, but you are one of the few people I know who could cover this dispassionately. It’s not milking a family tragedy. It’s acknowledging what is happening and proving your commitment to the podcast by not sweeping it under the rug.”
I say nothing.
“Think about it,” she says. “See what happens.”
“I wouldn’t do it if Oliver objected,” I say.
“Understood.”
“And I wouldn’t do it if Oliver’s lawyer objected.”
“Understood.”
With any luck, those charges are going away, and this will all be moot, because I don’t want to cover my brother’s case . . . and I really don’t want to ask whether that’d be all right with him.
   
I GET two texts from Dinah that night. Short and sweet.
  Dinah: Nothing to report  

  Dinah: Stay offline  

If it were anyone other than Dinah, I’d worry that telling me to stay offline meant something had happened and she didn’t want me to see it. I know better. She’s saying that there isn’t any news, and so anything I see online is either speculation or outright fabrication, probably with some slander thrown in.
My mother’s murder taught me the wisdom of Dinah’s words. I’ll be the first to know of new developments, and surfing will only keep me awake at night. I need to sleep, and I think—with a little chemical help—I can manage it.
Martine is alive and in stable condition.
My brother didn’t shoot her.
This will all be cleared up soon.
Do I really believe that?
I’m not sure.
   
I DO SLEEP, though the pill means I wake up groggy to incoming texts. I hadn’t bothered to set an alarm, and when I open my eyes, I see it’s almost nine. That has me scrambling up, reaching for my phone.
The texts are from Dinah.
  Dinah: Picking you up at 9  

  Dinah: Charges not dismissed  

  Dinah: Oliver is fine and wants to talk to you  

  Dinah: STAY OFFLINE  

I read her texts twice, hoping to see something that I’m missing, some nuance that says my twisting stomach is an overreaction.
If she’s picking me up and taking me to Oliver, something has happened. A development that’s more than “charges not dropped.”
I must resist the urge to go online. No good can come of it, not when Dinah will be here in ten minutes and I’ll get the facts straight from her.
I yank on clothing, and I’m washing my face when the buzzer sounds. I make sure it’s Dinah, and then get my hair brushed before she’s there.
“I overslept,” I say as I open the door.
“Good. You needed it.”
“Just let me grab a coffee and an apple.”
“We’ll hit a drive-through on the way.”





CHAPTER 9
WHEN WE’RE in the car, she says, “They’re not dropping the charges. The police are convinced that Oliver turned off the security system himself. Dean is investigating. The system is connected to Wi-Fi, which means it can be hacked. Dean says that model is known for security breaches, and Oliver hasn’t updated the software or the firmware.”
“Hasn’t updated either recently?”
She nods. “Excellent question.” Over the car’s Bluetooth, she sends a voice text to Castillo asking whether he knows how long it’s been since Oliver updated. The response comes back in seconds, and the system reads it aloud.
  Castillo: System is five years old. Never updated  

“Good,” Dinah says. “Not updating it is an established habit, and therefore not suspicious. We need to prove either that it was hacked or that it could have been, if proving or disproving hacking is impossible.”
I force myself to wait until we’re out of the drive-through before I say, “There’s more, isn’t there? A development that isn’t in Oliver’s favor?”
“The Crown is considering reopening the investigation into Laura’s death.”
“What?” I twist to look at her. “Based on an anonymous call?”
“No, though that doesn’t look good, either. It exposed a potential pattern of behavior.”
My heart gallops, and I have to focus on my breath before I can continue, “So Oliver did something? With Laura’s and Martine’s credit cards?”
“He’s asked me to let him explain it to you.”
Dinah’s voice is calm, but everything in me explodes in gibbering panic.
Oh God, Oliver. What have you done?
“How . . . how bad was it?” I manage.
She meets my gaze. “He’ll explain it, Amy. He does have an explanation, and while I would not condone his actions, if I thought it indicated abusive control, I’d tell you.”
I take two deep breaths. “Okay.”
“There’s also this.”
She pulls up something on her phone and passes it over.
It’s a news article from the local paper.
NEW EVIDENCE IN LAURA HARDING DROWNING?
When my heart stops, I inhale deeply and focus on that question mark. It’s a significant bit of punctuation, saying that the paper is raising a possibility rather than stating a fact.
The opening paragraph mentions Martine’s shooting, along with “This is not the first time Harding Enterprises CEO Oliver Harding has been accused of trying to kill a romantic partner. Three years ago, Harding’s wife, Laura . . .” It goes on to succinctly sum up Laura’s drowning. Then comes the bombshell.
One of the two witnesses, Dale Cranston, is now retracting part of his statement. At the time, he told police he saw Laura Harding dive into the water, of her own accord, while her husband was at least two meters away. Now Cranston admits he didn’t see where Oliver Harding was standing, because he was fully focused on Laura Harding.
“It was a hot chick in a bikini,” he is quoted as saying. “I wasn’t looking anywhere else.”
According to Cranston, it was his friend, Keith Landry, who saw where Oliver Harding stood, and Cranston did spot someone else on the boat, so he echoed his friend’s version of events.
“Even if he was too far away to push the lady,” Cranston says, “that doesn’t mean she couldn’t have jumped into the water to get away from him. He might have been holding a gun on her or something. Like I said, we were watching the chick in the bikini.”
In Landry’s statement three years ago, he had said he heard Laura Harding laughing to her husband and trying to coax him into the water, which indicated she’d jumped in voluntarily. However, Cranston says he never heard anything, and Landry died last year, leaving Cranston as the only witness.
Harding was never charged in his wife’s death, which means if Cranston recants his story, this may open the door to more trouble for Oliver Harding.
The first sip of coffee churns in my gut as I reread the article. Then I look over at Dinah.
“Is this grounds for reopening the investigation?”
She hesitates. “Yes,” she says finally. “The eyewitness accounts are what halted further investigation in its tracks. Combined with the lack of evidence, it meant there was no reason to think it was anything except a tragic accident.”
“Now there is?”
“If it was purely this guy changing his story, then no. He’s not saying he saw anything suspicious. Only that he lied to police, which he seems to think is no big deal.”
“Yeah, he’s going to find out what they think of that.”
“He is, and my hope is that Cranston will revert to his original version and blame the media for taking his words out of context. Witnessing Laura’s accident was the biggest thing that ever happened to this man. Suddenly, he was a key witness in a major news story. Now he sees the chance to be relevant again. We need to hope he realizes his mistake and backs down.”
“But now that the possibility has been raised, it’s a problem. The other witness is dead, and this mystery woman has linked Greta and Martine with similar allegations against Oliver.”
“It means they can reopen the investigation, Amy,” she says gently. “It doesn’t mean the police will find enough for the Crown to charge him.”
I stare out the window until we’re nearly at the detention center. Then I say, “This isn’t going away, is it?”
Dinah squeezes my arm without answering.
“You expect it’ll go to trial?” I ask.
“I hope not. We know Oliver is being framed. We know the woman who came to your show has something to do with that, and now that she’s a person of interest in a criminal case, Dean will find whatever he needs to uncover her identity.”
“Do you think she’s the one who shot Martine?”
“If not, then she is a link to the person who did, because there’s very little chance the accusation and the shooting aren’t connected.”
As we turn into the parking lot, Dinah says, “Have you considered how this might affect your podcast?”
I pass her a wan smile. “I should say that’s the absolute last thing on my mind.”
“No,” she says firmly. “You are a young woman finding success in a passion project. You can be worried sick about Oliver while also being concerned about how his arrest affects your livelihood. Don’t let anyone make you feel otherwise.”
“My producer wants me to cover the case,” I blurt. Then I pull back into my seat, tugging my sweater tighter around me. “I know that’s not important right now⁠—”
“If it’s about your life, Amy, then it’s important to me. Tell me what she’s thinking.”
“That I need to get ahead of this,” I say. “I’ve already lost local sponsors, and that’s just the beginning of a downhill slide. My focus is people who kill intimate partners . . . and my brother is accused of murdering his wife and attempting to murder his girlfriend. I have to address it, and Raven thinks the best way to do that is to dispassionately cover the case.”
“Because you’ll have an inside track on information. From me.”
“I wouldn’t⁠—”
Dinah lifts a hand. “You would, and that’s what she’s hoping for. You become the expert on this case, and combined with the personal connection, you’re better than any traditional news source.” She drums her fingers on the steering wheel. “It could work.”
“In Oliver’s favor, you mean?” I say. “But that’s only if I filter the data and slant the angle, which I can’t do.”
“He doesn’t need that. I do not, for one moment, believe Oliver parked in Martine’s driveway and shot her. If a man like Oliver wanted to kill someone, he’d hire a professional.” She pauses. “No, Oliver would know better than that. A professional killer means a wild card. He’d plan something far more foolproof than pushing his wife off a boat or shooting his girlfriend in her driveway—and leaving her alive to identify him.”
When I don’t answer, she waves a hand. “I’m not saying I can imagine Oliver killing anyone. But if he did, he’d be smarter about it. So would I. So would you.”
I still say nothing, and she curses under her breath. “That was insensitive. Other people might speculate about things like that, but it’s not a parlor game for you. I’m sorry.”
“I understand what you mean,” I say, “though I think Oliver would rather his defense was something other than ‘He’d have done a better job of it.’ ”
“Unfortunately, that may be an angle, if it comes to it, though never so bluntly. For now, I’ll talk to him about you covering the case on the podcast. I see advantages. There’s one roadblock, though. You can’t have Dean back. I need him.”
“I know. I’d find someone else.”
“Hold off on that. I can’t promise to give you everything Dean uncovers, but I will give you everything that will also be passed on to the Crown.” She opens the car door. “We can discuss that more later. Oliver is waiting.”
   
I’VE NEVER BEEN in a prison visiting room. I certainly wasn’t going to visit my mother’s killer, and since then, even when convicted killers have reached out to the show, wanting to give their version of events, I’ve never even been tempted to go.
This is the county detention center, where the accused await their bail hearings or their day in court if bail was denied or inaccessible. It’s a sterile government building, and a fence behind it indicates a yard for exercise, but from where we enter, that’s hidden.
It’s a Canadian jail, and most of my expectations have been shaped by American television, but there are no surprises in the experience. We have to show ID and leave our valuables and pass through a security check.
After that, I presume I’d normally be shown into a common area with security shields, but I’m here with Oliver’s attorney, and we’re accorded the privilege of a private space that reminds me of a TV cop-show interrogation room, with the bare minimum of basic office furniture.
Dinah tries to distract me with small talk that I barely hear. My gaze is fixed on that door, ready to burst into a welcoming smile the moment the knob turns. I’ve taken extra care with my appearance—including layers of cover-up for my under-eye circles. I want Oliver to know I’m concerned, but I don’t want him thinking I’m on the brink of another breakdown while he’s in here and can’t help. His focus needs to be on his own situation.
We’ve been waiting about ten minutes before Oliver is escorted in. He’s not wearing handcuffs, and he’s dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, as if he’s spending the weekend at home, doing yard work. What I notice most, though, is how tired he looks. He’d been exhausted when I’d seen him two days ago. Now it looks as if he hasn’t slept since. He’s made the effort of shaving, though it’s a haphazard job, with more than a nick or two. His hair is still wet, as if he just showered, but he hasn’t done more than finger comb it.
I want to jump up and hug him. I want to be the kind of little sister who rants that she can’t believe this is happening to him, it’s so unfair, how dare they think he did this. But I’m not, and it’d only make him uncomfortable, so I settle for a gentle smile, and I try, very hard, not to think of what he must be going through, because breaking down in tears won’t help, either.
“Hey,” he says as he slides into a chair across from me. He reaches over the top, takes my hands and holds them tight. “I’m sorry, Ames. I’m sorry about all this.”
I manage a choked laugh. “I think that’s my line.”
“You know what I mean. I’m sorry to be putting you through this.” He releases one of my hands to rub his face. “They’ll get the charges sorted, but someone shot Martine. She’s in the hospital, and she thinks I put her there, and I can’t . . .” He runs a hand through his hair. “I can’t even process that. I understand why she thinks it—the shots came from someone driving my car. I’m praying she’ll be fine, physically, but she’s not going to be fine completely. You understand what I mean.”
“I do.”
“And even when it’s proven that I didn’t pull that trigger, she’s always going to remember thinking it was me. We aren’t going to get past that. I’ll get out of this mess, but that won’t change the fact that she was shot and that I’ll have lost a relationship with someone—” He clears his throat, eyes misting. “Someone I cared about very much.”
“I’m sorry.”
He straightens, reaching for my other hand again and holding both on the tabletop. “The important thing is keeping her safe and putting this bastard behind bars. That’s why I asked Dinah to bring you here. I’ve made a decision, and I didn’t want you to hear about it secondhand.” His hands tighten on mine. “I’m not seeking bail.”
I stare at him, thinking I’ve misheard. “What?”
“At this time,” he adds quickly. “I’m not seeking bail at this time.”
“I don’t understand.” My heart picks up speed. “You can’t stay in jail, Oliver. It’s not safe.”
“Someone is using Martine to get to me,” he says. “They shot her for the sole purpose of putting me in prison, presumably to pay for whatever they think I did to Laura. Martine is nothing more than a pawn to them. If I’m out, what’s to stop them from killing her to frame me? What’s to stop them from coming after you to frame me?”
When I open my mouth, he cuts in, “I know you’d say you’ll be fine, so we’ll focus on Martine. I want to be certain no one can hurt her. And from a selfish standpoint, I don’t want them framing me for it. As long as I’m in here, we’re both safe.”
I glance at Dinah.
“I agree with the strategy,” she says. “For now. I’ll make it clear why we aren’t seeking bail and that we may do so at a later time.”
“There’s more,” Oliver says. “I don’t want anything that comes out to surprise you.” He shakes his head. “No, I don’t want to disappoint you, and this might do it, so I want you to hear it from me.”
“Okay,” I say, my voice tight, suspecting he’s going to talk about the credit cards.
“The woman who called the police said Laura believed I’d canceled her credit card. Then Martine lost hers, which makes it sound as if I might have taken it. I didn’t. At least . . .” He inhales. “I didn’t touch Martine’s credit card. She legitimately lost it and the bank has confirmed that any problem she had reinstating it was a clerical error. But . . . I did cancel Laura’s. I told her it must have been a bank error, after I instructed my banker not to reissue her one based on my credit rating.”
I start hiding my shock and disappointment, and then I decide I can’t pretend that was okay. So I just look at him and let him see what I’m feeling, and when he flinches, I try not to feel guilty.
“I made a mistake,” he says. “Laura was . . . You remember how she was with money. She liked to shop, and most of it never left her closet. That bothered me. A lot. We had the money, but your mom taught me fiscal responsibility and charity. Whenever I talked to Laura about her spending, she’d spend more. I should have confronted her more strongly. Instead, I did the cowardly thing and canceled her card on my account, leaving her with her old personal one, which had a low credit limit.”
He watches me expectantly, as if waiting for me to say I understand.
“You canceled her card and pretended it was an error,” I say. “When she suspected what you’d done—which she must have, because she told a friend—you stuck to your story, making her feel like she was overreacting. We call that gaslighting.”
He slumps, and I can’t keep looking at him or I’ll dial back my censure. I turn to Dinah, who’s pretending to be busy with a notepad.
“They’ll use that against him, won’t they?” I say.
“They will.” She meets his gaze. “It was a terrible thing to do, but I’m glad he confessed before it came out. He told me last night, and I’m already on top of it.”
“And the other accusations?” I say. “The caller said you interfered with Laura’s business.”
He shakes his head vehemently. “Never.” He meets my eyes. “I’ll be blunt here, Amy. I was worried about her spending my income, so I certainly wouldn’t have cut into her ability to make her own. But she was having business problems. She really was taking on too much and—I hate to say it—losing clients who felt she wasn’t giving them her full attention.”
“Because she wasn’t.”
“Yes. I offered to help her get better organized, and she took offense at that, so I left her to it. According to this caller, I was also driving wedges between her and her friends. That’s not true. Again, she was dropping balls, missing lunch dates and coffee meetings.”
“Can confirm,” Dinah says. “Dean has already been in touch with one friend who says Laura didn’t show up for lunch twice and a client who dropped her for blowing deadlines. We’ll keep digging and get more stories.”
“Laura was pushing herself too hard,” Oliver says. “I’ve always blamed myself for that. I convinced her she had the talent to start her own business. I bankrolled it, too. I thought I was being helpful, and now I realize it might have made her feel like she’d traded a boss for an investor. I made mistakes. But I loved her and absolutely would never have hurt her. I only wish we’d had the time to work it out.”





CHAPTER 10
I’VE BEEN HOME for an hour, and I haven’t moved from the kitchenette chair. I managed to get that far and slumped into it, and I’ve just sat here, unmoving and unthinking. My brain is blank in a way it hasn’t been since Oliver came and pulled me from the abyss that day eight years ago.
My brother is in jail for the attempted murder of his girlfriend. The murder of his wife may be added to the charges. He’s innocent of both—I know he is. He’s being framed.
That isn’t his loving sister spinning wild conspiracy theories. It’s a near-certain fact, and I only say near-certain because I’ve been conditioned not to ever be absolute in cases of potential domestic abuse.
Did Oliver drown Laura? No. What we have is a witness retracting a statement because, as Dinah says, he wants another fifteen minutes of fame.
Did Oliver shoot Martine? No, because the way it happened is ridiculous and screams “Setup!”
Did Oliver gaslight Laura?
Yes.
Oliver took away Laura’s credit card, lied about it, and then made sure she couldn’t get a new one while lying about that. He made her feel as if she was overreacting and imagining a problem when he’d caused the problem himself.
If he’d continued down that line, it could have spiraled into psychological abuse. As it stands, it was the first step on a slippery slope, and I trust that he would have realized it and pulled himself back from that edge.
Either way, it’s going to impact his case.
As for not seeking bail, I hate the thought of Oliver spending even an extra hour in prison, but I understand the sacrifice he’s making. It’s the right thing to do because it means Martine is safe.
When the lobby buzzer sounds, I ignore it. Dinah has warned me that the press is going to track me down very soon. The only reason they haven’t is that I don’t share a surname with Oliver.
I’ve been through a media onslaught before, when Mom died. I say her murder was an ordinary one, shockingly commonplace, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t noticed. Canada had 554 homicides that year—yes, I memorized the stats. Of them, my mother was one of 460 people killed by someone they knew, and one of 89 killed by an intimate partner. Cases like my mom’s—successful lawyer grabbed in secured parking garage by a guy she dumped—still pick up their share of press.
I’d only wanted to grieve in peace, and if I couldn’t do that, then I wanted to bring my mother to life, show the world what they’d lost. But the press just wanted photos of her sobbing daughter, sound bites of that daughter shouting for justice, details on the murder that weren’t in the official press releases. That is a large part of what spurred me to change the direction of my life. I saw how my mother’s death was treated, and I wanted better.
Back then, Dinah stepped in and shielded me. I won’t ask that of her now. If the media comes for me, I’ll deal with it, but mostly, I’m just going to make myself unavailable.
Here’s where I’ll be especially grateful for my secure apartment building. No one can show up on my doorstep. They can’t ambush me leaving for work or school, either, because I don’t need to go anywhere. Being a part-time doctoral student means I’m only on campus a couple days a week. Any meetings with my thesis advisor can be done virtually. I don’t plan to hole up indefinitely, but I’m grateful to be able to hunker down for a day or two.
The buzzer sounds again. I continue to ignore it.
When a text comes in, I glance down at my phone.
  Castillo: Answer the door, Gibson. Your car is in the lot. I know you’re there.  

I frown and let him in. As I walk to the door, I catch a glimpse of myself. I’d gone out this morning with a neat ponytail, a flick of mascara and a pop of lip color. Now my ponytail is askew, tendrils having escaped from running my hands through my hair. That “flick of mascara” has smeared from crying. The lip color is long gone. I resist the urge to at least comb my hair. It’s Castillo. Maybe if I look sad and bedraggled, he’ll take pity on me.
I open the door at his knock, which is really more of a pound.
“Hey,” I say. “Were you trying to get in touch with me? I must have missed your texts.”
He waves me back, steps in, shuts the door, locks and deadbolts it.
“Did you even look out to be sure it was me?” he says.
“No,” I say honestly. “I should have. It’s been a long day.” I check my watch. “And it’s barely noon.”
“I didn’t text,” he says as he stalks into the living room.
“All the better to sneak up on me,” I murmur under my breath. Then I raise my voice so he can hear. “Anytime you want to talk, you can call. I’m screening, but I’ll answer yours.”
“I hate talking on the phone.”
“Too easy for people to hang up on you?” This time, I forget to say it under my breath. Or maybe I just don’t bother.
“In this instance, yeah. What’s this about you covering the case on your podcast?”
I fight against tensing and lower myself into a chair. “I’m considering it.”
“Well, stop.”
“I may not have a choice.”
“You always have a choice, Gibson.”
I look up at him still standing—the better to loom, my dear. “Maybe, but I’m in danger of losing my podcast. My brother is accused of the very thing it stands against. I need to address it.”
“Why? You aren’t your brother.”
I shake my head. “It’s optics. I’m already losing sponsors. Using my brother’s case to keep my podcast afloat seems cold, but the show means something to me. It means a lot, and if I can keep it without hurting Oliver or his case, I’d like to do that.”
Castillo doesn’t answer, and I don’t dare look at him.
When he walks to the patio door and looks out, I say softly, “I never got your email.”
“I said I didn’t message.”
“I mean about your cousin’s murder. I know you think I ignored the email, which would make me a hypocrite. I use my mother’s death to start a podcast pretending to care about victims and their families, and when someone actually asks for help, I show my true colors. It’s all performative.”
He sighs as he turns to face me. “I don’t think that, Amy. I overstepped. You barely knew me, and I wasn’t exactly friendly after your little Nancy Drew stunt.”
I stiffen. “The ‘Nancy Drew stunt’ was a mistake.”
Another sigh. “I know. You screwed up, and you didn’t do it again, but in case you haven’t noticed, I can hold grudges, especially against those who threaten people I care about.”
I nod. “I endangered Ioana’s career, and your firm’s reputation.”
“It’s Ioana I care about. I can take care of myself. But, yeah, you did, and I held it against you for longer than I should have. Then I came asking for a favor, expecting you to do something you aren’t comfortable with. You’re not a therapist. I just wish you’d been honest with me instead of pretending you didn’t get the email.”
“I didn’t get the email, Dean.”
“I sent two.”
“And I didn’t get them.” I meet his gaze. “When my mother died, I came damn close to following her. I would never, ever ignore someone in need. I would have talked to your cousin’s wife and suggested resources.”
He turns back to the window.
“I’d like you to leave,” I say.
He sighs again, deeply this time, still looking outside. “Let’s not⁠—”
“I am asking you to leave, Dean. This is my apartment, and I don’t need to put up with your bullshit. Not here. Not now.”
He turns. “I didn’t come here to fight.”
“Really? Then I’d hate to be around when you do. You came spoiling for a fight. Accusing me of exploiting my brother. Accusing me of lying about the emails. I don’t give a shit what you think of me, Dean Castillo. I do not have the bandwidth for you right now.”
“I admitted I was still pissy about the Nancy Drew shit and that I shouldn’t have been. I don’t think that’s spoiling for a fight. As for the emails, you brought that up, and I admitted I overstepped asking for your help. And I never said you were exploiting Oliver. I came here because obviously your brother and his lawyer are too wrapped up in this case to realize you’re about to do something stupid.”
“Stupid . . .” I say.
“Not stupid. Foolish.” He gives his head a firm shake. “No, not foolish, either. Dangerous. We aren’t dealing with a run-of-the-mill troll who tried to ruin your show and made an anonymous call to the police. This person shot your brother’s girlfriend. Tried to murder her.”
“And I’m the silly little girl who thinks this is some movie-of-the-week plot she should cover on her silly little podcast.”
“Don’t put words in my mouth, Gibson. I did not say that about you or your podcast. I don’t think that, either. I’m concerned that you haven’t thought this through enough. I know I’m not explaining this well, but stop reading between the lines, please, and listen to me. If you put Oliver’s case on your podcast, you make yourself a target for the psycho who shot Martine.”
“Do you really believe that?”
“Yes.”
“You think I’d be a possible target? Or a serious one?”
“You want to start playing the odds now? Exactly what are the chances this psycho will kill you?”
I glance toward the kitchen. “Is it too early for a drink?”
He snorts.
“Seriously,” I say. “We both have our backs up. We’re both stressed. If you want to have this conversation, we both need to chill, and I could really use a drink.”
“Go ahead.”
I walk into the kitchen and take a beer from the fridge.
When I notice him looking, I lift it. “Oh, that’s why you said no. You didn’t figure I’d have anything you’d want. This isn’t mine. It’s left over from my last boyfriend. I only drink canned cocktails, the fizzy ones in pretty colors.” I open the beer and take a sip as I head back into the living room.
“I like canned cocktails,” he says. “Especially the blue ones. But I’d take a beer.”
I point to the kitchen. He goes in and finds another beer in the fridge.
When he sits down with his bottle, I say, “I’m not sold on the podcast idea, but I see my producer’s point. It would undo damage that’s only going to get worse. Dinah thinks it could help Oliver’s case, which I obviously want, as long as it doesn’t cost me my integrity. But I’m not comfortable with it, and yes, I hadn’t considered that I might be making myself a target. But what’s the alternative? Put the podcast on hiatus and hope for the best? That could look like his own sister doesn’t believe he’s innocent, or it could look like I really am a hypocrite—happy to fight for this cause unless it impacts me personally.”
Castillo fingers his bottle, gaze down, looking very uncomfortable. Okay, so I tried honesty, and that wasn’t what he wanted, either. Message received.
I set my beer aside. “Sorry for rambling. Like I said, it’s been a long day. You’ve delivered your warning, and I’ll figure out my next move.”
He exhales. “You’re in a tough spot.”
“I’ll get myself out. I’m not looking for advice.” I stop and make a face. “That came out wrong. I mean that I’m not expecting advice. I know I need to figure this out for myself.”
“I’m shit at giving advice,” he says, “but I can help you work out a solution, if you need someone to bounce ideas off.”
I hesitate.
“Okay, I’ll get out of your hair.” He stands, beer in hand. “Just remember what I said.”
“No, I—” I take a deep breath. “We’re both tiptoeing around, and it doesn’t suit either of us. I would love to bounce ideas off you, but I don’t want you to feel obligated to listen.”
“You really think I ever feel obligated to do anything?”
“You felt obligated to take my case while Ioana was out of town.”
“Obligated to her, not you.” He lowers himself back onto the sofa. “Done right, I agree that this might be the best way to save your podcast. Yeah, I don’t think it should be at risk in the first place. You’re not your brother. Your podcast is all about people missing the signs and predators hiding in plain sight, and if Oliver did this, wouldn’t that just prove your point? It’s not like you’re setting yourself up as an expert who can always read the signs. No one can. You’re studying this and using what you learn to help others.”
I blink. He’s right. That’s exactly what I’m doing. I’m just surprised to hear this from Castillo.
“What did you have in mind?” he says. “How would you handle this?”
I could say I haven’t thought about it. I almost want to, as if admitting I have plans negates my claim that I don’t want to cover Oliver's case on my podcast. Both can be true—I’m just not sure Castillo will understand.
No, that’s unfair. He’s smart and shrewd and very capable of understanding it. I just don’t want him leaping to conclusions and judging me for them.
I take a deep breath. Then I explain what I’m considering.
“That could work,” he muses, leaning back into the sofa. “Report on the case. Just the facts, ma’am. No editorializing.”
“Mmm, no editorializing regarding Oliver’s guilt or innocence. I’ll need to add my own thoughts in general, though. Otherwise, it really is just a cold recitation of facts. They can listen to the news for that.”
“Reasonable.”
“I’ll need to mention my connection to Oliver in every episode introduction,” I say. “Or people will accuse me of hiding my bias.”
“Yeah, people are assholes.” He stretches out his legs. “If you want to stay ahead of the media, you’re going to need insider information.”
“Dinah said she’d make sure I get everything she’s passing along to the Crown. I can’t report on it before they have it, but I can tape an episode and be ready to launch.”
“Cops won’t like it. Prosecution won’t like it. But I can help make sure you don’t say anything they can shut you down for. I’ll pass on tips, too, right after Dinah gives the thumbs up. There are things that wouldn’t concern her, but might help you.”
“She already warned me that I can’t use you as an investigator.”
He waves a hand. “I’ll talk to her. I know what I’m doing.”
“I’d appreciate that . . . but I’m not sure I can afford it.”
“We’ll work something out.” He stops. “Payment, I mean.” He makes a face. “Fees. Just to be clear.”
I lift a brow. “I don’t expect you to work for free.”
“No, I just meant that when I said we’d work something out, that could sound creepy.”
“I wouldn’t have inferred anything.”
“Maybe, but if you wouldn’t consider the possibility that a guy might be hoping for something else, then you need to listen to your podcast more.”
“I just mean I didn’t misinterpret your meaning. Yes, if Dinah agrees and we can work out fees I can afford, then I could use some help. I’ll tape the first episode today.”
He glances around. “You record here?”
I nod. “I’m not at the professional-studio stage yet. I have decent equipment and a closet big enough for a makeshift studio.”
“Good. Better not to go anywhere. So what’s the next step?”
“I write the script and let you and Dinah see it.”
He stands and takes the beer bottle into the kitchen. “I’ll leave you to that. Send it over when you have it.” He pauses before setting down the bottle. “Email it, but also text so I know you’ve sent it.”
So there are no misunderstandings over emails gone astray.
“You’ll have it in a couple of hours,” I say.





CHAPTER 11
IT’S BEEN over a week since Martine was shot. I can’t say things are going well, because the charges against Oliver haven’t been dismissed. I can’t say they’re going well while he’s still in jail, not seeking bail. Otherwise, though? I hesitate to consider otherwise. It seems flippant.
Everything is going well here, except for the fact my brother is in jail, having been framed for shooting his girlfriend.
Martine is fine and being released in a couple of days. Sources say she’s going to stay with her parents in Toronto. She hasn’t made contact, and I know better than to reach out. Dinah has tried speaking to her again, but Martine still refuses.
Her story remains firm, which is actually to Oliver’s benefit. We know it was his car in that driveway. Our fear would be that, on recovering, she’d claim she saw something about her shooter that proved it was Oliver. I won’t say she’d lie, but she’s been through a trauma, and if she is absolutely certain Oliver shot her, she might misremember details or mold the narrative to ensure he goes to prison. But she doesn’t. So between that and her refusal to speak to Dinah, we can interpret that she is no longer convinced it was Oliver, but she’s not sold on the frame-up theory, either. In her shoes, I’d think the same.
The police have reopened Laura’s case file, but all Dinah hears is that they’re still reviewing it along with “new” evidence. She suspects that they only have that one anonymous tip and a witness changing his story, and it’s not enough to lay charges.
Castillo hasn’t been able to track down the woman from my event yet. He did contact the person who sold her the ticket, but the transaction was small enough to go through an anonymous money transfer service, and the buyer sent the tickets to an email account that seems to have been opened just for that one purpose and closed right afterward.
Castillo also managed to convince the library to share security-camera footage, and with my help, he found the woman. His hope was to match it to a photo online, but it’s too grainy for a simple plug-and-play reverse image search. He’s still working on that.
I’ve recorded two podcast episodes on Oliver’s case, but the second was little more than a “nothing new” non-update. If Dinah has any leads, she’s not sharing them, and I know better than to ask. Same with Castillo.
The episodes have done exactly what I needed them to do. The first went live the night I recorded it . . . and just in the nick of time. The connection between me, my podcast and Oliver hit the news the next morning, thanks to an anonymous tip. By then, my podcast episode about it had been live for nearly twelve hours, which meant the connection wasn’t much of a scoop.
My favorite part was when the article claimed that I tried to hide my connection to Oliver by using my mother’s surname. Dinah got in touch, and there was soon a correction, stating that I had never used Harding—my birth certificate surname is Gibson. Then there was the article that claimed I hadn’t said a word about my brother’s arrest on my podcast site . . . which was taken down soon after commenters pointed out that I’d already posted an entire episode on it.
In the end, news articles linking Oliver with me and Known to the Victim only served to direct people to my podcast, where they got insights into the story that the regular media lacked.
I spent two days dealing with an explosion of calls and texts. Then it went quiet. Yesterday, I even went out to coffee with my thesis advisor, and no one recognized me. The media coverage of Oliver’s case was already petering out, a fire that dies from lack of oxygen.
I visited Oliver earlier today. He’s struggling in jail but holding firm to his commitment to remain there. Dinah and I went to dinner afterward, and she told me that Castillo has proof that Oliver’s security system had been hacked. With any luck, charges will now be dropped.
Buoyed by that, I spend the evening surfing my podcast forum. There’s a section for Oliver’s case, which Raven is monitoring, but she’s sent me direct links to a few questions I can safely address. I’m doing that when a username lights up in the list of members currently online.
VAWSurvivor3.
That’s the username of the woman who bought that ticket. The one who stood up at my show.
I click it to be sure. Yes, it’s her—as I noted before, she’d signed up on the forum the day of the show, with only two posts from when she bought the ticket. She hasn’t posted since.
My admin panel shows she’s currently in the subforum devoted to my coverage of Oliver’s case. The same subforum I’m in, along with a dozen others.
My username is AmyGibson, and I’m showing as “active” right now—always set that way when I’m answering posted questions. Otherwise, it looks as if I’m sneaking in and answering when no one knows I’m there so they can’t—God forbid—speak to me.
I hesitate. Then I click the link on her profile to send a chat message.
AmyGibson: Hello! It’s Amy. I see you’re new to the forum, and I wanted to reach out and say welcome!
I hold my breath and watch the green dot beside her name. It stays green. She didn’t immediately log off. Nor did she answer, though. I count to five. Still green. Still no reply. Then I reread my message and wince.
AmyGibson: That sounded auto-generated, didn’t it? Sorry! I just popped in to post, and I’ve been trying to say hi to new members. We have a lot lately lol
Five seconds of silence. Her green light stays on. Then she answers.
VAWSurvivor3: That’s really you? Not some intern?
AmyGibson: I’m not at the intern-hiring stage yet. Or the assistant-hiring stage or the social-media-manager hiring stage. It’s me.
VAWSurvivor3: Prove it
I try not to be taken aback.
Remember who this is. Not an actual subscriber. A woman who got up and confronted you in front of a room of people.
AmyGibson: You want to see my ID? 😉
VAWSurvivor3: Where were you living before you got your apartment?
A chill touches the back of my neck. Stay calm, Amy.
AmyGibson: I grew up in Toronto, went to Montreal for school, and then I lived in my brother’s guesthouse for a few years
VAWSurvivor3: When did you move out?
AmyGibson: After Oliver got married
VAWSurvivor3: Why?
We’ve been theorizing that the person framing Oliver knew Laura. An old friend. Whoever called the police did know things only a friend might. This is also something a friend might know. A test, yes . . . and proving that she’s not some random forum member.
AmyGibson: Newlyweds don’t need anyone living in their backyard lol
I watch that dot. It stays green.
She’s on the hook, and she has no interest in wriggling free.
Do I have her? Or does she have me?
With a jolt, I realize something I should be doing, and I quickly dial Castillo’s number.
VAWSurvivor3: Your choice? Or his?
AmyGibson: I think I’d rather have shown ID. This feels a bit like therapy 😊
“You okay?” Castillo says as he answers.
“Yes,” I say. “Sorry for calling.”
“It’s only eight thirty, Gibson.”
“I meant that I know you don’t like talking on the phone.”
“I’ll survive. What’s up?”
The woman types something. I resist the urge to read it and instead quickly fill him in.
“What?” he says, his voice sharpening. “You’re talking to her online?”
“Hold on a sec.”
I read her message.
VAWSurvivor3: Fine, you’re Amy
AmyGibson: In the cyber-flesh. Now that we’ve established that, did you have a question for me?
I glance away from the screen to focus on Castillo. “My producer has an ID set up to be incognito—it won’t show when the user is online,” I say. “I have the login info. I never use it—feels unethical. Do you want it? You can join the chat.”
“She won’t know I’m there?”
“No.” I open my email and click a few more keys.
“So it lets someone eavesdrop on private conversations?” he says. “Yeah, ‘feels unethical’ is right.”
“Which is why I don’t use it. I’ve just sent you the login.”
“Got it. Signing in now.”
I turn back to the screen.
VAWSurvivor3: I remember you. Oliver’s kid sister
AmyGibson: Wait, we’ve met?
VAWSurvivor3: Long time ago. You were a stuck-up little bitch
I reread the line, as if I might have misinterpreted that. As if it might be a poor attempt at humor.
VAWSurvivor3: Everyone else buys your sweet-little-sister act, but I never did. Just like I never bought your brother’s nice-guy act
“She’s goading you.” Castillo’s voice makes me jump. “Yeah, I’m in. Just keep her talking. I’m trying to get her IP address.”
I turn back to the screen. Before I can come up with something to say, she messages again.
VAWSurvivor3: You must have been delighted when Laura was gone. Got your brother all to yourself again. There was something creepy going on between you two. You were sooo close. Still are, I bet
“She’s still goading,” Castillo says. “Keep acting confused.”
“I am confused,” I say. “No, I’m disgusted and confused.”
“Yeah, that’s the point. She’s trying to get a rise out of you. Once she does, she’ll sign off.”
AmyGibson: I don’t understand
VAWSurvivor3: Oh, I think you do, but in case you don’t, Sweet Innocent Amy, here’s a tip. Your brother is a little too interested in your welfare. It’s unnatural
AmyGibson: Unnatural for a brother to be interested in his sister’s welfare?
VAWSurvivor3: On that podcast, you talk about predators, but you don’t see the one circling you. You think the sun shines out of his ass. “Oh, he’s staying in prison to protect me. How sweet!” Is that what he told you?
AmyGibson: Why would he need to protect me?
VAWSurvivor3: He doesn’t. He just wants you to feel like he is. Big brother, looking out for you, sooo sweet. Whatever excuse he gave for not seeking bail, it’ll end tomorrow
AmyGibson: ???
VAWSurvivor3: I’m using my crystal ball to foresee the future. Tomorrow, he’ll decide you’re safe. Or maybe he’ll decide he can better protect you from the outside. He’ll request bail. Mark my words. Within twenty-four hours, your brother will try coming home
The green light next to her name goes red.
“She’s gone,” I say to Castillo.
“I see that.”
“Do you understand what she just said?” I ask.
“The bullshit about you and Oliver? She’s trying to make you doubt him by creeping you out. As for the bail shit? It’s an educated guess. Martine is due to be discharged from the hospital in a day or two. Dinah has been trying to convince Oliver that once Martine is safe at her parents’ place in Toronto, there’s no reason for him to stay in prison. Right now, he’s resisting. I get it. It’s shit inside, but it’s safe—no one can do anything and frame him for it. Whoever you were talking to expects he’ll go for bail as soon as Martine’s safely away.”
“Which is why she’s saying that nonsense about him being in there to keep me safe. Diversion. If she says it’s about Martine, I’d make the connection and realize it’s an educated guess.”
“Right. Because Martine is being released, she expects he’ll try for bail soon. That will make it seem like she predicted it. As if she knows him.”
A clicking of keys. Then a grunt.
“You couldn’t track her IP,” I say, interpreting that sound.
“No, I just got it.”
So apparently, Castillo-grunts work for everything from disappointment to contempt to disbelief to success. That’s helpful.
“You have her IP address?”
“Yeah, she tried to hide it, but she did a shit job. She obviously researched how to disguise her IP, but she used a program that was hacked months ago, with the hack readily available online.”
“Short version being that you have her IP address.”
“And her rough actual address.” There’s no change in inflection. His voice is its usual gravelly tone, somewhere between bored and “Why are you talking to me, and can we stop now?”
“That’s great.”
“Mm-hmm.”
“It’s not great?” I try. “You don’t sound excited.”
“This is my excited voice.”
I choke on a half laugh. “I can tell.”
“Excited would be waking up to realize I’ve won the lottery. Never happens.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Would help if I bought tickets,” he says.
“In other words, the bar for exciting is set so high you never have to worry about reaching it.”
“Yep. This is fine, but it’s not case-breaking. It’s just a lead.” More tapping of keys. “You want to come with?”
“Come with . . . ?”
A snap, like the closing of a laptop. “She lives in St. Anthony. I’m going to scope it out. All I have is your description of her and a shitty photo.”
“Hey, my description is good. You said so yourself.”
“You got a good look at her, which is why I’m giving you the option of coming along. If I spot her, you can make an ID. Oh, no, wait. It’s almost nine. Wow, when did it get so late?”
“Ha-ha.” I close my own laptop. “Yes, I want to go. Should I meet you there?”
“You’re on the way out of town. Give me twenty minutes, and don’t come down to the lobby until I’ve texted.”





CHAPTER 12
I’M in Castillo’s pickup, heading out of the city. The IP address is taking us to St. Anthony, a smaller city about a half hour from Grand Forks.
The region between Toronto and the Detroit border is a densely populated corridor, with Grand Forks being one of the largest cities along it, though it doesn’t have much in the way of tourist attractions. There’s no particular industry bent, as much as the city council tries to stake a claim on one or another. It’s a university town, and all that goes with that, but in this region, nearly every large city is one of those. What Grand Forks offers is what most midsized cities offer: convenience. World-class hospitals, lots of green space, transit and an endless array of restaurants, shops and services. Want a city with more character, culture and attractions? Look elsewhere. Grand Forks is a fine place to live, but as with most cities, it’s never going to top anyone’s dream destination list.
St. Anthony is about a tenth of the size of Grand Forks. It’d been a working-class city until the factories moved out and the Grand Forks commuters moved in.
The address takes us to the courtyard area. There are gorgeous old homes here, like the ones I dreamed of in Grand Forks. Some are businesses and some are private residences, but a lot have been converted into apartments, and not exactly luxury accommodations at that.
Castillo stops in front of a variety store with barred windows and a sign advertising XXX video rentals.
“They don’t get the internet in St. Anthony?” I ask.
Castillo follows my gaze. “Apparently not.”
I can’t tell whether the store is open. It’s lit, but I suspect those lights stay on at all hours. Together with the metal bars, it looks as if it belongs in a much seedier part of town. We’re only a couple of blocks from the downtown core, though, which means the security is to warn off desperate addicts more than armed robbers.
“Where’s the address?” I ask.
Castillo waves north.
“Helpful,” I murmur. “Why are we parked here?”
“The place we’re going to is a quiet street. Too easy to look suspicious at this hour.”
“It’s nine thirty.”
“Yeah, and if it was much later, we wouldn’t even park this close. You see traffic?”
He has a point. One car has passed since we started talking. The street isn’t deserted, but there are few people driving and even fewer walking.
“Come on,” he says.
As I exit on the sidewalk side, he stands by the driver’s door, as if considering. Then he roots around in the back seat. A moment later, he’s trading his black hoodie for a navy windbreaker. Then he takes off his ball cap and runs a hand through his hair. A glance at the window, as if checking his reflection. A grunt and a shake of his head says he isn’t satisfied with the results.
He adjusts the windbreaker, tugging it open and hooking his thumbs into his pockets, trying for a more casual look.
“No one’s going to mistake you for an addict, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“Last time I did recon work in this damn city, someone called the cops on me. I was walking along the sidewalk. Might be better in this neighborhood but . . .” He shrugs.
When I frown, he says, “City’s too fucking white. Like ninety-five percent, and that’s no exaggeration—I checked the last census.”
“Ah. Got it. Walk with me then. When you look like this”—I circle my face and give a big smile—“you can be caught breaking in and just pretend you got the wrong house.”
He mutters and shakes his head. It’s not only my skin color. It’s my overall look. Fresh faced and cheerful, even when I feel neither.
Castillo falls in beside me.
“I’m going to take your arm, okay?” I say.
His eyes narrow, but he nods consent. I put my hand on his elbow.
“There,” I say. “Now you’re just out for a nice walk with a nice girl.”
“Instead of kidnapping her at gunpoint?”
I roll my eyes. He leads the way down a side street and points out the address with a jerk of his head. It’s one of the houses that’s been converted into apartments. An upper floor and a lower, from the mailboxes at the front. Lights illuminate both levels.
Castillo keeps walking until we’re around the corner.
“Next step?” I say.
He pulls out what looks like a single-eye scope from his pocket. “Talk to me,” he says.
I blather nonsense as he uses the scope to look over the low fence into the upper windows of the target house.
“Kids,” he says. “A couple even younger than you with a little one.”
“Wow. Babies having babies. Someone should call child services. For the record, I’m twenty-eight.”
“You sure?”
“Wanna see ID?”
He checks the scope again.
“How old are you?” I say. “Forty?”
That makes him startle in the most satisfying way. His glare is lethal . . . until he sees my smirk.
I’d peg him at early thirties, though the scarring on his cheek makes him seem older. I calculate his approximate age by knowing he was in the army for eight or nine years and Ioana saying something about him going straight into the service from high school.
He lowers the scope. “Definitely twentysomethings in the upper apartment. Can’t tell with the lower one.”
“I could knock on the door,” I say. “Pretend I’m looking for a friend.”
“Yeah, because if it’s our target, she’d never recognize you.”
“Er, right.”
“I’ll knock,” he says. “You stay on the sidewalk near the front window. Curtains are open. Check whoever answers the door and try to see anyone else inside. First, though, I’m getting license numbers from the cars in the driveway.”
We walk back. When we round the corner, he pauses, as if peering through the dark at the house number. When he does the same at our target house, he also snaps photos of the license plates for both cars in the driveway. Then he shows me where to stand, in a spot where I can see through that big bay window, but I’m also half-hidden by a fence between this lot and the next.
He rings the doorbell. A moment later, a man answers. My brain automatically collects data: white, dark haired, clean shaven, lean build with a bit of a stomach. He’s not much older than Castillo, shirtless, wearing sweatpants, a beer in hand. Castillo consults his phone, as if reading something from it. The man shakes his head.
Through the window, I see another figure moving into the living room to see who’s at the door. It’s another guy around the same age. Someone sits up on the sofa. A third guy.
Castillo chats with the guy at the door, and everything is cool. There’s even a laugh that seems to come from Castillo.
“Thanks!” Castillo says as he trots back down the steps. “Appreciate the help. Sorry to disturb you.”
“No worries,” the guy calls after him. “You sure you don’t want a beer? It’s the good stuff.”
Castillo throws back an actual smile. “Nope, got my girl waiting.” He waves toward me.
“Bring her,” the guy says. “We’ve got plenty.”
I don’t catch what Castillo says, but it’s good natured, lots of smiles and laughs from both. As soon as he reaches me, that smile is gone, and he rubs his face, as if the performance was painful.
“I could only see two other guys about the same age,” I say when he reaches me.
“Yeah. I spotted them. He says there’s a woman living across the street, couple doors down, could be our troll.”
When I raise my brows, he lifts his hand. There’s a woman’s necklace in it.
“I said I found this on the sidewalk,” he explains, “right after I’d seen someone matching the description of my target. When I came back around the corner to ask if it was theirs, they were gone, suggesting they live nearby. If there’s someone at home fitting the description, they’ll call them to the door.”
“They’ll say it’s not their necklace, and you leave, having made the ID. Nice.”
“Didn’t help here.”
“But the IP address led to this physical address. Wait! It’s connected to the Wi-Fi address, right? You have a way of tracking the IP to a Wi-Fi address, and maybe to a physical device, which is coming from that house, but the signal could be used by a neighbor.”
“Yeah.” He squints along the road. “Guy said the woman neighbor is in that narrow house over there. The redbrick one with the porch swing. Lives alone. We’ll get a closer look.”
We continue down the road. Across the street from the house, he turns me so my back is to it and then talks as he peers through a lit window.
“TV’s on,” he says. “But if she’s in there, she’s out of my line of sight. Guess I’m going over.”
He takes out the necklace and finds a spot where I can watch the door while out of sight.
“Remember she might have been in disguise,” he says. “Wig, loose clothing, and so on. Look past all that.”
“Got it.”
He approaches the house. When he rings the bell, a woman rises from the living room. The sheers are drawn, making it hard to see. She disappears into the front hall. When she doesn’t open the door, Castillo knocks again. I know she must be there. When I squint, I can make out a peephole. She’s looking through it and deciding she’s not at home. It’s past nine, and there’s a big guy—a stranger—on her front porch ringing her bell.
After a third knock, Castillo comes back to me.
“She’s there,” I say.
“Yeah, I know. Got a look at me and decided not to open the door.”
“So what do—?” I stop. “Don’t turn around. She’s pulling back the sheers to get a better look at you.”
“Can she see you?”
“I don’t think so. She can only tell that you’re talking to a woman.” I smile up at him and touch his arm. He tenses.
“Sorry,” I whisper. “Just trying to look cozier.”
He grunts.
“She’s still watching and . . .” I exhale. “That’s not her.”
“You sure?”
“She’s closer to seventy than forty, shorter and heavier than the woman I saw.”
He shakes his head and mutters, “Fuck.” Then he shoves his hands in his pockets and starts walking.
I jog to keep up with him. “So what does this mean?”
“That I screwed up.” He takes a few more steps. “I was smug, wasn’t I? Getting her IP address so easily. She made it easy.”
“She’s using misdirection.”
“Yeah.”
We get into the truck. A few minutes later, as we’re driving along the main street, country music blares from a tavern. It’s the kind of place that boasts having the best wings in town, despite a decided lack of competition.
I glance toward the restaurant, and I’m struck by the urge to ask whether Castillo wants to grab a beer and wings before I return to the confines of my little apartment.
“You need to get back?” Castillo says.
I jump at that, my gaze going to the tavern. I pull it away fast, but he says, “You got time for a bite?”
“Uh, yes. Sure.” My laugh sounds a little forced. “I’m starting to get cabin fever in my apartment.”
“Yeah . . .” The word trails off, and there’s a note of something like reluctance in it. “I need to discuss something with you. Business.”
My cheeks heat, and I’m happy for the darkness. “Of course. That’s what I figured. I just meant that I’d love a quick bite someplace where I can relax.”
He’s quiet, and I replay my words.
“This might not be the most relaxing . . .” He trails off. Then he clears his throat. “It’s an . . . ethical . . .” He shakes his head sharply. “Forget I mentioned it. We can talk tomorrow. You want a snack. Let’s get you a snack.”





