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Chapter One


          

          
            CRUEL AND UNUSUAL PUNISHMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      No one was perfect, but some sure did appear to have the corner on the market. In my meager sixteen years, it had been my experience that even the “perfect” had secrets. But secrets sucked. Secrets could kill.

      …I should know.

      My name’s Darcy Walker. I may not operate on perfection, but I did operate on a lot of secrets. Some were mine. Some were others’, and some remained nameless until the nosy in me pieced them together. Maybe at one time I had a perfect life, but I felt like one of those little snow globes, and someone came along and shook things up. Things all of a sudden looked different. I was different.

      I watched the hot dog on the greasy roller and wondered if I was bound for Hell…or a bullet.

      It was Saturday night, a cold and blustery Cincinnati December, and I stood zombified in Belinski’s Bookstore. When I rolled into work, a Plexiglas hot dog case sat on the checkout counter, revolving with dogs as the freebie of the day if customers purchased a book—a marketing ploy I could appreciate. So I purchased a book for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. My palate wasn’t all that sophisticated.

      I was “in a period of reflection.” A fancy way for saying grounded. I’d done naughty things like broken curfews, hotwired a car, and roamed my neighborhood after hours, spying on my insanely weird neighbors. In Darcyville, those were benign incidents, but my father thought they warranted a two-week sabbatical on anything fun.

      Murphy is my father, and I’d addressed him by his first name since I turned six months old. Crazy? Sure. But we did crazy like Al-Qaeda did terrorism. It was a congenital defect. Example? When he found me gallivanting at midnight, he met me outside with a frying pan. I wasn’t sure what he thought he’d accomplish with a thirteen-inch skillet, but when I dumbly laughed, he looked at me like I had too much “North” running through my veins…and anyone from the “South” would get it. Whatever the case, he’d stripped me of my verb status, relegating me to a lowly noun.

      The killjoy…he’d nuked my party girl reputation.

      I licked my lips as the hot dog rolled over, saying, “Free?” to my boss, Castro Belinski.

      He grumbled, “Buy another book, and that dog is yours.” I fished around in my purse and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill, buying a pocket book on the migratory pattern of the cuckoo bird.

      After I plunked the cash down on the countertop, I opened the grease-splattered case, picked up the tongs, and dropped the dog on a bun. I slathered on mustard and relish, closing my eyes for prayer. I wasn’t sure I had a direct line to God, but I did always manage a food prayer. Dear Lord, I prayed to myself. May you not clog my arteries or kill me from food poisoning. Thank you Jesus, and God bless America.

      I demolished one-third in my first bite.

      When Mr. B saw me reopen my eyes, he made the sign of the cross, muttering, “Long live Poland and Cuba.”

      “Long live Poland and Cuba,” I agreed, toasting my dog in his direction. I guess if I liked communism.

      Mr. B was half Polish and half Cuban with an overabundant love to his two homelands. He was heart-attack-round at three hundred pounds, hygienically challenged, and dressed like a hillbilly. His standard uniform consisted of bibbed overalls with a tan blazer one-size too small. Sometimes he wore shoes. Sometimes he didn’t. At any given time, customers could catch a panoramic view of him doing one of three things: marking up merchandise, eating a high-calorie snack, or enjoying the Christmas spirit. Not in the traditional sense, but in the liquid sense.

      Mr. B had a proclivity toward liquor.

      My guess was he might’ve been tipsy when he decorated the place because we worked in a neoclassical time warp. On the ceiling, he paid homage to Michelangelo’s work at the Sistine Chapel. Customers didn’t see replicas of angels and King David though. They got a load of Mr. B’s chubby face transferred onto bodies that belonged in Playgirl.

      My days consisted of helping customers find books, ordering books, and reshelving books. Wasn’t hard to do because only five rows anchored the store. Granted, they were long rows, but once again, The Double-B (as customers called it) wasn’t about variety. It was about the bottom line—his.

      Mr. B thrust his palm in my face. “That dog’ll cost you one dollar and fifty cents.”