CHAPTER 13
I DON’T PRESS Castillo for details before we’re in the restaurant or he might decide to take me home. I wait until I’ve ordered my beer and wings. It’s the two of us at an indoor table, the only occupied one, everyone else outside despite the chill.
“What did you want to talk to me about?” I say, once my meal has arrived.
I expect he’ll say “Nothing.” Instead, he silently attacks his burger, ripping off a chunk and seeming to swallow it whole before taking another bite.
I wait.
“Ioana wants me to look after you,” he says. “Put your interests first. Seemed easy enough. I’m working with a lawyer who is trying to free your brother from a wrongful charge. That’s in your best interests.”
“Okay.”
“But what if it’s not?” He swipes a fry through ketchup and crams it into his mouth.
My gut tenses. “You think Oliver shot Martine?”
“No, no. That part’s clear.”
“But some other part is not.”
Another bite of his burger. “I shouldn’t have taken the job with Dinah.”
I soften my voice. “I’m very glad you did.”
“But I failed to see the possibility that it could conflict with keeping you safe. I promised Ioana I’d do that, and now . . .” A grunt and another bite.
“Can you talk to Ioana? Get her take on whatever this problem is?”
“Shift the ethical dilemma to her shoulders?”
“Ah. Yeah, that doesn’t work.” I sit back and sip my beer. “Let me guess. You found out something that you think I should know, but you can’t tell me because you work for Dinah, and she hasn’t approved it.”
“Not exactly. But yeah, something’s bugging me, and I think you should know, but if I’m working for Dinah, I shouldn’t go down this road. She knows nothing about it, so I’m not directly violating a client’s privacy, but I know it’s a violation . . .” He crams in another fry. “I’m babbling.”
“It’s too late now to tell me to forget it. I’ll be imagining the worst.”
He takes a gulp of his beer. Then he sets the glass down with a clack. “I don’t believe Oliver shot Martine. I don’t believe he killed Laura. It’s just . . .”
“Something’s bugging you.”
He glances around, as if hoping for a sudden grease fire in the kitchen.
“Dinah will call you tomorrow with something the cops found,” he says. “I’d already uncovered it, and she was trying to figure out what to do with it when the cops beat her to the punch. It’s Saturday. The media won’t have it for a day or two.”
“What did you find?” I ask, my voice tight.
“Martine had a couple of private music students age out recently. She wanted to replace them. She liked the extra income. Your brother had discouraged that, saying she was doing too much already.”
My hands tighten around my glass. “Echoes of what the tipster said about Laura. That Oliver was interfering with her business. Oliver admitted he was concerned that Laura was taking on too much and blowing deadlines, but it could be seen as classic controlling behavior. A partner is resentful of other claims on your time but phrases it to make him sound like a thoughtful guy who’s only concerned about your well-being.”
“Yeah. The tipster said Laura claimed she was losing friends and business because of missed messages. Martine wasn’t able to replace her students—no one seriously answered her postings—and she was worried there was a reason. Like a bad review or something. She recently discovered it was actually . . .”
“Missing messages,” I whisper.
He nods. “Potential clients were emailing her, as requested, and she was only getting the worst of them—creepy older guys and parents chewing down her fees.”
“Okay.” Breathe, just breathe.
“I found out she’d been hacked. Someone was deleting all legitimate interest. The police have discovered the same thing.”
“You think Oliver was deleting those messages, and he’d done the same with Laura, interfering with her friendships and business.”
“With Laura, we have a friend who says Laura claimed to be missing messages. This friend thought Laura was making up excuses for her bad behavior. Those were texts, which are much harder to interfere with. With Martine, someone was accessing her email from a device she doesn’t own and a location with a very well-hidden IP address. Also, when I say she was ‘hacked’ I should be more precise. They figured out the password.”
“Or had access to it,” I whisper.
“Which doesn’t mean it’s Oliver. Martine didn’t stumble on the missing emails by accident. Someone contacted her anonymously. You want my theory?”
I nod mutely.
“Laura was blaming the missed meetings and such on texts gone astray,” he says. “People do that all the time. Oh, I didn’t get your message. Oh, didn’t you get my message?”
Like him emailing me asking for help, and me supposedly pretending not to get the email. That stings, but he’s right. It’s easy to blame technology because it does happen.
He continues, “The tipster was a friend who knew Laura was blaming missed texts and suspected it was an excuse. This tipster then accesses Martine’s email—there are many ways to get login information. She finds business emails to delete and then calls in the tip.”
That makes sense. I just . . .
I run a podcast about things like this. Control issues that are easily explained away.
Does that make me more attuned to the possibility my brother really did delete those messages? Or does it just make me suspicious and paranoid, doubting even when the explanation is clear to a professional private eye like Castillo.
When you’re a hammer, everything looks like a nail.
When you’ve devoted your life to spotting predators, every dog looks like a wolf.
Castillo doesn’t wait for my response. “Anyway, Dinah will tell you about it tomorrow, and she wants you to put it into your podcast to jump ahead of the press. Including the part about it being an anonymous tip, like the original call to the police.”
“Which means this isn’t the ethically awkward thing you needed to tell me.”
“I don’t need to tell you something. I need to ask . . .” He looks at his burger-free plate and then at my mountain of wings.
“Would you like some of my wings, Dean?”
“What? No.”
“I’ll trade you wings for fries.”
“You want fries? Sure.”
I use my fork to take a few fries and then pile wings onto his plate. If it’s not a remotely even trade, he doesn’t comment, just digs in.
“Forgot to eat dinner,” he says. “Didn’t realize it until I got my burger.”
“Oh, I know what that’s like. Get wrapped up in work, and then eat something and suddenly realize you’re starving.”
He nods and downs two wings before saying, “After I found Martine’s account had been accessed, I started thinking about your emails disappearing.”
I stop with the beer glass halfway to my lips. I put it back down. “The email you sent about your cousin.”
“Two emails.”
“Okay, yes, two, but it happens, right? Emails go astray.”
He’s quiet for so long that I start to fidget.
“Dean?”
“It does happen, but in reliable ways. It can go into the spam folder, but you said you checked that. Someone can mistype the address. I didn’t do that. Or it can bounce back to the sender, which also didn’t happen.” He meets my gaze. “Do you have a lot of emails disappear, Amy?”
“No.”
“Never?”
My cheeks heat. “I can’t say never, but when it happens, I know the sender is lying. Like when I meet a guy who takes my number or email, and then when I bump into him again, he claims he texted or emailed or whatever. Standard social white lies.”
“Assholes,” he says. “Yeah, okay, people do that shit, but how often would someone say they emailed you and you never got it?”
I think hard. I never really considered that. Like I said, the ones that stick in my head are the ones where a guy blew me off and then felt obligated to pretend he tried making contact. Otherwise, it’s things like being a teaching assistant and having undergrads swear they sent in assignments . . . but they’re unable to show me the sent email. Or someone thinking they’d emailed me, but weren’t sure, so they resent.
Is that suspicious? Oh, I’d love to say that those guys were all desperate to connect with me, and their emails and texts did vanish, but my ego isn’t that bulletproof. And it’s not as if we’re talking dozens of times. Two, maybe three? No more than is average for single young women who meet guys at bars while out with friends. The guys sobered up and changed their minds.
“Maybe one every few months?” I say. “I understand where you’re going, Dean. If Oliver deleted Laura’s messages and Martine’s emails, he could also be tampering with mine. But what possible reason would there be? No one’s going to delete emails asking me to speak to your cousin’s wife after his murder.”
“Yeah, I know.” He takes another fry from his plate. “That’s the problem. There’s no reason for it, and I don’t think Oliver was tampering with the others, either.”
“Your emails went astray. I know you don’t believe that but⁠—”
“They were read.”
“What?”
He pulls meat from another wing. “As a PI, it’s in my best interests to use an app that returns read receipts. I want to know when someone’s read my email so they can’t pull that bullshit. Oh, I never got your invoice. Oh, sure, I said I’d answer your questions, but I never got them. Tech-savvy people know how to turn off the read receipts because, yeah, it’s invasive. Yours aren’t turned off.”
“It’s like texts, right? Read receipts can show when they’ve been delivered or read.”
“Yeah. Those emails were delivered and read. That’s why I was so sure you’d seen them. That’s why I was pissed.”
“You knew they went to the right address, and you knew they were read. If I didn’t read them”—I hold his gaze—“which I swear I did not, then someone with access to my account did and deleted them.”
“Yeah.”
“But again, why?”
He scratches his beard stubble. “I don’t know. I’ve looked for other possibilities. Last week, when we discussed it, you seemed serious about not getting them, so I tried to think up an alternate explanation. I couldn’t. Then Martine’s missing emails came up, and it got me thinking about yours. The problem, like you said, is motive. The only one I can come up with was someone wanting you to look like a hypocrite. Oliver wouldn’t do that. Someone else, though? Can you think of anyone? An ex-boyfriend, maybe?”
“Between the podcast and my thesis, I haven’t had time to date in . . . a while. My last actual relationship ended two years ago and on decent terms.”
“So do you want me to drop this?”
“No. I’m kind of freaked out, to be honest. Especially if Oliver is being targeted by someone who can crack passwords. What else could I have missed?”
“Do you want me to check your account?”
“Please.”
He meets my gaze. “Even if it turned out to be Oliver?”
I lock eyes with him. “Especially if it turned out to be Oliver.”
   
AS CASTILLO EXPECTED, Dinah calls me the next day to talk about the unauthorized email access—Martine’s, not mine. I haven’t heard back from Castillo on that, and I refuse to bug him, however much it’s bothering me. It’s the weekend, after all. He deserves a break.
I keep thinking maybe this will vindicate me and prove I didn’t get Castillo’s emails . . . and then I realize I’m hoping someone has hacked my account and been deleting emails. I’m not even sure how I’d deal with that. Castillo sent his six months ago. That’d mean months of missed emails. And what if the hacker did more than delete them? What if they were replying as me?
I can’t think about that. I need to focus on the rest. After I got the call from Dinah, I recorded the podcast I’d scripted once I got back from the evening out with Castillo. I’ve already established that I’m no longer following my weekly posting routine. I will post at least once a week, more often as I have updates. This is an update.
Raven thought that following Oliver’s case would be an easy solution to my problem. I just need to be impartial. How tough could it be?
How tough? I spent three hours writing and rewriting a fifteen-minute episode. I can’t just present the facts. That would take three minutes, and my listeners expect more. They expect me, Amy Gibson. They expect my opinions, personal thoughts and musings.
In this case, I also need to raise the possibility that the anonymous tipster is the one doing the email tampering . . . while in no way sounding as if I’m saying Oliver couldn’t have done it. I walk that tightrope, and then I do what I must—all apologies to my brother. I talk about how things like deleting messages are straight from the predator handbook, control and gaslighting in one.
The podcast is up by midmorning. Then I’m in a holding pattern again. I don’t hear from Castillo. I don’t hear from Dinah.
I do spend a couple of hours in a meeting with Raven. I lost a third sponsor when I went public as Oliver’s sister, but two bigger potential sponsors are ready to sign on as my subscriber numbers shoot skyward.
I feel guilty about that. No, I feel like shit about that. My only consolation is that Dinah is pleased with my podcasts and that Oliver listened to the episodes and had no objections. That makes me feel a little less like the ghoul profiting from her brother’s misfortune.
It’s otherwise a quiet day. Excruciatingly quiet. Time ticks past, and when it’s finally late enough to go to bed, I practically dive in, just wanting the day to be over. Instead, I lie there, staring at the wall, until I break down and take a sleeping pill.
When my phone rings, I’m so deeply asleep that I think I’m dreaming of my alarm going off. It seems to take an impossibly long time for me to comprehend that my cell phone is ringing, and then longer still to realize I need to answer it.
Without thinking to check caller ID, I hit Talk and groan, “Hello?”
“Amy? It’s Dinah.”
That has me scrambling up. “Sorry, I was asleep.”
A strained chuckle. “I’d hope so, at two in the morning. Take a moment. I need to speak to you.”
Those words are a bucket of ice water. Oliver’s lawyer is calling at 2 a.m. and needs to speak to me.
“What happened? Is Oliver⁠—”
“He’s fine. Let me say that first.”
“Okay, but⁠—”
“There was an incident. An attack. At the jail.”
My breath stops, and I can’t breathe. I manage to say, “Oliver was attacked?”
“Yes, but he’s all right. He was taken to the hospital. They’re assessing him now and deciding whether surgery might be required.”
“Surgery?” My voice squeaks as I remember Martine, shot and rushed to surgery.
“I wanted you to know before you heard it anywhere else. I will keep you updated⁠—”
“Which hospital?” I slap on the bedroom light. “I’m heading out.”
“There’s nothing you can do, Amy.”
“I can be there. In the waiting room or wherever you are.” I pause, bra in hand. “I can, right?”
“You can, although I have to warn you that you won’t be able to see him. He’s under guard.”
“That’s fine. Just tell me where he is.”





CHAPTER 14
I HURRY out to the parking lot. I’m moving on autopilot as my brain bounces between worry and self-recrimination. Is Oliver really okay? What if Dinah just said that so I wouldn’t panic? What exactly happened? I have no idea because I didn’t damn well ask.
Dinah said he’d been attacked, and that could mean anything. Why didn’t I ask? Why didn’t I call her right back? Why didn’t I text? I should do that now. No, I’m heading there, and I can’t bother her with questions that will only beget more questions.
I’m jogging to my car when a shadow moves. A figure, over by the line of evergreens separating the parking lot from the neighborhood beyond. It startles me at first. While the building has underground parking, after what happened to my mother, I prefer the outdoor lot, with a busy road running past. Well, busy during the day. It’s silent now, as it had been the night Castillo met me out front.
Seeing the figure startles me, as if I’ve forgotten I’m outdoors at night. But then I relax. It’s a parking lot. Someone has parked and is just coming home after an evening out.
Except it’s not eleven o’clock. It’s after two.
I’m alone in an outdoor parking lot at two in the morning.
No, it’s worse. I’m not alone.
Part of me shoves the thought aside in annoyance. Really, Amy? People work shifts. People go to bars. People, as you may recall from your distant past, go on dates that last into the wee hours of the morning.
Don’t be so silly, Amy. It’s a well-lit outdoor parking lot.
Then there’s the other part. The part that gets angry with myself for getting angry with myself.
Are you dismissing a legitimate concern? Of all people, you know what can happen in parking lots. Don’t pull that shit.
The correct path is route number three. Don’t let myself get distracted by either of those reactions and focus. Act as I would if I were walking past a yard and a dog started barking ferociously—be alert and aware.
That would be easier if the person had walked past those trees and continued on toward the apartment building. They haven’t. They’ve disappeared into the shadows, and there they remain.
Shit.
Am I sure I saw someone?
Yes.
Really sure?
Yes, damn it. Stop that. Don’t second-guess. I am absolutely certain that a human-sized figure stepped into those shadows.
Someone checking out the cars, looking for an easy break-in. But in this part of the city, that’s rare. I’m sure there are addicts—they just haven’t reached the stage where they need to be checking out cars for spare change. The neighborhood isn’t connected to any areas that see that significant foot traffic, and it’s a long bus ride from there to here, with the buses having stopped hours ago.
That doesn’t mean it isn’t someone looking for easy money. A teenager or young adult who lives here with their family and has an addiction to feed.
Be alert. Be aware. Don’t make an obvious target.
I don’t have my purse or laptop bag. I grabbed my keys and my phone, which is also my wallet. It is almost certain that whoever I saw is just waiting for me to leave. They aren’t yet ready to mug someone for twenty bucks, and I’ll give them no encouragement to start. Walk with my chin up, gaze moving across the lot. Alert and aware.
My brain catalogs and assesses details as I go. My car isn’t directly under one of the many lights, but it’s close enough to one that I won’t be surprised by anyone leaping from the shadows. There’s no car on the driver’s side of mine, which is even better—before I get there, I can see the entire left side, and there’s nobody there.
When I reach the car, I already have my key fob in hand, and I’m glad I accepted Oliver’s hand-me-down car a few years ago. He’d been concerned about mine, which was, well, what I could afford: a ten-year-old base model. He convinced me to take his old Audi because it had all the modern safety features, including a key fob that lets me unlock the door as I’m reaching for it, with my gaze still up and alert. In one smooth move, I’m inside with the doors locked. Then, heart stuttering, I can’t remember whether I heard the car doors unlock. I had locked them the last time I drove the car, right?
My gaze lifts ever so slowly to the rearview mirror. The back seat is empty. Exhaling, I twist to be absolutely certain.
You’re fine, Amy. You startled someone casing cars. When you come back, remember to park under a light and double-check that the doors are locked.
I start the car and hit Reverse. Oliver jokes that I’m a bit of a stunt driver. He’s far more cautious, which is why that ding in his current car pained him so much—God forbid someone think he’d been careless.
Mom taught me to drive, just as she taught me how to change oil and replace tires. Having a car like this, with all the cameras and sensors, sometimes feels like cheating. I reverse fast and then hit the gas and turn sharp, heading for the exit at the back of the lot. I like that one better—it avoids a stoplight that’ll take forever to change at this time of night.
When I make that sharp turn, the row of evergreens bursts into light in my halogen headlamps. They’re so bright that I’m constantly having people flash their high beams at me. And they’re bright enough to light up the shadows around those evergreens . . . where whoever had been stalking the parking lot retreated to hide.
I spot the person’s back. They’re on the move, and all I can see is a dark-hooded jacket on a figure, maybe my height or a little shorter. A boy? A woman? Then, as if in a split-second delayed reaction to that burst of light, they glance over their shoulder and⁠—
I hit the brakes. My heart stops. I swear it just stops.
It is a single second. A flash of a woman’s face, turned away fast even as my brain is processing.
I sit there, stunned and breathless.
It isn’t possible.
Isn’t it?
Oh, hell yes, it’s possible.
I slam the car into Park, throw open the door and get out. I’m striding forward when I realize I have just done a very reckless thing.
I realize it . . . and I don’t stop. I need to be sure of what I saw, and the fury over the possibility keeps me striding forward, and it takes a moment to realize no one is there. She’s gone, footfalls slapping over the ground beyond the evergreens. I break into a run. There’s a path through the trees where people have pushed through to make a shortcut from the neighborhood behind to the main road. I run through it just in time to see her getting into a car.
Oh, no, you don’t get away that easily.
I race back to my own car. It’s still running, and I’m grateful for the distraction that kept me from shutting it off. I put it into Drive and roar from the parking lot just as her car speeds from where she’d pulled over.
I hit the gas, which would work much better if she didn’t do the same. It’d also work better if I dared drive as fast as she does through this residential neighborhood. Yes, it’s two in the morning, but I still see a cat crossing the road and someone driving the other way—pets and people I could hurt—and I cannot go full out, pedal to the floor. She has no such compunctions, of course, and I rage at that as I tear after her, not daring to do what I know I must: get in front of her and cut her off.
Get closer, a calm voice whispers at my ear. If you lose her, you need to have something for Castillo.
That’s what finally settles that frothing rage. I imagine myself admitting to Castillo that I’d had this woman in my sights and I lost her. He’ll give me shit for pursuing her, but I damn well better be able to give him a make and model and license plate number.
I take deep breaths. Then I hit my high beams and get as close to her car as I dare.
Toyota Corolla. White. Older model. No obvious rust or damage. License plate . . . ?
Now I’m cursing again. A few years back, Ontario switched to a plate with laminate blue lettering that’s known to peel off, leaving white letters and numbers against a white background. She’s made sure hers is as faded as possible. Unlike removing or obscuring the plate, this won’t get her pulled over. I turn off the high beams and manage to make out a 3 and an O . . . or maybe an 8 and a D.
I need to cut her off. Yes, I’m well aware that I’m doing a very dangerous and very reckless thing. I imagine Castillo throwing up his hands and giving up on me, every iota of credit I’ve gained lost.
But what are my alternatives? Call and ask him to take over a car chase?
I know this is probably a bad idea, but I have her in my sights and I am not letting go. I need to get out of this neighborhood, and once I do, we’re on open country roads for two kilometers.
Just get her there. Let her think she’s winning and⁠—
She zooms around a corner, and I let out a crow of victory. She’s leaving the neighborhood. She had to, eventually, but she’s tired of this game already, and she’s on a straightaway for the traffic light. The same light I’d been trying to avoid because it’s on a sensor at night and takes forever to trip.
Is she going to make a right turn at the light? That would take her into the countryside.
Please, make a right. Please, please, please. Otherwise, she’ll have to run a red, but it’s not as if there’s any actual traffic to worry about.
I gun it. She does the same, so I ease back a little. No need to alarm her now. Whichever way she goes, I’ll have a minimum of two kilometers to catch up before she hits civilization again.
Looks as if she’s going straight through the red. Fine, I⁠—
A truck is coming along the crossroad. A white cube van, taking its time, seeing that the Walk light is still on, meaning the light won’t change anytime soon. No need to rush . . . putting it on a collision course with the car I’m chasing.
Look right, I want to shout. Look and see cars roaring your way and either hit the gas or the brakes.
The cube van continues along, the driver oblivious.
I’m running on pure adrenaline. I calculate the trajectory. She has to stop. If she doesn’t, that van is going to hit her.
She does not stop. She flies through the intersection, the cube van driver seeing her at the last moment and hitting the brakes, spinning their vehicle right in front of me, as my target continues on, unscathed.
I brake hard. The driver—a middle-aged guy—looks up from his shock, lifting a fist . . . only to see me and stop.
Apparently, I don’t quite look like the young male stunt driver he expected.
I wave apologetically and drive carefully around the back of his vehicle so he doesn’t get a better look at me or my car.
Soon I’m on the through road and hitting the gas again, but there’s no sign of a car ahead of me, not even the distant glow of red rear lights.
I’ve lost her.
   
I’M SO DISTRACTED by what just happened that I’m inside the hospital, wondering where to go, before I remember that Dinah wanted me to call when I arrived so she could walk me up to the waiting room. Even then, I don’t call right away. I stand off to the side in the Emergency ward, holding my phone.
Am I going to tell her what just happened?
She needs to know. But right now, there’s nothing she can do about it, and everyone’s focus needs to be on my brother. Get past that, and then I’ll figure out how to handle this.
I call Dinah, and she comes down to escort me to where we can wait for Oliver.
“He’s in surgery,” she says as we head along an eerily empty hall. Somewhere in the distance, gurney wheels squeak.
“What happened?”
“He was attacked.”
I bite back frustration at the short answer. “By his cellmate?”
She hits the elevator button. “We don’t know.”
“How? It was the middle of the night. No one else could have done it.”
The elevator arrives, and we get on.
“It happened earlier this evening. They were having a movie night. There was a commotion, a bit of a shoving match. Oliver was getting out of the way when he went down. The guards cleared up the fracas and found him on the floor. He’d been stabbed.”
“What?”
“Someone stabbed him with a homemade knife.”
“A shiv?” Even as I say that, my cheeks heat, feeling silly. It’s the right word . . . just not one I ever expected to use in real life.
My brother was shivved in a prison riot.
I want to laugh hysterically and scream at the same time.
“Amy?” Dinah lays her hand on my folded arms, and I look up to see the elevator doors are open and two nurses are waiting to step on.
I murmur an apology to them as I hurry off the elevator, letting Dinah steer me into a corner.
“Take a moment,” she says.
I move away. “I’m fine. So Oliver was caught up in a disturbance at the prison and stabbed.”
“That’s what it looks like.”
There’s another question there, but I hold it back in favor of the more critical one. “Is he okay? Is he going to be okay? How serious is the wound?”
“It wasn’t a deep cut, thankfully, but it did do some damage. The surgery is to stop internal bleeding.”
“Okay.”
“Surgery always comes with risks, but this wasn’t a case of rushing him into surgery in hopes of saving his life.”
I shiver, and she makes a face, her hand gripping my arm.
“That sounded more dire than I intended,” she says.
“I know what you mean,” I say. “They’re operating now to avoid bigger problems later, rather than performing an emergency lifesaving procedure.”
“Yes.”
I look down the hall, and she takes that as a sign that I’m ready to continue on. We return to the hall, and she leads me to a tiny waiting room. I glance around. Small, perfectly square room. Four chairs, all of them empty save for Dinah’s jacket on one. There’s a wall TV, but it’s turned off.
As I take a seat, a nurse pops her head in, and Dinah goes over to speak to her. I’m hoping it’s news, but the way the nurse’s head swivels my way tells me she was just wondering about the newcomer. When she leaves, Dinah settles into a chair next to me.
I say, “Are we sure it was an accident?”
She glances over, saying nothing.
“The stabbing,” I say. “Was it definitely an accident? Was Oliver just in the wrong place at the wrong time?”
Her gaze finally rests on me. She’s going to make me finish. Force me to say what I’m thinking, even if I’m trying not to squirm at how paranoid it sounds.
“Is it possible someone targeted Oliver?” I say. “That they took advantage of the fight to stab him? Or that the whole fight was started as a diversion for stabbing him?”
“Yes.”
“Yes to . . . ?”
“All of that.”





CHAPTER 15
OLIVER IS in the recovery room. The doctor said the surgery went well. The bleeding has stopped. He’ll be in the hospital for a couple of days before he’s free to go.
Free to go back to jail.
“Oh, he isn’t returning to jail,” Dinah says. “Not for one minute longer than necessary, and not at all if I have anything to say about it. He’ll request bail now.”
“He said that?”
“No, but if he still refuses, then he’s finding himself a new lawyer. I don’t think he was accidentally caught in a prison squabble last night. He was targeted. With Martine heading to Toronto, there’s no reason he needs to stay in jail.”
“Agreed.” I pick up a cardboard cup of coffee, see the cream congealed on top and set it back down. “Don’t forget we were warned about this.”
She frowns. “Warned?”
“Dean told you about my online interaction with the woman who showed up at my show, right?”
“Yes, but . . .”
“She said Oliver would seek bail in twenty-four hours. She used it to imply he wasn’t as committed to the course as he pretended.”
Dinah curses under her breath.
“Yep,” I say. “Awfully coincidental. She made it seem like a warning about Oliver, but in retrospect . . .”
“It was a threat. One we’d only see once he was stabbed twenty-four hours later.”
“He was staying in jail because he thought that would be safest for everyone else.”
“And whoever is doing this showed it isn’t safe for him.”
“Or they want him to think it isn’t safe, so he gets bail, and then he’s out, where they can frame him for something else.” I make a face. “I really have seen too many movies, right?”
She doesn’t answer for a moment. Her gaze has gone distant. Then she snaps back to herself and shakes her head. “No, not at all. I think that’s a possibility we need to consider. Strongly consider.”
There’s something else.
The words are on my lips when Dinah’s phone rings. A hand flap my way tells me that she needs to take this. As she goes to leave the room, I try to mouth that I need to speak to her, rather urgently, but she doesn’t look back.
If it was that urgent, Amy, why haven’t you told her yet?
Because . . .
Because I’m in the hospital, after my brother has been stabbed, and what happened earlier feels unreal. It feels impossible. I keep imagining telling Dinah and seeing her look of disbelief.
No, seeing her look of concern.
She’ll think I’m mistaken. I’d just been woken by the news that my brother was in the hospital. I’d seen someone skulking around the lot, mistaken her for another in the dark and scared the shit out of a stranger by chasing her through the neighborhood. The fact that I actually still insist on who I saw proves that I . . .
Well, I’m not in the best place, mentally, am I?
No, I trust Dinah. She will question my story as if I were a witness on the stand, and then she will draw her own conclusions.
I’ll tell her as soon as she comes back. I must—with each hour that passes, it’ll seem odder that I didn’t mention it, and more likely that I didn’t mention it because I doubt what I saw . . . which I do not.
I wait for about fifteen minutes before I step into the hall, looking for Dinah. There’s no sign of her.
I glance both ways as I listen for the sound of her talking on her phone, but because it’s no longer the middle of the night, there are voices everywhere. I follow one that sounds vaguely like Dinah to find a volunteer stopped with her breakfast cart, talking to a nurse.
The smell of the food hits, and I never thought I’d say this about hospital food, but it sets my stomach growling. I check my watch. After eight? Okay, that explains it. I walk up and down the hall, listening for Dinah.
A nurse stops me with, “Can I help you?”
“I’m just waiting for my brother to get out of recovery,” I say. “But I was with someone else, and I was just looking for her.” I describe Dinah, and the nurse says she saw her talking on her phone while walking.
“Can you tell me where I could grab breakfast for us?” I ask.
The nurse directs me to the dining hall on the third floor. Getting there seems simple enough, and it would be in a regular rectangular-shaped building. This one has wings going off in all directions, and somewhere along the way, I make a wrong turn, because when I get off the elevator on the third floor, I don’t even see the cafeteria listed on the directional arrows.
When I inhale, though, I smell coffee. I head in that direction, imagining a cartoon version of myself, drooling and following the tendrils of caffeinated brew. In the cartoon world, that works well. In the real one, I’m not a bloodhound. I lose the smell and have to admit I probably just caught a whiff of someone passing with a coffee in hand.
I’m in a busy corridor, looking for anyone who might direct me. Then the smell comes again . . . and I catch sight of people carrying cups from both Tim Hortons and Starbucks. Two more steps, and I stop short, my chin jerking up as I see one of those people with her morning joe.
It’s a woman in her midthirties. Willowy build. Long dark-blond hair pulled up into a messy bun. Perfectly cut features that have men and women doing a double take, even with the dark circles under her eyes. Dressed in a long shirt and yoga pants, she’s moving slowly, still recovering from her injury, but otherwise, the hospital band around her wrist is the only sign she’s a patient.
“Martine,” I say.
She jerks back so fast that milky coffee puddles on the top of her cup.
“Oh,” she says, and her gaze darts around, as if I’m Castillo sized and blocking her exit.
I move to the side so she doesn’t feel trapped, but she only stands there, the pulse in her neck quickening.
“I shouldn’t be speaking to you,” she says.
“I just⁠—”
“I can’t talk about it, Amy. I’m sorry. I know how much you care about . . .” She inhales. “Please don’t. Okay?”
“I—”
“You love your brother. I get that. I really do because I . . .” She swallows. “I’m sorry this is happening to you, and if he had nothing to do with it, then I’m sorry it’s happening to him, but I can’t fix this, Amy. It’s in the hands of the court. I only told them what I saw.”
“I know, and I wasn’t going to mention Oliver. I wanted to know how you’re doing.”
She pulls back. “Oh.”
“What happened to you—however it came about—is . . .” I shake my head. “I’m so, so sorry. I hope you’re okay. That’s all I wanted to say.” I pause. “Are you leaving today?”
She nods, fingering her cup as if eager to be gone.
“Good luck,” I say. “Oh, and because I wouldn’t want you to get a nasty surprise, I should let you know I’m not here by accident. Oliver was admitted last night.” I lift my hands. “Don’t worry. You won’t see him. He’s under guard. But he was attacked in the jail. Stabbed by another inmate. He’s fine. He’s just recovering from surgery.”
“Oh!” Her eyes round.
“Anyway, I’ll let you go,” I say. “I just wanted you to know this was only a random encounter. I literally bumped into you in my pursuit of coffee. I’m glad you’re doing okay, Martine. I really am.”
I start to walk away.
“Amy?”
I turn.
“I could . . .” She glances back in the direction of the cafeteria. “I’d like to know what happened to Oliver, if you have a moment.”
“Sure. I need to get upstairs soon—I want to be there when Oliver wakes up—but I can fill you in while I’m caffeinating.”
   
I GET coffee—one for me and one for Dinah—and I’m hoping Martine and I can sit down, but it’s clear she doesn’t want to settle in. She murmurs that she’d like to walk, and I have to give her that. I tell her about the prison fight, and how Oliver’s surgery went well.
“I’m so sorry,” she says quietly, cupping her coffee in both hands as she walks. “That’s . . . I’m just sorry.”
I nod. There’s not much else I can do. If I point out that it’s part of prison life, then I’m reminding her who put him there, and she doesn’t deserve that.
“I only told the police what I saw,” she says. “They keep trying to get me to remember some detail that proves it was Oliver, and I can’t. I don’t know if they want me to make one up . . .” Her shoulders pull in as she shivers. “I won’t do that.”
“Thank you.”
“I’d been so sure it was him. Who else would be in his car?” She pauses and looks at me. “Now it feels silly. He drives to my house, waits for me to come out, and he’s wearing a mask to shoot me? I’d obviously recognize the car. Why wear a mask?” She inhales. “I shouldn’t say that. I can’t be certain it wasn’t Oliver.”
“It’s fine. That’s between us,” I say reassuringly. “The facts are there, and they’ll prove what happened. I trust in that.”
I stop and take a deep breath. Can I do this? A few minutes ago, I’d been pleased with myself for lowering her guard and winning a chance to question her. Now I need to push past the urge to drop it, to leave her in peace.
I won’t push hard. But I do need to know.
“Can I ask you one thing, though? Between us? I’ve heard you had emails vanish recently, and it . . . it worries me. I want to think Oliver would never do that, but the police and the prosecution seem to think he would, and . . . I’m confused.”
She gives a short, humorless laugh. “Then that makes two of us. Why would Oliver interfere with my job? There’s no point. It’s not as if I’m constantly working or canceling with him because of it, and even if it was, he’d talk to me about it. He certainly wouldn’t delete emails.”
“Were there . . . any signs? Of controlling behavior?”
“No.” She takes a few more steps. “I know what that feels like. From past relationships.” Based on what Oliver has told me, she’s talking about her ex-husband. “I saw nothing of that with Oliver. If I had, I’d have run the other way. He’s always been sweet and considerate.”
I nod.
She glances over, her gaze softening. “I’m sorry you’re going through this, having to question your brother. I know you two are close. I envied that, and . . . I wanted to respect your boundaries, Amy, but I always thought I’d love to have a coffee with you sometime, just the two of us. Get to know you. Overcome whatever concerns you had.”
I frown. “Concerns?”
“I know I wasn’t what you wanted for Oliver.”
My frown grows as I shake my head. “But you were. I told Oliver how much I liked you. How good I thought you were for him.”
“Oh, okay.”
She seems confused, but before I can pursue it, she murmurs, “I should get back upstairs. It was nice talking to you, Amy. I hope Oliver is fine.”
“Thank you.”
   
“DID I just see you talking to Martine Dupont?”
The voice rumbles right behind me, making me jump so fast I nearly spill Dinah’s coffee. Castillo appears and plucks the cup from my hand.
“Thanks,” he says and takes a slurp of it.
“That—”
“—was for Dinah? Good thing we both like caramel lattes. It was hers, right?” He points at the half-finished drink in my hand. “Unless you’re so tired you were doubling up?”
Before I can respond, he says, “Tell me you didn’t corner Martine and try convincing her to withdraw charges.”
I give him a hard look. “I wouldn’t do that. Also, being the daughter of a lawyer, I know Martine can’t withdraw them.”
“Okay, yeah,” he concedes. “So what did you talk to her about?”
I tell him.
He gives a grunt that almost sounds like “Nice.” Then he says, “What’d you get?”
I shrug. “Not much. She doesn’t think it was Oliver who shot her, but that’s between us. She didn’t mean to admit it.”
“She’s already retracted her positive ID to the police, so nothing new there.”
“As for the emails, she can’t imagine why Oliver would delete them. She also can’t think of anything else he did that seems controlling. I get the sense her husband was, and so she knows the signs. She didn’t see them with Oliver.”
The next grunt sounds like “Good.”
“That’s it,” I say. “But before we go to see Dinah, there’s something I need to talk to you about.” I glance around. “I was going to tell Dinah, but she had a call and . . . I should probably run it by you first.”
“I’m flattered.”
“Don’t be. Whether it’s you or Dinah, you’re going to think I’m full of shit. I’m used to that from you. It won’t sting.”
“Now I’m definitely flattered. Good to see I’m toughening you up.”
I check his expression to see whether he’s joking. I can’t tell.
“I need to talk to you, too,” he says, “about your email account.”
I stiffen. “Was it hacked?”
“Come sit down, and I’ll explain.”
   
WE SIT in a quiet corner of the café, and Castillo quickly scans the room. There are just two people near us, both working on laptops. Satisfied that we have enough privacy, he relaxes, his knees splayed, holding his coffee between them as he leans forward.
“Let’s get this out of the way,” he says. “Your email seems to have been accessed, but I don’t think it was Oliver. If it was, I’d expect he had your password. That’s unlikely.”
“Because I change it every few months, and it’s a randomized sequence of letters and numbers.”
“Which also means it’s unlikely to be leaked in a data breach, and your provider hasn’t had one in years. Now, Oliver could get your current password if you logged in on his device and didn’t log out.”
“I’ve never used his devices.”
“Okay. Someone can also get it in a phishing attack or by getting you to download malware. You seem security conscious enough to avoid that.”
“I’m paranoid-level careful about that. From the cases I study, I know it’s a way to get someone’s info.”
“That leaves hacking your Wi-Fi through a security flaw in your router and stealing your login information, which is high-tech hacking and clearly not the guy who can barely operate his security system. I do see evidence of emails being deleted—fully deleted, or as much as they can be. Someone is going in and deleting select ones before you see them.”
I’m silent for long enough that he says, “Amy?”
Just because Oliver isn’t tech savvy doesn’t mean he couldn’t hire someone who is.
I squeeze my eyes shut. Now I really am being paranoid. Why would Oliver pay an expert to hack my email and delete messages from someone asking for help in the very area I specialize in?
I hate this. I’m the person who might know my brother best, and there is nothing in him that makes me suspicious, but here I am, letting that whisper of doubt snake in.
When you’re a hammer, everything looks like a nail.
“Amy?”
I snap out of it. “What kinds of emails were deleted?”
Castillo rubs his chin. “Hard to say, because there’s not enough left, and I can only dig back a few months. I didn’t find anything that seemed to be the ones I sent or the ones sent by guys you met.”
I try for a smile. “Damn. Here I was hoping they’ve all been spamming me, desperate to connect, having missed their chance with me.”
“Their loss.”
That is a very nice thing to say, even nicer because he says it so casually. But I must acknowledge it’s not the first nice or considerate thing he’s done. He came to my apartment in the middle of the night to tell me Martine had been shot and Oliver arrested. He was against featuring Oliver in the podcast, not because it could affect the case, but because it could put a target on me. He took me out for beer and wings, and he might have said it’s because he needed to talk to me, but I’m sure he’d seen me gazing longingly at the restaurant.
Dean Castillo can be an asshole, but mostly he’s just blunt and prickly, and if he says anything truly asshole-worthy, I call him on it.
I return to the subject at hand. “Should I stop using that email then?”
“If you have another account—a school one or whatever—I’d suggest using that for now.”
“Okay.”
I sip my coffee and try not to dwell on the fact that there are people out there who think I ignored their emails.
“One more thing,” he says. “The person you were talking to online said you’d met her before, presumably through Laura. That might help narrow down who it could be. I’ll need a list of friends and family of hers that you met.”
“Actually, let’s put a pin in that. I might . . . I might have solved that mystery.”
He quirks one brow.
“Before we get to that, there was someone in my parking lot last night. When I was heading here.”
His cheek twitches. “Someone near your car?”
“No,” I say. “Which is why I didn’t think much of it, beyond making sure I stayed aware. I figured it was someone casing the lot, looking for an open vehicle with twenty bucks tucked in the visor.”
“Yeah.”
“So, I got in my car, staying aware, checking the back seat, even if I did feel like I was overreacting.”
“Don’t.”
I offer a small twist of a smile. “I don’t always practice what I preach. Checking, yes. Not still feeling as if I’m overreacting? That one’s tougher. Anyway, this person was over by a boundary line of evergreens. They’d slipped into the shadows, presumably waiting until I was gone, and I was going to let them. I needed to get to the hospital for Oliver. So I backed up, and I turned toward the rear exit, which they apparently didn’t expect. I also turned sharper than they might have expected.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard about your driving.”
I raise my brows. “I have a perfect record. Not so much as a ticket.”
“Ever been pulled over?”
“Er, yes.”
“The cop took one look at the young and attractive white woman and decided to let you go with a warning?”
My cheeks heat. “Point taken.”
“But your point is that you startled this guy, right?”
“Woman.”
That has him jerking upright, gaze locking with mine. “The one from your show?”
“No.” I take a deep breath. “It was Laura.”