      I burst out laughing, wiping my mouth with a napkin. “The sign says it’s free, and I just bought my fourth book of the day on the cuckoo bird!”

      He narrowed his stingy eyes. “It is practically free. That ten-pack of dogs cost me ninety-nine cents.”

      Not in the mood to argue, I motioned to the change he pitched on the counter and watched him count out a dollar fifty, placing it in the register. He took a minute to finger-count the ones in the drawer and then fish-eyed the remaining customers in the store. The Double-B was only a little more than the walking dead. I worked with three other females, but each had plans for the evening, so Mr. B (in the Christmas spirit) let them make their exit early. As a result, I’d been fated to pull a twelve-hour date with boredom since I had no boyfriend, nothing planned, just eyeballing the books that no one ever bought.

      Mr. B opened the case and likewise constructed a frankfurter. He popped the cap on the ketchup, squirted on a streak, and then grabbed the glass jar of relish, emptying the remainder onto his dog. A glob of ketchup splattered on the top of his balding head. I considered telling him, but his stingy butt deserved a condiment head.

      Stuffing the remaining two-thirds in my mouth, I watched a dollop of relish tumble to my black “Belinski’s is the Bomb” shirt (karma, probably). I quickly untucked the hem, pulled it to my lips, and licked it clean.

      Swallowing the last bite, I zeroed in on the remaining six. “Can I buy another one?”

      “Sure thing,” he grumbled. I plopped down another one fifty as he snatched it up and placed the coins in the cash register. “Are you thirsty?” he grunted. “I can grab you a Coke from my secret stash in the back. It’s next to my juice.”

      He had no juice. His juice was vodka. Mr. B was splotchy-faced and a little more glassy-eyed than normal. A field sobriety test fail. I made a mental note to chuck the vodka down the drain and hide his car keys.

      When I gave him a smiling nod, he moseyed back toward the break room, his bones creaking and moaning like a rusty door hinge. Figuring I had a good ten minutes, I pulled out another dog, cradled it snugly between a bun, and glopped on ketchup.

      While I balanced it between my teeth, I rang up a customer and gave him a freebie hot dog in an attempt to keep us clean of false advertisement. Bundled up in a down jacket, he looked so plump and bulgy it was hard to discern his body type. All I could make out was a thin smile beneath his droopy white toboggan. Toboggan was as big as my father. My father, however, was massively good-looking. Toboggan had sub-humanoid properties. His face was too puffy, pimply, and weirdly angular. Let’s just say if Frankenstein and those hyenas from The Lion King had a lovechild, the spawn would be Toboggan Guy.

      One creepy teenage boy followed. I couldn’t tell if they’d come together, or if he merely finished his just-looking gig too.

      Creepy Teenager stood about an inch shorter than me with an Abe Lincoln beard. He was scarecrow skinny, wearing jeans that hung lower than Justin Bieber’s. He smelled emotionally unstable, his laugh like a mad scientist. Both guys were sketchy and seemed to be strange for strange’s sake. They’d paced all night, perusing sections that didn’t fit what I would’ve guessed as their reader profiles.

      Like Toboggan, Creepy Teenager scored high on the perv scale. I bent over—he focused on my rear end. I reached for a top shelf—his eyes glued to my chest. I smiled at someone—he licked his lips and looked like he wanted to eat mine.

      Douchebag. Thank God, he wasn’t the hot dog type, but I still had to deal with Toboggan.

      When I dropped the hot dog in Toboggan’s hand, he brushed my knuckles long enough for his intent to be clear. He wanted a piece of Darcy Walker, and he didn’t strike me as the type above using force. The moment I talked myself out of his forward advances, he opened his mouth and removed all doubt.

      “You’ve got a killer bod,” he muttered lowly, taking a bite of hot dog. I ignored him, cringing at the thought of his hands anywhere on me. “Did you hear me?” he asked. “You’ve got a killer bod.”

      The way I saw it, I had two options. Ignore him (um, no), or confront his sick innuendos (heck, yeah).