CHAPTER 16
CASTILLO SCUTTLES me out of the café. This is not a conversation for an even slightly public place. I should have known that—I was just eager to tell him before he took off like Dinah and left me kicking myself for not saying it sooner. Because I know I won’t be able to see Oliver anyway, we both text Dinah and let her know we’re leaving.
Castillo walks me to my car and then hops in the passenger seat and directs me to where he’s parked. From there, I’m supposed to follow his pickup to his office—don’t take my own route, don’t leave his rearview mirror view. Follow him and then wait in my car until he can walk me up to his office.
We don’t speak another word until we’re in the office with the door shut. He waves me to a chair and pulls his over, and it’s only then that I realize he hasn’t said the words I expected: Are you sure it was Laura?
“I know what happened the day she supposedly drowned,” he says without preamble. “Right up until the moment she dove in. Then I know what happened later with the investigation. Those are the parts that matter to Dinah, so they’re what matters to me. But what happened after she went in?” He shakes his head. “I only know that while her body wasn’t found, no one questioned that she was dead.”
“Because it was Lake Superior.”
When anyone expresses confusion over why Laura was declared dead so quickly, I need to explain what that means. This isn’t some little lake in the Muskoka region, ringed by cottages, crossable by canoe in thirty minutes. Lake Superior is the biggest and the deepest of the Great Lakes. There are oil tankers lying on her bed, taken down in her storms, rotting there, complete with unrecovered crew members.
Castillo knows this, and so when I say it’s Lake Superior, he only nods.
I continue, “Where she went in was miles from shore. There was one island she could have reached, but it’s a rock barely big enough for a picnic. They still searched it, of course. No sign of her there, and it would have been a very long swim underwater from the boat.”
“Because no one saw her come up for air.”
“Right.” I settle into my chair. “According to Oliver, she jumped in and surfaced, and then swam a bit, joking with him, as the witnesses heard. Then she swam farther from the boat before ducking to swim underwater.”
“Putting some distance between her and the boat.”
“Yes. She was about twenty meters off the starboard side when she dove under. Oliver waited for her to come up . . . and kept waiting. After a few minutes, he started to worry and then panic. There were the guys who’d seen her dive in, so he shouted to them for help. At the time, he says he was worried about overreacting but decided that was better than underreacting.”
“Good call.”
“Less than five minutes after Laura disappeared, he was shouting for help. Then he jumped in himself, with a lifebuoy. He’s not much of a swimmer. He paddled around with the ring, looking for her, but that water . . .”
“Pitch black. Can’t see your hand in some parts.”
I nod. “This was one of those parts. The other boat came. A couple of the guys jumped in to help, and the one still on the boat radioed in a distress call. There was a huge search.”
“You were part of it. I remember Ioana saying that. You drove ten hours to help.”
The way he words it sounds as if I did something heroic, but I didn’t. My brother’s wife had drowned. He’d come to me when I needed him, and I was damned well going to do the same.
“There was no sign of her,” I say. “Eventually, she was declared dead. It didn’t take the usual seven years.”
“Because she disappeared ‘in circumstances of peril,’ ” Castillo says.
“It isn’t as if she walked away and vanished. She disappeared in a situation where there wasn’t any other possibility. Which means . . .” I look up at him. “I saw her last night. I know that’s going to be hard for anyone to accept after she was ruled dead for very good reasons. I have no idea how she survived an accident like that.”
“She couldn’t,” he says simply.
I tense. “I saw her, Dean. I understand that you need to question that. So drill me. Please. I can tell you exactly what I saw—who I saw. Laura Harding was in my apartment building parking lot, and maybe that doesn’t make sense, but she was. I saw her, and she ran. She drove off. I pursued until I lost her. That wasn’t some random woman who resembled Laura and happened to be looking for a twenty-dollar bill in an unlocked car.”
Five seconds tick past. Then he says, “You done?”
I scowl at him.
He continues, “When I said, ‘She couldn’t,’ I meant that she couldn’t have survived an ‘accident’ like that. What kind of accident could it even be? There was nothing to bump her head on or hold her under temporarily. It was presumed she suffered some kind of medical emergency underwater, but if she did, then she would have drowned. Not drowning means there was no accident.”
It takes a moment for me to understand what he means. “You think she staged her own death?”
“You got another explanation?”
When I don’t answer, he says, “Option one would be that Oliver helped her disappear. That they set this up together.”
My head jerks up. “What? No. I can’t— No.”
“Two reasons he might do that. First, insurance scam. They wanted to divorce and decided she’d fake her death, and he’d give her the insurance money instead of a settlement.”
I stare at him.
He lifts one shoulder in a shrug. “I know someone who worked a case like that. But here, it wouldn’t make sense because the life insurance policy was one Laura bought years ago when she was single, and it paid out ten grand, which is one thing that kept the cops from looking too hard at Oliver. The other situation would be if Laura was in business trouble, and he helped her fake her death to escape it. But there was never any sign of that, and he’s smart enough to know that if she drowned while boating with him, he’d be a suspect.”
I don’t answer. There’s nothing to say to that beyond sputtering that I was with Oliver after Laura disappeared—I saw his panic and grief, and that was not faked.
Castillo continues, “There was a prenup, right? That was another reason the police didn’t look too closely at Oliver. It wasn’t a case where his wife threatened to leave and take half his money, so he killed her. It was an ironclad prenup that said they had to be married at least a decade before she got anything.”
I’d known there was a prenup—which did factor against the possibility Oliver killed her. But I didn’t know the details. The stipulation makes sense, though. However much Oliver loved Laura, he had to be sure she wasn’t marrying him for his money and planning to divorce after a couple of years.
“So here’s what I see,” Castillo says. “Laura’s a strong swimmer. There’s an island nearby. She swims toward it and then goes underwater the rest of the way, maybe surfacing just enough to breathe. Either she rests there, or she’s planned this so well she’s stashed equipment there to get her to shore. Does she have any scuba experience?”
I nod slowly as it comes together. “Her family was into scuba diving. She’d taught it as a teenager. She wasn’t doing much while with Oliver—and it wasn’t his thing—but she definitely knew how. There was also a report of someone who said they saw her out on the lake the day before, alone, before Oliver arrived at the rental cottage. As far as I know, the police didn’t pursue it because it was a moot point.”
“Nothing wrong with her taking a boat ride by herself. Unless she’s staging her own death by leaving things on a tiny island she can swim to. From what I remember of the file, Laura was the one who chose the route that day.”
“She was piloting the boat.”
“Was that unusual?”
I shrug. “Not really. Oliver is easygoing and Laura . . .”
“Laura was not. Is not.”
“She had very definite opinions about what she wanted, and it was the one thing I admired her for. If she wanted to pilot the boat, Oliver would step back. If she wanted him to do it, he’d step up.”
Castillo leans forward. “You said it was the one thing you admired her for. Not one of the things.” He looks at me. “You didn’t like Laura.”
I instinctively flinch. “I . . .”
“We aren’t speaking ill of the dead here, Gibson. We’re getting a handle on a woman who seems to have faked her death.”
I nod and then steel myself for the confession. “At first, I liked Laura a lot. She was strong willed and independent, and I thought she made a good match for Oliver. For a CEO, he can be a bit too laid back. A bit too accommodating.”
“Then your opinion changed?”
“It . . .” I shift in the chair. “It soon became clear she didn’t feel the same about me. She was never outwardly rude. It was the way Oliver very obviously ran interference that tipped me off.”
“Example.” It’s not a question. It’s a demand. More data required.
“I was living in the guesthouse. Before Oliver married, I’d make dinner a few times a week, and we’d eat together. After Laura came, I knew that would change, so I suggested we just share Sunday dinners. Soon he was making excuses—bad ones—and when I point-blank asked if Laura would prefer to skip the dinners, he stammered denials. Stuff like that.”
I pull my legs under me. “Last week, you asked whether moving out was my idea or Oliver’s. I said I moved out so Laura could use the cottage for her office, that I’d decided it was time for me to go.”
“It wasn’t you deciding. It was Laura.”
“Again, Oliver tried to run interference. I overheard something about her wanting the cottage, and I asked him. He denied it, but I could tell he’d been put in a very awkward position. I wanted to move out that day. But that would have seemed like I was stomping off in a snit. So I was out as soon as I leased an apartment.”
“You were angry, though.”
I shake my head. “I was embarrassed. The way she handled it made me feel as if I was too dense to realize I’d overstayed my welcome. Or like I was overly dependent on Oliver, a burden to him, which is the last thing I ever wanted. I was embarrassed and humiliated. When they got engaged, I offered to move out. She’s the one who talked me out of it. And then . . .”
“Then she decided she wanted the cottage for an office and made you feel like you were leeching off your brother.”
“Leeching and also defending my spot in Oliver’s life. Like by staying in the cottage, I was interfering with their marriage.” I clench my hands, clasped on my lap. “I felt awful. Immature and oblivious.”
“Nah, it was her problem. I dated someone like that a few years back. She’d insist it was fine if I had to work late, had to slip off in the middle of the night, couldn’t afford to take her to the places her last boyfriend took her. But then she’d turn around and complain about it later. I figured out that when she was saying all that stuff was okay, I was supposed to somehow realize it wasn’t.” He waves a hand at himself. “Have you met me? If you say you’re okay with beer and wings, I’m going to presume you’re okay with beer and wings.”
“As you should.”
“When she pulled that shit, I got out. But someone who is a little less”—he shrugs—“me would have thought they’d missed cues and screwed up. You didn’t. It was Laura’s problem.”
“Eventually, I came to realize that. It was tough. This was the woman Oliver planned to spend his life with. I’d hoped we could be friends. Not besties, but friendly, you know? Maybe grab lunch now and then, just the two of us. When I reached out, though, she made me feel like I was a needy kid, hoping for a big sister.” I pull my shoulders in. “It was really awkward, and after she died, the guilt came back. Had I misjudged her? Had I not tried hard enough?”
I make a face and roll my shoulders. “Enough of that. This isn’t Amy-therapy-time. The point is that Laura’s death shook me. It was tragic for her, and it was awful for Oliver. But, no, I didn’t like her.”
“Meaning she could have been the woman you were messaging with the other night?”
“The one who accused me of being a stuck-up little bitch? Implying I was glad that Laura was dead? That I was too close to my brother and there was something creepy there?” I nod. “Parts one and two were the Laura I knew. Not that she ever said those things to me directly, but I got the message loud and clear. That last part?” I shudder.
“That was goading you. Taking a close sibling relationship and making it seem inappropriate, which is going to freak anyone out. Low-hanging fruit.”
“Which would also be Laura. She was petty, and she could be nasty to anyone who crossed her.” I stand. “May I grab a glass of water?”
He leans back. “I’m not interrogating you, Amy. Tell me you need a break.”
“I just need water. This is . . . a lot.” I walk to the minifridge and take out the filtered-water jug. “I know I saw Laura last night, but I haven’t processed what it means.”
“Any chance she was the troll at your event?”
I shake my head as I pour the water. “Too big of a stretch physically. I’m presuming that was a friend.”
Castillo is quiet. I ask whether he wants water, but he only waves his hand in what I assume means no.
“I’ve been digging harder since that woman got in touch with you the other day,” he says. “The obvious answer has always been that it’s a friend of Laura’s. I’d gotten access to her accounts through Oliver.” He looks up. “Did you get the impression Laura had a lot of friends?”
I shrug. “I got the impression she had a lot of people she could go to lunch with. Acquaintances. Then a few close friends, mostly from her college days. I know there was tension there—that was the thing about her skipping lunch dates without warning and whatnot.”
“Yeah, she had a lot of acquaintances, like you said. That was mostly networking. Then there were three college friends. One lived in Calgary. The other two were local. All three said she drifted after the marriage. By the time she died, she was estranged from the two local ones. She ignored messages. She missed dates. That sort of thing. One of them is now living in the States. The other is not the woman you saw. She’s Black.”
“Okay.” I say.
“The ones living in Calgary and the States could have come back to do this for her, but neither matches the description, and I confirmed they were in their home cities the night of your event. While it’s possible Laura has made a new friend, it’s just as likely . . .”
He trails off and scoots his chair back to grab his laptop. He pops it open, and his fingers fly over the keyboard.
“I was running my image search last night.” He spins the laptop around to face me. On the screen are three photos of white women in their forties, all roughly resembling the troll—the same long face and pointed chin.
“That’s her,” I say, with some surprise. “The one on the left. She’s the one who came to my event. She would have been wearing a wig, and she was dressed a lot differently—more middle-aged camouflage—but that’s definitely her. Where did you find her?”
“I tinkered with the still shot from the library security footage until I could run a reverse image search, which I localized to Southern Ontario. These three popped up. The one you picked is from the website of a business in Waterloo that rents actors.”
“Rents . . . actors?”
“Hire someone to serenade your girlfriend on her birthday. Or set up a gag to punk a friend. Whatever you might need an actor to do, and from the comments, people have a lot of uses for them, from a plus-one at a wedding to playing a body at a murder-mystery party.”
“Or showing up at a podcaster’s live show and accusing her brother of murdering his wife?”
“Yeah, that one’s definitely not listed on the website. But if this is the woman . . .”
“It is. Absolutely.”
His fingers fly over the keys again before he closes the laptop. “Working theory then. Laura faked her death. Do you have any idea why?”
“No. If she wanted out of the marriage, she could have gotten a divorce. It must have been something else, unconnected to Oliver, but the police never turned up anything she’d need to escape, so I don’t know.”
“So she fakes her death, is gone for three years, and then something brings her back.”
“With the goal of putting my brother in prison. Framing him for killing his girlfriend, which means she actually needs to kill—or at least shoot—Martine.” I pull back, arms tucking into my sleeves as I wrap my arms around myself. “That’s . . .”
“Cold?”
“More than I can wrap my head around, to be honest. But we already knew someone had shot Martine and framed Oliver. It’s just harder to go from it being an anonymous psycho to a person I knew.”
“The security system dates back before her death. If Oliver’s never updated it, he may not have changed the codes, either.”
“He hasn’t—I know it, and it’s the same. Laura was the tech-savvy one. If the system is accessible online, she could have done that.”
“Yeah, it is. That’s part of the reason Dinah couldn’t use it as proof someone hacked in. Oliver could have remotely accessed it himself, cloaking his device so it looked like unauthorized access.”
“But why was she in my parking lot last night?”
“I don’t know, but I think we need to check your car.”





CHAPTER 17
CASTILLO FINDS a tracking device inside my car fender. He doesn’t remove it. He just takes photographs. Then he heads back inside without a word.
I follow him. “Am I supposed to leave that on my car?”
He still says nothing. When we reach the office, I have to grab the door before it shuts behind him. He walks in, plants himself in his desk chair and turns to stare straight forward, doing nothing.
“If that’s a hint for me to leave, Dean, you need to be more direct. Also, you need to take that thing off my car because, weirdly, I don’t feel like being tracked by my murderous sister-in-law.”
He turns to look at me, and his face is empty until he blinks, as if my words ran on a delay.
“You’re not going anywhere,” he says. “If you need something from home, I’ll drive you and walk you up to your apartment.”
“Okay . . . So . . .” I cast a pointed look around. “I just hang out here while you work.”
“I’m thinking.”
“I got that.”
“I think better when no one’s plaguing me with questions.”
“Plaguing you?” I sink into a chair. “You are a delight, Dean.”
“So I’ve been told.”
He leans back in his seat. I have been dismissed. I could get grumbly about that, but I’m figuring Dean Castillo out. There’s a decent, even thoughtful, guy under that exterior. But the exterior isn’t a facade, either. He genuinely gives a shit about people he’s deemed worth giving a shit about . . . and he’s genuinely fine with you knowing when he doesn’t give a shit about you.
I seem to be landing on the “gives a shit” side, and it might not even be because Ioana would want it. If he’s deep in thought, it’s about the case and also about how to keep me safe, and since he’s the expert in that, I appreciate it. So I will keep silent.
The problem with keeping silent is that it lets me fall into my thoughts and worries. I can’t wrap my head around the idea that Laura could be alive. No matter what I thought of her, I would have been happy to hear she survived. But why did she fake her death? And why is she coming after Oliver? And—maybe most of all—why would she go after Oliver by shooting an innocent woman?
I’m scared for Oliver and for Martine. And I’m angry, too, because my mother is dead and not coming back and this woman did come back from the dead and used her resurrection to try to kill another woman and frame her husband.
I know my mother has nothing to do with this, but in my head, the two cases tangle. Mom was legitimately murdered by a partner, and Laura tried to frame my brother for doing the exact same thing, and that is heinous to me on a level I can’t quite explain.
I glance around, needing a distraction. I take a legal pad from the supply stack, along with a pen, and I start making notes.
“You done?” Castillo says after I’ve filled the first page.
“Hmm?”
“Whatever you’re writing out?”
“My shopping list. I’m trying to decide between French yogurt and Norwegian. I’m partial to the French. It comes in the cutest little glass jars.” I set down the pen. “I’m working through the case, trying to get everything straight in my mind. If Laura is behind this, what does that mean? How does it impact what I thought I knew—about her and about what’s going on?”
He grunts, and I’ll delude myself into thinking he’s impressed by my logic. That’s so much better than breaking down into a babbling mess.
Laura is alive.
Laura may have shot Martine.
Laura is framing my brother for attempted murder.
Laura put a tracker on my car.
Does that mean Laura is going to frame me for something?
Try to kill me? Ahh! Someone save me!
I’m making light, but if the first few statements are correct—back from the dead, Laura shot Martine and is framing Oliver—then the rest is an actual possibility.
“What are you going to tell Dinah?” I say.
“That’s what I’ve been working out. We have a valid suspect.”
“Yes.”
“Problem one is convincing people that Laura is still alive. They won’t believe you. You’re his little sister, and you have a podcast. Maybe you’re doing it for publicity. Maybe your imagination has run away with you.”
“Yes.”
When he meets my gaze, I say, “Do you expect me to deny it? I know exactly how unreliable a witness I seem. I’m a PhD candidate with a successful podcast. That should buy me some credibility. It doesn’t, because that’s not what people see.”
“Good. Remember that. It sucks, but remember it. Now I’m more reliable, as witnesses go. Private investigator. Solid record. Military background. Even this”—he waves at his damaged cheek—“buys me credibility. People take me seriously. I’m not sure why. But they do.”
I snort, but his look says he wasn’t being sardonic. Two minutes in Castillo’s company, and it’s obvious why he commands respect. He’s a big guy whose facial expressions run the gamut from serious to deadly serious. He looks like the last person who’d jump to conclusions or tell wild stories. That’s for women like me.
“The problem is that I’m the one who saw her, not you,” I say. “Are you saying you need to see her before we can pursue this lead?”
He shakes his head. “No, but I do need to pursue it before I tell Dinah. With Oliver being stabbed, there’s a lot going on, and she’ll have work for me. If I tell her I’m chasing a very promising lead, but it’s not ready to share, she’ll let me prioritize it.”
“But if you say that lead is ‘Laura back from the dead,’ it’ll seem so unlikely that she’ll want you moving on.”
“Yes. For the sake of establishing a record, I’d like you to tell me what you saw again, but on video this time, so it’s timestamped. Meanwhile, I’ll tell Dinah I have that promising lead, and she’ll decide what I should pursue. Reasonable?”
“Reasonable.”
   
CASTILLO HAS TEXTED DINAH. While he waits for a response, I give my testimony, covering my ass and making sure no one can claim I sat on this information. I told Castillo, and he made the executive call to investigate first.
Dinah gets back to Castillo and confirms she doesn’t have anything urgent for him. The police are investigating the stabbing, and Oliver has, reluctantly, agreed to apply for bail, so that’s where her own focus will be today.
“What’s the next step?” I say. “You’re leaving that tracker on my car for a reason. I’m guessing you want me to drive around and see whether Laura bites.”
“This isn’t a movie, Gibson. I’m not throwing you out as bait for a killer. Chances are, she wouldn’t bite anyway. My guess is that she only wants to know where you are and what you’re doing. That’s why I didn’t take it off. I’d rather have parked the car at your apartment—I don’t want her wondering what you’re doing here—but it’s a little late for that.”
“Should we take the car to my apartment? Leave it there?”
“Maybe. I don’t know yet. I’m still thinking.”
“So I should shut up again?”
“Not yet.”
Despite saying that, he rolls back in his chair and stretches his legs to stare at the ceiling again. I rip the page from my legal pad and barely get the pen onto the page before he says, “Good. Take notes. I’ve always wanted a secretary.”
I peer at him. “You do know there are other names for the position now.”
He waves at the pad. “Since you have the equipment at hand, you can take notes. Ready?”
I lift the pen.
He dictates. It’s basically a list of what we—sorry, he—needs to investigate. There’s the tracking device and what he wants done with it long and short term.
Then there’s the actor who played the troll. She’s a potential link to Laura. Next is Laura herself. Can Castillo lure her? Not using me as bait, but otherwise. But she knows I saw her, which adds a new wrinkle.
I don’t complain about the admin work. Partly, I’m interested, but also I’m not inclined to return to my apartment, under the circumstances.
When he finishes, he takes the pad and pen and starts scribbling. It really does look like scribbling—a few notes, but mostly arrows and lines and strikeouts and question marks. Then he slaps the pad onto his desk.
“The actor,” he says. “We’ll start there.”
“We?” When his eyes darken, I lift my hands. “That isn’t a complaint, Dean. I’m just confirming that I understand correctly, because if I infer and I’m wrong, I’ll get a lecture on how you’re the PI and I’m the client.”
“I don’t lecture. I just say ‘I’m the PI, you’re the client.’ But yeah, unless you’ve got someone you can hang out with and I drop you off there, I’m stuck on bodyguard duty.”
“Well, at least you didn’t say babysitting duty.”
“I was being nice. You had a long night.” He hauls himself from the chair. “I’ve got a home and work address for this lady. We’re paying her a visit.”





CHAPTER 18
WE DECIDE to drop off my car first. That isn’t a simple matter of just leaving it in the lot. There is a process, because it’s currently being tracked by my not-dead murderous sister-in-law. First, Castillo needs to follow me, while hanging back both to see whether Laura is on-site and, if she is, to avoid her noticing him.
I park . . . and then, according to very clear instructions, I must sit in the car and fuss with my makeup. Apparently, Castillo has only the vaguest idea of “things women do,” and reapplying makeup before going into your empty apartment is one of them.
I do something far more normal instead—I check messages on my phone and answer one. By then, Castillo is in place at the building’s back door, pretending to be tinkering with something under the hood—which is apparently the male equivalent of “putting on makeup” stalling tactics.
Once Castillo is in place, I head inside the building. He texts that it’s clear, and I come out the back door and hop into his truck. Yes, it is a process.
Now, nearly two hours after we left the office, we’re in the parking lot of a telecom business in Waterloo. While Grand Forks isn’t known for any particular industry, in Waterloo, it’s tech. There are three cities—Waterloo, Kitchener and Cambridge—that merge together, and tech is their thing. Birthplace of the original smartphone: the BlackBerry.
This isn’t a company I’ve ever heard of, but there are dozens like it. On the city outskirts, tucked into an industrial area, the building—according to Castillo—has about a hundred workers, including one Janet May, human resources rep by day and actor-for-hire by night.
On the drive, we discussed a plan of action. Okay, we argued about it. I had an idea, and Castillo hated it. In the end, I won, because my plan is more likely to work, and he has to admit it. That doesn’t keep him from grumbling right up until I’m too far away to hear him. Nor does it keep him from firing off texts with instructions and warnings. But I get my way, and that’s what matters.
I walk in the front door. Castillo isn’t with me, which was the part he hated most, but having him looming at my side guaranteed failure. Also, establishing him, in any way, as someone associated with me isn’t wise, which is why we went through all that performance theater in my apartment parking lot.
As I enter the telecom building, I check my reflection in the glass. It’s not quite what I wanted. I’m still wearing the jeans and pullover I grabbed when I ran out last night. At least it’s not sweats. This is a tech company, so I’m hoping casual will cut it.
I proceed to the front desk. I don’t have a choice—there’s a secured door behind it.
“Hello,” I say to the young man behind the desk. “Kristen Hale, for Janet May, please.”
“You have an appointment, Ms. Hale.” It’s a polite statement requesting confirmation, rather than a question.
“One thirty.” I check my watch. “I’m five minutes early.”
He nods, and I step back from the desk to look at a poster—a stylized schematic of whatever device they produce.
“Ms. Hale?”
I glance over to see him on the phone. “Hmm?”
“Ms. May doesn’t have you on her schedule. May I ask what this is regarding?”
“Oh. Umm.” I move closer to the desk and lower my voice, though there’s no one else around. “I’m . . . not sure I should say. It’s regarding her, um, side gig.”
“Side—?”
He doesn’t get a chance to finish. Janet must say something on the other end of the line, because he nods and disconnects. “Ms. May will be right out.”
“Thank you.”
I walk back to the poster and continue studying it, my back to the door Janet will come through. It whooshes open, but I still don’t turn until I hear that door shut and she says, “Ms. Hale?”
I turn, and the look on her face . . . ? Call me petty, but I revel in that look. The first flash of confusion—Do I know you? Then the recognition. Then the panic, a glance over her shoulder, as if she’s ready to retreat, but the door is already shut, and we have a witness.
“Ms. May,” I say, walking over with my hand out. “Thank you for seeing me.”
I get a deliciously deadly look for that, but she keeps her face turned from the desk clerk.
“I think we need to talk,” I say. “Would you like to step outside? Or is your office available?”
Silence as her mind whirs, a rat in a maze looking for an escape route and then realizing there isn’t one.
She pivots on her heel. “My office, please, Ms. Hale.”
I follow her inside. As I do, I get a better look at her. There’d been no doubt from the website photo that she was my mystery woman. She’s an actor, though, which means the woman leading me down the hall doesn’t look like the one in the photo, who doesn’t look like my troll from that night. Three roles. Three costumes.
That night, she’d been playing middle-aged podcast fangirl. A little dumpy, mostly invisible, her makeup ill applied, as if it’d been a long time since she’d worn any. The website photo showed someone who knew exactly how to apply makeup . . . and style her hair and select an outfit that said “quirky and fun.” This version is the corporate HR rep, in a skirt and jacket and heels, minimalist makeup and no-nonsense hairstyle.
I follow her on a route that seems to circle the building twice. I catch glimpses of cubicles and the murmur of voices and the click of keys, but May sticks to halls of closed doors. When she finally opens one, it’s a “quiet room” for making business calls or holding one-on-one meetings.
May flips the sign to In Use and shuts the door behind us. Then she crosses the tiny room, parks herself in front of a chair, turns to me and waits. Her arms twitch, as if she’s physically restraining herself from crossing them. She’s HR. She knows what a defensive posture looks like. She won’t fall into that trap. Nor is she falling into the one of verbally defending herself. She just waits.
“Someone hired you to interrupt my event,” I say.
“Yes.”
Her gaze bores into mine. Tension sparks off her, but she’s holding it tight. She wants me on the offensive, coming at her hard, losing my cool, maybe breaking down in tears.
But I don’t speak, which makes her seem to struggle against the urge to shift her weight. Finally, she says, “It was a job. A legal job.”
I nod. There are so many things I could say to that. Legal, yes. But ethical? Castillo’s research showed that Janet May’s son has done a couple of years for possession with intent to sell. How would she feel if someone hired me to storm into her workplace, accusing her of running a family drug-dealing business?
That’d be okay, right? Just doing my job. Gotta make a living somehow. If it’s an issue, take it up with the person who hired me.
I say none of that. I just nod, and I keep nodding until she shifts her weight in discomfort. Then her arms cross before she forces them back down.
“I’m going to need to ask you a few questions,” I say.
Her lips quirk in a humorless smile. “You’re the police now?”
“No, but we can call them if you’d like.”
She tenses. “I didn’t do anything illegal⁠—”
“Are you aware that my brother is in jail for attempting to kill his girlfriend?”
Her expression says no. Yes, it’s a big case in Grand Forks, and it would certainly be in the news here, but the news isn’t what it was twenty years ago, as I’ve learned from the cases on my podcast.
There’d been a time when you couldn’t have avoided hearing about a big regional case. Now, people get their news from so many sources that they could easily miss local stories.
May finds her footing quickly, her face shuttering as she shrugs. “I guess he did murder his wife then, didn’t he?”
Again, I will not rise to the bait. No sarcasm or outrage about her taking a job that she seems to have presumed was slanderous trolling, if she wasn’t convinced Oliver did it.
“The court will decide that,” I say calmly. “Though I doubt the case will get that far.”
A derisive snort. She’s relaxing now. She has my number—I’m the silly little sister who’ll go down in flames defending her killer brother.
“The night of my event,” I say, “Oliver was indeed being questioned by the police, just as you said. He was brought in based on the anonymous tip you delivered to the police.”
“I didn’t⁠—”
“My brother’s attorney has conducted voice analysis on the clip. That’s one downside to being in the part-time acting biz—there are many examples of your voice online. We know it was you.”
I’m lying here. I’m not even sure the tip was May—it’s an educated guess, presuming Laura wouldn’t dare use her own voice in case the recording was played for Oliver.
May’s face spasms, confirming our suspicion. Then it hardens. “I was given a script. That’s all.”
“A script you were told to deliver from a pay phone.”
Her lips tighten even more. “Yes.”
“You called the police, pretending to be giving a tip, based solely on a script. You pretended to have firsthand knowledge of the veracity of what you were reading, yet for all you knew, it was a work of fiction. There’s a name for that, Janet, and it comes with two to five years in prison.”
I’m exaggerating, but her expression says she sees the truth of what I’m saying. She lied to the police. That’s illegal.
Again, she finds that hard expression. “Maybe, but if it’s true, is anyone going to care how the police got the tip now that he tried to kill his girlfriend?”
“Someone hired you to phone in a false tip. They also hired you to make a public accusation at my event. Then, the next night, someone hacked my brother’s alarm system and stole his car. That car was used to lure his girlfriend from her home, whereupon someone in that car—someone wearing a mask—shot her two times.”
I meet May’s gaze. “Someone is framing my brother for murder. There is evidence—now being investigated—that it’s the same person who bought your ticket for my event.”
She blinks. “What?”
“Whoever hired you is the prime suspect in an attempted murder. My brother’s lawyer will be turning that evidence over to the police. So you have two choices. You can talk to me, and Oliver’s lawyer will give you time to prepare for when and where the police show up on your doorstep. Or you can kick me out, and she’ll call the police, and they’ll be here before you can get to your car.”
In her place, I’d have questioned my story, but from what I’ve seen so far, Janet May will buy it. She didn’t expect the woman she trolled to confront her at work. She didn’t know that the guy she trolled had been arrested for attempted murder. She didn’t think through the ramifications of delivering a false tip. Now all that has hit her at once, and the last thing she’s capable of doing is stepping back and analyzing my story. It makes sense on the surface, and she’s too flustered to dive deeper.
“I want to contact the police myself,” she says.
“Okay.”
She leans toward me as if I hadn’t just agreed. “I’ll go to the station after work. I’ll tell them that I just saw the news about your brother and realized I had information.”
“Okay.”
“If I tell you what I know, you’ll give me that much time?”
“Oliver’s lawyer won’t notify the police until first thing tomorrow morning.”
“Fine.” She backs up against the desk and crosses her arms over her chest. “It was all legal.”
“I never said it wasn’t.”
“I was contacted directly, not through the agency, but I still paid the agency their cut. You can check.”
“That really isn’t our concern.”
“Well, I did.” She sounds satisfied, probably thanking her lucky stars she was ethical in that one regard—otherwise, her agency might now learn she freelanced and cut her loose.
She takes out her phone. “I’ll tell you what I know, but the client paid cash. Actual cash, delivered, payment in full the day of the event.” She turns around the phone. “Here’s the correspondence.”
It’s text messages. I screenshot the thread with my phone.
“I tried calling the number afterward,” Janet says. “I wanted to let her know what happened. It was out of service.” She points at the end of the thread. “My last text—after the event—wasn’t delivered.”
The thread starts with someone—presumably Laura—reaching out and saying she got Janet May’s number and is looking for an actor to play a role. That role involves going to a local event and accusing the speaker of something. There’s a bit of back and forth, Janet asking questions, seeming wary, only to relax when it turns out she won’t be accusing me—she’ll be talking about my brother.
According to the texts, Oliver Harding got away with murder. His sister runs a podcast that’s supposed to draw attention to domestic violence, and her own brother is guilty of the worst kind. People need to know.
I can be angry about what Janet May did. I can be furious and outraged. I’m not sure, though, given these texts, that I can blame her. Even if she’d looked up Laura’s death online, it’d be easy to decide there’d been a miscarriage of justice. Men do get away with femicide. Can I blame May if she’d convinced herself that she was doing a good thing?
It also doesn’t hurt that she was paid double her rate. That would make me suspicious, but again, I choose not to judge.
May agreed to the job, and the sender arranged to send the money, the ticket and details before 5 p.m. on show day.
“The ticket came prepurchased,” Janet says. “She’d even printed it out rather than give me a virtual version.”
So the person who’d posted on my forum wasn’t May. I’d already figured it was Laura, given our online interaction two days ago.
“Can I see what she sent you?” I ask.
“It was a script. I’d screenshot it, but I’ve deleted it.”
This proved that May knew the whole thing was shady. Still, not judging. It won’t get me where I need to be.
“I didn’t follow the script exactly,” May says. “It’s better to put things in my own words. It sounds more natural.”
“Okay.”
“All the relevant data was there, though.”
“And after that?”
She shrugs. “Like I said, I tried telling the client that I’d finished—by text and by phone—and couldn’t get through. I figured if they were concerned, they’d get in touch. Otherwise, the job was done, so I gave my agency their cut and moved on.”
“Did she ask for anything other than what I saw?”
“Nope.”
“Nothing extra? No online postings? No follow-up?”
She shakes her head. “Attend the event. Stand up and say my piece. Then leave whenever I want. That was it.”





CHAPTER 19
I’M in the truck with Castillo. He’s reading May’s text-thread photos on my phone.
“That’s it?” he says.
“Yep, like I said, this was their only point of contact.”
“What about the envelope? The one she sent the cash in?”
“I asked about that. She shredded the envelope with the script, deleted the script photos from her phone and even removed them from her trash. I asked how the script and payment had been delivered. She said they were in a Canada Post express envelope—one of those prepaid ones—but there was no return address, and it didn’t seem to have passed through the postal system.”
“Laura bought it and delivered it herself.”
“Seems so. Janet May lives in a single-family dwelling. Alone—she divorced last year and got the house. No security system. No nearby cameras that she knows of.”
“I’ll check on that,” he says. “You get an address?”
I text it to him. “I know you’re going to need to tell Dinah, and I also know I shouldn’t have promised she wouldn’t contact the police until morning.”
“Nah, that’s fine. Better for Janet to come forward on her own, especially if it meant you got all that without Dinah having to get it through the prosecutor.”
“So what next?”
“Lunch,” he says. “Then I need to talk to Dinah. In person.”
“About Laura?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
   
EARLIER, when Castillo said he was going to talk to Janet May, I’d expected to be left on the sidelines. Now, when he says he needs to speak to Dinah, I expect to be part of that conversation . . . and instead, I find myself sidelined.
After lunch, Castillo takes me home. That’s not his first choice—or his second—but I argue that it’s the safest place for me. He checks my car and then escorts me in and sweeps the apartment. There’s no sign that anyone has been near the car or in my apartment. He only departs after imparting all appropriate warnings. Stay inside. Leave the security system on and the door locked. Don’t answer anyone who buzzes—he’d text before he came over himself. Repeat, stay inside. Don’t order food. Don’t open the door for any reason.
I have neither need nor inclination to go out. I just had a late lunch, and half of it is in a takeout container. Castillo even went through a drive-through to get me a coffee and pastry so I could have an afternoon caffeine-and-sugar break. He’s promised to contact me this evening, and if it seems as if he expects me to stay inside tomorrow, too, I’ll have a chat with him about house arrest, but we aren’t at that point yet.
For now, I’m looking forward to a few hours of seeing and speaking to no one.
I settle in at my desk and flip through my email. That only takes a few minutes. I have a half dozen nasty-grams from strangers that get filed—I know better than to delete them. I also have people asking for interviews. Two are legit enough that I forward them to Raven. The rest is just school stuff and spam.
I’m finishing my inbox cleanse when Raven texts.
  Raven: Your brother got stabbed last night??? Please tell me you didn’t mention that because you’re madly working on the podcast episode.  

Shit! I’ve been so wrapped up with the Laura revelation that I forgot about the stabbing. Not the stabbing itself, obviously, but the ramifications for Oliver’s case and the podcast.
  Me: I’m on it!  


  Raven: When can I expect to see it? The news already broke  

  Me: I was in the hospital all night waiting for him to get out of surgery, and then I had to do something urgent enough that I couldn’t beg off to record an episode.  


  Raven: Urgent as in podcast-worthy?  

  Me: Yep . . . when I can reveal it  


  Raven: Fine, you’re forgiven—if you can get the scoop. Now give me the stabbing  

  Me: Nah, you haven’t pissed me off enough for that. Not yet  


  Raven: Oh, I’m sure there are days you wish you could. You have an hour. Then I want the stabbing episode up and a text telling me it’s there  

   
I’M SUPPOSED to run scripts by Dinah. Technically, that was an offer made by me rather than a requirement imposed by her. I know with everything going on she won’t have time to vet it. So I make an executive decision. There’s nothing controversial in the script. I have enough inside information that I don’t need to beef up the episode with extra chatter.
I give Dinah’s version of the events leading to and following the stabbing. I say that I received a call and drove to wait while Oliver was in surgery. I don’t want someone saying they saw me at the hospital, implying that I’m covering up the fact that, in spite of everything happening, Oliver and I are still close.
Do I suggest the stabbing was not accidental? Here, I’d like to think that I was a little bit clever. I laid out the facts, knowing that would be enough. Listeners will question just how accidental it was. There isn’t any need for me to connect the dots for them, and if I had, it would have screamed bias. It would also have set people arguing against any case I built.
Just the facts, ma’am.
Record the episode. Promise additional information when such is available. Post. Notify Raven.
After that, I decide I’ve earned my brownie. I eat it as I haunt my website forum looking for responses to the new episode. I’m nervous posting without either Dinah or Castillo’s thumbs-up, and I want to be the first to know whether I’ve made a mistake or worded something in a way that’s open to misinterpretation.
I watch the counter climb as listeners tune in. It’s no coincidence that they’re so quick on the ball—since I started covering Oliver’s case, we’ve added an alert to our usual subscriber newsletter. Those who sign up are automatically notified when I post a new episode.
There’s some chatter on the board. I’m not in incognito mode, but no one reaches out. They rarely do. They presume it’s a member of my staff, as VAWSurvivor3 did the other night.
I stay out of the actual threads, instead using the cheat of refreshing my screen on the main page so that I can read a preview of all the most recent posts without going in and revealing that I’m reading them.
There’s nothing concerning happening. Just people discussing the latest episode. They’re already debating whether Oliver could have been targeted in the stabbing.
He’s accused of trying to kill his girlfriend. It’s like being a serial killer or a pedophile. Someone’s going to decide to play judge and jury.
Are you sure that’d be it? Seems to me he’s been framed. Maybe whoever is doing that realized they don’t have a strong enough case against him.
And what? Hired someone on the inside to kill him?
No, she has a point. Someone really has it out for this guy.
Yep, his not-so-dead wife, apparently.
I still can’t quite wrap my head around that. Part of me screams that the police need to know. Oliver needs to know. Now. The wife that Oliver is being investigated for killing is not dead and may have shot Martine and framed him. Why am I sitting on this?
Because the only evidence to support my wild claim is my own eyewitness report of seeing her . . . at night . . . in a dark parking lot . . . right after getting the news my brother had been stabbed, when I’d been understandably shaken.
We’re giving Janet May until tomorrow to come forward. I’m giving Castillo the same time frame to make a decision about telling Dinah, and if he doesn’t—or I disagree with his choice—I’m moving forward myself.
I’m about to sign off the forum when someone pings me. The first thing I do is check the user profile.
VanChick84. Location: Vancouver, BC. Occupation: physiotherapist.
VanChick84 joined the forum a month ago, and there’s an established pattern of activity. Not a ton, but enough to show she isn’t another VAWSurvivor3, creating a fake profile and only asking about tickets to my event.
VanChick84: Hey
I reply with a wave emoticon.
VanChick84: I know you probably aren’t really Amy, but that’s okay
AmyGibson: Actually, I am
VanChick84: Well, like I said, it’s okay if you aren’t. I’d just like to get a message to her, please
AmyGibson: Sure, what’s up?
VanChick84: I need to talk to her
AmyGibson: You are
VanChick84: I mean in person. ASAP. I know she lives in Grand Forks
AmyGibson: Okay
VanChick84: I’m there now
The hairs on my neck prickle.
AmyGibson: Okay
VanChick84: I know that’s going to sound weird, but I had to come. I can’t say this in an email or a text or even a phone call
VanChick84: There are things Amy doesn’t know about her brother. Things she needs to know. Secrets I’ve kept since Greta died
Greta.
Oliver’s college girlfriend who died by suicide.
VanChick84 doesn’t wait for a response.
VanChick84: I was her friend. Her best friend. I also . . . I did something awful, and that’s why I never came forward about Oliver, and I’m not sure I can even now. But I need to talk to Amy
AmyGibson: This is Amy. Really
VanChick84: Okay. I’ve been following your podcast since before all this started. You seemed like someone I could talk to. Unburden myself on. I’ve been lurking, trying to work up the courage to reach out
VanChick84: Then all this happened, and I knew I had to speak to you
VanChick84: I hoped that if I flew across the country, you’d know I’m serious
VanChick84: Now I can see it just looks creepy and suspicious
AmyGibson: If you’re going to tell me that Oliver killed Greta, he wasn’t even in the same country when she died
VanChick84: I know. I was . . . I was there. I mean, I’m the one who found her. She definitely did it. But there’s more to the story
My fingers are flying over the keyboard. I’d bookmarked the only reference I could find online to Greta’s suicide. It was a site that had once been run by UBC students trying to call attention to suicides among their classmates. The site had removed actual cases years ago, but I was able to find the reference using the digital archives.
According to the archived post, Greta had died in her college dorm and been found by a friend. That information wasn’t exactly a secret, but nor was it publicly available.
AmyGibson: Oliver was stabbed in jail last night. I’m supposed to stay home until they know what happened
VanChick84: Maybe I can come over?
I almost laugh at that. Uh, no, weirdly, I’m not letting you come into my apartment when I’m here because someone tried to kill my brother and I might be in danger myself.
AmyGibson: I’m not seeing anyone right now
VanChick84: I guess that makes sense
VanChick84: And it probably sounded creepy that I asked
VanChick84: I’m doing this all wrong
VanChick84: I’m sorry I bothered you. I shouldn’t have come
AmyGibson: Wait. If you have something, I’d like to know what it is
Silence. It goes on long enough that I think she’s disconnected.
VanChick84: Can we meet in a public place?
VanChick84: This is just really hard for me. I kept quiet for so many years, and it’s been tearing me up, but I’m still . . . I’m still afraid
AmyGibson: Of Oliver?
VanChick84: No. Maybe I should be, but this is more personal and more selfish
VanChick84: I’ll meet you anyplace you want
AmyGibson: Let me see what I can do. I’ll give you my number. Call me tomorrow morning
VanChick84: I fly out tonight. Again, I’m sorry. It really was a quick trip. I lied to my husband. He thinks I just spent the night in Whistler at a work conference. I need to get back tonight
AmyGibson: What time is your flight?
VanChick84: 7:10 out of Grand Forks, with a connection at 9:45 to Vancouver
I quickly check the flights. Those are correct—it’s the last flight from Toronto to Vancouver.
VanChick84: We can meet anyplace you feel safe. Please. I’ve lived with this for eighteen years, and if I don’t come clean now, I’m going to change my mind
VanChick84: Your brother isn’t who you think he is. I know you won’t want to hear that. Maybe he can get help. Either way, though, you seem like someone who’d want to know the truth
AmyGibson: I am. Hold on while I think
I pop off a message to Castillo, explaining as succinctly as I can. Then, as it sits in Delivered status, I mentally zoom through my options.
I don’t want to meet at the coffee shop down the road. It’s too close to home. Of course, the advantage to that one is that I could walk. I definitely shouldn’t drive my car with that tracker on it. The best option would be to grab a rideshare and meet her at a bakery I frequent near the university. It’s quiet this time of year, when only summer students like me are still around. It’s also easily accessible—the car can drop me off and pick me up right out front on a major road.
It’s safe. That’s the important thing.
What would be even safer, though? Getting a ride from Castillo.
I call him, but it goes to voice mail.
“Hey, it’s Amy. Can you check your texts, please? It’s urgent.”
VanChick84: Are you still there?
AmyGibson: I am. Just thinking
I check my watch. It’s already four thirty. She’s going to need to be at the airport by six. That doesn’t give me time to delay.
I’d be meeting this woman at a very public coffee shop, during the late afternoon. As risks go, it’s bare minimum.
So why am I hesitating? Because Castillo told me to stay here, and I don’t want to look careless by traipsing off to meet a stranger. If someone thinks I’m not terribly bright, I’m going to prove them wrong, even if it means awkwardly wedging “PhD student” into a conversation. If they think I’m a spoiled rich girl, I’ll be quick to accept “financially stable girl” while trying to clarify that my “trust fund” is actually an inheritance, and not exactly millions of dollars at that.
If a guy like Castillo—hardworking, capable, stable—thinks I’m a bit of a twit, then I’ll do backflips to prove him wrong.
Even if it means losing this lead? One I can pursue safely?
I look down at my phone.
Damn it, Dean.
If he can’t return my urgent messages, then screw him. I’m sorry, but I am not irresponsible. I’m not silly or careless.
AmyGibson: Can you meet me for coffee in the university district in 20 minutes?
VanChick84: Any chance of finding a place closer to the airport?
AmyGibson: I’ll make sure you’re on your way in plenty of time. It’s a short drive, and it’s a small airport, no lineups
VanChick84: That should be fine. I’m checked in, and I only have carry-on. As long as I’m there by 6:30, I’ll be good





CHAPTER 20
AS SOON AS I’ve sent VanChick the address, I call a rideshare. I take every step with caution. Check the building hall. Stay aware of my surroundings. When an elevator arrives with someone on it, I pretend I forgot something and wait for an empty one. Then I stay in the apartment lobby until my car arrives.
Once in the car, I text all the details to Castillo. Copy and paste them into an email and send that, too. Then I phone Dinah.
“Hey,” I say when she answers. “I’m not calling to pester for updates on Oliver, though I’ll obviously take them if there are any.”
“He’s awake, and there aren’t any complications. He still can’t have visitors, but I’m hoping they’ll let him video chat with you later.”
I smile. “Good. I’d like that.”
“I’ve convinced him to seek bail. It did take some convincing. Your brother is a very stubborn man, Amy.”
“I know,” I sigh. “Will he be in the hospital for a while, then?”
“The doctors want to observe him for a couple of days. I’ve also convinced him not to rush and—if he can bring himself to do it—not undersell the pain he’s in. I’d like to get bail sorted before he needs to return to prison.”
“Good call. Thank you.” I glance out the window, watching passing traffic. “Before I let you go, my actual reason for phoning is that I’m looking for Dean. I need to discuss something with him, and he’s not answering messages.”
“I saw him about an hour ago. Then I had to take a call, and when I finished, he was gone. He had a laundry list of things he was investigating. If he checks in, I’ll tell him you’re looking for him.”
“Thanks.”
Her voice lowers. “Is it about Laura, Amy?”
I go still, hand tightening on the phone.
She continues, “He told me that you thought you saw her.”
Thought. I don’t miss that word.
I bite back the urge to say that I did see Laura, beyond any doubt.
“Yes,” I say evenly. “She put a tracker on my car.”
“Dean showed me photos of that. Someone did put that tracker on your car.”
Someone.
She’s being kind here, in deference to a longstanding relationship. Otherwise, she’d be carving up my story with razor-sharp blades.
Silence stretches. She’s waiting for me to push. To insist it was Laura. To get defensive and demand action.
“I trust you’ll do whatever you think is right with that information,” I say, my tone cool.
“Amy . . .” she says, a sigh in her voice.
“I won’t say anything on the podcast yet,” I say in the same tone. “I trust that you’ll make the right decisions here, based on what you know about me. I have no doubt who I saw, but I understand you have more important leads to pursue.” Okay, that’s a low blow.
“Amy . . .”
“If you speak to Dean, please tell him I left messages.”
“Let’s meet later,” Dinah says. “I’d like to hear the story in your own words.”
“Dean has that on video. Please let me know if there’s any update with Oliver, either his condition or his bail. Thank you.”
I end the call just as the driver stops in front of the coffee shop.
   
AS EXPECTED, the shop is quiet. That is to say, it’s not jam-packed with studying students, as it would be during the term. It’s still about a third full, a few tables occupied by summer students and laptops, the remainder by regular people happy to be able to actually get a seat.
I scan the occupants. The only people sitting alone are on laptops. I take a closer look at them, as discreetly as I can.
Of the people older than me, only one is a woman, and she’s a senior citizen. I order a decaf cappuccino—two coffees in one afternoon would keep me awake all night. Then, while I wait for it, I snag a table at the back and sit facing the door.
We were supposed to meet at 4:50. At five, I’m alone in that corner, sipping as slowly as I can. I keep checking my phone, each time needing to remind myself that I didn’t give her any contact information.
At 5:10, I open the forum on my browser to see whether VanChick tried to contact me there. Then I leave it open as I scan the coffee shop. I feel a bit like Castillo, casing out a dangerous alley.
Speaking of Castillo, have I heard back from him? I check my phone. No, I have not. But that doesn’t matter. The point is that I can’t see any way this is a trap. Well, not unless VanChick is another actor hired by Laura, and she strides in and starts shouting accusations at me. I can’t see Laura pulling that stunt twice, and even if she does, I’m prepared.
I’m wishing I’d brought my own laptop. Earlier, I’d been thinking that I didn’t mind being locked up in my apartment, but now that I’m here, seeing others working, it would have been a change of scenery. The dangerous part was getting from point A to point B. It doesn’t matter if I linger, as long as I’m gone before sundown—and the coffee shop closes well before that.
I’m debating whether to give up when a car pulls up with the rideshare logo in the window. Perfect.
Before I can step from the table, a woman scrambles out of the car, clearly flustered and saying something to the driver while checking her watch. With a wave to the driver, she sprints through the door before stopping herself.
She has a dark ponytail, a yoga enthusiast’s body and YouTube-tutorial-perfect makeup that makes her look my age, but on close inspection, she’s probably in her late thirties. She’s rolling a carry-on bag behind her. She sees me and hurries over.
“Amy?” When I nod, she sighs in relief. “I’m so sorry. I had two—two—drivers ghost me. I was just asking that one to come back and pick me up in a half hour, or I might not get a car.” She pauses, as if there is something she forgot. Then she thrusts out her hand. “Beth.”
I don’t ask whether that’s her real name. I just shake her hand.
“Coffee . . .” She looks around, still flustered, her hands shaking.
“I’ll grab it. Sit and relax.”
“Oh, my God, thank you. I was already nervous, and this . . .” She flutters her hands.
Beth tells me what she wants to drink, and I head up to the counter while she settles in with her luggage. When I glance over, she’s taking deep, practiced breaths.
I place her order, return to the table and slide in. “They’ll bring it by.”
“Thank you,” she says again. Her voice shakes. “Though at this stage, maybe I should have asked for a nice, calming tea. I do not need more caffeine, though at least it’ll make me talk faster.”
I smile. “It’s fine. We have time. I’ll set my alarm so we’re sure you aren’t late.”
“Thank you.” She makes a face. “I know I keep saying that, but really, thank you for all this, meeting me and being so nice. I must have sounded like such a flake, telling you I flew across the country to talk to you. I’ve never done anything like that. If my husband found out . . .”
She trails off, gaze on her hands. I glance down to see pink polish failing to cover bitten fingernails.
“I suppose I shouldn’t say things like that to someone like you,” she murmurs.
“Hmm?”
Her gaze stays on her hands. “Admitting I’m afraid of my husband to a woman who runs a podcast warning about abusive partners.” Her gaze shoots up to mine. “He’s not. Abusive, I mean. I just don’t like to upset him. You aren’t married, right?”
“I’m not.”
“Well, when you are, it’s good to keep things running smoothly. Danny and I got married right after college. He’s a really good father. A good provider, too.”
She doesn’t say he’s a good husband, but I try not to read anything into that. I’m here to listen to what she has to say about Oliver. That’s it.
She continues, “If I say that I’m worried about him finding out I came here, it’s only⁠—”
She stops as the server delivers her coffee. She waits until the guy is gone and then lowers her voice. “It’s only that he’d be concerned. I can be a bit scattered.” A wan smile. “Shocking, huh? Anyway, Danny worries about me, and if he knew I’d come across the country on my own, he’d freak out. Also, what I’m going to tell you⁠—”
Her phone rings with some nineties dance tune. As people look over, her eyes widen, and she quickly turns it to vibrate. Then she squeaks an “Oh no.” Her gaze lifts to mine. “It’s Danny. I have to answer this.”
She might have said he isn’t abusive, but that look in her eyes tells me everything I need to know.
“Go ahead,” I say gently. “We have time.”
She answers. I busy myself on my own phone, so I’m not listening to her conversation. He must be asking how she’s doing, and she overdoes it, babbling about the conference. He doesn’t seem to pick up on her nerves, and instead seems to be telling her about some class-related issue that a teacher called for.
Beth keeps shooting apologetic glances my way. She makes little “hurry up” motions but says nothing to him, only keeping her answers brief, as if not to prolong the conversation. He’s clearly feeling chatty, though, and she doesn’t seem willing to cut him off, undoubtedly afraid it’ll seem suspicious.
From my end, it sounds like a very normal conversation for such a situation, one spouse at home while the other is away. That doesn’t mean it isn’t a controlling relationship . . . or a toxic one. This is where people go wrong, like thinking a pleasant-seeming guy would never murder a woman who gently ended their relationship. They might have concerns about a husband’s behavior, but then they see him acting normal and tell themselves they’re wrong.
As the conversation stretches, Beth’s panic begins to tinge those looks my way, and my “it’s okay” smile gets increasingly strained. It doesn’t help that I’m starting to feel the effects of being up since two in the morning. I really shouldn’t have opted for decaf.
I struggle to keep my smile on . . . while both not yawning and not checking the time. Finally, I motion that I’m going to use the bathroom. In there, I splash cold water on my face and blink. Just another hour, and then I can go home and nap. And with any luck, I’ll actually hear what Beth came to say before she leaves.
When I get back to the table, Beth is still on the phone, but she says, “Oh! I’m late for the next session! Can I call you later?”
He must agree, because she signs off and starts babbling apologies.
“It’s fine,” I say, with a smile that I hope sells the sentiment. “Is everything okay at home?”
“It is. He just wanted to talk.” She inhales. “Okay, now let’s get on with this before I run out of time.”
My smile that time is definitely genuine. Yes, please, let’s do that.
“I’m going to start with a confession,” she says. “It’s also an explanation. The reason I haven’t come forward. The reason I still can’t come forward.” Another inhale as her gaze darts around, making sure no one can overhear.
“I . . . I had a thing with your brother. An . . .” She glances away, looking abashed. “I’d say an affair, but that sounds a lot more formal than . . .” Another glance away.
“You hooked up with Oliver.”
“Yes.” She twists the paper napkin in her hands. “I know this is weird to talk about when he’s your brother, and I don’t know what he’s like now, but back then . . .”
I brace myself, something I’ve been doing ever since she contacted me online. She said it’s about Greta’s death, something about Oliver, something bad. That’s why I so desperately wanted this to be a setup. Otherwise . . .
Dinah has warned me that I will hear things. People will speak out against Oliver.
Oh, sure, he seemed nice, but you didn’t know the real Oliver Harding.
I worked for him, and he behaved inappropriately.
I went out with him in high school, and he was an asshole.
In light of accusations, people rethink their interactions with the accused. That’s good if they’ve always felt something was “off” and no one listened to them. It’s not so good if they’re twisting memories to fit a new narrative.
Castillo says there’s been remarkably little of that with Oliver. Oh, there isn’t a tsunami of support, and I don’t expect that. Even his own sister won’t use her podcast to defend him. We have all seen far too many cases where people defended the accused . . . only to realize they were horribly wrong. But we aren’t seeing any narrative reworking, and Dinah’s pleased by that.
So now, when Beth says those words, I don’t know what he’s like now, but back then . . . I brace as she trails off.
“This is awkward,” she says, shifting. “So apologies in advance, Amy, if it’s uncomfortable. But your brother? He was—is—very good looking, in case you don’t realize that, being his sister. He was also a genuinely nice guy. Smart and sweet and hot . . . and my roomie’s boyfriend.”
“Okay . . .” Not what I expected.
“The other thing . . .” She twists her wedding band. “I met Danny in high school. We’ve been together ever since.”
I pause, as I realize why she’s telling me this. “You were with your husband when you hooked up with Oliver.”
She nods. “That’s why I can’t come forward. Bad enough I was sleeping with my roomie’s guy, but I cheated on the boyfriend who’s now my husband.”
I nod, not knowing what to say.
“I don’t want to make excuses,” she says, glancing away. “My boyfriend was hundreds of kilometers away. I was lonely. Oliver was having trouble with Greta, trying to help with her depression and getting frustrated when he couldn’t. We talked, a lot, and one night . . .” She shrugs and looks away. “He felt terrible afterward. Worse than I did.”
“So it was just the one time.”
Her shoulders hunch in. “I wish I could say that, but I . . .” She takes a deep breath, as if steeling herself, before meeting my eyes. “I fell for your brother, Amy. Hard. He was having such a tough time, and I . . . made myself available.”
So she used the situation to keep sleeping with Oliver, preying on his vulnerability.
I’m good at keeping my expression neutral—I’ve interviewed people for the podcast who make my stomach churn, those who refused to believe a victim or still supported a killer—and I need to call on all that practice to keep my revulsion from showing.
“You said there was something to do with Greta’s death and Oliver,” I say.
She nods. “It wasn’t his fault. I’m just afraid this . . . thing will come out. When Greta died⁠—”
My alarm goes off, startling us both.
“Oh!” Beth says, her eyes rounding in panic. She checks her watch. “I can stay five more minutes⁠—”
Her phone beeps. She picks it up, and the panic in her face intensifies. She shoots a look at the front window . . . where the rideshare car that dropped her off idles.
“Oh God,” she says. “I forgot I’d prearranged pickup. Maybe she can just wait there . . .” She trails off as she sees the problem. The rideshare car is pulled over on a busy road, blocking the right lane during rush hour.
“Can you come with me?” she blurts. “I’m covering the fare through my app. The car can drop me off at the airport and then take you home. We’ll talk on the way.”
I nod and rise, and the floor seems to sway, the exhaustion sweeping over me.
Beth scrambles to grab my arm. “You okay?”
“Long night. Really shouldn’t have gotten decaf.”
I shake myself, and we head to the little car. Beth fumbles with the trunk, and a pickup driver trapped behind the car lays on his horn.
“I’ve got it,” I say.
I get the trunk open while she climbs into the back seat. I struggle to put the suitcase in. It’s not heavy—I’m just too tired to quite manage the spatial-awareness puzzle of getting it into the trunk.
The truck blares its horn again, still trapped by nonstop traffic in the left lane. I get the suitcase in and the trunk closed, and then I slide into the back seat.
The driver—a woman with frizzy hair and sunglasses—gives me a lightning-fast nod before pulling from the curb and joining traffic.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Beth asks me. “You really don’t look good.”
I don’t feel good, either. I think back to what I ate earlier. The restaurant lunch? The snack Castillo bought?
“Amy?” Beth says.
“I’m fine.” I manage the best smile I can. “Now, you were saying something about Oliver?”
“Right! Sorry. I’m a little flustered.”
“It’s okay.”
She nods and lowers her voice so the driver can’t overhear. “I think Greta found out the night she died.”
“Found out . . . ? Oh, that you and Oliver were hooking up.”
My brain really isn’t firing on all cylinders. Is it hot in here? I reach for the window, but the driver has the child lock on. Before I can ask for it to be released, Beth continues.
“Yes, about me and Oliver. I . . . I’m worried that’s what pushed her over the edge. I’m afraid she accused him of hooking up with me, and they argued, and she took her life. That doesn’t mean he’s to blame, but maybe, if he didn’t say the right things, if he tried to defend himself?”
I shake my head. “The police investigated after Greta’s suicide. Oliver was quick to cooperate. There was no sign they’d been in contact that day. The police checked both phones . . .”
My words slur, and I blink hard.
“Amy?”
“Just . . . it’s been a long day.”
“Oh my God, that’s right! Oliver was stabbed. I saw it in the news. I meant to ask how he’s doing, and I completely forgot.”
“He’s . . .” More slurring. “He’s okay.”
“That’s good. I still care about him. I mean, how could I not, right? He’s rich and hot.”
I blink at her.
She continues, “Oh! And single now, right? After that thing with his girlfriend? He must be single. Do you think I could see him? Or you could just give him my number, let him know I still think about him.” Her eyebrows waggle.
“Wh . . . what?”
“Where exactly was he stabbed?” More brow waggling. “Not any place important, I hope.”
What the hell is going on here?
My mind feels as if it’s slogging through molasses. There’s a dim awareness that something is very, very—get out of the car now!—wrong, but I feel as if I’m watching this in a movie, internally shouting at a clueless character while my butt stays firmly planted in the seat.
Wrong. So wrong. Need to get out.
I reach for the door handle, but my fingers only claw in the general vicinity, unable to grasp.
Hands grab me. I twist, panic rising far too slowly. I flail, my hands still all but useless, barely obeying. One manages to snag Beth’s hair as I try to push her back.
Beth pushes me away . . . and her hair stays in my fingers, a wig pulling half-free. She yanks it from my hand and then calmly pats it back into place.
My brain screams for me to fight, shout, anything. There’s a driver right there, in the front seat, and I can’t even make my mouth move enough to call for help, managing only a garbled sound that’s swallowed by the traffic.
Beth looks over at me, her expression distressed. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t have a choice. They were threatening me, and I . . .” She sniffles. “I had to do it, or they’d have gone after my children. I’m so sorry.”
Then she rolls her eyes, and the false sniffles disappear. “Yeah, no. Not at all sorry. And screw the kids. Well, if I had any, I’d say screw them. They can fend for themselves, right?”
My mouth works, the world blinking, as if someone is flicking a light switch.
“This is about money,” she says, almost cheerfully. “Let’s just hope Oliver wants to see his little sister again, huh?”
I blink, struggling to focus. I’m sliding down in my seat. I manage to turn forward, to see the driver, my mouth opening again, trying to tell her something is wrong.
The driver pulls off her sunglasses and meets my gaze in the rearview mirror. The eyes that look back at me are so familiar my brain stutters to a complete halt.
“Night night, Amy,” Laura says, and everything goes dark.





CHAPTER 21
I WAKE three times before I accept that I’ve been kidnapped. The first two times, I startle up in a panic, only to decide I’m dreaming at home in my bed. I don’t try to sit up or turn on a light or do anything to confirm this conviction. Blame the drugs swirling in my system. I wake, and the drugs pull me back under, my brain so groggy that “dreamed I was kidnapped” seems the only explanation.
Hell, even once I’m awake enough to realize otherwise, “dreamed I was kidnapped” feels like the only answer.
Kidnapped? Really? My sister-in-law kidnapped me? Things like that don’t happen in real life. It’s like . . . Well, it’s like my sister-in-law faking her death. Or my brother being framed for attempted murder.
Or my mom being taken from a parking garage at eight a.m. and murdered by a guy she’d briefly dated.
It feels unreal. All of it does. But I know what happened to my mother is true, and I am equally certain that Oliver is being framed and that Laura is alive so . . . Is this so unbelievable?
It feels unreal because it’s happening to me. Why would Laura kidnap me?
I remember what Beth said about money. Is that what this is? A kidnapping for cash?
And who the hell is Beth? Not Greta’s former roommate. She’s the right age, but they must have known I couldn’t access much information surrounding Greta’s death.
I’d given Beth two opportunities to drug my coffee. First, when I offered to order her drink because she’d been so obviously flustered. Second, when I used the bathroom to give her privacy on a call. I’d been a decent person, and she’d taken advantage of it.
Yeah, not much point in being indignant over that. The important part is that I’ve been kidnapped.
I noticed right away that I’m not bound and gagged. I’m just in a dark room on what feels like a cot.
I’d been knocked out while we were driving through the heart of Grand Forks. Are we still there? In a house? An apartment? An abandoned building? I have no idea . . . because I was unconscious when we arrived.
If I thought I was in the city, I’d scream. But Laura is smart. If I’m not gagged, that means no one will hear me, and I’ll only alert her that I’m awake.
I take a moment to listen, hoping for some distant sound that will give me a sense of my surroundings, but it’s quiet. I inhale and smell mildew. No clues there then.
I rise slowly from the bed. Then I stand. My knees wobble—I’m still groggy—and I pause to let the light-headedness of standing pass.
Once I’ve gotten my balance, I feel my way around in the pitch dark until I touch a wall above the head of my cot. There’s another wall to my right, with the cot pushed up against it.
Hands to the wall, I follow it only a meter before reaching a corner. I continue feeling along that until there’s what feels like a doorframe. My fingers lower to a doorknob. I very carefully turn the knob, bracing against a squeak⁠—
“Hello, Amy,” Laura’s voice says right outside my door.
I stop.
A humorless chuckle. “I can see the knob turning. I know you’re up and around.”
I still don’t answer. I’m hoping she’ll come in. That would give me a chance to do something, anything. Attack her. Push her aside and flee.
But again, she’s smart and I’d like to think I am, too.. If I’m not bound, she isn’t going to open that door.
She sighs. “You never were the brightest bulb, were you?”
I bite my tongue. She’s trying to get a rise from me, just like online when she hinted about me being “too close” to Oliver.
“I shouldn’t be surprised you ignored the message I left at your car,” she says. “I had hoped for better, but alas . . .” The door shifts, as if she’s leaning against it. “I know you never liked me much, Amy.”
“I liked you fine, Laura. You’re the one who didn’t like me.”
There’s silence. Then, “Is that what he said? Of course it is. Oh, Oliver, you are so predictable. Let me guess. He didn’t say it outright. He just hinted and insinuated while acting as if he was trying to keep you from knowing.”
I want to ignore her, chalk this up to more needling, but in my mind, I hear Martine.
I wanted to respect your boundaries, Amy, but I always thought I’d love to have a coffee with you sometime, just the two of us. Get to know you. Overcome whatever concerns you had.
I know I wasn’t what you wanted for Oliver.
I shake that off. It’d been obvious that Laura didn’t like me, and if Oliver tried to keep me from knowing, that was what any decent person would do.
“Aren’t you going to ask me why I did it?” she says after a few moments of silence.
“Why you did what? Faked your own death? Shot Martine? Framed Oliver? Or kidnapped me? It’s a long list, Laura, and I’m not sure where to start.”
Another of those humorless laughs. “Seems Beth was right—you’re a little quicker these days. She’s the one who came up with that silly story about Oliver hooking up with Greta’s roomie. I didn’t think we needed to be so subtle. She’d been doing her homework, checking into you, and she thought subtlety was required. Good call, too. You’re more paranoid than I expected. Still, you did get into a car with a stranger.”
I grind my teeth. In one breath, she’s calling me paranoid—not careful or cautious but paranoid—while in the next, she’s implying I did something foolish. I didn’t. I got into a car with the proper rideshare logo, in broad daylight, during rush hour.
“Amy?” she prods.
“Why did you try to kill Martine?”
“Jealousy. She’s sleeping with my husband.” A pause. “Is that what you expect me to say?”
“No, because you left Oliver. You don’t give a shit who he’s with these days. You shot her to frame Oliver. So I guess it’s not so much a question as the fact that I can’t comprehend murdering an innocent stranger to hurt someone else.”
“Why not? Men kill their children to hurt their wives. Women kill their children to hurt their husbands. Comparatively speaking, killing a stranger is far less monstrous, don’t you think?”
I snort an answer.
“You should be nicer to me, Amy. You forget where you are. But you were always like this. The kind of girl who strolls through life, grabbing with both hands, heedless of others. Or is that the real you? You don’t seem like someone who’d care about their brother’s girlfriend getting shot more than they’d care about being kidnapped themselves. Hmm. Maybe we aren’t what we seem. Maybe we just appear that way to those whose perception is controlled by others.”
Before I can answer, Laura says, “I didn’t kill Martine. I injured her. I knew what I was doing. Someday, she’s going to look back and realize that I actually saved her. I don’t expect a thank-you card, but she’ll understand.”
“That you saved her from my brother?”
“Believe that . . . or don’t believe it, Amy. I don’t know you, despite having been your sister-in-law for two years. I still can’t tell whether you’re a victim or a co-conspirator.”
“Victim of Oliver?”
“Ah, co-conspirator then.” She cuts off my protest. “Yes, my vote is for victim. You seem far too earnest to run a podcast about predators while sheltering one. He’s using you, like he uses everyone.”
“Then explain,” I say, my voice lowering. “Explain what happened to you so I understand.”
“So you can defend him, you mean.”
“No, I⁠—”
She cuts me short. “I’m not justifying myself to you, Amy. I don’t actually give a shit whether you believe me or not.”
“Are you saying you faked your own death to escape Oliver?”
“I’m not playing this game.”
I move closer to the door. “It’s not a game. I want to understand. You faked your death, but now you’re back for justice?”
“Still not playing.”
Yeah, she’s not playing—because she’s the one running the game.
Let’s say Laura faked her death to escape Oliver. Forget whether or not I can see him driving anyone to that. Say it happened, and that’s a fact. She flees and then, three years later, realizes she’s left a predator at large.
That happens. Women come forward years after they escaped, and then get “Why didn’t you say something sooner?” Well, because their priority—understandably—was getting to safety. Once they feel safe, they may think of others in their abuser’s life, and they go back to accuse him.
That makes sense. Laura flees Oliver’s abuse and then returns to ensure other women don’t suffer at his hands. And to do that, she . . . shoots the woman she suspects he’s now abusing? Shoots her and then gives up on justice—while he’s still awaiting trial—and instead kidnaps his sister for money?
None of that makes sense.
Laura faked her own death for reasons unknown. Was she in trouble? Did she have some greater plan—a miraculous return, complete with book deal? Had Oliver done something—cheated on her, maybe—and this was her revenge?
What matters is that she’s back, and she has some vendetta against Oliver, and she’s decided she’ll settle for cash. Maybe that was the goal all along.
“What do you want from me, Laura?” I ask, not really expecting an answer.
“Nothing,” she says. “I just came to explain what’s going on so you don’t scream yourself hoarse and ruin your pretty hands banging at the door.”
I scowl. “Have I done any of that? I presume if I’m not gagged and bound, screaming and pounding wouldn’t do any good.”
“Smart girl. Maybe you’ll get that PhD after all. We’re outside the city, Amy. No one will hear you shouting, though you’re welcome to try. Best thing you can do is sit tight and wait for Oliver to pay up. Oh, and there is a light in there. I’ll let you have the challenge of finding it—give you something to do. Turn it on, and you’ll find reading material, a toilet, food and water.”
“You do know Oliver’s in the hospital, right? He can’t bring you any money.”
“He’s getting bail, just as I said he would. In a day or two, he’ll be out. Then you’d better hope he pays up.”





CHAPTER 22
I DON’T PANIC. Maybe that’s the lingering drugs deadening my reaction. Or maybe it’s just common sense. Laura isn’t threatening to kill me. She hasn’t tortured me. I won’t think of what’s to come if Oliver doesn’t pay, because I know he will. He’ll pay, and she’ll let me out, and then she’ll run again. I’ll tell the police, and they’ll know who was framing Oliver, and he’ll be free. At great cost, but at least it’s only a monetary one.
I find the light. It’s a switch by the bed that illuminates a bare bulb in a socket. From that, I can see my surroundings. I’m in a windowless room, maybe eight feet long by five feet wide, like a pantry or walk-in closet. The walls are builder-beige with obvious marks where someone has hastily repaired before painting, and the floor is what looks like remnant carpet, poorly installed. A slapdash job on a house put up for sale or rental. The “no windows” part means none of that helps right now. It’s just data I can give the police later to find it for any clues.
I tug up the carpet in one corner. Under it is . . . another carpet. Yep, definitely a half-assed job. I note the color of both carpets and leave that corner pulled up. I can imagine Castillo rolling his eyes at that.
Yeah, Gibson, the cops aren’t searching every damn country house recently for sale or rent, looking for that one where you pulled up the carpet.
I don’t care. It makes me feel as if I’ve done something.
As for the rest of the room, the only furniture is my cot, which has a pillow and blanket. Oh, and a portable toilet. On the toilet seat is a stack of magazines, bottled water, energy bars, apples and bananas. I’m allergic to bananas, and I can’t imagine Laura forgot that, not after the time she brought over “zucchini bread” she’d bought at a market and my EpiPen saved my life. Oliver had been livid. Laura claimed it’d been labeled Zucchini, so it was hardly her fault.
The bananas are a raised middle finger. So are the magazines, which are all library discards of Cosmopolitan. At least they have fiction excerpts.
Laura has taken my watch—because it’s a smartwatch, with other functions—so I have no idea what time it is. Did I sleep through the night? Is it still night? Late the next day? Who knows?
I do spend some time trying to figure out an escape. Even if I know it’s pointless, my sense of pride won’t let me be the victim who sits there reading Cosmo when there’s actually an escape route. There isn’t. One door. Solid and locked, and when I so much as push on it, someone outside tells me not to bother.
Was that Laura’s voice? Beth’s? Is Beth her accomplice? Or just someone she hired?
I attempt to talk to Laura again. She doesn’t bite. I attempt to hear that other voice again, to see whether it’s Beth or someone else. There’s no response, even when I rattle and bang on the door.
I make mental notes of what I see and hear. Yeah, that’s 99 percent pointless when I can only see this tiny room and can only hear the house creaking and occasional footsteps or a toilet flush.
Eventually, I break down and drink some water and eat a bar. Both are wrapped, which means they’re safe, right? Nope. Within twenty minutes, I feel the now familiar symptoms of sedation. I struggle to stay awake. I don’t know why. It’s just that sleeping feels like giving up and accepting my situation. Just like last time, though, the drugs work.
I wake once. There’s someone in the room with me. I’m still groggy, and the light has been turned out, so all I know is that I sense someone there. Then I hear breathing.
“Laura?” I croak.
A pressure on my bare arm. I yank, but someone’s holding it. The pressure becomes a poke. A needle.
I let out a yelp as cold fills my veins. Then I struggle, but hands hold me down, almost calmly, as if I am a struggling child. Within moments, I’m asleep again.
   
“PUT down the knife and raise your hands!” a voice barks.
I try to open my eyes, but my lids feel like lead.
The voice comes again, even sharper. A male voice.
A cop.
Rescue.
I inwardly exhale in relief. I still can’t open my eyes, but that voice is like an angel’s song. They’ve found me. Laura is under arrest.
“Let go of the knife!” the voice snaps.
There’s a hard prod at my shoulder, a rough poke. I struggle again with waking and manage to open my eyes a crack. Harsh light blinds me.
“Amy Gibson! Put down the knife!”
Amy Gibson?
Me?
I pry my eyes open, and I expect to see a police officer bending over my cot. Instead, I’m staring at pant legs.
I’m on the floor? Did I fall off the cot?
I tense my muscles to try rising, and I make it up onto one elbow.
“Stop!” the voice booms, hurting my head. “Do not move until you have put down that knife.”
“Knife?” I croak.
There’s a movement, something just above my visual range. I lift my head and find myself looking into a gun. I fall onto my back as my hands fly up.
“Drop it now!”
Even as he says it, something falls from my hand. Something I’m only vaguely aware that my fingers have been wrapped around. Then I see my hands, raised in front of me. Red. My hands are red. I move one, and it’s sticky and wet.
Blood. My hands are covered in blood.
There is a knife on the floor in front of me, and my hands are covered in blood.
“Lift your hands higher,” the man snaps.
I do. Then the scene comes into focus. Two police officers. A man and a woman. Both have their guns trained on me. I’m lying on an unfamiliar floor. There’s an open door behind the female officer, and beyond it, green fields under an early morning sun.
“Laura,” I croak. “You need to find Laura. She kidnapped me.”
“Keep your hands where we can see them.”
I do, and the female officer comes over with cuffs. I blink, but I don’t move. I’m too numb and drugged and shocked to move.
“I don’t understand,” I say.
“Stand up,” the female officer says.
“I . . . I’m not sure I can. I’ve been drugged. I’m sorry. I don’t understand what’s happening.”
“I need you to try standing,” she says, not unkindly. “If you can’t, we’ll help you, but I’d like you to try. No sudden moves. Okay, Amy?”
I nod. “May I use my hands?”
“You can.”
Even if I weren’t drugged, it wouldn’t be easy, rising with my hands bound, but I manage it. I stand, teetering and struggling to focus. I glance over my shoulder, being careful to leave my hands where they can see them.
Then I see something on the floor behind me. Blood. A pool of blood. My gaze lowers to a pile of what looks like wet clothing⁠—
No, my gaze lowers to a body. A body covered in blood-soaked clothing, head thrown back, dead eyes open in outrage and shock.
“Laura,” I whisper, and my knees give way.





CHAPTER 23
THE SIGHT of Laura’s body evaporates any remaining shell shock from the drugs. I’ve been found with Laura’s stabbed corpse, a knife in my grip, my hands covered in blood.
I look over at Laura again, her sightless eyes staring at me.
Dead. Laura is dead.
Except in my mind, she’s been dead for years, and to now have her dead again? My mind can’t quite compute that, as if this is another trick.
It’s not a trick. Her empty eyes tell me that.
She’s dead, and I don’t know how to feel about that because she’d been the monster who shot Martine and framed Oliver.
And kidnapped me. That seems inconsequential now, or maybe that’s just me, shoving my own trauma aside.
Laura is dead, and I was found holding the knife, and holy shit,
I was found holding the knife that killed Laura.
The officers don’t want to hear my explanations. They can’t do anything with them, and I know that. What are they going to say?
Huh, okay, that makes sense—you can go.
Deciding whether I did this or not isn’t their job. I’ve been found at a murder scene holding the presumed murder weapon. These cuffs are staying on, and I am going to the station and probably to jail.
So why do I tell them what happened? Because the fact that I explain does matter. Or, more accurately, if I didn’t try to explain, that would be a strike against me.
These officers can attest that I immediately started protesting with the same story that I will continue to tell because it is the truth.
Also, if I’m that cool and calculated, maybe I am still in shock.
No, while I am in shock, I don’t calmly relay my story. I’m freaked out, panicking, struggling to keep from going wild. Laura is dead. I was found by her body. I was holding the bloodied knife.
The officers manage to get me outside, as I struggle not to fight them. A pickup roars down a long dirt road, dust enveloping it until it reaches the house. Then a door flies open, and Castillo comes running, and again, my knees buckle, this time in relief.
“What’s going on here?” he says, bearing down on us. “Why is she in cuffs?”
“Sir, please step back⁠—”
“I didn’t do it,” I blurt. “Laura’s dead, and I didn’t do it. She kidnapped me.”
Castillo’s face sets, hard and grim. “I know.”
“Now she’s dead. Stabbed. I was found holding the knife, but I was unconscious. She drugged my food. I woke up with these officers standing over me.”
“Sir, please—” the officer repeats.
“I’m three meters away,” Castillo says. “I’m a private investigator, and Ms. Gibson is my client.”
“That’s fine, but⁠—”
“Amy? Dinah is in court getting Oliver’s bail. I can’t get through to her, but I’ve left messages. I’ll meet you at the station.”
“Sir . . .” the officer says.
Castillo lifts his hands. “Still staying where I am. I’m not interfering or trying to stop you.”
The officers put me into a car.
“They’ll have summoned backup,” Castillo calls over to me. “They’ll need to stay until it arrives before they can leave. I’ll wait here with you.”
“Sir . . .” the officer warns.
“Show me where I can wait that doesn’t threaten your scene, but I am waiting. Like I said, she’s my client, and she’s just been framed for murder. I’m not going anywhere.”
   
THE ONLY WAY I can process the rest of the day is to imagine scripting it for my podcast. I’d never admit that to anyone for fear of sounding exactly like what I’ve been accused of being—an attention hog who’ll mine any personal crisis for subscribers.
I will never actually record that episode. The police don’t deserve it. They are doing what they must, under the circumstances, just as they did when Martine accused Oliver of shooting her, but that doesn’t make it any easier. I am terrified and trying not to freak out, knowing if I freak out, they can use that against me, but also knowing if I’m too calm, that also acts against me, and how the hell am I supposed to be?
Innocent. Act like I feel, frightened and confused. I’m in a police station, being questioned by people who think I stabbed my sister-in-law to death.
And that’s not even the worst part. This is what would be hard to explain in a podcast. Being questioned is actually easy, because at least it feels like progress. That only takes a couple of hours, split over several sessions, and Dinah is there with me. The rest is waiting. Endless waiting, alone and terrified and barely able to process what happened, what is happening.
Laura is dead, stabbed to death, and I’ve been framed for her murder. Not just accused of it, but released from the room where she’d been holding me captive and staged to look as if I’d murdered her.
I remember someone in my room, the prick in my arm and the cold coursing through my veins. I’d woken just long enough to register someone there, in the darkness.
Was it Laura, making sure I stayed asleep with a stronger sedative?
Or was it her killer, having known I was there and planned it enough to bring a sedative injection?
The point, for Dinah, is that I was clearly drugged. She insisted on a toxicology screening. The results of that are still pending. She also had photos taken of the site where I claim to have been injected—and there’s a pinprick wound to support that.
I didn’t kill Laura and then randomly fall asleep over her dead body. I was clearly drugged, and even the police recognize that, though in their version, I fought back despite being drugged. They are also allowing for the possibility that I killed Laura in a drug-induced psychotic state.
Is that possible? Laura injected me with something that reacted wrong, and instead of knocking me out, it put me into a psychotic state? I overpowered her and killed her and don’t remember it?
I won’t say that’s impossible. I can’t. I can only tell my story. My food was drugged, and I drifted off, but then someone injected me, and that’s the last thing I remember.
The theory Dinah gives the police is that the food drugging was meant to put me to sleep during my captivity, so I’d be as little trouble as possible. The injection was with something stronger, to ensure I didn’t wake up while being moved and positioned beside Laura’s dead body.
That’d be my interpretation, too, but I let Dinah do all the explaining. If I theorize about what happened, then it sounds as if I’m fabricating a narrative or, worse, that I already had one and fashioned the crime to fit it.
The police seem to accept that I was kidnapped. There’s the room where I was kept, complete with everything I remember about it, down to that spot where I pulled up the carpet. Also, Dinah and Castillo had reported me missing, possibly taken against my will. My messages to Castillo got that ball rolling.
It turns out that Castillo hadn’t gotten my messages because he’d been asleep. After multiple long nights of work, he’d set his alarm for a twenty-minute catnap. Only it hadn’t gone off. He’d slept for two hours, with his phone intentionally silenced for twenty minutes of peace.
When he woke, he got my messages and called. Getting no response, he contacted Dinah. They went to my apartment and found no sign that I’d returned after meeting with Greta’s old roommate.
From there, Castillo went to the coffee shop, and one of the staff recognized my photo and said I’d been with another woman, and we’d gotten into the back seat of a rideshare together. A security camera in the area had picked up the rideshare car idling in front of the coffee shop. The license plate was stolen. The car wasn’t registered with the rideshare company, who’d had no drop-offs or pickups at that coffee shop that day except mine.
At that point, Dinah reported me missing.
How did they get all that done so quickly? They didn’t. I’d been missing for thirty-six hours. I got into that car at 5:40 on Monday afternoon, and the police found me over Laura’s body after receiving an anonymous tip at 5 a.m. Wednesday morning.
The Crown attorney wants me to confess to killing Laura in self-defense. I escaped the room, semi-drugged, got hold of a knife and stabbed her to escape. That’s a valid defense, according to them.
Yeah . . . As someone who’s spent her academic and professional career studying domestic abuse, I know that self-defense is never a simple “get out of jail free” card. It’s also not what happened.
I tell my story. I tell it again and again, and I do not waver because it’s the truth.
Between interviews, I am alone in a cell, and I don’t know how to cope with that. In the last couple of weeks, I’ve treasured those rare moments when I literally cannot be doing anything. Those moments when I can ignore the poke in my head that says, if I’m so much as standing in a cashier line, I should be answering emails or reading a journal article or doing something productive because I do not have time to just stare into space.
Now I have hours of that, without my phone, without a book, without anything, and my brain feels like an animal trapped in a cage. I am alone with my thoughts and fears and panic at a time when all I want is distraction. I find it by mentally writing those damn podcast scripts that I’ll never record.
The police can hold me for up to twenty-four hours without laying charges. They hold me for twelve, and then they announce that I’m free to go, and no charges will be laid at this time, pending further investigation, do not leave the city and so on.
All I hear is the first part.
I am free to go.
I step out of the holding-cell block, blinking and disoriented. Then I see a face. Oliver’s face.
There’s a moment where I think we’re just passing in the halls, a grotesque coincidence, two siblings framed for murder seeing each other at the police station. Then I notice how he’s dressed—in a button-up shirt and loafers, shaved, his hair perfect—and I remember he got bail this morning. The evidence of that ordeal is still etched on his face, drawn and haggard. Then he sees me and lights up, breaking into a jog that has my guard raising her hand in warning.
When Oliver reaches me, the guard murmurs, “You can go now,” and I fall into his arms. He holds me tight, and I breathe in the smell of his shaving lotion, so familiar it makes my eyes tear.
“You’re safe,” he says. “It’s all over.”
Is it? I’m still under suspicion. Compared to Oliver’s situation, though—out on bail with trial pending—my ordeal at least might be over.
“I’m sorry for what happened to you,” he whispers as he hugs me. “For the charges, yes, but for everything else. You were kidnapped, and then you had to deal with this.”
My knees quake, and the tears squeeze out. I’ve been trying so hard not to feel sorry for myself. A woman is dead. But Oliver is right. I was kidnapped, and instead of being whisked to a hospital, surrounded by friendly faces, I was put in jail, with only a brief visit by a doctor whose stony expression suggested I deserved all my scrapes and bruises.
I cling to Oliver until I become acutely aware that we’re in a public place, with people slipping and dodging around us. Then I wipe my eyes and straighten.
“We need to get your things,” Oliver says. His mouth quirks in a dry smile. “I know the drill.”
“Can I . . . Can I step outside?” I say. “Please. I won’t go down the stairs.”
He hesitates. Then he sees my desperation. “Okay, just . . .”
“Stay on the steps,” I finish.
He leans in to squeeze my shoulder and kiss my cheek. Then he strides toward the desk while I make my way outside.
I step through those doors, and my knees threaten to buckle completely. I won’t say it’s the blast of fresh air, because we’re in downtown Grand Forks and the air stinks of exhaust and cereal from a nearby factory. It’s freedom, though. I am outside. The only thing holding me back is that promise to Oliver, as much as I long to break it and run down the stairs and just keep running until I collapse in giddy exhaustion.
I went from captivity to jail, and that hadn’t fully hit me until I stepped out those doors. As hard as I’d tried to be positive in that farmhouse bedroom, I’d known there was a chance I might never leave it. As hard as I’d tried to be positive in that holding cell, I’d known there was a chance I might only leave it to be transferred to a jail cell.
All the terror of not knowing sweeps over me, and I need to grip the railing to keep from running, if only to reassure myself that I can run, that none of the uniformed officers climbing the steps will grab me and drag me back inside.
I’m inhaling deep breaths when I spot someone moving fast on the sidewalk. Seeing me, he breaks into a jog, until he’s climbing the stairs two at a time.
“Dean,” I say.
As I open my arms, I realize what I’m doing, and I start to pull back, but he accepts the invitation and hugs me, and I fall against his chest.
“I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m so sorry, Amy.”
I pull back and look up at him.
“I didn’t get your calls,” he says. “If I hadn’t decided to take a fucking nap⁠—”
“Don’t,” I say firmly. “You were exhausted, and you fell asleep. I’m the one who broke curfew to go meet a stranger.”
He shakes his head. “I logged into your site and saw your conversation with her. You were right to go. If I hadn’t been able to drive you, I’d have told you to meet her anyway. It seemed safe even to me.”
“Then no one is to blame except Laura, right?”
When he hesitates, I say, “Dean . . .”
“I shouldn’t have shut off my phone. That was careless and⁠—”
“No one is to blame except Laura,” I say firmly. “If you insist on taking part of it yourself, then I have to take part of it, too, and I don’t think I deserve that.”
He catches my smile and gives a gruff quarter laugh. “Yeah, okay. Fair.”
Someone jostles us, just a homeless person wobbling up the stairs, but it makes Castillo steer me into the corner and then turn to shield me. My gaze drops to a bag in his hand.
“Uh, right,” he says. “So, Dinah texted that you were being released soon, and I wasn’t sure anyone was able to meet you, so I came, and I wanted to get you something . . .”
He shoves the bag at me, as if it contains contraband you absolutely shouldn’t be exchanging on the steps of a police station. I open it to find a small potted flowering plant.
“Ooh,” I say as I hold it up. “Pretty.”
He makes a face and then pushes his hands into his pockets. “I suck at gifts. I actually stopped at the bakery first because I know you like brownies, but then I remembered you were in a coffee shop when you were . . . you know.”
“Ah. Thank you. I do need plants in my apartment.”
He makes another face. “I didn’t know what else to get. They don’t make cards for this.”
“Cards for ‘Sorry you were kidnapped and accused of murder’?”
“More like ‘Sorry I didn’t get your messages, which led to you being kidnapped and accused of murder.’ ”
I lift a finger.
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll stop.” He looks around. “Can we go somewhere and talk? You must be starving. What’s your favorite spot?”
“Are you offering me wings and beer again, Dean?”
“Nah, we’re going all out this time. Tacos and margaritas.”
“Actually, if you’re serious, I would totally go for that. How about⁠—?”
“Amy?”
I glance to see Oliver barreling our way. He grabs my arm and nearly yanks me off my feet getting between me and Castillo.
“Hey!” I say. Then I realize the problem—I’m on the police station steps, and all he saw was me in the corner, seemingly blocked by a big guy.
Castillo puts out a hand. “You must be Oliver. Dean Castillo. We haven’t officially⁠—”
“I don’t care who you are. Step back. Now.”
“Oliver!” I say. “This is Dinah’s private investigator. My investigator, the one I recommended to her. He’s been working on your case.”
“Oh.” Oliver’s gaze takes in Castillo from ball cap to work boots, and I tense, sensing his disapproval, but then he relaxes. “Right. Of course. I should have recognized the name.” Oliver thrusts out a hand and shakes Castillo’s. “Thank you. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, just let me know.”
I’m about to remind Oliver that Castillo is still working on his case—both our cases now—but then I realize that would be reminding Oliver that he’s still facing trial.
“Actually, you can buy our dinner,” I say, a little too brightly. “Dean promised me tacos, and I am totally taking him up on that. Tacos, loaded nachos and a pitcher of margaritas.”
Oliver blinks, as if surprised, and looks between us.
“To catch up on the case,” I say. “Dean and I need to talk about what happened and where we’re at.”
Oliver turns, slowly, to Castillo. “My sister just endured kidnapping and prison. She’s not in any shape to be grilled⁠—”
“Whoa!” I say. “No, no, no. Dean offered to feed me because I’m starving. I’m the one saying we should talk about the case.”
“I think you need a break from that,” Oliver says. “Food, yes. Absolutely. But if Dean will take a rain check, I really think you need takeout and quiet time. A hot shower. Clean clothing.” He touches my arm and lowers his voice. “You’ve had an ordeal, Amy. I know you want to bounce back, but please, take a moment to recuperate.”
“Your brother’s right.” Castillo’s voice is an apologetic mumble, so uncharacteristic it annoys me. It annoys me because I want him to be Dean Castillo, brusque and blunt, telling Oliver to step off and let me make up my own mind. I’m a grown woman. If I want tacos and margaritas and shop talk, that’s my call.
Castillo isn’t doing that because he thinks Oliver’s right, and maybe he is—maybe I am in shock and too eager to prove my resiliency, but damn it . . .
Damn it, I want tacos? No, I want Castillo’s particular brand of companionship. I want to sit on a patio, kick back and drink and talk. I don’t want to be coddled.
Except, looking at Castillo’s face, I’m not sure he could give me that right now, either. He feels guilty, and I hate that, but maybe Oliver has a point. I do need a shower. I do need clean clothing.
Give me the evening to recuperate, and then I can reconvene with Castillo and talk business.
“Fine,” I mutter, a little ungraciously.
Oliver murmurs something to Castillo and passes over his card.
“I’ll call you,” I say to Castillo as we start to leave.
“I need to get you a phone first,” Oliver says.
“What?”
“Your phone wasn’t found at the scene. But I’ve ordered one, and it’ll be ready in a few hours. Gives you just enough time to relax before you hop back into the saddle.”
He gives me a smile, but I can’t return it. I mutter another “Fine,” and we head to the parking lot, Castillo walking in the other direction.





CHAPTER 24
WHEN WE’RE in the car, I put the plant on my lap, and Oliver seems to see it for the first time.
“An apology from the Grand Forks PD?” he says.
I snort and shake my head.
He goes still. Then he drums his fingers on the steering wheel. “Is that from Dean Castillo?”
I shrug. “He feels bad about not getting my texts. Which he shouldn’t. He’d been up working all night. He was entitled to a nap. Just bad timing.”
“Hmm.”
Oliver backs the car out, and it’s only then that I notice it’s not his car. Because that would be impounded for evidence. I open my mouth to ask about that, when he says, “How well do you know him, Amy? I had the impression it was his boss who worked for you.”
“His partner, yes, but she’s on a case in Toronto.”
The silence stretches as he navigates through the downtown core. The tension has me hoping he’s just going to drop this, because I have an uncomfortable sense I won’t like where he’s⁠—
“I understand he feels guilty,” Oliver says slowly. “But bringing you flowers?”
“It’s a potted plant.”
“And taking you out for drinks?”
“Dinner. Because I just spent two days being held captive, and I wanted to go out.”
His fingers resume drumming the steering wheel.
“If you have something to ask me,” I say, “then ask.”
“He just seems . . . interested in you beyond a professional capacity.”
“Are you asking whether I’m seeing him?”
“What? No. He’s not . . . No. He isn’t your type. He’s not on your . . . You know.”
I sit there, silently seething, knowing exactly what Oliver is implying. I saw the way he looked at Castillo, dismissing him in a glance.
“I just want you to be careful, Ames. You’re a very pretty girl⁠—”
“I’m twenty-eight. Not a girl.”
“That came out wrong.”
“It came out patronizing. There’s a difference.”
He takes a deep breath and then blurts, “You were kidnapped, Ames. Taken captive by Laura and at least one accomplice, and the person you reached out to was this Dean guy, who conveniently didn’t get your messages.”
“You think Dean—?” I don’t even finish that, just shake my head. “No, Oliver. Dean was not in cahoots with Laura, and if you insist on continuing in that direction, you can drop me off at the next corner.”
“I’m asking how well you know him. How well Dinah knows him. He’s . . . rough. I know that sounds horribly elitist, but he got those scars somewhere.”
“In a war zone, Oliver. He was an American soldier. That’s shrapnel scarring.”
“Are you sure?”
“Jesus, seriously?” I wave at the red light ahead. “Drop me off there. Please.”
Oliver sighs. “I’m handling this wrong.”
“You keep saying that . . . and then you dig the hole deeper.”
He stops at the light and looks at me. “You were kidnapped. By someone I brought into your life. Then you were framed for killing her. Am I overreacting about Dean Castillo? Yes, I am. But at this point, I want dossiers on all your neighbors and your classmates and everyone who comes within fifteen meters of you. I’m freaking out. It will pass. Just . . . let me get my footing, okay? And yes, if I’m out of line, say so.”
“You’re out of line.”
“Noted. Dean Castillo is no longer a topic of conversation.”
“Thank you.”
“Now, where were you going for tacos?”
I hesitate, still feeling surly, but he gives me a pleading look, “Amy . . .”
I sigh and tell him.
   
WE PICK UP DINNER. Oliver also insists on getting margarita fixings at the liquor store. Then we head out of the city.
“I rented a house,” he says when I ask. “There’s been media camped outside at my place since I was released this morning, and there’s been suspicious activity at your apartment, too. Dinah and I discussed it, and we agreed she should rent us a house under her name. It’s temporary.”
“Okay.”
“Also . . .” He hits buttons on the dash. When Dinah answers, he says, “It’s Oliver. Can you please confirm that you rented a place for us and where it’s located?”
“It’s a new house on Dingle Road, just south of the city limits. Two stories. Four bedrooms.” Dinah pauses. “Is Amy giving you a look?”
He chuckles. “She is.”
“Amy?” Dinah says. “This is how we’re proceeding from here on, at Oliver’s insistence, which I agree with. Someone out there wishes you harm. We aren’t taking any chances.”
“Including the chance that my brother is secretly kidnapping me?”
“No chances,” Oliver says. “I don’t know what Laura said to you. I’m afraid to ask. I want you to be one hundred percent confident that I am who you’ve always thought I was, no matter what Laura said.”
“We are going to need to talk about what she said,” Dinah says. “Whoever killed her, presumably her accomplice, is still out there. We didn’t go through that in the police questioning—no need to put a bigger target on Oliver—but we have to be on top of this.”
“Honestly?” I say. “She didn’t say anything specific about Oliver. I actually tried to get her to do that, and she refused. It was all vague accusations.”
Dinah pauses, and it takes me a moment to realize why.
“I’m not saying that to protect Oliver,” I say. “I understand attorney-client privilege, and I agree that if Laura told her accomplice about specific grievances or abuses, then you both need to know what they were. But she didn’t tell me anything specific.”
“Because she didn’t have anything to tell,” Oliver grumbles under his breath. Then he sighs, “That sounded defensive.”
“No, it sounded like a man who has been framed,” Dinah says.
“Do we know why she faked her death?” I say. “I asked, and she wouldn’t answer.”
When silence falls, Dinah says gently, “Oliver? We’ve discussed this. That’s going to be everyone’s question, and if you don’t answer, it looks like you were the reason. That she was so scared of you she faked her death.”
“Money,” he says, finally, as if it’s a dirty word. “We were having marital problems. She offered to let me buy my way out of the marriage for a million bucks. I refused because I wanted to work on the relationship. After she died, I discovered money missing from accounts that I didn’t think she had access to. Over half a million. I presumed she was siphoning it off, preparing to leave and take the million whether I gave it to her or not. Then she died.”
“I can verify all that,” Dinah says. “Oliver came to me when he found the missing money. It was after the police declined to charge him in her death. He wanted to know what to do about it. I said he could tell the police she’d taken it and then try to recover it from wherever she stashed it. But if he did, it gave the police cause to reopen the investigation.”
“It gave him a motive to drown her,” I say. “He found out she’d been siphoning money to get around the prenup, so he killed her.”
“Yes. I would now presume she took as much as she dared and then faked her death. Three years later, she decided to come back for more.”
“Money,” I whisper. “She did it all for money.”
I struggle to comprehend that, but even as I do, I’m ashamed of myself for the struggle. I don’t get it because money isn’t important to me. It’s not important to me because I’ve always had enough.
Laura must have married Oliver thinking, if things went south, she could get around the prenup. When she couldn’t, she took what she could. She must have thought it would be enough. It wasn’t. It never would have been, as long as Oliver was alive and willing to shell out more.
   
THE HOUSE IS a mini-mansion in a new semirural subdivision. When we pull into the drive, Oliver slows and looks around.
“This is . . . isolated,” he says.
“Not what you expected?”
He shakes his head. “The rental agent said it was in a quiet neighborhood, but I expected other houses.”
There are houses on either side . . . They just aren’t finished construction yet. Even when they are, they’ll be a hundred meters away.
“Is this okay?” Oliver says. “Please feel free to say it’s not. After what you went through, maybe you’d be happier in the city.”
“No, this is fine.”
“Are you sure?”
I nod. “I could use the peace and quiet.”
   
I’VE HAD my tacos and my drink and . . . how awful is it if I say that I spent the whole time wishing I was on a patio with Castillo instead? I love Oliver, I really do. I love catching up with him over lunch or hanging out at his place for an evening, watching a movie. But for eight years, he’s been my big brother, with all that entails. He’s an older sibling, not a friend.
Of course, two weeks ago, I’d have done everything in my power to avoid going out for dinner with Castillo, certain it would be awkward and intolerable. I won’t say we’re friends, but there’s a different vibe now. Once we chiseled away the mutual preconceptions, I could relax, knowing that I’m not what he expected. And he’s not what I expected, either.
With Oliver, I’m always a little not quite myself. I want him to be proud of me. I want to fit into his world. I might come from an upper-middle-class home, but it wasn’t the same as Oliver’s. When Mom came home from work, she kicked off her heels and pulled on sweatpants, and we binged reality shows with pizza.
I could have gone with Castillo to that restaurant, wearing no makeup, my hair in desperate need of a wash, my clothing rumpled, and not only would he not have cared, but I wouldn’t have given a shit, either. I’d been through an ordeal, and I deserved a break.
Oliver and I eat dinner in the living room while watching a movie on the wall-sized TV. Then I declare it’s time for my shower.
“Anytime you want to talk, I’m here,” Oliver says as he turns off the movie. “Or if you don’t want to talk, that’s fine, too.”
“Maybe later. I’m just feeling . . .” I shrug.
He comes over and puts an arm around me. “It’s okay. I’m still getting my footing myself. Part of me wants to jump into work like nothing happened, and part of me wants to go to bed and stay there for three days.”
“Exactly.”
“Which means I won’t judge any choices you make right now, Ames. As long as you’re safe, you can do whatever you like. You’re safe here.”
I nod and look out the front window.
“There’s a security system,” he says, as if that’s what I was thinking. “I changed the code as soon as we arrived. If there’s anything . . . Wait. Your phone. I should have gotten the pickup notice by now.”
He takes out his cell and frowns at the apparent lack of messages.
“It’s fine,” I say.
“No, it’s not. Let me see what’s going on.”
   
I PLANNED ON TAKING A SHOWER, but then I walk into my room and see an ensuite bathroom and clawfoot tub. Luxury-brand bath bombs sit atop a tray, and that seals the deal. I start the water and plunk one in. When the tub is full, I turn off the taps to hear the distant sound of an angry voice. I open the bathroom door. Oliver’s voice wafts up from downstairs.
“I was promised the phone would be ready today. In fact, I chose this particular model because you could have it ready today.”
“It’s fine,” I say when he comes to the bottom of the stairs to tell me.
“No, it’s not,” he repeats. “I’ve called another store. I can pick up one tonight. Are you okay being here while I do that?”
I hesitate. Am I okay being alone at night? To get a phone I don’t urgently need?
“Tomorrow is fine,” I say.
“Are you sure?”
“I am.”