      I hitched my chin up, giving him my patented eat-dirt-and-die face. “When you decide to be a douchebag, you’re all-in, aren’t you?”

      Toboggan didn’t respond, but Creepy Teenager threw his head back and laughed, maniacally.

      Normally, crazy people fascinated me, but I wanted them gone…like yesterday…maybe last week. “You should leave,” I said quietly.

      “It’s a public place,” Toboggan refuted.

      “So?” I countered.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Dontspeaktome Walker.”

      His thin lips tilted upward. “Long first name.”

      “Yeah, you ought to hear my middle.”

      “Which is?”

      “Youdoghumpingmothertruckingponkey.”

      Toboggan and Creepy Teenager let that string of words sink in. Especially the last one—ponkey. It was Darcyspeak (my own made-up dictionary of terms), but there was no doubt in the message.

      Get. Out. Now.

      I went back to cleaning the green countertop, surprised when I finished that they both still did the staring thing. “Hmm,” Toboggan muttered, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. “You have a strange look on your face. What’re you thinking?”

      I braced both hands on the countertop and blurted out the truth. “I’m thinking middle finger.”

      Yup, I went ghetto.

      Creepy Teenager dispensed more of the mad scientist laugh, and I glanced toward the break room, wondering how long it took to get a freaking can of Coke. Not that Mr. B would be much help, but a girl could hope.

      “I like a girl with spunk,” Toboggan said, chuckling in a pervy voice.

      I never changed my stance, only reiterated myself. “Take your ponkey self out the door and kiss off.”

      “Only if you tell me what a ponkey is.”

      Like an idiot, I obliged. I’d learned a long time ago to not give psychos what they wanted. It empowered them and weakened me. But the guy rubbed me the wrong way, and I dumbly put one more coin in his psycho bank.

      “It’s Darcyspeak, you idiot. There are punks, and then there are donkeys. For those in life who pack the double whammy—where the punk in you makes a donkey out of your ass—I refer to them as ponkeys. You, my friend, are one of the biggest ponkeys I’ve ever run across. And I mean that with all due respect,” I lied and batted my eyelashes sarcastically.

      I actually said the ass word. I never cursed, but perv was worth the sin.

      “Darcy,” he said with a grin, acknowledging my name. “I like that.”

      Once again, something lewd crossed his lips, giving me a bad case of the heebie-jeebies. I threw him a dirty look—the environmentally acceptable alternative to live grenades. At the last minute, I pulled out my iPhone and clicked on the video, shoving the screen right up into his face.

      He went ballistic. “What are you doing?” he barked.

      It was my turn for the smile to go wicked. “I’m taking a video of you and your dumb-butt friend. You’re giving me a weird vibe. If I wind up dead, I want the po-po to come after you specifically as a person of interest.”

      At that, he and Creepy Teenager quickly headed for the door, waving goodbye with less than five fingers. I quickly replayed the video, depressed as heck when I realized a piece of hot dog had been stuck to the camera lens.

      Ugh, all I got was pork on a neck.

      Massaging my forehead, I negotiated with my brain. I couldn’t shake the feeling I’d been watched lately. Every little peep spooked me, and every headlight that shone on the building made me dodge imaginary bullets. I mumbled to myself, “Your imagination’s working overtime, Darcy. You’ve been bored too long, and this is what happens.”

      The effects of being vertical all day played nasty games with my lower back. As the clock ticked closer toward nine p.m., I jumped on my orange RipStik and rode a path around the store, trying to realign my spine. I straightened the snowflake holiday decorations dangling from the ceiling and dusted off the mistletoe hanging by a red velvet ribbon in the main aisle. For a brief moment, I thought about the mistletoe. It was a vibrant, earthy green and had seen occasional lip action—but for me personally, it was simply a twig. Mr. B, however, saw it as a vehicle for a true love match. A romantic at heart, he always looked for an opportunity to get his sexy on.

      Perhaps that was why there were so many holiday parties. Parties meant more opportunities for a love connection. It was that “peace on earth, goodwill toward men” sort of thing permeating the air. Breakups became makeups and differences were set aside to celebrate the holiest time of year, the season of faith. But oftentimes, even if someone found a connection, the love was temporary. Every holiday season came to an end.