CHAPTER 25
IT REALLY IS a good thing I don’t have my phone, because if I did, I’d be on it, feeling the need to answer messages. Instead, I crawl into bed after the bath, and the next thing I know, I’m waking to a gentle knock on the door.
“Ames?” Oliver stage-whispers.
I pull the sheet over me and croak, “Come in.”
As he does, I check the bedside clock. Nearly ten.
“Ugh,” I say. “I only meant to shut my eyes. Sorry. I should probably just make an early night of it.”
He hesitates, one foot in the room. Then I notice the room isn’t bright because I left a light on. Sunshine streams through open blinds.
“Shit,” I say. “Is it ten in the morning?”
He winces at the profanity but covers his reaction with a smile. “You were tired. I’m glad you slept well. I wouldn’t have bothered you, but I didn’t want you waking up to an empty house.”
I rub my face. “You’re going out?”
“Stopping in at work for a meeting I couldn’t cancel. I’ll also be picking up your phone. I should be back by noon with lunch. There’s a basket of croissants and fruit, with juice in the fridge. The coffee machine is set up and ready to go.”
“Okay, thanks.”
“I know you might want to step out for a walk, and while I’d rather you didn’t . . .”
“I’m an adult and can make my own choices? Even if they already led to me getting kidnapped?”
He gives a rueful smile. “I wouldn’t have mentioned that. But yes, you are an adult. The security system will be on, but I left the code.”
“Thanks.”
“Have a good morning, and try not to do too much.”
   
TRY NOT to do too much. Yeah . . . By eleven thirty, I’m looking for things to do.
I had a leisurely breakfast, and normally, I’d do that while skimming the news or reading an online magazine, but I need a device for that. The only print magazines around are the pretentious kind Mom called “aspirational,” in a tone that clearly said she didn’t understand why anyone would aspire to that lifestyle.
There’s a whole library of books, and that seemed promising, until I discovered that most of them seem to have been bought by the crate at an estate sale, the kind of leather-bound shelf fillers purchased to construct the appearance of a well-read library. There are no classics, no long-lost works of fascinating literature or history, just old books. So many old books.
I settle for watching TV, but after twenty minutes, I’ve had enough. I’m poking around the house when a rap comes at a back window. I nearly trip over my feet getting to it. Oh, sure, about halfway there, I think, Um, why is there a rap at a back window . . . on a house surrounded by fields? At this point, if it’s another kidnapping, at least escaping it will give me something to do.
When I see who it is, I grin and heave open the window. Only once I get it open do I remember the security system, but no alarms go off. It must be the kind that only covers the doors. Good thing Oliver didn’t realize that.
The house is raised, meaning even on the main floor, I’m looking down at the person standing in the empty flower beds.
“Hey, stranger,” I say. “You wouldn’t be trying to break in, would you?”
“And announce my presence by knocking?” Castillo says.
“You’re a decent thief, giving the occupants fair warning.” I start to back up. “Come around front⁠—”
“Can’t. That’s why I’m at the back window like some damn creeper. I’m not supposed to be here. Not supposed to even know where you are. And there’s a camera at the front and back doors so . . .”
“Ooh, secret rendezvous.”
“Yeah.” He shoves his hands into his pockets. “It’s a little creepy, so feel free to tell me to get lost.”
“What? No. I will pay you to talk to me right now, Dean. I am dying of cabin fever. Oliver took off for a work meeting, and I am learning just how much of a device-obsessed millennial I really am . . . at least when the owners of this house have terrible taste in reading material and I’m not supposed to go outside. When I was a kid, other girls would get grounded—stay home, no devices—and I always wondered what that was like. Now I know. It sucks.” I pause. “I’m blathering, aren’t I?”
A ghost of a smile. “You’re bored. Full confession—I knew Oliver wasn’t here. I also knew that if you weren’t answering my texts, you didn’t have a phone yet.” He lifts something.
My eyes widen. “Oh my God, is that the tablet from your office? Please tell me you’re letting me borrow it.”
“Rent it. Hundred bucks an hour.” He catches my eye. “Kidding.”
“Hey, right now, I’d pay it.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t think it through. How am I supposed to drop it off without Oliver knowing I’ve been here?”
“I’ll hide it.”
“Your brother is already investigating me, Amy.”
“What?”
He lifts his hands. “Not like that. He’s ordered a background check, and I don’t blame him. Hell, I make a living doing stuff like that. Mine’s clean, but I am also very aware that he thinks I might actually be creeping on you.”
“No, he⁠—”
“I got the hint, Gibson. It’s okay. My point is just that I don’t want to give him any reason to think I’m a bad actor, and showing up here is not the way to do it. I just . . .” He shrugs. “I didn’t like the idea of you being locked up in the country without any way of reaching out. Even if you’re with your brother, he should have thought . . .” Another shrug.
“That this feels a little like luxury kidnapping? He means well, but yes, this isn’t exactly how I want to recover. But if you’re telling me that you aren’t leaving that tablet, after you showed it to me . . .”
He sighs. “No, I’ll leave it.”
“How about you give me the tablet for twenty minutes? I’ll access my email and answer messages, and then you can take it.”
“I also brought you a phone.” He takes a cell phone from his back pocket. “It’s a basic burner from a bunch we keep at the office.” He pauses and makes a face. “Am I being weird? Overthinking it?”
“No, you’re being sweet.”
“Shit. That’s worse. Can we stick with weird?” He runs a hand through his hair. “I am overthinking it. I’m feeling guilty about not getting your messages, and now I’m”—he waves around him—“standing in a garden, hiding from security cameras, to make sure you don’t feel . . .”
“Like a princess trapped in a tower?” I grin at him. “I’d let down my hair for you to climb up, but it’s not quite long enough. Let me come out the back door. Oliver knows I might step outside, and that’s all the camera will show. I’ll hide the phone and tablet, and I promise I’ll keep them hidden from my tower guard.”
I word it lightly, joking, but even as I do, I realize how it sounds.
No, not how it sounds. How it is.
I’m going to pretend I’m just stepping outside—alone—for a moment, while Castillo stays out of camera reach, and then I’ll sneak the phone and tablet inside.
It’s your brother, Amy, not your kidnapper.
I know, but he’s worried and⁠—
And what? You’re an adult. Let him know someone brought you a tablet and phone. Tell him to back off.
Castillo doesn’t want to cause trouble.
Yes, this makes me uncomfortable, but I’ll work it out later. I hurry to the back and nearly throw the door open when I see the blinking security light.
Damn it.
I run back to the window. “I need to turn off the system. Oliver left the code. Just hold on.”
Then minutes later, I’m back at the window. “I can’t find the code.”
He frowns up at me. “It’s not where he left it?”
“He didn’t say where he left it, meaning it’s in an obvious place. Or he thought he told me. I’ve checked the fridge door, the kitchen table, the end table under the security panel. Nothing. But the windows obviously aren’t armed, so I’m coming out this way.”
I expect Castillo to argue. Climb out a window? Don’t be silly. Just let him pass me the tablet and phone. When I glance at him, though, his expression is troubled.
He’s thinking what I’m trying very hard not to think. That this all feels like too much. An isolated house with cameras. No phone. Missing security codes.
But Dinah knows where I am. She approved this house, and I trust her the way I don’t trust anyone else.
Not even Oliver?
I trust Dinah. That’s what matters.
“Dean?”
He shakes off whatever’s bothering him. “Okay. I’ll help you down.”
I remove the window screen. Then I pull over a chair and climb out. As promised, he catches my legs and lowers me to the ground. Not once does he grumble or even joke, and that has my stomach twitching.
Every time I’ve questioned anything Oliver has done, I’ve rested easy in the knowledge that no one else sees a problem. Now Castillo seems unsettled.
I take the phone and tablet, then we walk to a picnic table around the side, out of camera reach. I take a seat on the bench, but Castillo stays on his feet and prowls the edge of a strip of woods, as if wolves lurk on the other side.
The phone doesn’t have data access. I can use it to make calls, so I’ll feel less isolated, as he said. I appreciate that, especially when he’s preprogrammed in his number, Dinah’s and a few others. In an hour or so, none of this will matter—I’ll have a replacement phone—but I do appreciate the gesture.
I tuck the phone aside and power on the tablet. The browser pops up right away. I flip to the Wi-Fi. It spins, telling me it’s searching for a connection. When it doesn’t find one, I sigh.
“Too far from the house for Wi-Fi,” I say. “And I didn’t look for that code.”
“Just hotspot with my phone. Probably safer.”
He takes out his phone, hits a few buttons, and “DC’s phone” appears as a hotspot option. I connect.
I’m launching my webmail when I stop, my head jerking up.
“Hear something?” he says, pivoting toward the front of the house.
“No, I just realized . . . My cell phone. Do you think Laura’s killer took it?”
“It’s possible. It’s also possible that it’s at the farmhouse somewhere—we just can’t access the scene to check. When you went missing, I asked a contact to ping your phone. Last known location was up by the university. After that, it was shut off.”
“But if the killer took it . . . They have access to my stuff, right? They just need to unlock the phone and they can read all my messages and send messages. As me.”
“It’s an iPhone, right? Facial recognition and passcode?”
I nod.
“Then unlocking it is damn near impossible,” he says. “My niece somehow locked my sister’s a few years back, and it was bricked. Full factory reset only, which means the data was gone.”
I exhale.
“Chances are, it really is in that farmhouse,” he says. “But the police are aware that it’s been missing since you were taken. You don’t need to worry about the killer using it to frame you. Or sending nasty emails to your professors.”
I manage a smile. “Really more concerned about being framed for murder these days.”
He moves closer. “If it’s any consolation, it was a half-assed job. They did a decent one of framing Oliver, but even that’s falling apart. This was just . . .” His hands ball at his sides. “It was a dick move.” He makes a face. “That came out wrong. You were kidnapped and arrested for murder. That’s more than a ‘dick move.’ ”
“You mean they weren’t seriously trying to frame me. I was just a convenient distraction tool . . . who went from captivity to prison for it.”
“Yeah.”
He resumes patrol as I access my webmail. I flip through and . . . It is a little disheartening to see that there are no urgent “OMG, where are you, Amy?!” messages. Not from friends. Not from my advisor. I’ve been so busy lately that if I go days without contacting anyone, it’s just par for the course.
That’s not entirely true. One person knew I was gone. There are three messages from Castillo, increasing in urgency. Raven also noticed I’d gone quiet. She reached out twice, asking whether everything was okay because she hadn’t heard from me since Monday.
I look up at Castillo. “My producer doesn’t seem to know what happened to me. And part of her job is monitoring Google alerts on my name.”
“Yeah, it stayed out of the news.”
“My kidnapping? Or my arrest?”
He comes over and leans against the picnic table. “The police weren’t convinced it was a kidnapping until you were found. Then they agreed not to release it to the press. You can thank your brother for that. Whatever strings he can pull, he didn’t use them when he was arrested. But he did use them for you. From what I understood, there was an agreement not to publicize your arrest unless you were formally charged, and if you weren’t, then details of the kidnapping were to be withheld because they could impact your brother’s trial. They’ll likely come out soon, but first, the Crown wants to decide how they’re handling the Laura situation.”
“Oh.”
“That’s good, right? You don’t want it in the news, I presume.”
“Definitely not. I just . . .” So what do I say to Raven? Is it a secret I need to keep? Also, something about it . . .
“Amy?”
I shake my head. “It’s fine. I’ll tell my producer that I’ll talk to her soon. Those are the only messages I need to answer until I can access my texts and voice mail.”
“You can get your voice mail using my phone if you remember your password.”
“I do, actually. I was changing my plan recently and had to look it up.” I accept his phone and call my own number. When I get voice mail, I log in and play the messages.. The volume is jacked up, and Castillo walks farther away to give me privacy.
The first two are from him. I fast-forward through. Next is one from Raven. Then a spam call. Castillo again. Raven again. Another spam call.
“Hello, Ms. Gibson,” says an accented voice I recognize even before my landlord gives his name. “I am so sorry to bother you. I know you are going through a great deal at the moment, but your rent payment . . .” He coughs. “It was returned for insufficient funds. If you are having difficulties, please speak to me, and we will work it out. Again, I am sorry for bothering you at this time.”
I glance up to see Castillo pivoting my way. He quickly looks toward the road.
“I know you heard that,” I say. “It must be a mistake. My rent is paid out of my trust fund. I don’t have full access to it until I’m thirty, but it can be used for living expenses.”
He nods, and I realize I’ve said more than I needed to, but he only asks, carefully, “Any chance it could be empty?”
I shake my head. “It’s not millions but . . . My mom did okay.”
“It’s probably a glitch.”
“I guess so . . .”
“If you’re worried, call the bank,” he says. “See what’s going on.”
I do that. He walks farther away now, and I lower my voice for the conversation with the bank. When I finish, I take a moment to absorb what I’ve been told. Then I rise and walk over to him.
“Dean?”
He turns. “Hmm?”
“My rent isn’t coming out of my trust fund.”
He frowns. “You have it coming out of another account?”
“No. My only other account is a checking one for daily use. It rarely has enough in it to pay for a month’s rent. That’s not where the money comes from, though. I asked them to check, just in case.”
“So where is it coming from?” He pauses. “Wait. Is Oliver paying your rent?”
“No, of course not.” My tone sounds defensive, and I take it down a notch. “My brother doesn’t pay for anything. He certainly tries, but I have the trust fund for rent and tuition, and I can cover daily expenses with what I make as a TA during the school year, plus a trickle of income from the podcast.”
“Are you sure?”
“Am I sure I can cover my own expenses?” I bristle. “I know what you think of me, Dean⁠—”
“Yeah, I did think your brother paid your bills, but only because he’s rich and you’re still a student. If you say you’re paying them, I believe you. I’m only asking whether it’s possible he found a way to pay your rent, because that would explain the problem.”
“Bail, you mean? He emptied his accounts to pay bail?”
“No, but as a bail condition, he only has access to a personal account. Anything else he can withdraw money from has been restricted.”
“So he doesn’t empty his accounts and flee the country.”
“Something like that.”
I open my mouth to say that’s not the answer. I am definitely paying my own rent.
I am, aren’t I? When was the last time I checked a statement from my trust fund? Never. I don’t even get them because it’s a reminder of why I have that money—my mother was murdered.
I call the bank back and ask for the last ten transactions on the account.
They’re all interest payments . . . even though I paid tuition a month ago. Well, no, I sent an email to the lawyer in charge of the trust fund, who authorizes the transfer for tuition. But that money never came out.
Nothing is coming out of my trust fund.
“I need to transfer nine hundred dollars to my personal account,” I tell the bank clerk.
“I’m afraid that isn’t possible. It’s limited to authorized transactions only.”
“No, I’m allowed to withdraw up to a thousand dollars a month for living expenses.”
“I don’t see that here, Ms. Gibson.”
“Check again. While I’ve never used that exception, it’s how the fund is set up.”
“I’m sorry, Ms. Gibson, but that doesn’t seem to be how this account is structured. You’ll need to contact the administrator or the trustee.”
I frown. “There is no trustee. Just the administrator.”
Silence.
“Is there a trustee registered to this account?” I ask.
Silence.
“Who is the trustee on this account?”
“I’m afraid I can’t divulge⁠—”
“Is it my brother? Oliver Harding?”
“I would suggest you contact the administrator, Ms. Gibson. There’s nothing more I can do for you here.”
I end the call. Then I look over at Castillo, still standing there, his expression unreadable.
“I need to talk to the fund administrator,” I say. “But Oliver is going to be back any moment.”
He says nothing, just waits.
“I know I shouldn’t ask . . .” I begin.
“Go ahead.”
“Will you take me back to town?”
“Come on.”





CHAPTER 26
ONCE WE’RE AWAY from the house, I message Oliver on the tablet.
  Me: Couldn’t find the security code and started getting antsy. I’m locked in a house, unable to leave it or reach out to anyone. That isn’t safe, Oliver.  

I want to leave it there, the rebuke hanging, demanding an explanation.
No, I want to add another line, ask what the hell he was thinking and actually demand an explanation. Instead, I type:
  Me: After being kidnapped, I couldn’t stay there like that. I left, and I’m walking to town. I’m fine.  

He texts back immediately, but I don’t read it. I’m too pissed off. I’m also in the middle of using Castillo’s phone to call the lawyer who administers my trust fund.
I explain the situation.
“Yes, Oliver is the trustee,” he says. “That’s how you wanted it.”
Some people would automatically deny it, but I’m the type who does the opposite—even when my gut says I did not agree to this, I rack my brain, just in case.
I would not forget something this important.
“When did you and I discuss this?” I ask, as calmly as I can.
The lawyer hesitates, as if he’s doing the same thing—pausing to be certain of his memory.
“Oliver discussed it with you, and you signed the papers. In front of a witness.”
“In front of you?” I say. “After we discussed it?”
Now the lawyer’s tone takes on an edge of defensiveness. “You signed these papers, Amy. I can pull them up right now and send your signature, along with that of the notary who witnessed it and took your ID. It’s all very legal.”
It clicks then, as he mentions the notary. After Mom’s death, I didn’t want any part of the trust. It felt like blood money. I’d wanted to donate it. Oliver had talked me down off that ledge, and he was right—my mother would be thrilled if I tithed to charity, but that money was for me. I’d finally agreed to sign the papers.
Did I read them first?
No. After a page, my brain swam, and I just signed in front of the notary. A stranger I can’t even remember.
The lawyer continues, “This doesn’t mean Oliver has access to your trust, Amy. I wouldn’t have allowed that.”
“He just controls my access to it.”
“He manages your access. It’s what you wanted. You were young, and you understood the importance of safeguarding your mother’s gift to you.”
“I was told I could access a thousand dollars a month for expenses. I tried to take some out today and couldn’t.”
“You’d need to discuss that with your brother. I can assure you, though, that he hasn’t so much as taken a management fee, which he would be entitled to. I can send you the annual reports.”
“I’ve just gotten the last few months of transactions. There’s nothing but interest. My rent is supposed to be paid directly from it.”
“I . . . would take that up with your brother.”
“And my tuition?” I press. “What happened last month when I sent you a request for a withdrawal?”
“I would also take that up with your brother.”
My temper flares. “No, I am taking it up with you, as my lawyer, who administers my trust.”
“I can give you the information you want, Amy, if you insist, but I believe it should come from your brother.”
“Because he’s paying my tuition and my rent,” I snap. “Secretly paying them.”
“You’re obviously upset, but Oliver isn’t stealing from you. Quite the opposite. He’s covering your expenses so you don’t need to dip into your trust fund.”
“My brother’s accounts are frozen, which is how I found out because my rent wasn’t paid. I need you to switch payments to my trust fund and⁠—”
“I can’t do that without your brother’s consent.”
I loosen my grip on the phone before I clench so hard I break it. “Then you need to ensure I can withdraw my thousand dollars a month. If you tell me you cannot do that, either, I will be placing more calls to obtain second opinions on the legality of what you’ve done. I’m your client, not Oliver. I requested tuition funds from my trust. I requested that my rent also be paid from that trust. You seem to forget that my mother was a lawyer. I have all the contacts I need to investigate this and replace you. Now, make the changes I requested and send a confirmation message to my email.”
I end the call. Then I sit there, breathing deeply.
I turn to Castillo. “I presume you heard that.”
“Yeah.”
“And?” I say finally.
“If I’m understanding it correctly, you thought your tuition and rent were coming out of your trust. Instead, Oliver is paying them.”
“I should be happy about that, right?”
He selects his next words with care. “I’m going to guess he offered to pay them, and you said no.”
“Right.”
“You were clear that you wanted to pay.”
“Right.”
He sneaks a look my way. “Then it’s a shitty thing to do. He might have thought he was doing a good deed, but it’s shitty because it makes you feel indebted to him when you didn’t want that.”
I exhale and lean against the headrest. “Thank you.”
“If that lawyer is saying you should be grateful, he’s in cover-his-ass mode. You made your wishes clear, and he ignored them. That’s an ethical issue. My guess is that the lawyer thought he was doing you a favor. Your brother wants to pay? What a nice gesture. But the truth is . . .”
When he trails off, I say quietly, “I want to say it feels like financial control, but Oliver’s not taking my money. He’s protecting it.”
Castillo doesn’t answer, and I shift in my seat. “Now I’m the one overthinking, aren’t I?”
“No, I’m just not sure how much I should say.” He glances over. “Your brother thinks I’m creeping on you. You’re a pretty girl with a trust fund.” He makes a face. “A pretty woman. See? I can’t even get that right.”
“The point is that if Oliver thinks he’s protecting me from you, he’s out of line. He’s also out of line having you investigated. You’re being gracious saying you understand.”
Castillo shrugs. “In his place, I’d do the same. Still, that doesn’t mean I’m not a little annoyed, and I’m concerned that my opinion might be tainted by that.”
He turns onto the highway back to the city. “You’re upset now, but he’s still your brother. It’s like when a friend complains to me about his girlfriend, and personally, I think she’s trouble, but if I say that, and they get back together . . .”
I laugh under my breath. “Been there, done that. Don’t trash talk the ex until you’re sure they’re staying an ex. But in this case . . .”
I glance over at Castillo and lower my voice. “I think we’re talking about something more serious than a troublesome girlfriend. Oliver has been accused of controlling behavior with Laura and Martine, and there’s some evidence for that, though it’s also easy to explain away. I’d like to talk this through, if that’s okay. I’m not going to come back later and make you regret giving me your opinion.”
“I know. I’m just . . .” He changes lanes and uses the adjustment for a moment’s silence. “I’m very aware I’m on thin ice here. Oliver doesn’t trust me . . . and I just swooped in and snatched you.”
“No, you gave me a ride when I asked for one. Being an adult, I’m free to leave my brother’s ‘protection’ at any time.”
He exhales. “See? I’m digging this pit as fast as I can. You’re right, of course. You are also right to say this feels like financial control. Yeah, he’s giving you money, but he’s still controlling yours. Putting you at a disadvantage through obligation. Whether he realizes it or not is another thing. However, I’m more concerned about the fact he got himself appointed trustee. How did that happen?”
“That’s my fault. I hated anything to do with the trust fund, and when he gave me papers to sign, I skimmed a page or two and signed. He did tell me to read them.”
Silence.
I rub my temple. “He told me to read them while knowing I wouldn’t. Being the sole trustee puts him in control. There’s also the fact that I’m supposed to be able to withdraw, and I can’t. All of this could be a misunderstanding. He’s paying for my tuition and rent. He’s not taking management fees from my fund. I might have misunderstood about the trustee thing. The lack of access could be an administrative glitch.”
“Yes.”
“Or my brother could be controlling my money.”
“Yes.”
I stare out the window. Then I look over at him. “Are there reporters staking out my apartment?”
“What?”
“Oliver suggested the media was staking out my apartment building, which is why we couldn’t go there. But he also made sure the story of my kidnapping and arrest didn’t leak. He could have meant they were there because he’d been released on bail.” I think back. “Also, he worded it as having heard there was suspicious activity at my apartment, meaning if there isn’t, he was just misinformed.”
“Yeah.”
“He definitely didn’t shoot Martine. Laura admitted to that. He didn’t drown Laura, because she was still alive. She’d clearly staged her death because she’d set up the proper equipment to escape. He didn’t stab her yesterday, either, because he was in the hospital under guard.”
“Yeah.”
“So my brother isn’t a killer. But was Laura telling the truth about him controlling and gaslighting her?” I look to the window again. “Is he doing it to me? Or am I being paranoid, doubting the one person who’s had my back since my mom died?”
“Can’t answer that, Gibson. I can only ask you another question.”
“What’s that?” I say as I look back at him.
He meets my gaze. “Do you want to find out?”
The answer should be easy. So damn easy. Then why does it stick in my throat and make my heart hammer?
“No,” I say. “I don’t want to find out. But I need to. Can you help me with that?”
“I can.”
   
WE REACH THE CITY, and Castillo pulls over in a gas station lot.
“I need to call Dinah,” he says. “And then Ioana.”
For a moment, I think he means he wants their advice. Then I understand and curse under my breath.
“I’ve just put you in a very bad position,” I say. “Professionally.”
“If it’s a bad spot, I put myself there when I snuck out to where Oliver was . . .”
“Holding me captive?”
“I was trying to think of a less judgmental way to put it.”
I shake my head. “You can go back to being judgmental, Dean. At least in this. Whether he was protecting me or not, it was, at best, misguided. But I shouldn’t have asked you to take me⁠—”
He lifts a hand. “Can we agree that we’re both adults and stop doing that? You made your choice, which was to leave your brother’s protective custody, and I made mine, which was to help you. The longer I wait before contacting Dinah and Ioana, the worse this will be.”
“Of course.” I turn toward the door. “I’ll go for a walk while you do that.”
“Rather you didn’t. Won’t stop you, obviously, but if you’re only leaving to give me privacy, I don’t need it.”
“Okay.”





CHAPTER 27
WHILE I SUSPECTED that Oliver would eventually realize someone picked me up—and that someone might have been Castillo—my messaged lie about walking away helped Castillo here. Dinah hasn’t heard anything from Oliver about my disappearance, which means Castillo is voluntarily admitting it to her. A point in his favor. Not that he seems to need it.
Castillo has Dinah on speakerphone, and she knows I’m there. When he finishes the story, she only sighs, deep enough that it hisses over the connection.
“Amy?” she says. “Your brother is very sweet, but he’s also becoming a pain in my ass.”
“Not just yours,” I mutter.
“I agreed with not taking you home last night. I wasn’t sure a house in the country was necessary, but it wasn’t unreasonable. He should have realized that leaving you there would be triggering after what you went through. And if you don’t like me using the word triggering, too bad. That’s what it was. You endured a double trauma, and the fact you’re holding up so well only means you’re going to crash later.”
“Thanks . . .”
“I’d do the same. Soldier on by sheer willpower, cushioned by shock, until it hits. Which isn’t going to happen while you’re still being traumatized, however unintentionally. Oliver was wrong to desert you there. You were right to leave. Dean was also right to check on you. Is there anything else I should know?”
I glance at Castillo.
“Amy?” Dinah says.
“There’s something else,” I say, “but I shouldn’t discuss it with Oliver’s lawyer.”
There’s a long pause. Then she says, her voice lower, “If there’s anything of concern, Amy, I don’t have to be Oliver’s lawyer.”
“I’ll get back to you on that.”
Another hiss of breath, this one less a sigh than frustration. “I don’t like the sound of that. If you are in any danger⁠—”
“I’m fine,” I say. “I would tell you if I wasn’t.”
Castillo cuts in. “On that point, I need to resign as your investigator in this case, Dinah.”
A pause. “Please tell me it’s because you’re helping Amy look into her concerns, and not that you’re quitting over your own concerns.”
“Helping Amy,” he says. “But it’d be a conflict of interest to keep working for you on Oliver’s case.”
“Goddamn it. You think he’s done something, don’t you?”
“I’m sorry,” I say. “There are just some troubling signs, and as someone who runs a podcast about red flags, I can’t ignore them, even if they’re really more of a washed-out pink.”
“Fine. For now. But if those flags hit red, I want a call. Immediately. As for you quitting, Dean, that actually makes my life easier.”
“I figured it might,” Castillo says.
“Wait.” I look from Castillo to the phone. “Why . . . ?” Neither answers, but then it hits me. “Did Oliver ask for Dean to be removed?”
“Not in so many words,” Dinah says, “but the conversation was heading that way. He has concerns.”
“Yeah,” Castillo says. “He’s investigating me. I got a professional courtesy call from another firm.”
Dinah curses under her breath.
“I’ve got nothing to hide,” Castillo says. “Except two wives, five kids and that man I shot in Reno, just to watch him die.”
“Funny guy,” Dinah says. “Okay then. If you have recommendations for other investigators, let me know, but at this point, I don’t think we’ll need them. The Crown wants to talk to me about Oliver, and I get the feeling it’ll be a very good talk.”
“Dropping the charges?” I say, perking up.
“Thanks to you and Dean, I believe so.”
I glance at Castillo, who only shrugs.
Dinah continues, “Your testimony to the police—about Laura confessing—was apparently convincing. It wouldn’t have done more than raise reasonable doubt, but Dean tracked down a neighbor of Oliver’s who has a security camera monitoring their driveway. On the night Laura stole Oliver’s car, it picked up someone walking past. She was wearing a hoodie, but apparently, something caught her attention at the right moment, and she glanced over. We’re getting analysis to sharpen the image, but it looks enough like Laura that I suspect the Crown isn’t going to proceed with the charges against Oliver.”
I exhale a long, shuddering breath of relief. Then I thank Dinah and promise to keep her updated.
Castillo calls Ioana next. He’s tense—anything he does can affect the agency. But she fully supports his choices and reminds him that it doesn’t matter if my brother gets pissy. Oliver isn’t his client. Dinah is, and Dinah has been thrilled with his work and equally fine with his choices.
After that, I tell Ioana my concerns about Oliver.
“I hate to say this, Amy,” she says when I finish. “But after hearing that, there’s little doubt that Laura was, at least partly, telling the truth about your brother.”
My hands tighten on my thighs. “Okay.”
“What he did with her credit card is financial control. What he’s doing with your rent and tuition is also financial control. Same as making himself trustee. Whether he’s benefiting directly or not, he’s placing himself in a position of control over your finances.”
Pain stabs through me. “I know.”
“He also shouldn’t have whisked you out of the city into physical and cyber isolation after what you went through.”
“I know.”
“However, all that adds up to . . . Well, apologies to you, Dean, but it’s a very garden-variety sort of control that men often exert over women.”
“Not arguing,” Castillo says. “My grandmother never had a credit card. When I was growing up, my dad paid all the bills and gave my mom an allowance for household expenses. That was just how they did things then. My sisters are a different story, but yeah, old habits die harder than they should sometimes.”
“Exactly. Oliver thought he was right to cancel Laura’s joint card because she wouldn’t stop spending. He thinks he’s right to control your trust fund, Amy, because he’s not dipping into it—he’s safeguarding it for you. He’s wrong. But that’s what you two need to work out.”
“Do I confront him now?” I say. “There are things I want to look into first. I’d like to talk to Martine, if I can.”
“Do that. Don’t confront him. Just be firm that you need some time away, and if possible, get Dinah to back you up. That should help.”
   
CASTILLO DOESN’T THINK I should return to my apartment, and I agree. We've picked up a burner phone from Castillo's office and I've texted Oliver to say, as nicely but firmly as possible, that what he did unsettled me, and I need time away, but I don’t trust that he won’t show up at my apartment.
The safest option is to go to Castillo’s place, which is super awkward. In the end, I admit that I just hate putting him on the spot. He says not to worry—he’ll add accommodations to my bill. I think he’s kidding, but I don’t actually care if he isn’t.
He drives to the east-central part of the city and pulls into the parking lot behind a three-story walkup.
“You can say it,” he says.
“Say what?”
He waves at the building. “I live in a shithole.”
“I wasn’t even thinking that, but if you did, it’d be understandable. You have two wives and five kids to support, while hiding from that murder you committed in Reno.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He pulls into a spot. “Before you actually do worry why a guy with a decent job lives here, there’s no sordid explanation. No drugs or gambling. Not even an ex-wife and a kid. I just . . .” He shrugs. “After that house in the country got sold out from under me, I decided I was tired of renting. Too much uncertainty. I’m living in a shithole because it’s cheap, and a guy like me isn’t worried about living in a rough neighborhood. I can save for a downpayment on a house.”
“Okay.”
“And that was more than you needed to know. I just didn’t want you worrying that I’m an addict or an alcoholic.”
I hop out of the pickup, calling back, “I wasn’t.”
“Good. Don’t worry about being here, either. If I need to leave, you’re coming with me. Now let’s get inside and get to work.”
   
THE BUILDING MIGHT BE A “SHITHOLE,” but Castillo’s apartment is freshly painted and immaculately clean with better furniture than mine.
“It’s nice,” I say as I walk into the living room.
He grunts, and I realize that might have sounded condescending. I open my mouth to fix it, but my gut says I’m safest just keeping it shut. Castillo heads past me into the kitchen.
“You hungry?”
No, but he’s already taking stuff from the fridge, so I say, “Sure.”
“I can fix some sandwiches. Or if you didn’t get enough Tex-Mex last night, I made enchiladas I can reheat.”
“Enchiladas would be great.”
I’m still standing in the living room, as if stuck there. I’m moving toward a leather armchair when a photo on the wall catches my eye. It’s a black-and-white shot of a woman swinging a toddler up into the sky, the little boy giggling. I presume it’s art, but when I step closer, something in the woman’s profile reminds me of Castillo.
“One of my sisters,” he says when he sees me looking. “And one of my nephews.”
I walk around the room, taking in what I now realize are all family photos. An older couple. Children. A bride and groom. They’re all gorgeously shot, and I’m about to ask who’s the photographer in his family when I see one in the back hall. It’s two men and a woman in army fatigues, sitting on the ground, obviously exhausted, faces streaked with dirt, but laughing as they share a cigarette.
“You took these,” I say.
“Yeah.”
“They’re gorgeous.”
He shrugs and flips over the enchiladas he’s reheating in a pan.
I’m about to say more when my phone buzzes. I glance down and then away again.
“Oliver?” Castillo asks.
I nod.
“He keeps texting?”
I nod again.
“You could ask him to stop.”
That’s the obvious solution. But what if I ask, and he ignores me?
I’m already trying very hard not to doom spiral. Oliver is the only family I have left. My father lives less than an hour away, and I haven’t seen him in years. When I got my master’s, I downed two shots and called to invite him to the ceremony. I got his voice mail. Left a message. The next day, a lovely gold watch appeared with a note in a looping feminine hand.
“Congratulations on your master’s degree! So proud of you!”
Yeah, not only was it written by his PA, but she’d penned the sentiment as well, because it absolutely didn’t come from him. I resisted the urge to toss the watch in the trash, sold it and donated the proceeds to the local women’s shelter.
My father has a daughter. She’s fifteen. I’m just some distant relative, like the child of an old friend. I cannot express how much that hurts, but I’ve learned to accept it. In accepting it, I do the only thing I can—I look to Oliver as my family.
What if my brother is exactly what Laura accused him of being? A controlling, gaslighting manipulator? What if he’s been controlling me? Gaslighting me? Manipulating me?
What if I ask him to stop texting, and he doesn’t?
I take a deep breath and look at my phone.
  Oliver: Please let me know you’re okay, Amy. If you need time away, that’s fine. Just tell me you’re safe.  

  Me: I’m safe.  


  Oliver: Are you sure? Are you with someone?  

  Me: I’m fine. I’ve talked to Dinah.  


  Oliver: Okay. That’s good.  

  Me: Can I ask you not to text again today? I really need a break.  


  Oliver: Okay. I’m sorry.  

I stare at the screen, waiting for more. When it doesn’t come, I pocket the phone as Castillo sets plates on the table.
“Do you still want to reach out to Martine?” he asks.
I nod.
“I can do it if you’d like,” he says, “but I’d say the request comes from you. I think that’s important.”
“I’ll do it.”
“Do you want to discuss what you’ll say?”
“Please.”





CHAPTER 28
I SEND A MESSAGE TO MARTINE. I explain that it’s me, and I tell her what we both ordered at the hospital coffee shop—as proof that it’s me. I tell her things have happened, and she’s going to hear them soon, and could I speak to her? I have questions about Oliver. I’m willing to communicate in whatever method she thinks best.
It takes an hour for a response to come. Then it’s a simple “I’ll think about it.”
I want to push, to tell her about Laura. Castillo convinces me to let it drop, and he’s right. What if the situation were reversed, and I suddenly got a message supposedly from Martine, claiming she’d been kidnapped by Oliver’s dead wife and framed for her murder . . . when I could find nothing of the sort in the news?
Castillo spends the afternoon and evening online, with digging, digging and more digging. Sometimes I’m there, answering questions about Oliver to help his research. Most times, though, I’m sitting and thinking. There are things I could do, but they’re all busywork, and I can’t bring myself to do them. My brother lied to me. He’s in control of my trust fund. He imprisoned me in a house in the country “for my own good.”
Did he really write down the security code? Was he really having such a hard time getting my phone replaced? Did he really explain what was in those papers I signed? Is it really a mistake that I can’t access my trust fund?
And what if he’s done nothing wrong? What if I’m the paranoid brat mistrusting her own brother, who has been nothing but kind and generous and supportive?
What kind of sister goes from “My brother is the best!” to “OMG, my brother might be controlling my life!” within hours?
The kind of sister blinkered by her own trauma and passions. A sister whose mother was murdered by a man in her life. A sister who has devoted her academic and professional career to spotting predatory and controlling men.
When you’re a hammer, everything looks like a nail.
I tell myself I’m doing the right thing. I’m doing what I would advise any woman in my position to do. Don’t ignore your concerns. Investigate.
And what does Castillo find, after hours of that digging?
Not a damn thing.
Which is good, right?
It would be, if Castillo declared all was well and Oliver was in the clear. But he can’t do that until my own questions have been answered. I need to know what happened with my trust fund. I signed those papers. I don’t doubt that I did. I can’t prove that Oliver didn’t tell me what was in them, even if I’m certain he did not.
I need to find out why I lost access. There must be a paper trail for that, one that proves it was a mistake . . . or proves Oliver ordered the change and lied to me.
Castillo tries to give me his bedroom for the night, but that just makes an awkward situation even more awkward. I insist on the couch, and we make an early night of it. Tomorrow, I’ll go to the bank and find out who ordered the stop on my trust fund withdrawals, and I’ll get my rent payments transferred to it. And with any luck, I’ll hear back from Martine.
   
I’M DREAMING that I’m back in that room where Laura held me captive. Except it’s not Laura. It’s Oliver. He’s outside the door, and I can hear him there, and I’m crying and begging him to let me leave, but he keeps saying this is for my own good. I can’t look after myself. I couldn’t handle my mother’s death, and he needed to rescue me. Now I put myself in Laura’s sights, and he needed to rescue me again.
I obviously need protection. A man’s protection. His protection.
That’s when I stop crying and start raging at him. Meeting Beth was a reasonable decision to do what seemed like a reasonable and safe thing. I am not a child. I don’t need his protection.
“Are you sure?” a voice says outside the door, and this time, it’s not Oliver.
“Laura?”
“Are you sure you don’t need your brother, Amy? I think you do. I think you’re one of those girls who are happy to have a big strong man to look after her. You can’t seem to find one of your own, can you?”
“I don’t⁠—”
“Poor little Amy. Can’t keep a man except her brother. Why do you think that is, Amy?”
I want to ignore her, but it’s a dream, which means I fall for her taunting, even when I’d know better in my waking life.
“I’m busy,” I say. “I just haven’t found the right guy.”
“Is that the answer? Or does Oliver drive them away? No one’s good enough for his little sister. I remember Milo. Such a nice boy. Whatever happened to him?”
I grit my teeth. “He dumped me. You know that.”
“Are you sure? I seem to recall . . . Oh, never mind. But now there’s Dean Castillo. Oliver really doesn’t like Dean. Says he’s chasing you for your money, but you know what the real problem is. You’re getting a little too comfy with Mr. Private Investigator, and Dean Castillo isn’t the sort of man Oliver can buy off like he did to Milo.”
“Oliver didn’t buy off⁠—”
“Why do I waste my breath? You aren’t interested in listening. You like where you are, safe under your brother’s wing. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have ignored the message I left, would you?”
“What mess⁠—?”
I bolt upright so fast that I tumble off the sofa. A door slaps open. Footsteps run in, and I can make out the dim figure of Castillo in the dark.
“My car,” I say as I scramble up. “I forgot about my car.”
Castillo turns on a lamp with one hand as he rubs his face with the other. He’s dressed only in sweatpants. Scarring dapples his left shoulder, spraying onto his chest. There’s another scar over his abdomen, thick and ragged, and the sight of it makes me forget what I was saying.
“You were dreaming,” he says. “You’re okay. We left your car in your parking lot, remember? Because of the tracker.”
I shake my head as I snap back to myself. “That’s not it. I remembered something Laura said about my car when she held me captive. She said I’d ignored the message in my car. She was saying a lot of things, and I was groggy and not paying much attention. I completely forgot about it.”
“A message? In your car?” He pauses. Then he says, “Shit. The tracker wasn’t the only thing she left that night.” He turns toward the door and then back to me. “You want to go now?”
“Please.”
   
WE REACH my car fifteen minutes later. It’s still parked behind my apartment building, exactly where I left it.
“Wait here,” Castillo says, and he’s out of the truck before I can argue.
I watch as he circles my car, giving it a wide berth. I slide out of the pickup, and at the sound, he glances over sharply, but I motion that I’ll stay where I am. He nods and circles again.
Because this could be a trap. I wouldn’t have thought of that, even given what Laura did to me. After a second pass, Castillo approaches. He bends to where the tracking device is—in the wheel well—and he shines his flashlight in and cranes his neck. Looking to see whether there’s a message taped in there. Then he straightens and waves me over.
“Check any place you can think of,” he says.
We do that and find nothing.
“Are the keys upstairs?” he asks.
I shake my head. “The fob is on my keychain, which is in my purse.”
“Lost along with your phone.”
“But I can get into the car. There’s a key safe. I locked myself out once, and that was once too often.”
I walk to the gas tank flap and open it. The key safe is tucked inside, out of sight.
“Could Laura get the message into a locked car, though?” I ask. “I guess maybe if it’s just a sheet of paper it could slide in somewhere?”
“Window is most likely. Push it past the rubber.”
I open the driver’s door and check the back seat. I’m pulling it forward when Castillo shines his cell phone light on something across the floor. A piece of white peeking from the passenger side.
I hurry around and open that door, and an envelope falls out.





CHAPTER 29
WE’RE BACK in Castillo’s apartment. I haven’t opened the envelope. I just sat with it on my lap as we drove back in silence. Now I’m on Castillo’s sofa with that envelope still on my lap. He hands me a beer poured into a glass, and I take two long draws while he folds himself onto the chair across from me.
He sips his beer and says nothing. Just gives me the time I need, and after one more draw on my beer, I set the drink aside and pick up the envelope.
On the outside, there’s a little drawing that looks like a playing card. Next to that, it says “Open Me.”
“Alice in Wonderland,” I murmur.
Castillo grunts. “That something Laura liked?”
I shrug. “Not that I know of, but I get the sense I didn’t know her at all.”
At his snort, I say, “Understatement of the year?”
“From what I dug up, I’m not sure how well anyone knew her,” he says. “Some people gushed about how nice she was . . . and some said you shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, so they had nothing to say. My guess? She was nice when it got her something. Otherwise?” He shrugs.
“Otherwise, she wasn’t above faking her own death, shooting an innocent woman and kidnapping her sister-in-law to get a payout from her former husband.”
He puts his feet up on the coffee table. “Yeah, but considering how it turned out, she’s not exactly a master criminal. She got greedy. If she’d waited another day, Oliver would have been out of prison, and she could have made her ransom demand.”
“Instead, she jumped the gun and did something that made her partner-in-crime—the fake Beth—nervous. They fought, Fake-Beth killed her and framed me. Or that’s the theory.”
“Now I just need to find Fake-Beth. I made a bit of progress on that last night, after you went to sleep. I think . . .” He trails off and waves a hand. “And you’re letting me distract you from opening that envelope.”
I want to ask him what he found. A lead on Fake-Beth? Does he know who she is? Where to find her? But he’s right that I’m letting him distract me, and until Fake-Beth is caught, I’ll only have more questions.
More questions . . .
I look down at the envelope with that cutesy drawing. Ironically cutesy, I think.
Who were you, Laura? Who were you really? I hate you for what you did to Martine. I hate you for what you did to Oliver. I suppose I should hate you for what you did to me, but that crime seems insignificant compared to the others.
Insignificant? She kidnapped you. Held you for ransom.
It is not insignificant, but whenever I approach my feelings on that, I shrink back. I want it to be insignificant. A minor trauma. I am terrified, though, that it’s a seed nestling down and starting to sprout black tendrils that will drag me into a dark pit.
Castillo shifts on his chair, and I get the message. Open the envelope, Gibson.
It’s not sealed. The flap is just tucked in. When I tug it out, the edge slices my finger. I pull back as blood wells along a thin cut.
“Appropriate,” I murmur.
Castillo hands me a tissue. Apparently, I’m not getting a bandage until I read the message. Fair enough.
I tug out a single sheet of paper. When I open it, expecting to see a note, I frown. It’s a photocopied lab report.
I skim the report. It’s a DNA comparison of two subjects. There’s a lot I don’t understand in those codes and numbers, but one part is highlighted. Highlighted in pink, no less.
Subjects unrelated.
My gaze trips up to the only handwriting on the report. It’s so neatly written in black ink that I initially mistook it for part of the official report. It’s not. Where the report had said “Subject A” and “Subject B,” Laura struck through that and wrote beside it. One word beside each.
Subject A You
Subject B Oliver
I stare at the report. Then I pass it over to Castillo. He skims over it. Stops. Backs up and rereads.
“More games,” he says.
“Why?”
“Because she’s a manipulative shit disturber.”
I shake my head. “Agree in principle, but what would be the point of telling me I’m not related to Oliver?”
“Driving a wedge between you two.” He shifts, leaning back to get comfortable on the chair again. “I don’t much like the crap Oliver’s pulled with your trust. No, strike that. It is, beyond any doubt, inexcusably paternalistic bullshit. But this?” He waves the report. “Just a manipulator playing head games from beyond the grave.”
“Except she wanted me to read that before she kidnapped me. She thought I had read it. Read and dismissed it. Playing head games would be insinuating I wasn’t related to Oliver, like when she insinuated we’re unnaturally close. This looks like she suspected we weren’t related and then went to the trouble of collecting samples and getting a DNA test. Only she didn’t take it to Oliver. She took it to me.”
Castillo says nothing. Not agreeing but not dismissing me outright, either.
I continue, “A game would be to introduce a worm of doubt that might have me questioning. I wouldn’t get it tested myself. That’d be paranoid. I’d dismiss her nonsense . . . while letting that worm wriggle in. She didn’t do that. She gave me the test results.”
“Writing your name on it doesn’t mean it’s actually you.”
“I know that, but now I’ll want to prove her wrong, so I’ll pursue it, and it’s a question easily answered. This isn’t whispering lies in my ears. It’s a direct challenge. Don’t believe her? Check for myself.” I point at the report. “Does that look legit?”
“In the sense that it’s an actual report from actual DNA tests, yes.”
“Then I think Laura’s game wasn’t suggesting I’m not related to Oliver. It’s telling me that I’m not. Shit disturbing in a much more significant way.”
He fingers the paper quietly for a moment. Then his gaze lifts to mine. “You believe it?”
“I . . .” I fall back against the sofa. “I don’t know. If this is true, then Oliver and I don’t share a father. While it could mean his father isn’t James Harding, I don’t think that’s the answer.”
“Your father isn’t James Harding.”
I pull my legs up, arms wrapping around my knees. “He never paid child support. Never paid alimony. My parents split before I was born. He’s never been part of my life. My mom tried to cushion that—all kinds of excuses—but basically, I just decided it was because he was an asshole.”
“And he is a verified asshole, which made that easier to accept.”
I glance up, and Castillo shrugs.
“I did my research,” he says. “No one thinks James Harding is a decent guy. The scuttlebutt is that he’s estranged from Oliver because Oliver outperformed him after he handed over the business. Professional jealousy. But that wouldn’t explain why his younger son went to England for university two years ago and hasn’t even come home to visit.”
“I didn’t know that. But yes, according to Oliver, James isn’t Father of the Year. Oliver says I was lucky to escape when I did. I figured it was the new-wife situation. James remarried as soon as the ink was dry on the divorce papers. He never had a chance to get to know me, and Mom didn’t want to force him to pay or visit me, so off he went to form family number three. But now . . . maybe there’s another explanation. Like he knew I wasn’t his biological child.”
I rearrange my legs under me. “But if Mom fooled around and got pregnant with me, why let on James Harding is my father? Like you said, he’s a verified asshole. I can see him walking out and demanding a divorce. But pretending he’s my dad?”
When Castillo says nothing, I glance over.
He looks at me. “I wasn’t going to say this because he’s your father, but Dinah had me digging pretty deep into the family stuff, thinking James might be the reason for Oliver being framed, even possibly the one doing the framing, to get the company back. I discovered James had been paying wife number three’s rent and credit card bill for over a year before you were born.”
“She was his mistress.”
“You don’t seem surprised.”
I finish off the beer. “I figured that ever since I realized how fast he remarried.” I tuck my feet in, more comfortable now. “That makes more sense. I couldn’t imagine Mom fooling around if he’d been faithful himself.”
“He didn’t just mess around. He had a full-time mistress installed. Your mom found out and probably had a fling. A one-night stand or whatever. Maybe your mom admitted to James that you weren’t his, and he let himself officially be your dad in return for an easy—and cheap—divorce.”
“Or maybe he doesn’t know and just thought he got lucky with Mom letting him go, as you say, cheap.” I lean to take back the report. “Either way, I will get tested so I know the truth. The problem is Oliver.”
“He thinks you’re his biological sister.”
I nod. “And now he’s going to find out that the woman he’s been treating like a little sister is a stranger.”
“No, he’s just going to find out that the woman he thinks is his biological relative isn’t. You’re still his sister. If he deserves it.”
“If he’s not intentionally controlling my trust fund. And possibly more.”
“There are no signs of more, Gibson. I’ve been digging. I got nothing.”
I remember my dream, Laura saying Oliver had been scaring away guys. I remember the guys who swore they emailed. I remember Milo, who’d ghosted me with vague excuses, and Laura saying Oliver paid him off.
Except that was a dream. Laura never actually said that. And I certainly can’t suggest to Castillo that I think Oliver deleted messages for potential dates, or I sound like that silly girl who’s certain no guy would ever lie about contacting her.
Then I remember the one thing I can mention. “If Laura was in my parking lot putting that note in my car, then who put the tracking device on it?”
He lifts a finger. “Just because Laura put a note in your car doesn’t eliminate the possibility she also attached the tracker. Didn’t you say it was Oliver’s old car? If he wanted to track you, he could have found a much less conspicuous place to put it. My guess is that Laura put it there so you’d think Oliver was tracking you. Sure, you saw her by your car, but that was just for the message. If you discovered the tracker, she’d blame Oliver. More signs of controlling behavior.”
“Maybe,” I murmur.
“Like I said, I’m seriously pissed off with him, and he has a lot to answer for, but all we have against him for sure are instances where he’s been financially controlling. Everything else might be traced back to Laura.”
“She comes back from the dead needing money and goes after Oliver for it. Frames him for shooting Martine. Drops anonymous tips that he gaslit her—when the only thing proven is the credit card. Does the same with Martine. When that doesn’t go as planned, she kidnaps me for ransom.”
“Which definitely doesn’t go as planned.”
We lapse into silence. After a few minutes, he says, “If that DNA test is right, I’m sorry. That’s a shitty way to find out.”
I nod, unable to speak.
“Oliver is still your brother,” Castillo says. “Same as James would have been your father if he’d played the role. That’s what matters. Not DNA.”
I nod again. Then I shake it off and say, “What did you learn about Fake-Beth?”
Instead of answering, he heads to the kitchen and takes another beer from the fridge. When he hands it to me, I take it. Then I notice he’s only brought one, and his first has barely been touched. I hesitate, and he follows my gaze.
“I’m a lightweight,” he says, “and I want to be on guard tonight. Also, I’m not the one who just discovered her father may not be her father.”
I open the beer. He sits and then clears his throat. “On that subject—drinking, not parents—since your brother is already investigating me, there’s something I should mention before he does. I don’t drink much because I used to drink too much. There’s a DUI that’ll pop up in his search. Six, seven years back. After that, my sisters gave me an ultimatum, and they’re scary enough that I agreed.”
“I’m sorry Oliver’s investigating you.”
“Like I said, it’s fine.”
“It’s not fine,” I say, meeting his gaze. “He’s investigating you, and he had you removed from the case before he even got back the results.”
Castillo rubs his mouth. “I’m more worried about you right now. Let’s answer those questions first.”
Except didn’t he just suggest he’s not concerned about Oliver? He keeps giving my brother the benefit of the doubt, even after I’ve stopped.
For me.
I realize that now. Castillo has his doubts, and he’s hiding them until he has proof, rather than admit he thinks my brother might be up to more than financially controlling me. He’s keeping me close and suggesting I not speak to Oliver right now. Making sure Oliver can’t get to me until Castillo has the answers he needs.
The answers I need.
Castillo continues, “Oliver is going to tell you what he finds in that background check, and I’d rather it came from me. Here’s the condensed Dean Castillo bio, with the warning that it’s clichéd as hell. We’ll skip childhood. It was a normal middle-class American Latino boyhood. Just a kid from a good family, doing normal kid things. Senior year rolls around, and I’m planning on college for criminology, with the end goal of becoming a cop. Had a girlfriend, and I applied to the same college as her, got my future all planned out including 2.5 kids. The week I got my college acceptance, she dumped me. I took it hard and joined the army.”
He glances over. “Did I mention the clichéd part?”
“I don’t actually know anyone who joined the army after his girlfriend broke up with him.”
“Well, now you do. It was a mistake. Becoming a cop would also have been a mistake. I’m not a paramilitary kind of guy. I muddled through in the army, putting in my time until I’d earned a free education. One month from the end, I was coasting. Over in Iraq, but not seeing any action, just helping with civilian stuff. Bunch of us were out grabbing coffee. As boring and mundane as you can get.” His one foot taps the floor, and his voice goes gruff. “Suicide bomber. One survivor—the guy who’d stopped to tie his fucking bootlace.”
“You.”
His nod is abrupt. “Never can keep them tied. My mom says that’s why—because someday, it was going to save my life. It did. Still messed me up pretty bad. Hence the drinking. I survived the bomb, and I should have been thanking God for sparing me. I wasn’t. Because I survived.”
“Survivor’s guilt.”
“Three guys dead. Two had kids. One was getting married in a month. So why me? Why the guy who had nothing to go home to? It messed me up good. After the DUI, I got back on my feet. Came to live with one of my sisters in Ottawa. Started working as an investigator there. Did a job with Ioana, and she lured me down here. Best move I ever made.” He sits back. “That’s it. Nothing really for Oliver to dig up besides the DUI. Rest is just”—he shrugs—“life.”
“I’m still furious with him for digging.”
A twist of a smile. “I’m just sorry he won’t find anything more interesting.”
“Well, I think it’s interesting.”
“You need to get out more, Gibson.” He settles back. “Drink your beer. As for Fake-Beth, I might have a lead from the car Laura drove. It was rented by a woman roughly matching Fake-Beth’s description. It’s a shady rental place, and I suspect the license she used was fake, but I’m not sure the credit card is. I’m trying to decide whether to push them on that or hand it over to the police. I’ll ask Dinah in the morning. Meanwhile, in searching for her, I think I might have found the real Beth.”
I stop middraw on my beer and lower it. “Greta’s actual roommate?”
“Whose first name is actually Beth, and whose social media profile suggests Laura did her homework. Which wasn’t easy.”
I nod. “She’s a hard woman to find. Or at least, her connection to Greta isn’t easy to find. I went searching after Fake-Beth got in touch. Doing my homework. Making sure I wasn’t being tricked. Which turned out so well for me.”
“Took me days to find the real Beth. Greta’s death wasn’t exactly front-page news, and Beth is only mentioned as ‘the roommate.’ No name, and she says nothing more than that she found Greta’s body.”
I lean back, fingering my bottle. “When my mom died, everyone wanted a comment. Dinah helped me with that, but it was overwhelming. I wanted to say something, to honor my mom and lash out at the guy who killed her, but it was all so raw. Beth must have gone with ‘No comment.’ Having been about the same age when Mom died, I find it hard to believe she’d have refused comment on her own. Someone counseled her. Probably her parents.”
“Maybe, but if so, she’s sticking to it. I’ve reached out three ways, and I got myself blocked.”
I straighten. “Really?”
“Yep, fifteen years later, and she’s still not talking.”
“Can I give it a try?”
“I was going to ask if you would.”