      The holidays at my home were bittersweet. Sure we were happy, but ache tugged at my heart when I thought about the empty chair at dinnertime. I tried to be emotionally numb and go through the motions, but it didn’t always work.

      I felt everything…

      After two 360s around the store, I parked my RipStik next to the space heater. The Double-B felt colder than the Klondike. Mr. B had bought a heater at Costco that threw off enough BTUs to fry an egg, but the heat still hadn’t reached my bones. Taking a second to warm my hands, I swiped the countertop one last time, scooting the breadcrumbs into my palm, tossing them in the trash.

      I was tired…not just physically, but mentally.

      In my brief life, I’d been shot at, shoved into the trunk of a car, had a knife pushed up against my carotid, not to mention seen dead bodies and appendages without torsos. Just thinking about the things I’d experienced made me ponder the loose ends in my life. The biggest being my quest to find the man who’d shoved me into the trunk of his car (more on that later).

      Right then, my cell phone vibrated, millimeters from teetering off the counter. A look at the screen showed the brooding mug of one of my besties, Jon Bradshaw. My hands were so cold the screen on my iPhone didn’t recognize me as Homo sapiens. I waved my index finger all over it like an idiot, giving up and using my nose.

      I hit the intercom, mumbling, “Speak.”

      “I need a girlfriend…STAT,” he grumbled. “But you have to keep the desperation on the DL.”

      I rolled my eyes so hard they nearly fell out of my head. Every time he called, I heard a Taylor Swift song playing in my brain. His relationships never went anywhere, and then I was doomed to hear of their demise anytime he opened his mouth. “Give it up, bud,” I said laughing. “No one is dumb enough to consider you their HEA.”

      “HEA?” he repeated, confused.

      “Happily ever after, you moron.”

      “Come on, Walker. I’m as single as a dollar bill and tired of it.”

      “You’re preachin’ to the choir, bud. You’re preachin’ to the choir.”

      “Then show a brother some love.”

      I’d rather snag him with a cattle prod, but I was thinking that was illegal.

      Nicknamed Grumpy because the guy never smiled, he was one of my closest friends and inducted first into my top-secret brotherhood. He’d been extra clingy in the past four months. Well, clingy for him since he was the emotional equivalent of a wet towel. Why the extra need? He and I almost died in a car crash on the first day of school, both of us spit out through the passenger side window and windshield respectively. In fact, Grumpy did die in the ambulance. They jumpstarted his heart, and he didn’t once see the light (cough, Hell bound, cough). All he remembered was a big, black hole of nothingness when he woke up with a broken nose, arm, and facial lacerations. Maybe that was why I put up with his woe-is-me sob stories. It was my opinion he had bigger problems than not being able to land a significant other.

      As if I should be anyone’s spiritual advisor.

      After a few “sures” and “okays,” I took a timeout from the convo and touched the three-inch scar on the back of my head. My head had been shaved, and the ER doc was kind enough to buzz a lightning bolt into my scalp before he stapled me shut. The scar hadn’t healed nice and flat. It was a rigid bump that’d be there for the rest of my life.

      When I catapulted through the windshield, I landed spread eagle on my back on the pavement. My head split in two with the force. As I drifted in and out of consciousness, the man who hit us hovered overtop me, and that was when I realized he was the crony of Turkey Cardoza—a mobster associated with my best friend’s detective grandfather. He’d struck the Suburban we rode in on purpose. After initial impact, our SUV skidded into oncoming traffic and looked like an accordion, coming to rest between two cars.

      Grumpy and I were the worse for wear. Finn Lively, who’d also been in the backseat, only had a slight concussion (a fact I attributed to him wearing my lucky hat). And Dylan Taylor, my best friend, had a few bruised ribs, a black eye, and a cut in his hairline complements of the only airbag that’d deployed. Later, authorities discovered the rest had been deactivated—the second clue someone attempted to manipulate our lifespan. Dylan’s grandfather was still hellbent on bringing Cardoza to justice.