CHAPTER 30
I SEND two messages to the real Beth, Greta’s former roommate. Both come from my social media, not my email, at Castillo’s request. At least with the social media, my identity is clear. I am who I say I am: the younger sister of Oliver Harding who runs a successful podcast on victimization.
After that, the plan is to go back to sleep, but it’s already five, and there’s no way I’m getting any more rest. When I notice the light is still on in Castillo’s room, I slip over and say softly, at the door, “I’m still up if you are.”
A moment later, he opens the door, still tugging on his T-shirt.
“You don’t have to come out,” I say. “Even if you’re up, that doesn’t mean you want company.”
“If the company comes with coffee, I’ll take it. I didn’t want to wake you.”
“You aren’t. I’m anxiously awaiting return calls from Beth and Martine, while hoping I don’t get one from Oliver.”
“He’s been quiet since you asked for that?”
I nod.
“Good.”
Castillo pads into the kitchen and pops a pod into the coffee maker. When one cup is done, he passes it to me and starts another. “You want to talk to Oliver today? Maybe set up a meeting?”
“A negotiation?”
“Yeah. I’d offer to be there, but that’ll just make things worse. Someone should be there, though. Just in case. Do you want to ask Dinah? I know you were concerned about telling her the financial stuff while she’s still Oliver’s lawyer.”
“I’ll think about it. You’re right that I could use a third party here. I’m thinking⁠—”
My phone buzzes. I’d downloaded my social media apps and turned on the notifications, and when I look over, that’s what I have.
“A DM from Beth,” I say as I quickly open the app. “It’s the middle of the night there. I didn’t expect an answer for hours.”
I tap on the message screen, and my heart sinks. I show it to Castillo.
  Beth: I can’t talk to you.  

Castillo swears. I start tapping in a response when she sends another.
  Beth: Literally, I cannot talk to you.  

I’m frowning at the phone when another message comes. This one is a snapshot of some kind of form. I squint at my phone. Then I enlarge it, which barely makes it legible. I scale and twist it until I can see the top line.
“It’s an NDA,” I whisper. “She signed a nondisclosure agreement.”
“With who?”
I recenter the document until I can see the names.
“My— Oliver’s father.”
“Shit.”
Another message comes in.
  Beth: He offered to pay my tuition if I didn’t talk about Oliver and Greta. I thought that meant talking about Oliver in relation to her suicide, and that was fine, because Oliver wasn’t even there  

  Beth: If his daddy was going to pay my tuition to keep his son’s name out of the papers, whatever. Let him pay. I didn’t have anything to say anyway. Then I did, and it wasn’t even about the suicide, but I checked what I signed, and it means I can’t talk about Oliver at all  

“Ironclad nondisclosure,” Castillo says, reading over my shoulder. “It stops you from saying anything about a specific person. At her age, she wouldn’t have realized that.”
  Me: I understand  


  Beth: Well, I don’t. I didn’t look closely enough. Just took his word for it and signed on the dotted line  

Like I did with Oliver and my trust fund papers.
  Beth: So I can’t talk about him. I’m sorry  

  Me: It’s okay  


  Beth: It’s not. I know what’s going on over there. I’ve been following your podcast since I saw the news. You seem like someone I could talk to, and I really wish I could  

  Me: I understand. Really  


  Beth: It’s not me you need to talk to, though. It’s Greta. And I realized that’s what I can do. Let you hear from Greta  

Behind me, Castillo grunts, and when I glance over, his narrowed eyes say he’s thinking the same thing I am. Is Beth going to set me up with a medium to talk to Greta’s ghost?
  Beth: Here you go. There’s more, but I’ve spent the last hour copying the most important bits  

She starts firing more attachments at me. Before I can even open one, she sends another message.
  Beth: Greta’s diary. I found it when I was cleaning out our dorm room. I kept it. I didn’t think she’d want her parents to have it. A few years later, I went back and read it  

  Beth: Before you get worried, your brother didn’t kill Greta. He was in Seattle, as reported. What he did do . . .  

  Beth: I’ll let you read it in her words. It took me a while to really understand what was going on, but I think, from what I’ve heard on your podcast, that you’ll read between the lines better than I did  

  Beth: I’m sorry. I know this isn’t what you’ll want, and if you want to delete these messages, I get it  

  Me: I won’t. Whatever it is, I need to hear it. Thank you  


SELECTED ENTRIES FROM THE DIARY OF GRETA HAAS
October 6
Beth finally dragged me out to a party last night. I met a guy, and we did something I never do with guys at parties. I couldn’t help myself! He was cute and funny, and before I knew it, I was throwing caution to the wind and . . . talking to him. Yes. I spent the entire party talking to a boy. Shocking, right? Now let’s see if he actually calls me.

October 7
He called! Oliver and I are going out for dinner next weekend. Fancy, huh? First, I need to study for midterms, because if my parents find out I went on a date during exams, they’ll kill me. Best thing about university? What they don’t know won’t kill them.

October 27
I failed my Business Analysis midterm. My parents are going to be so pissed. If they knew I was dating Oliver, they’d blame him, but he actually helped me study. I should never have let them talk me into taking business. I hate it so much. Of course, if I didn’t take business, they wouldn’t have paid, so there’s that . . .

November 20
Just got off the phone with my parents, and I’m freaking out. I hate this program. I hate it so much. I won a fucking provincial award for art, but oh no, you can’t make a living at that, Greta. You need a real job. Fuck them. At least Oliver understands. He knows I can’t drop out, but he’s helped me pick different courses for next term, ones he’s sure better suit me.

December 7
I just found out my high school friends are having a Christmas party and I wasn’t invited. It’s girls only, and they thought I wouldn’t come without Oliver. They’re just mad because I’m in university and I have a boyfriend and I’ve been too busy to keep up. Screw them. That’s what Oliver says. We’ll go out with Beth and Danny, someplace nice, Oliver’s treat.

January 3
New year! New term! I’m going to do so much better. I took Oliver’s advice and quit seeing my therapist. He’s right. I’m not getting anything from her that I can’t get from talking to him. I’ll tell my parents I’m still seeing her and just keep the money. God knows, I might need it if I don’t do better this term. But I will! Just watch me.

March 22
I’m supposed to go home for Easter, and I can’t sleep. My parents are going to kill me. I failed half of my first-term courses, and now I’m still failing. I’m not any better at this area of business, and Oliver’s disappointed in me. He never says that, but I can see it. I’ve failed everyone. I can’t do anything right. I’m going to do what Oliver suggested, though, and tell my parents I’m too busy to come home for Easter. They’ll understand. Then I can spend it with Oliver instead.

April 15
Oliver dumped me today.
I shouldn’t say it like that. Dumping sounds like he was mean or cruel. He wasn’t. He was as sweet as always.
I’m too much for him. Too needy. Too broken. He’d never say that, of course. He says he doesn’t want to tie me down over the summer term, but when I said I’ve never felt tied down, he didn’t change his mind. I’m the one tying him down. Weighing him down. I see that, and he has been so amazing, and I fucked up. I fucked everything up, and I can’t face my parents, and I don’t know what I’ll do without Oliver.
No, that’s a lie.
I know what I’ll do.
   
I’ve read the diary entries. Read them. Digested them. Read them again. Then I slap the phone down and stand.
“I need to go for a walk,” I say.
Castillo looks up from the copies I sent him. He pauses, and I brace for him to point out that it’s 6 a.m. and I’m not supposed to be wandering outside in case Laura’s accomplice is still around.
“Okay,” he says as he gets to his feet.
I shake my head. “Alone. Please.”
“Yeah, I get that. I’ll stay ten paces behind. But I wouldn’t want you walking around at this hour, in this neighborhood, whatever the circumstances.”
I head for the door, where I put on my shoes and pull on my sweater. He says nothing, only follows me out. I walk fast. Not trying to lose him. Trying to lose myself. To outrun what I just read.
I keep going until I spot a tiny playground. It’s empty, given the hour, and I veer into it. I walk straight to the dilapidated equipment and stand there, breathing as if I ran the whole way. Then I sit on a swing. When I look up, Castillo’s on the edge of the playground, glancing around as if wondering where he can hide himself to give me my privacy.
I wave to the swing beside me.
He walks over. “I won’t fit in that.”
I start to stand, but he waves me down.
“Fine, I’ll try,” he says. “If it collapses, don’t say you weren’t warned.”
It doesn’t collapse. It might be ancient equipment, but if it’s held up this long, it’s not giving way under the weight of one guy, even if he’s not exactly child sized.
Castillo settles onto the swing as I flex my knees, swinging ever so slightly.
“My brother drove Greta to suicide,” I say.
He makes a noise that has me looking over, jaw setting.
“What?” I say, sharper than I intend. “Are you going to tell me he didn’t?”
He pushes back a bit, matching my motion. “Nah, I was just going to say what you were already thinking, so there’s no point saying it.”
“That I’m overreacting.”
When he speaks, his words are careful and slow. “No, that there are many factors that go into someone making that choice, and Oliver was one of them for Greta. A significant one, but not the only one.”
A significant one.
My heart drops.
What did I want Castillo to say? That I was completely overreacting, and Oliver played only the smallest of roles in Greta’s choice?
I know better.
Oliver controlled and restricted Greta’s life under the guise of helping.
Had he thought he was really helping? Maybe. But he infantilized her. He took control in everything and made her completely reliant on him. He was her lover, her best friend, her tutor, her financial advisor, her therapist.
And then he dumped her.
Grief and self-hatred had poured from that final entry. Poor Oliver, who’d tried so hard to help her, and she’d failed. She’d been too much for him. The love of her life, lost because even he couldn’t put her back together.
That is truly the worst of it. That she never saw his role in what happened. That she died thinking it was her fault, that she hadn’t been enough.
“I’ve felt like that,” I blurt.
Castillo stiffens so fast that I’m confused until I realize what we’d been discussing.
“Not like killing myself,” I say quickly. “At least, not seriously. After Mom died, it got bad. Dark. I know it’s clichéd to say you’ve fallen into a pit, but that’s exactly what it was like. Everything was dark, and I knew I had to climb out, but I just wanted to curl up in the darkness. Not die. Just not . . . be for a little while.”
“Yeah.”
I glance over. He meets my gaze, almost tentatively.
“After the bomb,” he says. “The bomb, the hospital, the surgery . . . My sisters say I fell into a pit. I didn’t. I jumped in.”
He goes quiet and then shakes his head. “This isn’t about me. Sorry. Go on.”
“No, you go on. I’d . . . I’d like to hear it.”
He glances over, as if to be sure I’m serious. Then he says, “I jumped into that pit and drank until I couldn’t think anymore. Couldn’t feel anymore. My family worried I might do something. I wouldn’t have. I just needed time to ‘not be’ for a while, like you said. I thought I’d pull myself out when I was ready. I didn’t. I had to be dragged out, kicking and screaming.”
“Your family did that for you.”
“Yeah.”
“Oliver did it for me. There have been times I’ve felt like Greta did. Like I wasn’t worthy of his attention. I was the screwup little sister he had to keep rescuing.”
Castillo frowns. “Screwup? You’re getting your doctorate. You have your own podcast—and people actually listen to it.”
My lips twitch. “Yes, the listening-to-it part is important. When I step back and examine my life, I’m doing great. But sometimes, I feel like Oliver is still propping me up, and it’s not fair to him. He came to help me once, and he got stuck with me.”
“I don’t get that impression at all.” Castillo pauses. “Is it possible he’s the one making you feel that way, like he did to Greta?”
“I . . . I don’t know. I can’t specifically point to anything he’s done.”
“Maybe just a general sense that you need him? The guy took over your trust fund. Whatever he intended, that move says you needed his help, when I don’t get the feeling you did.”
I say nothing.
“There’s something I’ve been digging into,” he says. “I’d like to keep doing that. Even more now. Are you ready to head back?”
“I am.”
   
MARTINE MESSAGES me at nine o’clock on the dot.
  Martine: Yes  

  Me: ?  


  Martine: Yes, I’ll talk to you  

  Me: Thank you. Can I call?  


  Martine: No. I have conditions. We meet in person. You don’t bring your cell phone because I don’t want any record of our conversation. You come alone. If that’s not good enough, we don’t meet  

I show the messages to Castillo.
“Okay?” I say.
“Not really.”
“But we can handle it?”
“Yeah.”
  Me: That works. Just tell me when and where.  







CHAPTER 31
MARTINE WANTS to meet in a park. The city has lots of them—it’s the one thing it’s known for. She’s picked one of the less popular ones. It’s less popular because it has little to recommend it besides lots and lots of trees, with walking trails. There’s no playground. No dog park. The trail doesn’t allow cycling, and it doesn’t link up with any other neighborhood trails. It’s not even along the river that gives Grand Forks its name. Once upon a time, this park was known primarily for drug deals, but that’s long since been cleaned up, and what remains is . . . not much, unless you live nearby and really want a forest path for dog walking.
Martine asked me to come alone. That doesn’t mean I’ve left Castillo at the apartment. He’s close enough that if anything goes wrong, I won’t have far to run before he sees me.
Do I expect anything to go wrong?
I don’t dare even answer that question.
Martine has given me a spot to meet, and I’m pleased with it. While it’s far along the forest path, it’s near a strip mall, and that’s where Castillo waits. Less than thirty meters will separate us.
I pass a couple of dog walkers as I head in. It’s windy and cold for May, and both are sticking to the small trail, doing the shortest possible circuit with their doggie bags in hand. I still survey them, noting details, even eyeing the woman wearing a windbreaker that could cover a weapon, before chastising myself for being jumpy.
I keep walking until I’ve found the spot Martine mentioned, at a large rock just off the path.
She’s not there yet. I’m early, having wanted a moment or two to scope out the area. I’m standing near the path when a sound has me spinning. A figure steps from the trees, and I fall back, my gaze whipping in the direction of that strip mall where Castillo waits.
“It’s me,” the shadowed figure says, hands rising.
“Oliver?” I say.
He stays where he is, keeping that distance between us as his shoulders slump. “I’m sorry, Ames. I shouldn’t have done this.”
“No shit.”
He flinches at the profanity. “I know it was wrong, but . . . after you reached out to Martine, she got in touch. She was worried about you. We’ve spoken since I got out. She knows I didn’t shoot her, and I’ve explained about Laura, and she understands. I don’t dare say we’re getting back together yet, but I’m still hopeful. The fact she reached out when you contacted her . . . I think that shows where she stands.”
I don’t speak. I can’t. I’m too furious.
“I tried to do what you asked and give you space,” he continues. “But then . . . Remember how I have an investigator checking out Dean Castillo? I worried that maybe you were staying with him, and I told myself that was ridiculous, but I asked him to have a look, and he confirmed it.”
I still say nothing.
Oliver takes a tentative step toward me. “Dean Castillo, Amy? Really? You thought I was a threat, so you called Dean Castillo? Let him talk you into staying at his apartment?”
“You thought I was smarter than that. Is that your next line?”
“I would never say it.” His voice drips with reproach. “I know how smart you are, but I also know that Dean Castillo is a pathological liar. He told you he got those scars in the army, right? Suicide bomber? That’s the story he likes. He didn’t get them in the army. They dishonorably discharged him for improper behavior with a local girl. A local teenage girl. The scars are from an accident. He got drunk and rolled his truck.” He reaches for his phone. “I can show you the evidence here.”
He passes over his phone with a police report on it. I skim through it and pass it back.
“You don’t believe it,” he says. “Did he tell you why he joined the army? I’ve gotten that story, too. Something about his high school girlfriend dumping him. Last month, your podcast profiled a guy who stalked a girl all through high school and no one did anything. He considered her his girlfriend.”
I clamp my jaw shut against a response, even as my blood boils.
He continues, “In Castillo’s case, he did date the girl. For a few weeks in his junior year. She broke it off. He chased her for two years. Scared off any guy who came close. Even got into the same college. Finally, on prom night, he broke into her bedroom, and the police actually got involved. Not involved enough to charge him . . . just enough to give him an option: join the army.”
“Okay.”
“You aren’t believing any of this. You’re taking his word—the word of a near stranger—over an investigator’s report. Dean Castillo is manipulating you, Amy.”
“Why?”
He throws up his hands. “Look in the mirror. You’re a very pretty young woman, and he’s . . . Well, he’s not exactly on your level, is he? In any way. High school grad. Living in the worst part of town. Only has a job because Ioana Balan felt sorry for him. He sees a pretty and vulnerable girl with a trust fund. He’s used what’s happening to weasel into your life, and now you’ll never get rid of him.”
Oliver meets my eyes. “He’s exactly what you warn women about, Amy, and you don’t see it because you teach them that predators don’t look like predators. He does, and so you’ve bent over backward to give him the benefit of the doubt.”
“Okay.”
Oliver rocks back. “Damn it, Amy. What do I need to do to convince you? You’re picking a stranger over your own brother.”
“You don’t need to look out for me, Oliver. You’re not actually my brother.”
I wait and watch his gaze. He goes dead still. Then he rubs a hand over his mouth.
“Who told you?” he says, his voice soft.
“So it’s true?”
He pushes back his hair and sighs. “This is not how I wanted you to find out. Was it Laura? Of course it was. She hinted at it once. Said how you and I look nothing alike and made a really distasteful joke about . . .” His face screws up. “I won’t repeat it. I didn’t tell her the truth, but I should have known she wouldn’t drop it.”
“You knew.”
He shifts his weight. “My father told me when you moved into the guesthouse. He thought I was doing too much for you, and so he dropped that bomb.”
“What’d he say?”
“That your mom fooled around, so he left. Not true, by the way. My stepmother told me the truth. She’d been having an affair with my father, and your mom caught them. My stepmother thinks your mom had a fling after that. When your mom got pregnant, she was up-front that the baby wasn’t my father’s. They negotiated a settlement.”
“She took nothing except his name on my birth certificate.”
“According to my stepmother, that was actually his idea. Otherwise, everyone would know your mom cheated on him, and his ego couldn’t take that. She had to give you his name and pretend you were his kid and never ask him for a penny in alimony or child support. In return, he wouldn’t ruin her.”
“Your stepmom told you that?”
His mouth twists in an ironic smile. “Being still married to him means she knows exactly what an asshole he is. I think she’s afraid to leave. I’ve offered to help, but . . .” He shrugs. “The point is that I know we aren’t biologically related, and I don’t care. I spent most of my life thinking of you as my little sister, so that’s what you are.”
I wrap my arms around my chest. “I know about Greta.”
He frowns. “What about Greta?”
I tell him what I gleaned from the diary. With each word, his face pales. When I’m done, he looks as if he’s going to be sick. He steps back and braces against a tree.
“Okay,” he says.
“You deny it? She was lying?”
He slowly shakes his head. Then he turns to me. “Have you ever done something you thought was okay at the time, and then you look back and realize it wasn’t, but you tell yourself maybe you’re overreacting?”
I don’t answer.
“What Greta says I did?” he says. “I did it. All of it. I thought I was helping. I thought—” His shoulders hunch in. “I was an insufferable ass. I think that’s why I was attracted to Greta, God help me. She needed me.”
“You could save her.”
He winces. “Yes, and I know how awful that is. She wasn’t a project. She was a person. But I saw how Dad treated his wives, and I was determined to be a good partner. And when I couldn’t? I did something worse than anything my dad has ever done.”
“You broke up with her.”
“I abandoned her. Ran off to Seattle to party with my friends. Came home to find out . . .” His voice chokes, and when he speaks, it’s barely a whisper. “I was responsible. I kept waiting for someone to say it, and no one ever did. I can only guess she didn’t tell anyone.”
“The NDA helped with that.”
His chin jerks up. “What?”
“Your dad had her roommate sign an NDA preventing her from saying anything about you. He paid for her schooling to protect you.”
“He what?”
I don’t answer. He stands there, assimilating. Then his face hardens. “That bastard.”
“He protected you.”
“I didn’t need protecting.”
“And neither do I. I don’t need you controlling my trust fund, Oliver. And I sure as hell don’t need you controlling my social life.”
“Your . . . ?” His face screws up. “What?”
Castillo had initially dismissed Oliver as my email hacker. Last night, he found something that proved he’d been too hasty. The outside access did come from Oliver’s devices. He must have hired someone to get into mine, and Castillo dug up enough to determine exactly what Oliver had been deleting.
“You’ve been tampering with my email and probably my cell phone, which you insisted on paying for. Just like you did with Laura, and probably Greta and Martine. Deleting messages you didn’t want me to see. Messages from friends you deem unworthy. Guys you deem unworthy. Even an acquaintance reaching out, asking for help for his cousin after her husband was murdered.”
“What?”
“Did you think you were helping?” I lock gazes with him. “Protecting me from toxic friends and unworthy guys? From acquaintances asking favors?”
“You give too much of yourself, Amy. You need to focus on your career. You aren’t a therapy service. Let your podcast do that—it makes you the money you deserve. Your time is valuable.”
“So you admit to tampering with my messages.”
“No, I’m just saying⁠—”
“Martine never called you about me. You still have access to her texts, and you saw mine to her. I suspected that all along, and if you think I’m alone?” I shake my head. “I’m not that careless. I came because I needed to be sure. And I needed to talk to you.”
I look him in the eye. “You weren’t attacked in jail. You injured yourself. Laura told me to expect you’d get out on bail soon. She knew that because you’d received her demand. You knew she was alive, and you needed out of jail to deal with her. The problem was that you overdid the injury—or whoever you paid overdid it—and you ended up in the hospital longer than expected.”
“I never received any demand from Laura, Amy. I was injured in a prison fight. Wrong place, wrong time. Who told you I faked it? Castillo? He’s a liar. What part of that don’t you understand yet?”
“Did you kill Laura?”
He blinks. “What? From the hospital?”
“Dean got word this morning⁠—”
“Dean. Of course. Dean. The lying⁠—”
“A camera picked you up leaving the hospital that night. You could have killed Laura.”
“So why haven’t I been arrested? This doesn’t make any sense, Amy.”
“The police need to confirm it was you on that tape. They’re interrogating your guard now. Either you tricked him or paid him off. Laura got a message to you saying that she had me. She demanded a ransom. You snuck out and dealt with her yourself.”
A pause, seconds ticking past. Then he swallows and looks away. “Fine. Yes. She got a message to me in the hospital, and I knew I had to act fast. She’s unstable, as you learned. I already knew it. I should have made sure everyone knew it, but then she—she seemed to be dead, and I was under investigation, and I could hardly tell the truth about her then, could I? I got the ransom from home—I always have money in the safe. Then I met and paid her. She promised to release you. After that . . .”
He looks away again. Then he turns to me, his voice soft. “You were drugged, Amy. Drugged and understandably panicked. You didn’t know what you were doing.”
Rage slithers in. I’ve been holding it back so well, but now it finds a crack, and I start to shake. “You’re saying I murdered⁠—”
“You defended yourself. You didn’t understand she was setting you free. You were drugged and scared and confused.” He moves closer to me. “I won’t ever tell anyone, Amy. I promise.”
A chill runs through me.
I look into his eyes, searching for a monster. I have devoted my podcast to teaching women not to expect monsters. There is no wolf in sheep’s clothing. No Mr. Hyde behind Dr. Jekyll. There are just people who convince themselves that what they are doing is okay. They need to control, to manipulate, to possess, and you—their target—are standing in the way of that, and why the hell don’t you just stop fighting and give them what they want?
I still want to see the monster, and when I do not, something in me crumples with grief. I look into the eyes of this man who considers himself my big brother, and I hear him threaten me in that same soft tone he always uses, full of love and compassion and the conviction that he is doing the right thing.
Protecting me? No, he’s protecting himself.
“You don’t need to keep ‘my’ secret,” I say, willing my voice to be steady. “Go ahead. Tell the police your theory, and I’ll tell them mine. Let them investigate.”
“I’d never put you through⁠—”
“I didn’t kill Laura, and you know it.”
“If you don’t remember what you did, that’s understandable. The drugs and the shock and the trauma⁠—”
“Stop!” I snap, getting in his face. “Tell the police your theory, or I will. I have nothing to hide, and if you think you’re holding that threat over my head⁠—”
“I’d never⁠—”
“You’ll subtly blackmail me with it . . . while making me so worried about being investigated that I won’t tell them the rest. I won’t tell them that you injured yourself in jail. I won’t tell them how you took control of my trust fund and my social life. I won’t tell them about Greta and the pattern of control and manipulation and gaslighting. I’ll be too scared to say anything. It’s not you keeping my secrets, Oliver. It’s me keeping yours.”
“You need to calm down, Amy.”
“Fuck you.”
There’s not one iota of shock at my profanity. Instead, his face goes hard. “Don’t you speak to me like that. I’m your⁠—”
“Nothing. You’re my nothing. You’re just a guy who wormed his way into my life.”
“I saved you. Don’t you forget that. You’re as bad as Greta. Ungrateful little—” He bites off the next word. “I took care of you, all of you. Greta. Martine. You.”
“And Laura.”
His eyes blaze. “Laura was a mistake. She acted so sweet and helpless . . . until she had me hooked.”
I smirk. “You mean she played the game better than you. What happened? Did you threaten her, and she decided to cut her losses and run?”
“I’ve never threatened a woman in my life. She expected after a year or so of putting up with her, I’d happily pay her to leave, in spite of the prenup. When I refused, she stole money and faked her death. Dragged me into it as a final parting middle finger. I said you were as bad as Greta? No. You’re another Laura. Dragging me down into the hot mess of your wretched little life.”
“Then wash your hands of me. I’m not your sister anyway.”
I turn and start to walk away. Oliver grabs my shoulder, whipping me around. I lash out blindly, at first, but then manage a real punch to his throat that has him staggering back, releasing me.
Then I run.
I race to the path and into the woods beyond.
Just thirty meters.
That’s what Castillo said. He’s only thirty meters away. Run to him. Shout for him. He’s close, and he’ll hear me. He knew I was almost certainly meeting Oliver instead of Martine, and so we were prepared.
Oliver comes after me. He doesn’t shout. He doesn’t call. He just runs, and so do I. When I stumble, his fingers graze my arm, but I wrench away and keep going. There, ahead, is Castillo’s truck.
I wave my arms. He’ll see me. He’ll get out.
When the driver’s door doesn’t fly open, I blame the woods. Castillo can’t see me because I’m still in the forest, still in the shadows of this overcast day. I charge out and⁠—
The truck is empty.





CHAPTER 32
I STOP DEAD.
“Huh,” Oliver says, panting from behind me. “Isn’t that Dean Castillo’s truck? Wherever could he be?”
I spin on Oliver. “What did you do to him?”
“Bought him off, of course. You thought you were so clever, having Castillo play backup. But however pretty the damsel in distress, a man’s got bills to pay.”
“Bullshit.”
“You don’t think⁠—”
“His truck is there, Oliver. What’d he do, walk away and leave it behind?”
“Hmm, fair point. Well, I suspect he got himself into a bit of trouble, parking so close to a residential neighborhood with binoculars in his truck. He does have them, I presume, being a private investigator. I think someone called the police, reported seeing him using them to spy on little girls. Police take that kind of thing very seriously, it seems. I’d have thought they’d have just made him move on, but apparently, he looked shady enough to be taken in.”
“You—”
Oliver grabs me. I don’t see it coming. I still do not see the monster, however hard I look, and when he grabs me, I’m not ready for it. He yanks me off my feet, and before I can fight back, I’m in the forest again, pinned to a tree, his hand at my throat. When I kick, his hand presses into my windpipe.
“I’m not going to hurt you, Amy.”
I kick, and he presses so hard I’m choking and gasping.
“Liar,” I rasp.
“If I’ve ever lied, it’s for your own good. All I’ve ever tried to do was help. You need to calm down. You’re hysterical.”
I start to kick him again, but he pins my legs with his knee.
“I’m right about Castillo,” he says. “You’ll see that if you just stop this nonsense. I don’t care if you killed Laura. I understand. I will never turn you in.”
I speak, each word coming with effort against his hand, pressing into my throat. “And in return, I won’t turn you in. Is that the deal?”
“I did nothing wrong, but I can’t afford the professional embarrassment. Neither of us can. You have a career, a future to think about. I’m protecting that for you.”
“You’re protecting yourself. That’s what matters. You.”
“No, Amy, what matters⁠—”
I kick with my other leg. He slams his hip into me, pushing me into the tree, his hand tightening on my throat until I can’t breathe. I start to gasp, but he just keeps pressing.
“I’m not going to hurt you, Amy.”
I choke out, “Is that what you said to Laura before you stabbed her?”
His hand clenches my neck so hard and fast that I start to wheeze, wildly thrashing and fighting. He just keeps pressing, his face impassive.
“I don’t want to hurt you, Amy. Stop making me⁠—”
I slam my fist into his throat, the same spot I’d hit earlier. He coughs, and he doesn’t release me, but the tension eases enough for me to wrench away. I spin to run. He catches the back of my jacket, and I throw it off, sliding free as I run for the strip-mall parking lot. Just get there. I only have to⁠—
I see the entire lot now. There’s only one vehicle in it. Castillo’s. Where the hell are the cars? Weren’t there other cars . . . ?
My brain cycles back to scouting the area. The lot had been empty, the stores all equally empty. That made it a good place for Castillo to park. No one would bother him, and he’d hear me if I shouted.
Unless my brother made sure he wasn’t there.
It doesn’t matter. There’s a residential neighborhood right across the road.
Across the road . . . and behind an eight-foot solid fence.
I run. I just run. There has to be someone around. It’s a quiet area, but it’s daytime and surely someone will see.
Like my mother. Broad daylight, people coming into the parking garage for work and no one⁠—
Oliver grabs me. When I try to twist, his foot flies out and kicks my shin. Pain slams through me. I stumble. He yanks me off my feet. I manage to scramble to my knees. He grabs my ponytail, whipping my head back. His hands go around my throat.
Car tires squeal.
I lift my head. They’ll spot us. Please⁠—
Long grass. That’s all I see. I’m in a ditch, and Oliver is pushing me down, and no one can see me. I fight with everything I have. I get on my knees again, my head coming above the grass just as a car screeches to a halt.
A police car.
It’s a police car.
The back door opens . . . and Castillo flies out, running for me. Another police car comes around the corner, and an officer climbs from the first car. They shout something, but I don’t hear it. I only hear the pound of Castillo’s boots as I stagger to my feet and he runs toward me.





EPILOGUE
I’M RECORDING the podcast I’ve been putting off for the past week. I couldn’t talk about what happened in that park, so I immersed myself in the other parts of the story. I told listeners about the kidnapping and Laura’s death. The rest, though? I didn’t comment on that, and I turned off social media so I wouldn’t see people clamoring for the rest of the story.
Now I’ve given the tale its ending. How Oliver was arrested for assaulting me. How the officer guarding him at the hospital admitted to accepting a bribe to let him out of the hospital for an hour. How Oliver was then charged with Laura’s death when forensic evidence put him at the scene of the crime. It’s a manslaughter charge, not murder, and he has confessed to it and is in plea bargaining negotiations now with his new lawyer. Dinah has dropped him.
According to Oliver, he met with Laura and claimed he didn’t have the money—his accounts being frozen—but offered ten grand from his safe. She refused . . . and he’d followed her back to the farmhouse, where they’d fought and she’d fallen and hit her head.
The autopsy had already concluded that she’d died from striking her head on the stone fireplace, the stab wounds occurring postmortem. He’s not admitting to the stabbing, because it would admit he set up his own sister. It’s also, I think, a bit of revenge—let people think that I attacked Laura after Oliver freed me. Maybe even let them think she might not have been dead when I stabbed her. But I didn’t, and there’s no evidence I did. The Crown just doesn’t feel like adding “indignity to a dead body” to Oliver’s charges when they already have their manslaughter confession.
As for Fake-Beth, the police caught up with her, and she eventually gave her side of the story. She’d met Laura last year and claimed she only agreed to help kidnap me because Laura said that Oliver and I had tried to kill her in that boat. According to her, she began to suspect Laura had darker motives and left shortly after I’d been kidnapped. It’s true that she left—there’s proof she got on a plane while I was in captivity—but eventually, the real story came out. She’d collaborated with Laura purely for the money, as she’d said in the car, and then left after Laura gave her a downpayment on her fee.
I recite the facts of the case for the podcast. They’re as dry and dull as I can make them, as if . . . Well, I’d say that I relay them as if they happened to a stranger, except that I hope I treat strangers with more compassion than I do myself here. I get through it, and then I know it needs more, as much as I would love to leave it at that.
I stop the recording. Take a deep breath. Adjust my headset. And then I press Record again and begin.
“When I talk to survivors of partner abuse, they sometimes speak about grief. They say it feels as if they lost the loved one who abused them, and I’ve always struggled to understand that. I get it now. I grieve for the brother I knew. I would love to say my version of Oliver didn’t exist, but that’s not true. There is always good, and that’s what we grieve for. Grieve at our loss and rage against our loved one for not being so utterly vile that we can write them off entirely.
“Oliver was my big brother for eight years. He did pull me out of the pit after my mother’s murder. I’ll let the armchair psychologists speculate on why he did that. On whether he ever truly cared about me or whether I was just another dependent to make him feel important. I know that I loved him. I know I will miss having him in my life. And I know I’m going to need a lot of therapy.” I let myself give a strained chuckle at that.
“I didn’t see the monster. I’m not sure there is a monster. Oliver did what he thought was right and fair. For the past two weeks, I’ve been grappling with whether to shut down my podcast. I feel like an impostor. I talk about predators, and I missed the one front and center in my life. But that’s why I’m not stopping. Because if I can miss it, anyone can, and that was my purpose here, talking to survivors and digging into the cases, and that let me keep pushing for answers with Oliver when I really just wanted to tell myself I was overreacting. If I can do that for someone else, great. And even if I can’t, these are stories that need to be told, and so I’m going to keep telling them.”
I take another breath, not bothering to stop the recording. “This is Amy Gibson, signing off for a while as I take a break. But I’ll be back, and I hope you’ll still be here when I am. Thank you.”
I stop the recording. Then I sit there, head bowed as I breathe before I straighten and send a text.
  Me: Done.  

  Martine: And . . . ?  


  Me: I think it’s okay? Mostly, I’m just glad to be done it  

  Martine: Want me to have a listen?  


  Me: Only if you’re okay with it  

  Martine: I am. Pass it over. I’ll let you know if it’s shit  


I’ve gotten to know Martine better in the past week than I had in the six months she dated Oliver. She reached out after his arrest, and we discovered—to the shock of neither of us—that the reason we’d always circled at arm’s length was that Oliver hadn’t wanted us getting closer.
He’d done the same thing he did with me and Laura—dropped insinuations and hints that suggested the other person didn’t quite take to us. With Martine and I both being the quiet sort, it was easy to do. Just don’t encourage contact. Leave the impression that Martine liked me well enough but as Oliver’s little sister and nothing more. The truth is we have a lot in common besides our shared experiences at Oliver’s hands.
I send her the raw recording. Then I rise from the desk and look across the room. Castillo sits there, patiently waiting.
Yes, Oliver had lied about Castillo. I’d known that, but Castillo still insisted we get the actual report from Oliver’s investigator, which proved it. The history Castillo told me was the truth. The rest were just lies my brother wove as fast as he could, confident I’d believe his version. Because he was my big brother, just trying to protect me, and why would he lie?
I walk toward Castillo.
“Recording complete,” I say. “As you may have noticed.”
Castillo puts down the book he’d been pretending to read. “You did good, Gibson.”
I make a face. “I did adequately. Now I just need to be sure I post it.”
“I can’t help with that. I’m no good at being pushy and obnoxious, as you know.”
I smile. “I’ll take all the pushing you have. And thank you for being here while I recorded that. I appreciated it.”
He grunts something I don’t catch. Then he pushes to his feet and checks his watch. “Seems a reasonable hour for tacos and margaritas, if you’re feeling up to cashing that rain check.”
“An evening out with a friend?”
He grunts and shrugs. “Whatever you want.”
“Is there something else on offer?”
A mumble I don’t catch.
“What’s that?” I say, walking over. “Is there an option for more than an evening between friends?”
He shakes his head. “If you want to ask me out, Gibson, do it. All this beating around the bush isn’t my thing. I’ll probably say no, but go for it.”
I smile and step in front of him. “Would you like to go out for tacos and margaritas with me, Dean Castillo?”
“As your date?”
“Sure, as my date.”
“That means you’re paying, right?”
I loop my arm through his. “It absolutely means I’m paying. Now let’s go.”
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“Few crimes are reported as quickly as a snatched kid.”
That’s what the officer tells single mother Aubrey Finch after she reports a kidnapping. So why hasn’t anyone reported the little boy missing? Aubrey knows what she saw: a boy being taken against his will from the park. It doesn’t matter that the mother can’t be found. It doesn’t matter if no one reported it. Aubrey knows he’s missing.

Instead, people question her sanity. Aubrey hears the whispers. She’s a former stay-at-home mom who doesn’t have primary custody of her daughter, so there must be something wrong with her, right? Others may not understand her decision, but after years of hiding her past, Aubrey realized she needed to get her act together before she could be the mother she thinks her daughter deserves.
When the police refuse to believe Aubrey, she comes to realize that rescuing the boy is up to her. But investigating threatens to expose her past, and Aubrey must decide how far she’s willing to go when saving another child could mean losing all custody of her own.

You can read more about Wherever She Goes
on my website by clicking here. You can also turn the page to read the first four chapters free!





CHAPTER 1
I HAVE MADE mistakes in my life. Mistakes that should loom over this one like skyscrapers. But this one feels the biggest.
This one hurts the most.
I lie in bed, massaging the old bullet wound in my shoulder as I try not to think of what used to happen when I woke in pain. One of those tiny things that seemed such an ordinary part of an ordinary life, and now I realize that it hadn’t been ordinary at all.
I used to wake like this, my shoulder aching, heart racing from nightmare, huddled in bed, trying to be quiet so I didn’t wake Paul. He’d still stir, as if he sensed me waking. He’d reach for me with one hand, his glasses with the other, and I’d hear the clatter of them on the nightstand, never quite where he expected them to be.
“Aubrey? You okay?”
“Just a nightmare.”
“The car accident?
I’d murmur something as guilt stabbed through me. The car accident. Yet another lie I’d told.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“No, I’m fine.”
The memory flutters off in his sigh, and I want to chase it. Go back there.
No, I want to go back to the beginning, before “Will you take this man,” before Charlotte. Back to the first time a nightmare woke me beside Paul, and he asked if I wanted to talk about it, and this time I will say, “Yes. I need to tell you the truth.”
It’s too late for that.
It’d been too late from the first moment I dodged a question, hinted at a falsehood; I placed my foot on a path from which I could not turn back. Those lies, though, hadn’t ended our marriage. I almost wished they had—that I had confessed my past and our marriage had imploded in spectacular fashion.
The truth was much simpler: water wearing down rock, the insidious erosion of secrets untold. All the things I should have said from the start, but the longer it went on, the more I couldn’t say them. A vicious cycle that pushed us further apart with each revolution.
Pushed us apart? No, that implies action and forethought. In the end, I’d felt like we were on rafts in a lazy river, Paul drifting away, me madly paddling to stay close, telling myself he just didn’t realize he was floating away from me and then . . .
Well, there comes a moment when you can’t keep pretending that your partner doesn’t notice the drift. It had gone on too long, my floundering too obvious, his unhappiness too obvious.
I’m going to take Charlie to the company ball game. Give us some daddy-daughter time while you enjoy an afternoon alone.
I can’t go away this weekend after all. I’m in court Monday, and I need to prep. We’ll do it another time. Maybe in the fall.
I think we should stop trying to have another baby, Bree.
Even the ending had been so . . . empty. I told Paul that I could tell he wasn’t happy, and it was better for Charlotte if we realized our mistake now. I said the words, and I waited for him to wake up. To snap out of it and say, “What are you talking about? I am happy.”
He did not say that. He just nodded. He just agreed.
So I set Paul free. I took nothing from him. It was all his, and I left it behind. He asked only one thing of me—that I leave Charlotte, too. Temporarily. Leave her in her home, in the life she knew. We would co-parent, but she would live with him until I was settled and we could agree on a long-term arrangement.
I agreed.
The mature and responsible decision.
The naive and unbelievably stupid decision.





CHAPTER 2
AS I HANG from the exercise rings, two women turn to stare. I could tell myself they’re wowed by my enviable upper-body strength, but their expressions are far less complimentary. That may have something to do with the fact that the rings are in a playground, and I’m dangling from them, knees pulled up so I don’t scrape the ground.
It’s Sunday. The end of my weekend with Charlotte. It’s been six months since Paul and I split, and he’s still not ready to discuss joint custody. I’ve begun to realize he never will be ready. I’m going to have to push him—with divorce proceedings and a custody battle. I’m not ready for that fight yet. But I’m getting there.
As I dangle from the rings, Charlotte hangs in front of me. “Ten, eight, nine, seven . . .”
“You keep going,” I say.
“No! Mommy stay! Three, two⁠—”
I drop onto my butt, and Charlotte lets out a squeal of laughter, her chubby legs kicking so hard one sneaker flies off.
Then she lets go. I catch her, and she giggles, wrenches out of my arms and tears off.
“Charlie, wait!”
As I race after her, scooping up her abandoned shoe, I hear the women behind me.
“Recapturing her lost childhood?”
“I’m not sure she ever left it. Look at her.”
I let Charlotte braid my hair this morning, the result being exactly what you expect from a three-year-old, complete with crooked plastic barrettes. She also picked out my shirt, a ragged Minnie Mouse tee I only keep because she loves it. I brought a jacket for camouflage, but I’d discarded that when the blazing sun heated up a cool May day, with only a hint of Chicago’s legendary winds blowing into our suburban city.
As I’m trying to remember where I left my jacket, Charlotte runs for the slide. I take off after her, and I help her onto the rungs. Then I climb behind her, mostly because it’s the only way I can ensure she doesn’t fall off the top or slide down backward. I sense eyes on me, I see bemused head shakes, and I feel the prickle of embarrassment.
I don’t know how other parents do it. I honestly do not. They sit. They chat. They answer emails. They read books. And somehow, their children survive.
Motherhood does not come naturally to me. My own mother died when I was very young, and my father never remarried. I grew up on a string of army bases, cared for by whoever happened to be available. So when Paul and I decided to have a baby, I knew I needed to prepare. I did—with endless classes and books. Then Charlotte came along, and I felt as if I’d walked into a math exam after cramming for history.
When I used to confess my fears to Paul, he’d hug me and say, “You’re doing awesome, Bree. Your daughter is bright and happy and healthy. What more could you want?”
What more could I want? To feel like I’d achieved that. Not like Charlotte managed to be all that in spite of me. Because of Paul.
Now I’m damned sure that when it comes time for a court to decide custody, Paul is not going to tell the judge that I’m “doing awesome.”
So no more floundering. No more muddling through. No more being the “quirky” parent. I must be the most normal mom possible. That means I need to learn how.
Observe and assimilate.
When we head to the swings, I try to just stand behind Charlotte and push her, like other parents. That isn’t what she wants, though. She wants me to swing beside her and see who can go highest.
Paul doesn’t swing with Charlotte or climb the slide or hang from the rings. The very image makes me smile. Nor, however, would he be on a bench reading the paper or checking his phone. He stands close, keeping a watchful eye, ready to jump in if she needs him. And that’s fine with Charlotte, who never asks or expects him to join in. Joining in is for Mommy.
I remember when I’d bring her back from the park with grass-stained knees and dirt-streaked face and hair that looked as if she stepped out of a wind tunnel.
“Someone had fun today,” Paul would say.
“She skinned her knee again. I’m sorry. I don’t know how that happens.”
He laughs. “Because she’s a little cyclone when she’s with you. She knows Daddy can’t keep up.” He swings her into his arms. “Did you have fun, sweetheart?” he asks, as they walk away, Charlotte babbling a mile a minute.
If I fretted later, he’d say, “She had fun. That’s what matters, Bree. Skinned knees heal. It’s good to see her active.”
Does he still think that? Or does he remember those skinned knees and see them as a sign that I hadn’t watched our daughter closely enough?
“Mommy, jump!”
I react without thinking, swinging high and then jumping. I hit the ground in a crouch, and as I bounce to my feet, her gales of laughter ring out.
“Mommy, catch!”
Again, I turn on autopilot, my arms fly up as Charlotte launches herself from the swing.
I do catch her.
I always do.
Always, always, always.
This is what I want to be for you, baby. The mother who will always catch you. The mother who knows what dangers you face, and will be there to stop them. To fix the problems, even when I cause them myself.
“Is it time for tea?” I ask as I set her on the ground.
“Yes!”
As we drink our apple juice and munch cookies, I watch the parents in the playground, analyzing how far they let their kids run without giving chase, what they allow their children to do without interfering.
I gaze longingly at the groups of chatting parents. As much as I love playing with my child, I feel like I should be there, getting the support and answers I need. I’ve done all the things that parenting blogs recommend for meeting others—join mom-tot groups, hang around at the playground, just put yourself out there!—but I always feel like I used to when I switched schools midterm. The cliques had already formed, those doors slammed shut.
When I first had Charlotte, I tried joining the suburban mommies in our neighborhood, but their life experience was a million miles from mine. They seemed to sense my “otherness,” like a bevy of swans with a goose intent on sneaking into their ranks. As invitations to playdates dried up—and my own were refused—I saw myself condemning Charlotte to the same kind of life. An outsider by association.
That changed after I left. Apparently, the mommies who didn’t have time for me had plenty of it for my poor abandoned child and her doting single daddy.
As I gaze across the playground, I notice another woman by herself. She’s with a little boy near a patch of forest, maybe twenty feet away. They’re playing a hiding game, where one of them tucks away a small object and the other finds it.
At first, I think the woman must be a sitter or older sister. I’m thirty, and she looks nearly a decade younger, the boy maybe five. But then he gives a delighted shriek, saying, “Found it, Mama! That was a good spot.”
They both seem to be enjoying the game, and I take note. Charlotte would love it, and it’s definitely a more dignified way of playing with my child.
Speaking of dignity, when we finish our tea, Charlotte wants to do cartwheels. I try to just help her, but she insists I demonstrate. I do a double, ending up by the woods, and as I thump down, the little boy says, “Whoa, did you see that, Mama?”
“Very cool,” his mother says, with a careful smile. “You must have been a cheerleader.”
I laugh. “Not exactly. But thanks.”
“Can you do that, Mama?” her son asks.
Now it’s her turn to laugh, relaxing as she squeezes his shoulder. “I could when I was your age. Not since then, though. I was definitely not a cheerleader.”
She passes me a smile, and there’s a spark of connection as we both look over at a gaggle of suburban mommies, as if to say they were probably cheerleaders, but not us. Never us.
She isn’t much older than I first thought. Maybe twenty-three. Slender with a blond ponytail and no makeup except for thick black eyeliner. Is that eyeliner a remnant of another life? She wears long sleeves, but one is pushed up, showing what looks like the ghosts of old track marks. Dark circles underscore her eyes, and there’s a strained, distant look in them, as if she’s exhausted by the stresses of what might be single motherhood, given the lack of a wedding band.
“You do car-wheel,” Charlotte says to the woman. “Mommy show.”
The woman smiles. “Not me, hon. My body doesn’t do that anymore.”
“Can I try?” her son asks.
“I show!” Charlotte says.
We stand and watch Charlotte try to instruct the boy in a proper cartwheel while I give pointers. I tread a fine line here. I don’t want to seem like the new girl at school, puppy-eager for attention, even if that’s how I feel. I glance at the other woman, and then I look at the poised suburban mommies on the benches, and it doesn’t matter if I’d been one of them six months ago. I’m not anymore and, really, I never was, even when I wore the title.
I see this young woman, with her old needle scars and her worn jeans and her shabby sneakers and the way her face glows every time her gaze lights on her son, and she’s the mother I connect to.
Still I am careful. Years of new-kid-in-class life has taught me how to tread this line. Snatches of conversation mixed with quips and laughs as I show her son how to do a cartwheel.
I’m holding up his legs when her phone rings. She looks down at the screen and blanches. Then she murmurs, “Sorry, I have to get this.”
She steps away to take the call. I can’t tell what she’s saying—she isn’t speaking English—but her tone tells me enough, rising from anger to alarm.
She keeps moving away, lowering her voice while keeping her gaze on her son.
Finally I bend in front of the boy and say, “We should go, so your mom can finish her call. Tell her we said goodbye. It was very nice meeting you, and I hope to see you both again.”
When I extend a hand, his thin face lights up in a smile. He shakes my hand vigorously, with a mature “Nice meeting you, too.”
Charlotte shakes his hand as she giggles a goodbye. Then we quickly gather our things and leave.





CHAPTER 3
TWO DAYS LATER, I’m taking my usual lunchtime jog in the park where I played with Charlotte on Sunday. After a couple of laps, I slow near the playground and circle to a forlorn bench, too far from the equipment to be of any use to watchful parents.
I put up my leg and begin stretching. As I do, I tug out my earbuds so I can listen to three mothers sitting nearby.
Eavesdrop. Spy. Learn.
As I stretch, a middle-aged jogger pulls over to do the same, sharing my bench. I keep my attention on the lesson unfolding ahead.
I contemplate the trio of moms. They don’t seem to be watching their children at all, engrossed as they are in the scandal of another parent who let her child play with an iPad. Is that a problem? I have several educational apps on my phone, and Charlotte and I play them together. I thought that was a good thing, but⁠—
A child shrieks. I wheel to see two kids fighting over the slide. As I peer around for the parents, the kids work it out on their own, and I suppose that’s the way to handle it—watch and see if they can resolve it before interfering.
The war for the slide ends, but it calls my attention to a boy swinging by himself. It looks like the boy from Sunday, the one we’d shown how to do cartwheels. I squint. Yes, that’s definitely him. His mom is nowhere in sight.
The boy jumps off the swing and starts gazing around. Then he heads for the path. Leaving the safety of the playground. I look around anxiously, hoping Mom will notice.
“You’re doing your quadriceps stretches wrong.”
I jump and glance over to see the middle-aged guy who took up stretching at my bench.
“You want to do them like this,” he says, and proceeds to demonstrate . . . with a hamstring stretch.
I know better than to point out his mistake, so I murmur a thank-you and glance back at the boy.
He’s still walking. Getting farther from the equipment, with no sign of anyone giving chase. So I do.
I stay at a slow jog, no panic, just keeping an eye on the child. Mom will notice. Mom will come after him, and she doesn’t need me making her feel like she’s failed her parental duties. So I stay back, subtly watchful.
“You hit the ground a little hard.”
The middle-aged guy jogs up beside me.
“You have really good form,” he says, “but you’re hitting the ground too hard. You’ll injure your knees. I’ve seen you before—we run at about the same time—and I thought I should mention it.”
Don’t get distracted. Remember the boy.
I turn my attention back. The child’s gone.
Damn it, no. Where⁠—
He appears, walking out from behind a trash can. That’s a relief. The not-such-a-relief part? He’s heading straight for the parking lot.
Where is his mother?
It doesn’t matter. As much as I hate to embarrass another parent, that’s a busy lot with an even busier thoroughfare beside it.
I kick my jog up to a run.
“You could just say no thanks,” the guy shouts after me, and then mutters, “Bitch,” under his breath.
Aubrey Finch, making friends wherever she goes.
Forget him. The important thing is the boy, and in that moment of distraction, I’ve lost sight of him again.
Tires screech, and my chest seizes as I look about wildly. A vehicle has slammed on its brakes in the parking lot, and I can just make out a roof rack over the sea of parked vehicles.
I spot the boy. He’s still at the edge of the lot, standing on his tiptoes, as if looking for the source of the screeching tires.
A voice calls from the direction of the vehicle. It’s a single word, but I can’t make it out. The boy hears, though, and starts running toward it.
Seeing him dash into that jammed parking lot, I cringe and have to chomp down on a shout of warning. Fortunately, the lot is silent except for the rumble of what I can now see is a big SUV.
Mom must have gone to fetch the car, unable to find a spot in the lot. She’s told him he could swing for a few more minutes while she brought the car around. Not the choice I’d make but⁠—
A sharp boyish yelp of surprise. Then, “No!”
I burst into a run as a man’s low voice says, “Get in,” and “Stop that.”
The boy shouts, “No! Let me go!” Then he screams “Mama!” at the top of his lungs as I run full out.
A door slams shut, muffling the boy’s cries.
An engine revs.
I grit my teeth and will my body to go faster, just a little faster, damn it.
The SUV takes off, speeding through the lot, and all I see is that damned roof rack.
Faster! Harder! I hear my father’s bark. Dig deeper. Work harder. You can do better, Bree.
You can always do better.
The SUV has stopped at the roadway, engine idling as it waits for a break in the heavy traffic. If I can just get past the next row of cars, I’ll be able to get a plate number.
I jog across the lane. A solid flow of traffic still blocks the exit. I can do this. Twenty feet more, and I’ll have a clear sight line to the SUV, and there is no way it can pull away before that.
Get my phone out to snap pictures. Even if I can’t see the license plate, I can enhance the photo.
The SUV is just ahead. I lift my phone while fumbling to turn on the camera. It’s fine. Steady traffic. I have time. I⁠—
A horn blasts. A long, solid blast.
Tires squeal.
The SUV cuts into traffic and roars off.
I race toward the road. No time for a photo. Just get a look at the license. The SUV is pulling away, the rear bumper visible, the license . . .
The license plate is mud-splattered and unreadable.
The vehicle then. Stop squinting at the plate, and get the vehicle make and model⁠—
The SUV cuts into the next lane before I can see the emblem. It’s a large SUV. Dark blue . . . or black . . .
Not good enough. Not good enough at all.
I keep going, but the SUV is already at the next light, turning left and . . .
And it’s gone.
I inhale and look down, feeling the weight of the cell phone in my hand.
Uh, yes. Cell phone?
I hit numbers as I head back toward the park.
“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”
“Kidnap—” I struggle for breath, like I’ve run a marathon. “Kidnapping. I witnessed a kidnapping.”
“Slow down, ma’am, and repeat that please?”
“I just witnessed a kidnapping. I saw a boy pulled into a car—an SUV. A dark-colored SUV on . . .” Street. What is the street? “On Cliff View. Near Grant Park. The children’s playground. There’s a parking lot off Cliff View into Grant Park, right next to the playground. It happened there. Just now.”
“You witnessed a young man⁠—”
“Boy, child, maybe four or five years old.”
“A child being pulled into a dark SUV in the parking lot . . .”
The dispatcher continues rhyming off the information, and I want to shout, Yes, yes to all of that, now just get someone here.
When the woman finishes, I say, calmly, “Yes, that’s right. Please hurry. They just left.”
“I’ve already dispatched a car, ma’am. Can you remain on the scene, please?”
“I’ll be here. In the playground. I know what his mom looks like. I’m going to find her. You can reach me at this number or just tell the officers I’m wearing a gray sweat suit, and I have a dark brown ponytail. My name is Aubrey Finch.”
The dispatcher signs off, and I’m on the move again.
I pass two mothers leaving with children and I can’t help wishing they could have been five minutes sooner, extra witnesses who might have seen more.
Someone must have seen more. There will be a CCTV camera or a street passerby or maybe even that guy who pestered me about my “form”—he can’t have gone far.
Someone will have seen something.
I reach the playground and scan it for the boy’s mother, expecting to see her anxiously searching. She must have turned her back, maybe talking to another parent or engrossed in a book.
It only takes a moment.
Just last month, in the mall, I let go of Charlotte’s hand to adjust my shopping bag, and she disappeared. It only took two seconds to spot her dark curls bobbing toward the pet shop, but even as I raced toward her, I imagined showing up at Paul’s doorstep and saying, “I lost her.”
I lost our baby.
Now I am about to inflict that hell on another woman.
I saw your baby get taken. I know, you only looked away for a moment.
But it only takes a moment.
I can’t see the boy’s mother. The playground is even busier now. I spot a blond woman reading a book and take a step her way, only to have her look up and reveal the face of a grandmother.
Another blond woman stands at the side, but she has a baby carriage.
Another blonde, heavyset and tending to a girl Charlotte’s age.
I spin, skimming faces as they blur before me.
“Are you okay?” a voice asks.
I look into the concerned face of young dad. I nod and walk away, searching the crowd.
Then I spot her. Off to the far side by that patch of forest, a woman with a blond ponytail hurries from tree to tree as she calls for a child.
As I jog over, I rehearse what I’ll say.
Should I be the one to do it? The police will be here any second.
No, I’m a fellow mom, and we’ve met, if briefly. The news should come from me.
I take a deep breath and walk up behind the increasingly frantic woman. I open my mouth and⁠—
“Found me!” a little girl squeals as she launches herself from behind a bush.
The woman scoops her up. “Don’t ever take off on me like that, Amber.”
“I was hiding.”
“You need to tell me you’re going to hide. You can’t⁠—”
The woman nearly crashes into me. I murmur, “Excuse me,” and she continues past, still scolding the child.
“Ms. Finch?” a voice says.
I turn to see a uniformed officer. He’s nearing retirement age. Bulldog-faced, his eyes and jowls and belly drooping, like someone who’s been pulling double shifts all his life and has resigned himself to permanent exhaustion. His nameplate reads COOPER.
Three younger officers follow—two men and a woman—but they stay back as Cooper approaches me.
“Oh, thank God,” I say. “I can’t find the boy’s mother anywhere.”
“It’s okay, ma’am. We’re here now. You said you saw a boy taken from the playground?”
“No, the parking lot.” I point. “He was on the swings and wandered that way.”
I explain. Slow and relaxed and careful. Step by step, despite the voice in my head screaming that they need to find that SUV, find it now.
This is how they will find it. By me staying calm and explaining.
When I finish, Cooper says, “So you saw him here with his mother, and she didn’t follow him when he walked off.”
“No, I only saw her on Sunday, when I spoke to them both.”
Cooper’s brows shoot up. “You were jogging through the park Sunday and saw them then, too?”
“I was here with my daughter on Sunday. I jog on my lunch hours. I work nearby.”
“Describe the boy, please,” he says to me. “In as much detail as possible. We’ll ask around, see who saw him, figure out where his mom is.”
“He’s school age, but just barely. About this tall.” I motion. “Thin. White. Short blond hair.”
He pauses. When I don’t continue, he says, “Anything more specific?” He points to another boy, fair haired, about the same age. “How would he be different from that kid? Taller? Thinner? Hair darker, lighter, shorter, longer?”
“Thinner in the face. Maybe a bit taller.”
Cooper points to another child, who also looks similar. In this neighborhood, towheaded white kids are as common as German-built cars. As I struggle to remember distinguishing features, my heart hammers. What if it wasn’t the boy from Sunday? I only saw him from a distance today, and several of the kids Cooper points out do look like him.
That doesn’t matter. A child is still missing. Just limit my description to what I remember of the boy I saw today.
“What’s he wearing?” Cooper asks.
I pull up a mental picture, and . . . it’s blank.
Stop that. I saw him. I chased him. Surely I can remember⁠—
“Jeans,” I blurt. “Jeans and sneakers and a T-shirt.”
Cooper casts a pointed look at the playground, where nearly every child is in jeans and sneakers, and at least half are in tees.
“The shirt was blue. A medium shade. Like that.” I point to a woman’s blouse.
“And his mother?”
“Young, early twenties. She’s blond and wears her hair in a ponytail. Well, she did Sunday and . . .” Deep breath. “Just focus on the boy, please. Even if it’s not the same child, I did see a child get pulled into an SUV.”
Cooper nods. “Okay.” He turns to the officers. “Don’t let anyone leave before speaking to you.”
As they walk toward the playground, he says, “You mentioned being on a lunch break. Are you late for work?”
“Yes, but I can stay⁠—”
“We have this. I’ll take your contact information and be in touch.”
“I just work over at the library. It’s a few blocks away. If you need to stop by, I’m there until five.”
“You’re a librarian?”
“Library aide,” I say with a smile, but he doesn’t seem to hear me. To the average person, everyone who works in a library is a librarian, whether they have a masters in library science or not. After a while, you just stop correcting them.
“A phone number and home address will be fine, Ms. Finch. Thank you for your help. We’ll take it from here.”





CHAPTER 4
THE POLICE DON’T SHOW up or call during my shift. I have to grab a few groceries on the way home, but I keep it quick, in case they stop by. As I enter my building, I’m well aware of how it will look to Officer Cooper. My apartment is affordable. Very affordable. I could do better, even with my part-time job, but I want a down payment on a condo before I fight for Charlotte, so I took a cheap downtown apartment while squirreling away the extra.
I do have money, from before, but I can’t access much of that. Not without raising questions I don’t dare answer.
I’ve lived in worse places, and I’m comfortable here. There are a few veterans on disability that I run errands for, while cursing the system that put them into this situation.
Once inside, I tidy my apartment. It’s never bad—I grew up fixing my bed the moment I rolled out of it. But I want to make the best impression possible, overcoming any negative one left by the old building itself.
I’m washing the breakfast dishes when a knock comes at the door.
I open it to find Officer Cooper and the female coworker who was with him earlier. I invite them in and offer refreshments. They don’t accept the latter. We sit in the living room, and Cooper looks around.
“Is your daughter here?” he asks.
“She lives with her dad.”
I catch their reactions and wince. I need to stop saying that. I really do. She’s with her dad today. That’s the way to phrase it. Otherwise, I get this—both of them looking up sharply, like I’ve just confessed to armed robbery.
Cooper’s brow furrows, as if the concept of a three-year-old living with her father confuses him. The younger officer—Jackson—compresses her lips.
When Jackson’s gaze scans the apartment again, I say, “Yes, this isn’t the sort of place I want my daughter full-time, which is why she’s with her dad on weekdays. It’s a recent separation. I’m saving up for something better.”
Her expression judges me for my decision. I bristle at that. Kids do live in this building. Sometimes you don’t have a choice.
I do, though. I live here—and bring my daughter here—voluntarily.
“Have you found the boy?” I ask.
“No one is missing a child,” Jackson says.
“What?” I say.
“Some parents said they saw boys matching your description,” Cooper says. “They just didn’t see one wander off.”
“Because it was busy. A packed playground with plenty of kids who look like him.”
Jackson opens her mouth, but a look from Cooper stops her.
“I know what I saw,” I say.
“A boy pulled into an SUV,” Cooper says.
I relax. “Yes.”
“You heard someone call to the boy from an SUV. He ran to it. Willingly ran to it. Yes?”
“Right, but then he freaked out. He shouted ‘no’ and began screaming for his mom as a man dragged him into the vehicle.”
“Is it possible . . . ?” He shifts on the sofa. “You have a little girl. I’m sure you’ve needed to carry her to the car once or twice, when she’s overtired, overstimulated, kicking and screaming bloody murder.”
“That’s not⁠—”
“Kids love the playground. They hate to leave it. There can be screaming. A good parent doesn’t drag their kid into the car like that. Unfortunately, questionable parenting isn’t illegal.”
“That’s not what it looked like at all. Are you sure no one saw anything?”
“A couple of parents saw you,” says Jackson. “They noticed you jog past. With a man.”
“What? Oh, right. I wasn’t with him. He was just . . .”
“Just what?” Jackson says when I trail off.
Hitting on me. That’s what I was going to say. Then I realize how it sounds. Yeah, so this guy told me I was stretching wrong and running wrong, but I’m sure he was just coming on to me. Really.
These officers already think I’m delusional. That won’t help.
“He was talking about stretches,” I say. “I was busy watching the little boy, so he took off.” I stop and look at Cooper. “He would have seen the boy. He must have. He said he jogs through the park at lunchtime, too. I could⁠—”
“Parents said they see you there quite often,” Jackson cuts in. “Hanging around the benches, watching them, watching their kids.”
That throws me, and it takes me a second to recover and say, “Yes, like I said, I work nearby, and I jog through the park. I do my stretches near the playground. At the benches.”
“There are other benches in the park, Ms. Finch.”
I cut off a snippy reply and say, evenly, “I used to be a stay-at-home mom, and I miss being with my daughter all day. Stretching in the playground helps me cope.”
I’m baring more of myself here than I like . . . and it doesn’t cut me one iota of slack with Jackson, as her eyes narrow.
“You make some of the other parents uncomfortable,” she says.
“What?” I’ve misheard her. I must have.
“How would you feel, if you took your kid to the playground, and you kept seeing this woman there, hanging around, with no child in tow.”
My cheeks blaze. “It’s not like that. I stretch near the playground sometimes. That’s all.”
“And you watch the kids.”
“I . . . I guess I do. While I stretch. I just . . . I enjoy seeing kids play.”
“Do you know how often we hear that, Ms. Finch? Every time we question a pedophile for hanging around a playground.”
My heart slams into my throat. “Wh-what? No. I have never⁠—”
“No one’s accusing you of that.” Cooper glares at his young partner. “We’re just pointing out how it could look.”
“And that if you were a man, this would be a very different conversation,” Jackson says. “Personally, I don’t think gender should play a role in how we handle these complaints.”
“There was a complaint?” My voice squeaks.
“No,” Cooper says. “A couple of people mentioned it, but we all know parents can be overly cautious. You might want to run somewhere else, though, in future.”
Humiliation swallows my voice, and it takes a moment for me to say, “Yes, of course.”
Cooper continues, but I don’t hear it over the blood pounding in my ears. I always figured I was invisible, just a jogger stretching at a bench. It never occurred to me that anyone would notice, let alone remember me from one day to the next.
I made other parents nervous.
They saw me as a threat.
Did they talk about me? Whisper warnings to each other?
Have you seen that woman with the dark ponytail? She comes by every lunch and pretends to be stretching, but she’s watching us. Eavesdropping on our conversations. Staring at our children.
I’ll never be able to set foot in that park again.
“Ms. Finch?”
I struggle to refocus. This is about the boy, not me. Remember that.
“I know what I saw,” I say. “And it wasn’t an angry dad hauling his kid into a car.”
Jackson gives Cooper a look, as if waiting for him to respond. When he doesn’t, she opens her mouth, but he cuts in with, “Either way, we are taking it seriously, Ms. Finch. We put an alert out for the SUV.”
“An AMBER Alert?”
“Without a parent reporting a child missing, we cannot do that. We need to know who we would be looking for.”
“It’s been five hours,” Jackson says. “It’s not as if Mom left the park by herself, forgetting she brought a kid.”
“We are investigating, Ms. Finch,” Cooper says. “We wouldn’t ignore something like this.” He pushes to his feet. “If a child is reported missing, we’ll let you know.”
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CHAPTER 1
ROME 2019
TWO FRAT BOYS jostle my shoulder as they tumble from the market shop. Their gazes brush over me. One realizes I’m ten years past his best-before date and pushes by without an apology. The other lets his gaze linger, considering.
“Buongiorno,” he says, mangling it into something suspiciously close to “Bon Jovi.”
“Hey,” I say in English. “Watch where you’re going, okay? These shops are really tiny.”
My American accent dashes the poor boy’s hope of a fling with a hot-blooded Italian, and he mumbles something unintelligible as he ducks past me.
An old man sitting at the counter glowers at the departing students.
“Buongiorno, Alessandro,” I say.
He lifts his afternoon espresso in greeting and then compliments my sundress as his rheumy eyes linger on my bare calves before he mutters, “The tourists have come to Trastevere.”
From behind the counter, Davide says, “The tourists have always been in Trastevere.”
“They have always been over there.” Alessandro gestures west. “This is not their side of the road.”
“So, I should move?” I say.
“You do not count, Genevieve. You live here. You speak passable Italian. And you are a pretty girl, which they are not.”
I laugh and accept the espresso Davide offers. Then I gather a few groceries as I chat with the old men. Davide rings me through, and I walk less than a hundred feet along the narrow cobblestone street to my apartment.
Alessandro isn’t wrong about the tourists. They used to keep to the other side of Viale di Trastevere, but in the last few years, they’ve ventured farther afield. So have the restauranteurs, and as I approach my building, a young woman in a white shirt and black bow tie steps out to lure me into a new place. At the last second, she recognizes me and withdraws with a nod. The trattoria has been there six months, and my neighbors grumble that the hostess still calls to them every time they pass. It’s one of the times I’m thankful for my memorable red hair.
I push on the heavy wood door to my building. It opens silently, and I step out of the hot June sun into the cool dark of the foyer. I glance at the glass front on my letter box. Empty as usual. Local friends text or e-mail, and most of my old ones have no idea where to find me. There was a time when that thought brought a wave of grief, but it’s hard to mourn your past when your present includes a historic Roman apartment with a gorgeous terrace and a schedule that lets you spend the afternoon lounging on it. This isn’t the life I envisioned, but I have fallen for it, like finding true love on the rebound.
Groceries in hand, I climb five flights of tilted, curving steps. There’s no elevator. The building is five hundred years old. If you can’t climb the stairs, you don’t rent the place.
The stairs narrow as they ascend, and by the time I reach the top, they’re so uneven that I slow lest I go tumbling down. I may have done that once or twice when I foolishly wore stiletto heels to a dinner that included a shared carafe of cheap house wine. Luckily, the first landing is only six steps down. Yes, I’ve counted.
With my grocery bag wedged between my shins and the door, I push the key into the lock and . . .
The door opens.
My heart stutters as the grocery tote drops to my feet. The key is only half-inserted, and the door is already cracked open. My muscles tense to run, but I roll my shoulders and take a deep breath.
Maybe I just forgot to lock it. At this time of year, I often leave the kitchen window and terrace door open. Everyone does in a country where the temperatures hit ninety by June and in-home air conditioning is uncommon. Whatever crime problems Rome might have, break-ins are rare, particularly in this area.
Then I remember that I definitely locked my door today. I’d dropped the garbage bag while locking it. With a four-hundred-square-foot apartment, you do not leave overflowing garbage until the weekly pickup. I’d taken a bag to stuff into the restaurant’s bins. While locking the door, I’d fumbled the bag, and a wine bottle rolled out, tumbling over the edge—naturally—and shattering five floors below. Always a fun way to start the day. I was so annoyed that I heaved on the door, making damned sure it was locked after all that. It was. And now it is not.
I swallow hard and press my fingertips against the door. It creaks open farther. As I listen, my fingers fist against the wood, and I give a ragged chuckle at that. I’m a concert violist, not a barroom pugilist.
I take a deep breath, but my heart won’t stop racing. My apartment door is open when I know I locked it. I should scramble down the stairs as fast as I can, phone at my ear as I summon the police. Yet my feet don’t move. Calling the police means also calling attention to myself. I’ve spent ten years keeping the lowest possible profile, even here, thousands of miles from home.
I try to calm myself with the reminder that if it’s a burglar, he’d better hope he plays the viola. That’s the only thing of value in my apartment. I don’t own a TV, or a stereo or expensive jewelry, and my phone and my laptop are in my bag, slung over my shoulder.
My viola is valuable, though, and I do play it in public—I’m in a small symphony orchestra and a classical quartet. If someone saw my viola and realized it was worth much more than any personal tech, that could be a reason for breaking in.
The other possibility is the one that must rise for every woman who lives alone. I’ve always felt safer in Rome than I ever did in New York, but that doesn’t mean I am safe.
What truly sets my heart racing is the fear of a very different sort of intruder. As I stare at the open door, I hurl back into another life, one where I came home more than once to find my apartment broken into. It’d been ransacked twice, and once the intruder took nothing and left only ugly words lipsticked on my mirror. It’s the words I remember, though. It’s the words that have me swallowing hard, my hand shaking on the doorknob.
That can’t be what this is. Too much time has passed, and I’m the only person who still cares what happened to me. Yet it takes only this unlocked door to slam me back to that life.
And that is why I decide not to call the police no matter how big a mistake that could be. I’ve clawed my way from under the shadow of my past, and I will not fall back into that pit of paranoia and grief.
I still unlock my phone, ready to call 113 at the slightest sign of trouble. Then I push the door open enough to peer inside.
The tiny kitchenette and living area are empty. There’s no place to hide. Even the closet under the stairs is filled with storage shelves.
My gaze snags on a table. On it rests a cardboard box that I definitely didn’t leave there. With an apartment this small, it must be kept spotless.
There is a shoebox-sized parcel on my table, wrapped in mailing-paper brown.
Bomb.
Even as I think that, my brain scoffs. A bomb? Really? I’m not a politician, not a person who has been in the news beyond the entertainment pages, and that was fourteen years ago. No one is going to send me a bomb.
Still, I inch toward the table, ears trained for any noise from upstairs. It’s definitely a parcel. A courier package with all the appropriate labels and stamps for an overseas delivery. It’s from the United States, and it’s addressed to . . .
Lucy Callahan.
I haven’t used that name in ten years.





CHAPTER 2
NEW YORK 2005
I WAS REPLAYING the voice-mail message when my roommate walked into our dorm room.
Nylah waved at my cell phone. “It’s called telemarketing, Lucy. Hang up.”
I lowered the phone. “Hmm?”
“You looked confused, which means you’re listening to some spiel about duct cleaning, making absolutely sure it’s sales before you hang up.” She paused. “No, actually, Lucy Callahan doesn’t hang up on anyone. That would be rude.”
I set the phone down and stepped aside so she could get to the coffee maker. No sane person came between Nylah and her 3 p.m. fix.
“It was actually a voice message from an old teacher,” I said. “I took a summer film class with him a few years back.”
“Ah, yes, film classes. Before you abandoned your Hollywood dreams for a musical career.”
I rolled my eyes. While I loved film, I never earned more than faint praise for my directing and screenwriting. My viola playing, on the other hand, landed me here at Juilliard on a scholarship.
Nylah added grounds to her coffee maker. “Please tell me this former teacher called to say he’s belatedly realized your brilliance and wants to offer you a paid internship.” She paused, finger hovering over the Brew button. “Unless he’s skeevy. Is there any chance he’s been watching the calendar, waiting for you to turn eighteen? If so, do not return that call.”
“First, he’s in his fifties. Second, he’s gay. Third, he’s offering me a job teaching music.”
Nylah sighed. Deeply. “The fact he’s fifty doesn’t mean he wouldn’t hit on you, Luce. I’ll accept gay as a potential disqualifier, but only if you’ve seen him with guys and he isn’t just saying that to put female students at ease. And private music lessons?” She snorted. “It’s not his flute you’ll be blowing.”
I shook my head as I sat at our tiny table. “Music lessons for children. Their parents have a beach house in the Hamptons, and I’d be there for the summer, teaching music while looking after the kids.”
“Mary Poppins of the Hamptons? Not too shabby. So why the frowny-face when I came in?”
“Mr. Moore said I’d be working for ‘Colt Gordon.’ He repeated it three times like it was a big deal. Is that a person? A company?”
“C-Colt Gordon?” Nylah stammered. “The Colt Gordon?”
“You sound an awful lot like Mr. Moore. I should know the name, shouldn’t I?”
“Did I just say you should go into film? I take that back if you don’t know who Colt Gordon is. The President’s Wife? Fatal Retribution one, two and three?”
“Oh, he’s an actor, right?”
“That is like asking if Pavarotti is an opera singer. Colt Gordon is a bona fide movie star. Look up the top-grossing movies for the past five years. He starred in at least half of them.”
“Wait! Isn’t he married to Isabella Morales? Holy crap. I’d be working for Isabella Morales.”
Nylah shrugged and spooned sugar into her coffee. “She’s all right. I’ve seen her in a few things. Marrying him certainly helped her career.”
“Helped—helped—?” I sputtered. “A pox on you and your house, girl. Isabella Morales was a Mexican national treasure by the age of twelve. A freaking legend in the world of telenovelas.”
Nylah rolled her eyes. “I’m about to get another lecture on the underappreciated art of telenovelas, aren’t I?”
“Isabella Morales is a goddess. Started acting at the age of seven, and by eighteen, she was lead writer on her show. Totally self-taught. She began tweaking her scripts when she was a kid, and the writers humored her, but by the time she was a teenager, she wrote all her own lines and was drafting storylines, too. By twenty-one, she was directing.”
“Then she married a huge American movie star and got to give up all that hard work for a cushy life raising his children.” Nylah lifted her hands. “Kidding. Don’t kill me. I just like to see that temper flare. You’re a redhead and a Latina. You need to let that fire out more often. Live up to the double stereotype.”
I’m only a quarter Latina. The rest is Irish and Italian, but if I point that out, Nylah claims that just gives me more reason to be tempestuous, one word that has never been used to describe me.
“Yes, Isabella did marry some action movie star,” I said. “And she played a few roles in Hollywood movies, but she quit acting when she had kids. She continued writing for telenovelas, and she just started work on an American one she created herself. She’ll be the producer.”
“I get the feeling you’re a fan of this Isabella chick.”
I shot her a look.
“Which probably means you don’t want to work for her, right?” Nylah said. “I mean, that’d be terrible, spending the summer in the Hamptons, living with a gorgeous movie star . . . and a woman you idolize.”
Working for Isabella Morales.
I’d been offered a job working for Isabella Morales.
“I . . .” I swallowed. “That could be really awkward, with me being a fan, and⁠—”
“Oh, my God, are you actually hesitating?” She shoved the phone at me. “Call him back, or I will.”
I stared at the phone. Then I made the call.





CHAPTER 3
ROME 2019
THE PARCEL SITS on my kitchen table, my former name screaming in block letters, and my past surges again, making my heart pound a drumbeat that steals my breath. My fingers tremble as I reach for the box. Then I remember the unlocked door. The courier service certainly doesn’t have keys to my apartment. Does that mean whoever entered my apartment brought this inside for me?
Most considerate burglar ever.
I manage another weak laugh and roll my shoulders, struggling to stay calm. I made this choice. I came into this apartment, knowing the door was unlocked. If I’m really doing this, I need to see it through without collapsing in a heap on my kitchen floor.
My gaze slides to the stairs. It’s a narrow flight, curving around to the loft bedroom. I back up and slide a knife from the drawer.
The problem with curving stairs is that there’s no way to sneak up. The top of my head will appear before I can see anything.
I proceed slowly, holding my breath. I’ll admit I’m starting to feel a little silly. I haven’t heard even a floorboard creak since I’ve come in, and in a place this old, every board creaks.
The stairs open right into my bedroom. It used to remind me of an attic garret, the sort of place I’d read about, where the family stores their crazy aunt, saving themselves the embarrassment she might cause. It’s a little late for my family. Not that they’d ever complained. I stashed myself in Italy, and my garret cell has become a gorgeous nook instead, a cozy attic bedroom straight out of a little girl’s dream.
From the stairs, I can see that my bed is empty. It’s within arm’s reach, a double mattress on the floor with no space for anyone to hide underneath. The minuscule bathroom is off to my right, and I can see it’s empty. Across the room, the terrace door shutters stand open.
I didn’t leave them like that.
I creep to the terrace door . . . which is actually a window. When I rented the place, the landlord told me to crawl through it to see the terrace. I thought he was joking. I’m accustomed to it now, and it’s been at least a year since I bumped my head.
I crouch and peer through as I scan the sun-bright terrace. To my left, there’s a pergola, the wooden frame lost in ivy and climbing flowers. Under that is a lounge chair . . . with a man sprawled on it, sunglasses propped on his head, his eyes closed as he dozes in the afternoon heat, wearing only his boxers.
I eye him, my head tilting. The incredible terrace view sold me on this apartment, but the current view under my pergola is even better. Marco lounges there, black hair curling over his forehead, brown skin glistening with sweat, athletic body showing off just the right amount of lean muscle. Excellent scenery, indeed. The problem is that he shouldn’t be here. As I try to figure out why he is, my gaze crosses keys on the patio table.
As I set down the knife and lift the keys, they scrape over the glass top. My sleeping guest wakes, and gorgeous thick-lashed dark eyes travel up to my face.
“Forgot you gave me those, didn’t you?” he says.
“No, I, uh . . .”
When I trail off, Marco sits up, legs swinging over the chair side.
“You do remember giving me your keys when you went home last month,” he says. “But you forgot telling me I could hold on to them. Or that I could pop by if I had an extended afternoon break.”
“Right. Sorry, I . . .”
He’s on his feet, arms going around me, lips coming to mine. As I kiss him back, he takes the keys and tucks them into my back pocket.
“Yours, dolcezza,” Marco says.
“No. I said you could hold on to them.”
“Only because it was awkward taking your keys back from the guy you’ve been sleeping with for two years.”
“I—”
Another kiss, cutting me off. “I’m teasing, Genevieve. For the past month, I’ve been telling myself you didn’t really want me hanging out in your apartment, but today, my Colosseum tour was canceled, and I decided to test my theory.”
I hold out the keys. “Keep them. I forgot, so I was surprised. That’s all.”
Which is true, but he is right. Taking the keys back after he house-sat would have been awkward, so I’d mumbled something about him using my apartment during breaks.
I also don’t fail to notice he said we’d been “sleeping together” for two years. Not seeing each other. Not dating. Sleeping together. That isn’t Marco being a jerk. He’s phrasing it that way for my benefit, because every time he calls me his girlfriend, I tense as if he’s shoving a diamond ring onto my finger.
In my mind, Marco is my lover, which sounds very sexy and European, when really, it’s just me drawing a line. A meaningless line when we’ve been together exclusively for twenty-eight months.
I have relationship issues, and Marco respects that. But if I’ve fallen in love with this new life, a lot of it is due to the guy standing in front of me. I won’t say I’m in love with him—I’m not quite ready for that—but if I deny this is serious, a little voice calls me a liar.
So I give him back the keys, and put my arms around his neck and whisper in his ear, telling him how sexy he looked in that chair. That makes him chuckle and accept the change of subject . . . and accept the keys.
“Sit,” he says. “I have prosecco chilling, and I grabbed an antipasto tray.”
“I’ll get it,” I say. “We won’t deprive the neighbors of the lovely scenery.” I waggle my brows suggestively.
His headshake teases me for my very American sensibilities. No one will be shocked to look out their window and see a guy in his boxers. They’ll either enjoy the sight or ignore it.
Marco is very familiar with those American sensibilities, having lived in the US for a decade, going to college and then staying until . . . Well, I’m not sure what. Something brought him home, and I get the feeling it wasn’t homesickness, but if I’m not going to discuss my past, I can’t press him on his.
Having lived in the US, though, means that while he might tease me for my American ways, he never judges me for them. Nor does he need American idioms and pop culture explained. He’s also been invaluable for improving my Italian and my accent, and when it’s just us, we surf between languages, often switching midsentence.
I insist on bringing the snack and nudge him back into the lounge chair.
“Oh,” he calls as I walk away. “There was a package at the door. I brought it in, but they have the wrong person.”
I pause, having forgotten all about the parcel.
“It’s for a Lucy Callahan,” he says. “Someone must have looked up Callahan online and got your address. Not sure how you confuse Lucy and Genevieve.”
“Weird,” I say, crawling through the door-window before he catches my expression.
“I can drop it off at the mail depot tomorrow,” he says.
“No, I’ll handle it. Thanks, though.”
I continue downstairs, where the parcel waits, my old name in those huge black letters. So I’ve solved the mystery of how it got into the apartment. The mystery of what’s inside remains, but it pales next to the question of who sent it. The few people who know I’m here would never make the mistake of using that name.
Someone has tracked me down.
I approach the box and look for the sender. There’s only an account number. When I gingerly turn the package over, I see the transit stamp. Originating in New York.
Has an enterprising journalist found me? That’s always possible, but a journalist would send a letter, not a boxed gift as a bribe. They trade in the currency of promises and threats. Threats to expose me if I don’t cooperate and promises to tell “my side of the story.” I learned my lesson the hard way.
Thinking of New York and publishing, my mind moves to books. Did some enterprising junior editor dig up my story and see a tell-all book in it? Send me a box of their other books to entice me?
No, thank you, junior editor. My story is my own, and my past can stay buried.
I lift the box and shake it, listening for the heavy thunk of books. Instead, I hear the whisper of something light and soft shifting from one end to the other.
I set the parcel down. Stare narrow eyed, as if I can switch on X-ray vision.
Or I could, you know, just open the box.
I run a nail over the packing tape, creasing it. Then I tuck the box under the small kitchen table and head to the fridge for our midafternoon snack.

IT’S 2 A.M., and I’m lying awake, thinking about that damned parcel. I can’t open it until Marco leaves. It’s a lovely excuse. And total bullshit. Marco’s so deeply asleep that if the apartment burst into flames, I’d need to fireman-carry him down five flights of stairs.
As a tour guide, he’s the one who handles all the physically challenging excursions—from rowing the Tiber to climbing Mount Vesuvius. He also moonlights as a bike courier, which is still rare in Rome, city of scooters and mopeds and tiny trucks. When he sleeps, he’s dead to the world.
As if to test my theory, I brush a curl from his face. His breathing doesn’t even hitch. I smile and settle in, watching him sleep. His face would be model handsome if not for a broken nose that didn’t quite set and an upper-lip scar from cleft lip surgery. Yet the flaws only improve the package, making him a real person with a face that tells a story. A face that also complements his personality—easygoing and authentic, relaxed and charming. Tour guides make minimum wage, but Marco’s tips triple that with twenty-euro bills from the middle-aged men who enjoy his camaraderie, elderly women who appreciate his old-world manners and college girls who fold their phone numbers inside those bills.
I met him on a tour myself. It’d been the Pompeii and Mount Vesuvius one. I’d arrived late, and the only seat left on the bus was the one beside him. During the two-hour ride, polite conversation had turned real as we discovered shared passions for medieval history and old movies.
A week after that, I bumped into him at my favorite morning cappuccino spot. It wasn’t until months later that he reminded me that he’d asked for coffee shop recommendations under the guise of passing them on to clients. Then he’d popped in for cappuccino every now and then, hoping for that “casual encounter.”
The trip down memory lane, though, doesn’t divert me. That package waits downstairs, and I could safely open it while Marco sleeps.
I need to open it. I won’t rest until I do. I’m just afraid.
Afraid? No, terrified.
Ten years ago, I fled the US, planning to live a transitory life abroad. See the world while never settling in one place. I’d spend two years in England, two in France, two in Germany, two in Italy . . . That was four years ago. Rome stuck, and I will not allow that box to detonate my life here.
I didn’t fight hard enough the last time. I was too young, too bruised. I will fight for this, and the battle begins with opening the damn package.
Marco doesn’t stir as I slide from bed. I tiptoe down the steps. They creak, as usual, and I pause at the bottom, straining to listen as the apartment remains silent.
I lift the package and set it on the table. Then I ease a knife from the drawer, slit the tape and tug one cardboard flap. It opens to show another box inside. A glossy snow-white box with a crimson lid, wrapped in a thick, black ribbon shot through with glittering silver thread. In silver script, the lid proclaims, “Ainsworth & Kent.” It’s a gift box from a Fifth Avenue staple, one I wouldn’t dare set foot in.
I tug one end of the bow, and it dissolves into a puddle of black velvet. Inside, bright red tissue paper is fastened with a silver Ainsworth & Kent seal. I peel back the seal and unfold multiple layers of tissue, first red and then gray and then white. The final layer reveals folded cashmere. I pull it out and find myself holding a silver-gray cashmere shrug with a single ebony button in the shape of a violin.
I lift the shrug for a better look. It’s like hoisting a cloud, and I can imagine draping it over my shoulders when Marco and I go out at night. Light enough to tuck into a bag, the color suitable for any dress. The button shows this is no random present. Someone took great care with their selection.
I remove the gift box from the cardboard package. It seems empty, but as I lift it, something shifts in the bottom. It’s a white envelope with “Lucy” written in looping script.
I touch my name, and a memory nudges. A letter with my name written in the same hand. The memory sinks leaden in my gut, and my fingers tremble. When I try to snag the memory, though, my mind slams shut and refuses to divulge a name.
I slit open the envelope. Inside is a folded sheet of paper. As I pull it out, my gut twists. That flash of memory again. My name on an envelope. Pulling out a folded sheet. Reading . . .
The memory reel snaps, leaving only my clenching gut and the smell of . . .
Jasmine?
I lift the paper. It doesn’t smell of jasmine. Doesn’t smell of anything. That’s the memory, jasmine-scented paper, and I’d opened the envelope, my heart lifting, so certain that that letter would contain . . .
Again, the memory clamps shut.
Just open the letter, Lucy.
I still call myself Lucy. My full name is Genevieve Lucille Callahan, after my two grandmothers. According to family lore, my dad struggled with Genevieve. It didn’t roll off his tongue, and he misspelled it on my birth notice even though it was his mother’s name.
Dad used Lucy as his pet name for me. He died when I was five—T-boned by a drunk driver—and I started going by Lucy in tribute to him. I’d reverted to Genevieve when I decided to make a fresh start in Europe, but in my head, I will always be Lucy even if, at times, that feels like self-flagellation, the occasional lash to remind me I will never truly be Genevieve with her quirkily unorthodox and deeply satisfying life.
Just open the damn letter, Lucy.
Yes, I’m procrastinating. I know from experience that it does no good. How many days did I tell myself that if I just didn’t look at the news, it wouldn’t exist? The news exists. My story exists. This letter exists.
Deep breath . . .
I unfold it.
Dear Lucy,
I know I’m the last person you want to hear from⁠—
I freeze. I’m not even certain I process the words. I see that salutation, in that script, and the memory slams back, that jasmine-scented letter in this same hand.
Dear Lucy,
I trusted you. With my children. With my home. With my husband.
The letter falls to the floor as I clench the table edge. The floor seems to dip under my feet, and I want to drop to it. Drop and bang my head against it for not recognizing that damned perfect handwriting.
I snatch the letter from the floor, march across the tiny kitchen and yank open a drawer. I have to dig to the back of the assorted junk—paper clips, elastic bands, take-out cards—until my fingers close around a small cardboard box.
I strike a wooden match, flame hissing to life. Then I hold up the letter and . . .
I hesitate there, the flame an inch from the paper. Hesitate and then snuff out the match with my fingers and let it drop to the floor.
A fine sentiment, but if I burn this letter, I’ll only spend more sleepless nights wondering what she’d said, what she wanted, what she was threatening to do if she didn’t get it.
Isabella Morales knows where I am.
Of all the people I fear having that information, Isabella tops the list. I haven’t heard from her since that infamous letter, and now something has happened to make her reach out, and that bodes no good.
I turn the letter over and begin reading again.
Dear Lucy,
I know I’m the last person you want to hear from, but we need to talk. While I understand you’re in Italy, I’m hoping I can persuade you to come to New York for a weekend, at my expense, of course. If you would prefer I came to Rome, I’d happily do that, but I suspect you won’t want me intruding on the life you’ve built there.
I have never forgotten what happened fourteen years ago. I suppose that goes without saying. But as time has passed, I’ve gained enough distance—and, I hope, wisdom—to look back on the events that transpired and realize you were little more than a child, and he took advantage of that. In my pain, I needed someone to blame. I should have aimed that anger at him. Instead, I turned it on you.
I know I cannot make amends, but I would like to talk. Please call me on my private cell so we may arrange a visit.
She gives her number and then signs with a familiar flourish.
This is exactly what I wanted to read fourteen years ago when my trembling fingers tore open that first letter. I hadn’t spoken to Isabella since the incident a month earlier, and enough time would have passed for her to realize there had to be more to the story. She would contact me, and I would tell her everything. I would apologize—fall on my knees and apologize—and she would hug me and tell me it wasn’t my fault.
Of everyone I’d hurt that day, this was the trespass that kept me awake at night. Isabella had been nothing but kind to me, and I’d made a stupid and juvenile mistake. She needed to know it wasn’t what the tabloids said.
I hoped for an opening into which I could pour my apologies. Instead, her letter swam blood-red with hate and invective that sliced me open worse than any screaming tabloid headline.
And now, fourteen years later, she has sent the letter I dreamed of that day.
I read it again, and I do not fall to my knees with relief. I feel only emptiness edged with annoyance and, if I’m being honest, a hint of outrage.
Now she feels bad? Now she realizes she was wrong? Now she wants to talk to me about it?
I reassemble the package with the cashmere shrug and put it into the closet under the stairs. Then I strike another match, set the corner of the letter alight and watch it burn, charred bits dropping into the sink. When the flame warms my fingers, I drop what’s left and watch the paper curl and blacken.
Then I run water in the sink and let the tissue-thin black pieces dissolve and run down the drain.
Footsteps sound on the stairs. I grab a glass from the drying rack and fill it as Marco descends. It’s only when I turn that I see the opened envelope still on the table, with “Lucy” screaming on the front.
I dart between the envelope and the stairs.
Marco blinks at me. “Everything okay?”
I lift the glass, half-filled with water. He nods and yawns.
“You want one?” I ask.
He shakes his head. Then he sniffs. “Is something burning?”
“Outside, I think.” I wave at the open window.
When he reaches for me, I hesitate. I want to go to him, to fall into his arms and take comfort there.
I have this new life, Isabella, and you cannot touch it.
Except she can touch it. The envelope proves that, and I cannot let Marco see it. So when he reaches for me, I lift the water glass. He takes it with a chuckle and says, “I’ll put it on your side of the bed,” as he retreats.
Once he’s gone, I snatch the envelope and tuck it into a stack of music books for later burning. Then I follow him upstairs.





CHAPTER 4
THE HAMPTONS 2005
THE CAB DROPPED me off at the end of a long, curving drive. Nylah had joked about Mary Poppins, but that was who I felt like as the car pulled away, leaving me standing there, clutching my bag.
This couldn’t be the right place. Admittedly, I didn’t know much about Hollywood stars, but I was certain someone of Colt Gordon’s caliber summered in a gated community, his house fenced and patrolled by gun-toting guards with Rottweilers. According to Nylah, this was a family who couldn’t take their kids to school without attracting a conga line of paparazzi. Yet here I stood, at the end of a gate-free driveway, having passed through zero security on my way in.
It had to be the wrong address.
Or I’d been scammed.
I trusted Mr. Moore, but I’d had no direct contact with Colt Gordon or Isabella Morales. I’d only been interviewed by a woman named Karla Ellis, who claimed to be Colt Gordon’s manager.
She certainly seemed like a celebrity manager, all designer pantsuits and cool efficiency. It also made sense that Colt Gordon and Isabella Morales would let their manager handle staff hiring—running background checks, getting NDAs signed—and Ms. Ellis had done all that. I might feel inadequate for the position, but if I pushed aside my lack of confidence, I did have the experience: years of babysitting, children’s music lessons and lifeguard summer jobs. Ms. Ellis had checked my references, so the job did seem real.
When she’d offered car service from the airport, I should have accepted. At least then I’d be certain I had the right place.
As I made my way down the long drive, I spotted a gardener. The front yard was clearly the work of experts—at least a half acre of rolling green lawn and gardens filled with tall grasses that swayed like ocean waves. In one of those gardens, a woman knelt, tugging weeds.
As I walked over, she twisted to toss a weed into the bucket, and I saw her face.
Isabella Morales.
I stood there, mouth opening and closing in the perfect imitation of a beached fish. She saw me—or heard the gulp-gulp of my fish breathing. As she turned, she fixed me with the smile that smote a million telenovela addicts, and I nearly did a schoolgirl swoon.
“Ms—Ms. Morales?” I managed. “I—I’m sorry for sneaking up. I thought . . .”
“That I was the gardener?”
I was about to say yes. Then I noticed her smile had dimmed, and I realized how that sounded—mistaking a Latina for the hired help. Which wasn’t the case at all—I’d only seen her back and giant sun hat.
“No,” I said. “I thought I had the wrong house. I expected . . .” I gestured like an idiot. “Armed guards and piranha-filled moats.”
She chuckled and pushed to her feet. “We leave our piranha in LA, where they feel more at home.” She peeled off her dirt-crusted gloves. “The security here is far more discreet. It’s a very small community, and the summer residents contribute generously to the local law enforcement. The neighborhood also hires private security to patrol. I’d warned them you were coming today, but I still expected⁠—”
The buzz of a cell phone. She took it out, glanced at the screen and smiled. “And there it is. A text telling me that your taxi was spotted.” She tapped out a reply. “We’re spoiled out here. It’s a chance to give our kids the illusion of a normal life, but it really is an illusion. I’ll need to send your photograph to the security firm and the local police department, or the first time you go out walking, they’ll escort you to the village border.”
As she pocketed the phone, I got my first good look at her. She was smaller than I expected. Maybe five feet two. A scarf barely contained her long black curls. Oversized sunglasses covered half her face, but the skin below it was flawless and makeup-free. She wore a sundress under a gardening apron, and the dress showed off the curves that were as much her trademark as that smile.
Isabella Morales had the kind of figure that shouldn’t be possible—lush curves with a tiny waist. I’d read tabloid articles that insisted her waist was the result of industrial-strength corsets. Yet there was no way she had shapewear under that sundress, and the apron was cinched tight enough to show her waist in all its enviable glory. My waist might not be a whole lot bigger, but only because I had the narrow hips and chest to match.
When Isabella reached for the weed bucket, I picked it up and got a smile for that. Then she said, “The kids are out back. Colt’s inside, I think. I suppose you’ll want to meet him.”
She said it lightly, as if aiming between wry and teasing, but a note of tightness cut through.
When I didn’t answer, she glanced over, her brows rising. “Not a Colt Gordon fan?”
My face heated. “I . . . I’ve seen Fatal Retribution. The first one, at least.”
Nylah had gifted me DVDs of the other two, and I’d meant to watch them, but I’d run out of time. I stumbled on with, “I liked it. I’m just not really into action movies. I’m more a telenovela fan. Mi Hermana was just . . . It was amazing, and it got even better after you started writing for it and . . .”
My cheeks blazed, threatening nuclear-grade heat. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to fangirl. I won’t do that while I’m here. I promise. I know it’d be awkward. I’m just . . . My abuela got me into telenovelas, and I’ve followed your career and⁠—”
I swallowed hard. “God, that sounds stalkerish, doesn’t it? I’m so sorry. I’m just a fan of your career, what you’ve accomplished, and I didn’t angle for this job. I didn’t even know it was you. Mr. Moore said it was for Colt Gordon, and I didn’t recognize his name and—” I stopped in horror.
She laughed, a throw-back-her-head laugh that echoed through the yard as I prayed for the earth to open up and swallow me.
“I’m sorry, Ms. Morales,” I said. “I’m babbling, and I⁠—”
She reached out and squeezed my upper arm. “You’re fine, Lucy. We just won’t tell Colt that you didn’t know who he is.” She grinned, dark eyes sparkling. “Don’t worry—following my career isn’t stalkerish. The real stalkers don’t give a rat’s ass about my actual achievements. Now, come and meet my family.”

ISABELLA LED ME INTO A COOL, shady house, every window thrown wide to let the sea breeze waft through. There was nothing about the decor that screamed, “interior designer,” but it was the kind of beach house that you saw in a magazine and tacked up on your dream-life wall. Every piece of furniture whispered a siren’s call, inviting you to curl up with a book and a lemonade. Even strawberry lemonade would be fine. No need to worry about stains. This was a house for sandy feet and spilled wine and wet hair.
“Colt?” Isabella called as we walked through the living room. Then louder, “Colt?”
She turned to me and shook her head. “Either he’s gone for a run, or he’s in the exercise room. That’s what happens when you hit forty and dream of being the next James Bond. Once again, I am grateful to be working off-camera.”
Isabella opened one set of patio doors. The back wall was all window with multiple doors. She led me onto a stone deck surrounding an in-ground pool.
“Yes, we have a pool two hundred feet from the beach,” she said, sounding almost embarrassed. “The water can be cold and . . . Well, while it’s a private beach, the waterfront is public. We certainly do let the kids use the beach, but if passing boats linger, please let us know. And if you see a camera . . .”
“I’ll bring the children in immediately and let you or Mr. Gordon know.”
“Colt. He will insist on Colt, and I’ll insist on Isabella. Now, speaking of the kids, they should be right over here.”
We passed a low wall to find a boy swimming. That would be eight-year-old Jamison. He was reedy with sun-bleached hair and peeling red skin on his shoulders. The older girl reading on a lounge chair was Tiana. At ten, she had her mother’s brown skin, sturdier build and dark wavy hair.
“Jamie,” Isabella said with a sigh. “Where is your swim shirt?”
“Same place it always is,” Tiana said without glancing from her book. “Not on him.”
“I don’t need it when I’m swimming,” Jamison said.
“It’s a swim shirt, dork,” Tiana muttered. “When else would you wear it? While skydiving?”
He started to respond. Then he saw me, his freckled nose scrunching. Before I could say hello, he dove.
“That’s Jamie,” Tiana said, and now she looked up, her sunglass-framed eyes on me. “He’s not being rude. He’s just avoiding conversation, which sure, is kind of rude, but he doesn’t mean it like that.”
She set the book down and rose with a grace as mature as her words, and when she extended a hand, I hurried to shake it . . . and tripped over the leg of a lounge chair. As I stammered apologies, Tiana’s lips pressed together. She lifted her glasses onto her head, and her eyes met mine.
“We’re just kids,” she said.
Behind me, Isabella admonished her daughter, but I knew what lay behind Tiana’s very adult look of disapproval: years of people stumbling over themselves around her family, years of not being treated like a normal child. And oh, look, here was her new music tutor, starstruck already, stammering and stumbling, eager to e-mail her friends with “OMG, I’m here!!!” complete with surreptitiously snapped photos.
When she said, “We’re just kids,” I paused only a heartbeat before coming back with, “And I’m just a klutz.” I took her hand in a firm clasp. “Lucy. Your Mary Poppins for the summer.”
As I said it, I realized the reference might not mean anything to her, but she snorted and rolled her eyes.
“You gonna teach me to sing and dance on rooftops?” she asked.
“Sing, yes. As for dancing . . . you did notice me tripping over my own feet, right?”
Another snort, but some of the disapproval leached from her eyes. She lowered herself onto her lounge chair again and picked up her book. I glanced at the cover, expecting something suitably tween-friendly. It was 1984.
“Nice beach read,” I said.
The corners of her mouth twitched. “I thought so.”
Behind us, Isabella held the swim shirt over the pool edge for Jamison, who was ignoring her by swimming underwater. I kicked off my sandals, took the shirt and jumped in, not even thinking of what I was doing until the water closed over my head.
I caught Isabella’s laugh of surprise and Tiana’s muffled voice, but I stayed under, holding the swim shirt out for Jamison. He saw me, his dark eyes widening. We both surfaced, and he took the shirt with a crooked smile.
“That’s one way to do it,” Isabella said, still laughing.
I swam to the side just as feet slapped on concrete, and Tiana said, “Hey, Dad.”
I glanced up, straight into the sun, and squinted. I could only make out the shape of a man. I started to heave myself out. Then I realized I was wearing a soaking-wet sundress and dropped back into the water.
“Jamie was being a goof,” Tiana said, “pretending he couldn’t see Mom with his swim shirt. Our summer Mary Poppins fixed the problem.”
A low chuckle. “I see that.”
The figure bent at the poolside, and a hand appeared from the sun-shaded shadow. I squinted up into a face that sent a jolt of recognition through me. I might have blanked on Colt Gordon’s name, but seeing that square jaw, the cleft chin, those bright blue eyes, I instantly recognized him.
Those eyes met mine in a direct look that only lasted a second before they moved on, to my relief. I was an eighteen-year-old girl in a movie star’s house—I didn’t want to catch his attention. But he met my gaze only perfunctorily, quickly shook my upheld hand, and then rose, calling to Jamison.
“Give me a minute to change, buddy, and then I’ll join you while Lucy gets herself settled in.”
Jamison nodded, and with a peck on Isabella’s cheek, Colt strode into the house.
I exhaled and climbed out as Isabella handed me a towel.



  
Celeste Turner has a woman living in her shed. A woman who is definitely not supposed to be there. The local police, however, are ill-inclined to help. Celeste is a newcomer to a region of rural Florida. It doesn’t matter that her family is originally from the area or that she returned to nurse her dying grandmother. All the locals see is a “city girl” who swooped in to secure her inheritance . . . a rundown house in need of extensive repairs. Celeste needs her new life to work, and this woman is a threat to that.

Then she meets her. To her surprise, she finds out that Daisy is polite and friendly; a backpacker who is just making her way through the area. Quickly, Celeste begins an unlikely and beneficial friendship with Daisy–she can’t help herself and, besides, Daisy will be moving on to her next stop soon. Why not take advantage of the extra help?

Both women have secrets they want to keep buried, and when a body is discovered in the glades near Celeste’s house, they must move quickly to prove their innocence and protect the lives they’ve built for themselves.
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CHAPTER 1
CELESTE
MY MOTHER USED to tell me that I can’t run away from myself. At thirty-three, I still have no idea what the hell she meant. I only know that it wasn’t intended as a gentle warning. It was a slap in the face.
No matter how hard or how fast you run, dear daughter, you cannot escape yourself.
The last time I heard those words, they’d dripped with smug satisfaction. Twenty-one years old, and I’d literally just escaped from a nightmare. Found a damned pay phone—the only one in the county—and, fingers shaking, dropped in the coins and dialed a number that made tears stream down my face, buttons blurring until I had to blink them back to continue.
I-I got away, Mom. I finally got away from him. Can I come home? Please?
Those words ignited the last shreds of my dignity, burning them to ash at my feet. I remembered the girl I’d been five years before, furious at a world—and a family—who blamed me for a tragedy that had nothing to do with me. I’d made mistakes, endless mistakes, but I hadn’t done that.
He’d believed me. The boy I met online. He believed me. Sympathized with me when I needed it, and raged with me when I needed that.
Come stay with me. Start over. They don’t deserve you. They don’t understand you. I do.
At twenty-one, I cringed at the girl who’d fallen for such obvious bullshit. At thirty-three, my anger is aimed where it belongs: at the asshole who’d targeted a desperate teenage girl. And at the mother who picked up the phone five years later.
You can’t run away from yourself.
She said that and then hung up. I never contacted her again.
Today I am running. Not from myself. I’ve never been the problem. It’s the rest of the damned world that just keeps boxing me in. This particular box was supposed to be my den, my safe hideaway. Now, once again, the comforting barriers between me and the world threaten to harden into cage bars. The urge to flee is overwhelming, but this time, I recognize that the problem isn’t a place. As always, it’s a person. I’ve finally started to realize that the answer is not escape.
Don’t abandon my safe den. Deal with the person holding the damn keys.
Twelve years ago, I fled Aaron, and what did that get me? Twelve years of running.
Don’t run from the threat. End it.
First, though, I need to keep from getting killed myself, and today the threat comes in a package as ridiculous as rust-speckled pickup trucks. Two have already spit gravel at me, their drivers honking and yelling.
They see me. They’re just making a point: roads are for driving. Even when I jog on the shoulder, I swear they swerve toward me. At the last second, they veer and hit the gas to send black smoke billowing.
The worst, though, are the dogs. Around here, I’m jogging a gauntlet of snarling canines who’ve only ever seen a runner when someone’s making off with the family Xbox.
I pass my neighbor’s house. Kids race around the yard with toy tomahawks and six-guns. Even thirty years ago, born to parents who weren’t exactly models of liberal thinking, I knew better than to play this particular game. When the pop-pop-pop of gunfire sounds, I instinctively skid and drop to one knee, and the towheaded children erupt with laughter, pointing at the silly city slicker who doesn’t know the difference between a handgun and a cap gun.
When I can breathe again, I squint over at the kids. There are at least four of them, all in hand-me-downs, with scraggly hair. The oldest can’t be more than seven and totes an air rifle.
Dear Lord, I can hear the banjo music already.
The oldest kid—a girl, it seems—points that rifle straight at me. She fires, and the plastic pellet skids through the gravel beside me. I wheel, ready to march over and have a word with her parents. Then I see the girl’s father, beer in hand, lounging on the front porch, watching everything. He lifts a hand in mock greeting.
As if on cue, the roar of a pickup sounds behind me, and I am tempted—damn tempted—to stride into the middle of the road.
I won’t let you intimidate me. I’ll stand my ground, and I’ll make you pay . . . forced to clean my blood and bits from your front grille.
As much as I’d like to think my untimely demise would haunt my killer, there are people around here who’d only sue my estate for the vehicular damage. Not that it would do them much good. After a cheap burial, my estate would consist of a ramshackle house in rural central Florida. If someone does hit me, I almost hope they sue . . . and end up stuck with a money pit of a house, perched on land not even worth the cost of demolition.
That house might not be much, but it’s more than I have ever had. A respectable job. A place to live. A piece of land. A life that is actually worth fighting for.
I resume my jog. When gravel crunches, I turn, expecting to see an asshole driving on my shoulder. Instead, this one stays on his side as he slows to pass me. I brace for what will come next—some witticism about how he can help me get my exercise . . . in the back of his pickup. That’s when I recognize the vehicle and know no innuendo is forthcoming.
The truck is an antique Dodge, driven by the owner of the only business in Fort Exile—a combination gas station, automotive garage and convenience store.
As the pickup passes, I struggle to keep my gaze forward.
Don’t look. The view may be very nice, but don’t . . .
I look, of course. Tom Lowe is the hottest guy in Fort Exile. Granted, it’s a town of under a hundred people, half of them over fifty. Anywhere else, Tom would be a seven edging in on an eight. Dark hair, worn country-music-star long, dark-brown eyes, a crooked nose and a grin that shows off excellent dentition to full advantage. Add a scarred cheek and broad tattooed biceps and Tom’s body tells the story of a guy who grew up destined to work under the chassis of a pickup, sweaty and grease stained.
The fact that one of those tats clearly comes from a prison stint should erase the appeal of the rest but . . . I call myself a reformed bad-boy-magnet. The problem is that Tom Lowe is the walking model of a reformed bad boy. Exactly the kind of man I used to fall for, with the bonus that, like me, he’s past that stage of life. He seems like a genuinely sweet guy, one who pulls over for joggers, runs a legitimate business, and is a respected member of a community that grants respect as grudgingly as praise.
I know I shouldn’t slow when he passes. Shouldn’t look temptation in the face. Fortunately, I don’t have to, because that window only goes down long enough for a friendly thumbs-up. Then, as the truck rolls past, Tom points at the sky. I squint to see dark clouds.
“Thank you!” I shout.
Tom flashes another thumbs-up and keeps going. I tell myself that’s for the best. Like an alcoholic with a ninety-day pin walking past an open bar, I feel a twinge of regret but mostly a wave of relief. Tom Lowe would be my bender, sending me tumbling back to rock bottom.
I peer up at the sky again. Those clouds are rolling in fast, and storms here strike hard, especially in late August as hurricane season hits the coast. The first time I’d been caught in the rain, I’d nearly done a jig of glee, imagining the cool water sluicing the sweat from my body. Instead, the rain lashed in bruising torrents, the humidity doubled, and the sweltering temperature didn’t drop one damn degree.
I turn around to head back. I’m passing the neighbor’s house when he shouts at me from the porch.
“Done already? You weren’t hardly out for a minute, girl.”
His laughter fades behind me as I reach the blessed quarter-mile gap between our houses. Cows graze under a moss-draped live oak. The pasture ends in a snarl of kudzu that has swallowed the fence between our properties. On the other side, my land devolves into brush and swamp. I’m passing the edge when I catch a flash of motion in my backyard.
I freeze, half hidden behind a gnarled cypress. The moment I stop moving, mosquitoes descend, and I swat two before steeling myself against the bites and peeking around the tree trunk.
The first thing I see is the house—a two-story clapboard box with peeling white paint and a crooked front porch. Whatever movement I saw, though, it wasn’t at the house. It was in the backyard, which is huge. An acre, according to the local kid who cuts the grass and smirks as he overcharges me. Probably a half-acre in reality. Still huge, and it’s close enough to that swampy brushland that I spotted an alligator in my yard last month, which is why I’m frozen here, peering into it.
The yard is still and empty.
What had I seen? I struggle to remember as I swat at another mosquito. It’d been well above ground level, whatever it was. Definitely not an alligator. A person? Yes, I’d had the impression of a person moving behind the shed.
I squint at the shed. It’s a dilapidated wooden building that looks as if it has served time as a small barn, garden shed, chicken coop and now, in its dotage, a structural eyesore, begging me to put it out of its misery. The only saving grace is that it doesn’t sit in the middle of my lawn, howling for release from its rotted bonds.
Whoever cut the lawn before had granted the shed a dignified dotage by not mowing within ten feet of it, that extra space now consumed by long grass. I can barely make out the building. Yet I know it’s there, and no matter how often I tell myself it’s a charming addition to the property—the sort of rickety rural structure that photographers clamor to capture—all I see is an eyesore.
Right now, though, I see more than an eyesore. I see a place where someone could get within a hundred feet of my back door unseen. That’s a chilling prospect for any woman living in the country alone. For me, it could be a death sentence. The only thing that would make my current situation worse is if my past nightmare returned.
If Aaron has finally caught up with me.
At twenty-one, even thinking I saw someone in my yard would have sent me running. I wouldn’t even have stopped in the house to pack a bag.
By twenty-six, I’d have told myself I was seeing things. I’d have walked into the house, locked the doors, closed the blinds and pretended everything was fine, just fine . . . and then spent the next week sitting awake all night with a gun in my lap.
Thirty-three-year-old me has tasted freedom and knows it’s an illusion, one that can be shattered in an instant. By a phone call. By an email. By an envelope in my mailbox holding the receipt for a headstone engraved with my name, purchased by my own credit card.
I hide behind the tree just long enough to calm my pounding heart. When I resume my jog. I try not to burst into a full-blown sprint for the door. Get into the house. Lock the door. Head upstairs. Get the gun. Two minutes later, I’m walking out the back door, gun hidden at my side as I stride toward the shed.
It’s a masterful piece of theater, right up until I’m three steps from the overgrown part of the lawn. Then I’m moving a helluva lot slower as I scan for the telltale shift of the grass that says “alligator.” At least the gun will help with that, too.
I pick my way through the overgrown strip until I reach the shed. I circle it once as I listen for any sign of life. None. At the door, I pause and listen again. Still silent.
The door lost its handle years ago, and now a nailed-on piece of rotted wood is all that keeps it from banging in the wind. Or the wood was rotted. It isn’t now. Yet it’s the same rusty nail and the same makeshift design.
Someone replaced the crappy wooden stopper with a slightly less crappy wooden stopper?
I snort at the idea. Clearly, I’d formed a general “rotted wood” impression of the entire shed, which extended to this scrap. It isn’t as if I’ve been out here in the past two months. Who uses a shed surrounded by knee-high Florida swamp grass?
I swing open the makeshift stopper and yank the door. With the rusted hinges, I could barely open it the first time. When the door flies open freely, I stagger back, nearly landing on my ass.
So someone not only replaced the door stopper but oiled the hinges? Nicest hired killer ever.
I snort another laugh. That’s ridiculous, of course. Aaron would never send a hired killer. That would take all the fun out of watching me plead and beg for my life. Also take all the fun out of killing me himself.
The door hinges clearly loosened up after I wrenched it open last time. Still, I bend to the ground, looking for footprints. The problem is that the ground is hard, and despite the promise of rain, it’s been dry for a week. Even my own sneakers leave no marks on the dirt.
I push open the door and use my cell phone light to look inside. I don’t expect to see anything. No one would be using the shed in the condition it’s in, the interior filled with broken pieces of tools I couldn’t even identify the last time. Rusted metal and rotting wood and⁠—
I blink and lean in for a better look. The metal is still there, and the wood, and it’s still scattered around, but it looks . . .
As if someone tidied the shed while leaving junk lying about?
I give my head a shake. No one Aaron sends is going to replace the door stopper and oil the hinges and tidy up while leaving junk artfully strewn about to make it seem untouched. That’s the sort of hired killer Hollywood envisions. Anyone Aaron sent would just hole up in the shed until nightfall, bust in the back door and drag me back to his boss.
No one is here, and no one has been here in a very long time.
I back out, shut the door and peer up at the sky. Black clouds creep inexorably toward me, a stealth storm hidden under cover of bright sunshine.
I peer at the shed again. Then I shake it off. No one is here. No one has been here. The only thing I need to worry about is battening the hatches before the storm strikes.
I take one last look around before heading inside.





CHAPTER 2
DAISY
SHIT, shit, shit! The words pound through my head each time my sneakers smack the road. Well, no, to be honest, it’s actually Ew! Ew! Ew! complete with schoolgirl squeaks of disgust, but no longer being fifteen, I’ll pretend it was the far more age-appropriate shit.
And just as I think that, what do I step in? A big ol’ pile of literal shit—canine—at the side of the road, which has somehow avoided melting in the rain. So now I really do have a reason for my girlish squeaks.
I made the mistake of wearing socks in my sneakers. Both are soaked, and as I run, each foot comes down with water squishing between my toes.
I dart under a cypress and brace one hand against the trunk to pull off my socks and shoes.
Uh, tree? Lightning?
Hey, a bolt of lightning might grant me superpowers. Like the ability to grab the runaway train of my life and thrust it back on track.
I’m working on it.
I sidestep onto the grass, yank off my sneakers and stuff the sopping-wet socks into the toes. Tie the laces. Loop them over my hand, and off I go. So much bet⁠—
A pickup flies past, sheeting me in water, and all I can do is sputter a laugh. Typical. Fix one problem, and the world slam-soaks that split second of accomplishment. Oh well, it’s not as if I wasn’t drenched already.
I’m about to step back onto the road when I realize the pickup has stopped. The reverse lights flash on. Backing up to apologize? Or to soak me again? Either seems equally likely.
The pickup idles there, the reverse and brake lights candy-cane smudges through the downpour. I squint to see the truck better, but the rain’s driving too hard for that. Then both sets of lights go out, and the pickup accelerates, fishtailing in the mud before roaring off.
Okay, that was weird.
I shake it off and hit my own accelerator as I break into a run. My feet crash through puddles, water spraying, rain cascading over me, and it is glorious. The skies have opened and baptized me in a Florida downpour, making me realize how much I’ve missed this part of the world.
I lived in Florida, once upon a time. Before a tragedy brought our family of four down to three, and then two, as Mom left for Pennsylvania with me in tow. I remember waking in the city one February morning and crying as I looked out at the gray slush. The thunder of highways. The crush of people. The stink of pollution. The endless fields of concrete where once I’d gazed out at orange trees and everglades calling me to adventure.
I swore I’d come home the moment I turned eighteen. The dream of a girl who thinks such things are simple. Then eighteen comes, and that dream bleeds away with all the other childish fantasies. I’ll be a veterinarian! I’ll own horses and a kennel full of dogs! I’ll marry the sweet boy next door and raise children even more adorable than our puppies! By eighteen, I realized that dream was as likely as me becoming a unicorn-riding knight and marrying a handsome prince.
I could have come home to Florida sooner. I should have. This is where I belong, running along a hard-packed dirt road, hot rain soaking my clothing as my face turns upward to meet it. My legs burn, and my pulse races, and I am ten again, running in the downpour as someone on a front porch shouts at me to get out of the rain.
When an actual voice booms, “Get out of the rain, ya damn fool!” I think it’s the memory, but then I glance to see a skinny guy on a porch, beer can in hand, a passel of blond children craning to watch the storm.
I wave, and he laughs, and I run faster, and I am home. God, I am finally home.
Tears mingle with the rain. I should have caught that bus at eighteen. Emptied my bank account, bought a ticket and come home. So what if I had an invalid mother counting on me, all her burdens heaped on my shoulders?
My back eventually broke under those burdens. I broke. And for what? An obligation I did not owe. But at eighteen, you’re in such a damn hurry to grow up that when your mother leans on you for support, it makes you feel strong, mature, recognized. The truth is that it meant nothing except that I was young, naive, malleable.
I veer onto the property. Through the trees, I see the two-story white-clapboard house and imagine it through the eyes of old friends from my suburban life. I haven’t seen any of them in a decade, but I still drive by their social-media pages. They’re unrecognizable to me now, those girls who’d snickered at their mothers’ ordinary lives. They’ve inherited those lives, their wild dreams corralled by homeowner associations and corporate-cubicle careers.
Those drive-by viewings always leave me unsettled. I could sneer at those old friends trapped in the very lives their teenage selves had railed against. Yet their desperately happy updates cast me into uncomfortable quicksand bordered by relief and sadness and something like longing. I tell myself I don’t want their lives . . . but I’m never completely sure I believe it.
If they saw this house, their minds would flip the channel to one of those destroy-and-decorate shows, with rangy men wielding quips and sledgehammers, knocking down walls and ripping out floors, telling themselves they’re “fixing it up” when, really, they might as well take a wrecking ball and start anew.
This house doesn’t need that. It requires the deft lover’s touch of a carpenter who sees the beauty in its craggy old face. Each time I look at it, my fingers twitch like a pianist spotting a grand piano. The keys beneath my fingers are sandpaper and sawdust. Not a pianist, then. A plastic surgeon, gazing on this weathered and sagging face and thinking, “I could make you beautiful again.”
It looks as if the woman who lives here is already planning a little cosmetic repair, with cheap vinyl siding resting along one wall. I shudder at that—it’s the renovation equivalent of plastering on an inch of makeup over bad skin. Address the structural concerns first, and then worry about the cosmetics.
As I circle through the shrubby wetland to the shed, I keep an eye out for anything slithering through the foliage. I follow the path, mud squelching between my toes. It feels like childhood, playing in puddles and mud. I splash through a few patches of both. When a light flicks on upstairs, I duck behind the shed and watch the window. The curtains open, and the woman peers out.
She seems to be looking right at the shed. Did she spot me? Huh. That would be a problem if I were just a squatter in need of shelter. In this situation, though . . . ?
No, this situation is very different, and I won’t accomplish my goal by hiding in this shed forever. Time to step from the shadows and say hello.
Soon. Not quite yet. But soon.
CELESTE
The storm didn’t strike for nearly two hours after I came inside. I had been working in my second-story office with the window open. Yes, having the window open and the AC blasting is money flapping out the window, threatening an electric bill I cannot afford. I’m watching the shed, though, and the open window lets me listen, too.
At first, the black clouds had seemed to move on, clear skies chiding me for pouncing on the excuse to abort my run. The sky had been bright blue and cloudless, the sun ruthless. Then, before I could blink, dark clouds blew through like the wake of a passing jet.
Now rain smacks the old siding, rat-a-tatting like machine-gun fire. I make the mistake of reaching through the open window, and rain hits my wrist so hard it bends backward. I yank my hand in. It’s dripping wet. No sign of hail pellets. Just rain.
I peer out as I close the window. The shed squats there, peeling white paint seeming to glow in the darkness.
There’s no one in the damned shed. That’s what I have been telling myself ever since I came inside. I’m being paranoid. Hell, the entire reason I’m trapped in this “arrangement” is for protection from Aaron. That was the devil’s bargain I made with Liam.
Let me take care of you. Aaron will never find you here. I’ll give you whatever you need to be comfortable. And you’ll have me. That’s not such a hardship, is it?
It hadn’t been a hardship . . . until I realized our arrangement wasn’t a decent man protecting his lover. It was a calculating bastard doing what he did best. Controlling and manipulating. Putting me securely under his thumb.
You don’t like our arrangement anymore? All right. I won’t make you stay. I’m not that kind of guy. Go on. Just run fast. Run fast enough that Aaron won’t catch you once I set him on your trail.
The shed is empty. I already established that.
What about the door stopper? The hinges? The tidy interior?
My memory had overexaggerated the poor condition of the shed, that’s all.
I’m about to turn back to my laptop when light flickers inside the shed. Breath stops as my chest seizes.
I sit paralyzed in the crosshairs of that open window. Everything in me screams to move. Drop to the floor. Lunge from my chair. Get the hell away from the window. But I cannot move. I don’t dare.
It only takes a few heartbeats for the panic to subside under the cold anger of that internal voice telling me to stop being so silly. I thought I saw a light coming through the cracks between boards, but now I see nothing except the pale shape of the shed itself.
Still, when I do move, it is excruciatingly slowly, inching my rolling desk chair to the side until I am behind the faded brown drapes.
Deep breaths. No one is there. Everything is fine. When the rain stops, I’ll go out and nail the door shut to be sure I never need to worry about this again.
More deep breaths. I eye my laptop on the desk. I have work to do, but I cannot bring myself to cross in front of that window again.
At least twenty minutes pass before I’ve chastised myself enough to make the journey back to my desk. Inch by inch again, even as that internal voice sighs and grumbles at me for being such a child.
It’s even darker outside now, the storm turning the late afternoon to night. I focus on the pounding of the rain as I move back in front of the window and⁠—
And there is a light in the shed. There is undeniably a light.
I stumble and fall on my ass, pain slamming up my tailbone. When I can blink back the pain, I creep to the desk and take the gun I left beside my laptop. Then I rise on my knees just enough to see out the bottom of the window.
Light glimmers through the cracks in the shed, and there is absolutely no mistaking it for anything else.
Someone is in my shed.
I reach to pull my phone from the desk. Then I scuttle until my back is against the wall. I lift the phone and stop, fingers poised over the numeric pad.
Who am I calling? The police?
It’s Celeste. Maeve Turner’s granddaughter? I inherited her house a few months ago? Right. Well, um, I hate to bother you, but there’s someone in my shed. Could you, um, swing by when you have a chance? Talk to them?
Normally, I would be more direct, but I’ve learned to dial it down in Fort Exile, where I’m an outsider. Even caring for Maeve on her deathbed hasn’t earned me any credit with the locals.
I know how that call will go. They’ll point out that it’s a storm. Someone probably needed to take shelter for a few hours, and am I really going to roust them out into the rain?
Folks around here are a bit more hospitable, Miz Turner.
Even if I could trust them to help, do I dare summon the police? Dare call attention to myself? Dare suggest that there’s a reason I’m freaking out over someone “taking shelter” in my shed?
My fingers move to the contact list. To Liam’s name.
I pull back as if burned.
Hell, no. This is just what he needs—another excuse to lock my cage even tighter. He’s already hinted at having me move in with him. This arrangement suited him fine at first, but I’m becoming a bit too . . . What’s the word? Independent. Can’t have that, can we?
I don’t dare do anything that gives him an excuse to push harder, to exert real pressure, the kind that comes with the vise grip of threat.
I will not call the police, and I absolutely will not call Liam. I’m trying to find a way out of this trap, not ensnare myself more.
I can handle this. I’m not the sixteen-year-old girl who left one nightmare to tumble into another. I’m not the twenty-one-year-old who fled Aaron and cowered in corners for years. I’m the woman who thought I was in control of this situation and, yep, found out otherwise in one hell of a hurry, but I’m also the woman who learns from every mistake and gets better, gets stronger.
I crawl from the window and then march downstairs, where I double-check every lock and close every drape and blind. Then I make a pot of coffee, fill the biggest mug I have and sit on the sofa, gun in hand.
It is going to be a long night.





CHAPTER 3
DAISY
THIS IS MORE than a summer rain. It’s been raining for hours, with no signs of letting up. There must be a hurricane or tropical storm closer to shore, and we’re getting steady rain accompanied by a wind that threatens to send the shed Dorothy-express to Kansas.
I pull a finishing nail from between my teeth and use a rock to pound it in. Then I squint up at the roof. One never truly appreciates the phrase “leaking like a sieve” until one experiences it. I’d done a cursory examination of the roof when I arrived, and it had seemed solid enough, but it seems I missed half a dozen small holes. No matter. I can fix them.
I’ve been a carpenter since I was seventeen, conned into a Habitat for Humanity project by my suburban friends. They’d quit after a week. I was the one who stayed and discovered a passion.
It wasn’t veterinary school, but by then, I knew just how foolish a dream that was for a girl who struggled to get Bs in science. After my mother got sick, those grades plummeted. When graduation came, I clutched my diploma the way others might clutch a doctorate degree.
No veterinary school for me. No college at all. I needed a job that let me care for my mother as cancer dug in its claws and we ran out of belongings to pawn.
Discovering both a talent and a passion for a trade was like fate handing me a gift, more precious even than I realized at the time. No matter what fresh hell life dumped on me, there was always work for a carpenter. Even here in this shed.
I paw through my box of scraps and tools. The wood and nails come from a collapsed tree fort two properties over. A city dweller might have looked at that heap of half-rotted wood and declared it free for the taking. They might even tell themselves they were doing a good deed, hauling off a mess that the owner couldn’t be bothered clearing away. Knowing better, I’d assessed the value of the scrap and tucked ten dollars into the owner’s mailbox. Those people were not the woman in this house. They deserved to be treated fairly.
I select two more rusty finishing nails and give them a quick sanding. Then I use a small hatchet to chop a shingle-sized piece of wood from a chunk of lumber. The hatchet—along with a few other decrepit tools—came from a property where someone had been repairing a fence and left the tools out. They’d been there for years, half-sunk into the earth, which convinced me I could safely borrow them.
I’ve been fixing leaks all day in hopes of a semidry sleep. Night’s falling, and I’m finishing up by the sickly glow of my flashlight. At least I don’t need to hide it anymore. The woman knows I’m here. Knows and doesn’t give a shit.
That’s good, right?
Sure.
Don’t tell me you’re actually annoyed because she’s ignoring you.
Part of me is thrilled that she isn’t alarmed enough to even call the police. It is the best possible response, and I will take full advantage of it. As soon as this rain stops, I’ll move faster.
I’m about to tap in another nail when something crackles outside the shed. Even as I go still, logic demands I ignore the noise. It’s a storm. Of course things are crackling. Lightning. Broken branches. We even had hail earlier.
Still, something about that particular crack isn’t right. It sounds like something moving through the undergrowth, twigs cracking in its wake. Except, well, after hours of rain, nothing’s dry enough to crackle like that.
There’s a rotted spot along one wall, big enough to put my fist through. I have only loosely covered it to leave a peephole. I lift the board and peer out.
Something passes in front of the hole, and I fall back, stifling a yelp. I strain to listen, but all I hear is the pound of rain. I inch back, lift a floorboard and pull out my gun as I keep my gaze trained on the door. Then I crawl back and lift the board again.
Nothing.
I can’t see⁠—
Someone steps right in front of the hole. My breath stops, and all I see is denim. One leg of worn blue jeans. Then the squelch of mud under shoes as the leg moves. I side-creep to the door and rise until I’m standing.
Silence.
I glance at the open hole. Through it, I see only the hazy green of distant ferns. Another squelch. Then a creak, and the door moves, boards creaking inward. I hold my breath, gun in both hands. The door moves again. This time, it hits the makeshift stopper I’ve set up so no one can enter without me knowing it. A solid shove, though, and it’ll pop open.
The door creaks. Whoever’s out there is testing it. I brace for the slam that’ll send it flying open, but all that comes is that creak. Silence. Then the squelch of retreating footsteps.
I count to ten and then ease open the door just enough to see footprints in the mud. Men’s prints, at least a size ten. A heavy work boot tread. I slip out to get a better look, only to have them disappear before my eyes, washed away by the rain.
CELESTE
It’s dawn, and I have drunk enough coffee that if one of Aaron’s goons came crashing through my window, I doubt I could shoot straight enough to even hit him. I’ve been on this sofa all night, waiting for the doorknob to turn, a window to shatter, even a call on my cell, Aaron’s deceptively soft voice telling me to look out my back window. Instead, I’ve heard nothing but the steady pound of rain and that relentless voice telling me I’m being silly, being stupid.
You never were the brightest bulb, were you?
Whose voice is that? Aaron’s? Or my mother’s? In my memory, the two swim together in a single current that washes over me on nights like this.
Stupid. Weak. Silly. Worthless. Pointless.
Were we wrong? Look at yourself. Spending all night on the couch with a gun because you saw someone taking shelter in your shed during a storm. Because you’re convinced that a guy you left twelve years ago still cares enough to want you back.
Pathetic.
No, I’m not deluded enough to think Aaron wants me back. He wants to punish me. I humiliated him, stole from him, and he’s killed people for a hell of a lot less.
I have reason to fear, and I need to stifle that voice that says I’m being silly and weak.
I remember those early days with Aaron, when he was still playing savior. Okay, so he wasn’t eighteen, as he’d claimed online. Wasn’t in college, as he’d also claimed. And his money sure as hell didn’t come from rich parents. But he was handsome and charming, and he owned his own business . . . if one called drug-dealing a business, which he certainly did, and I did, too, in those early days.
I remember late nights at the kitchen table, helping him with his accounting books—I was always good at math. If I made a mistake, even one I caught myself, I’d fall over myself apologizing, and he’d rub my back and tell me I was doing great.
I’m not your mother, baby girl. I think you’re brilliant. Brilliant, gorgeous, and tough as nails.
All the right things to say, at least for a little while. He used to laugh about my mother, ask what she did for a living. High-powered defense attorney, right? Or former military? Maybe a CEO? Some profession that had turned her into such a battle ax. That made me laugh. My mother was what they’d called, at that time, a homemaker. Gave up her career for her family. Whatever that career had been. I didn’t know, but she’d never let me forget that she’d given it up, and for what? A daughter like me? Spoiled and silly and stupid?
But I proved her wrong in the end, didn’t I? I did something that made my mother long for that spoiled, silly, stupid girl. I helped kill a girl. That was the story anyway.
I banish the voices that tell me I’m being ridiculous, sitting with this gun on my lap, jittery from mainlining caffeine all night. There’d been a time, maybe five years ago, with a little extra cash in the bank, that I’d invested in something that would have horrified my mother. I’d gone to therapy.
I’d only been able to afford a few sessions, but I’d found gold there in the kindness of a stranger who, yes, was being paid to be kind, but sometimes, that is still a nugget of gold, sparkling in the dirt.
You know that it was in Aaron’s best interests to make you feel small and insignificant. To convince you that you couldn’t survive without him. Is it possible your mother did the same? That she needed you to need her? That they both taught you not to trust your own instincts, because it benefited them?
Who did it hurt for me to sit here with a gun on my lap? To stay up all night? I was self-employed as a graphic designer—I didn’t have a job to get to in the morning. How much worse would it be if I listened to that mocking voice, went to bed and woke up to one of Aaron’s goons looming over my bed after I already realized someone was in my shed?
Soon I make breakfast, keeping the gun within reach. It takes another cup of coffee before I work up the nerve to go into the screened back porch and look out. I can see the white shed through the rain, which has let up a little. As I watch, the shed door opens. I snatch up the gun so fast I fumble and drop to one knee catching it.
The shed door stays open, as if someone is looking out, and I bend the other knee until I’m low enough not to be spotted. A head appears. Then a figure holding a partial sheet of plywood up as a makeshift umbrella. For a moment, I have to blink, certain I’m seeing wrong. Knowing Aaron’s taste in evil goons, I’m expecting a hulking behemoth, and with that in mind, this figure looks like a child.
It’s not a child, though. It’s a woman. A young woman, slightly built, wearing a T-shirt and shorts, her feet bare.
The young woman slips out and behind the shed, only to return a few moments later. A bathroom break. In moments, she’s back in the shed.
Once that shed door is closed, I rise and head inside to think about what I saw.
I’ve been working for a couple of hours when the phone rings.
“Hey,” Liam says when I answer. “Just checking to see how you’re holding up. Storm hitting hard there?”
I answer in kind, playing the role of girlfriend, even with no one around to observe the performance. That’s what men like Liam expect. He’s not some lowlife drug dealer. He’s a lawyer, damn it. A respected and respectable member of the community. If he’s inclined to treat me like a real girlfriend, then I’d damn well better appreciate that and respond accordingly.
The worst of it is that Liam isn’t just expecting me to play a role. He really does consider me his girlfriend. He takes me to work functions, sends me flowers, acts as if it’s a normal relationship. That’s how he sucked me in at first. Compared to what I was used to, it seemed normal. He seemed normal.
“How about I come by after work?” he says. “Bring dinner. We can hang out, watch a movie, weather the storm together.”
It sounds like a suggestion rather than a demand. I know better, but as long as he’s phrasing it as optional . . .
“Another time?” I say. “It sounds awesome, but I had a rough night, and I’m running on half power today. I expect to be hanging out with my laptop into the wee hours.”
“Then we’ll just make it dinner.”
Dinner and sex, he means. Also, a movie and sleepover, if he decides that’s what he wants. Normally, I’d give in. This isn’t worth the fight. But if he comes over, he could see the girl in the shed, and he’s not going to just ignore her. He might invite her in for dinner because it would amuse him.
“I wish I could,” I say, managing something akin to genuine regret. “But I’m really feeling off. I don’t think I could stomach dinner.”
“It’s ten in the morning. You can’t possibly know how you’ll feel by dinnertime.”
“I just⁠—”
“I want to come over. Tonight.”
“I just⁠—”
“Is this really the choice you want to make today, Celeste? Think about it. I’ll give you a minute.”
“Yes, it’s the choice I want to make, Liam. Not tonight.”
“You have a headache?”
His tone has changed. It’s deceptively light, almost teasing.
“Yes, actually, I do have a headache, but that’s not why I’m saying no. I’m tired and under deadline, and I’m asking for a night to myself. I’ll make it up to you.”
“I know you will.”
I try not to grind my teeth. “May I have the evening off, Liam? Please?”
“You may, Celeste. I need to head to Miami for a couple of days next week. I was going to invite you along, but you’re obviously busy.”
“Miami?”
He laughs, pleased by my feigned dismay. I roll my eyes. I have no interest in going to Miami. I’ll appreciate the time to myself so much more. But I know how to play this game.
“Too late,” he says cheerfully. “You missed your chance. I’ll see you when I get back.”
“All right,” I say with an audible sigh. “I really do need to work, so I suppose it’s for the best.”
“And you’ll make it up to me next weekend.”
“I will.”
“Oh, that wasn’t a question, Celeste. Not a question at all.”
He hangs up, and I’m left looking down at my phone. The urge to run slams through me, but I stifle it.
No more running. This is my home. My house. My job. I could finally have a place in the world, and the only thing standing in my way is Liam, holding a guillotine blade over my head. He is the keeper of my secrets—all my secrets. He owns me.
I have two options. Run from the threat or eliminate it. I am tired of running.
I sit at the window, watching the shed and thinking. After about a half hour, the door opens again. The girl taking another bathroom break.
The more I think about the girl, the more I have to wonder what prompts a young woman to sleep in a shed. She looked like a backpacker. A modern-day hippie. What would make someone decide to backpack by herself through rural central Florida? Is it a choice? Or one of those situations where you pretend it’s a choice to hide the truth that you’ve run out of choices, that you’re alone and desperate.
How desperate might this girl be? How alone?
An idea plants itself in my brain. It is a grublike thing, barely pushing from the earth. It needs more to grow. More time. More data.
It is possible, just possible, that this girl is a gift from an indifferent god. An answer to my prayers. I need to get free from Liam, and this girl might be my way to do it.
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