      It hadn’t happened yet.

      The accident still caused me problems, especially with my best friend. I could be one hundred years old with dementia and never forget the sound of Dylan’s head hitting the steering wheel. The horn’s continuous beep still rang in my nightmares—I laid there and feared he’d died. You see, my hands weren’t completely clean. I’d meddled in his grandfather’s work, and even though Dylan and his grandfather adamantly claimed “a detective’s family always has a target on them,” I considered that an elementary summary of the situation. Dylan, Grumpy, and Finn might not have entered the picture of possible victims if I hadn’t involved myself—or the Fates hadn’t involved me. While I’d chased my latest obsession this past summer, I had a chance encounter with the Cardoza crime family gunning for Lincoln Taylor. Had I been the intended target during our car crash? If I’d minded my own business, it wouldn’t be a consideration. But such was the bane of being a verb: I acted first and considered ramifications later.

      But guilt was a killer…

      And I’d found myself pulling away from Dylan.

      Problem was, at the time of the accident, Dylan had resurrected a conversation about us becoming a couple…as in couple-couple…or best friends dating. Can you just say, Friendship wrecking ball? Our relationship had evolved through four stages: best friends, flirting, him acknowledging his true feelings, and then me running like an illegal immigrant across the U.S. border. Ahhhh, Dylan. We were almost a couple…almost.

      But I’d blown our love boat right out of the water despite the fact he’d given me the hottest, most toe-curling first kiss imaginable. In fact, up until then my girl parts had never experienced a single jolt of pleasure. I’d all but convinced myself I was asexual, needing hormone rehab.

      I stupidly recapped the kiss amongst Grumpy’s incessant rambling.

      The setting was Orlando, on vacation. I’d snuck into Dylan’s bedroom for a late night chat. We exchanged a few whispered words, but before I could say, Hold on lover boy, his lips found mine—slowly moving, taking, and demanding. After a few seconds of OMG, it was though someone else entered his body because the tempo abruptly shifted. The kiss became hungry, frenzied, and so savagely impassioned I actually crawled out of the dang room because my legs forgot how to work. I could confidently say that last type of kissing was why the Earth was overpopulated. And I feared if it happened again, I’d get pregnant from saliva alone.

      The thought made me shivery.

      Dylan and I never spoke directly of the kiss, but after the accident, it hung in the air like a sexual humidity. The heated gaze in his eyes told me he’d actually been conscious for it. A part of me wished he hadn’t—that he’d been dreaming, and I was merely the conduit to a hormonal fantasy. Problem was, I felt something which—shall I put diplomatically—lay in that dark, forbidden nether region Murphy Walker forbade me to speak of.

      We still remained best friends. Wild animals couldn’t tear us apart. In fact, he dropped me off at opening and then drove to Ohio State University to visit his sister, due to pick me up at closing. First off, I found it odd he drove to Columbus for the day, merely to turn back around and pick me up that evening. Secondly, when he was hush-hush about the reason for the trip, I didn’t push. But he called an hour earlier and said a tractor-trailer dumped a load of animal fat all over the freeway, leaving him stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic.

      Suuuuuure. Riiiiiiiiight. All I wanted to know was if the bumper fit the four-wheeled or two-legged kind. Chances were she was the 36-24-36 model.

      That left Claudia Gonzalez, my Puerto Rican nanny, to perform taxi service. Right on cue, the moment I disconnected with Grumpy, Claudia bounced through the door dressed in a Hawaiian flowered muumuu. She stood five feet tall with inky black hair, big lips, big boobs, and big hips. Claudia never—and I mean never wore a coat. I think it was because she’d been gifted with so much insulation upstairs.

      The door caught a gust of wind, floating through the vertical blinds on the windows. I shivered and hugged my arms to my sides.

      Claudia grabbed my hand across the counter like she tried to catch a runaway train. “Vamoose!” she eeked, wanting to get out of Dodge quicker than the cast of Gunsmoke.

      Why? Mr. B had a crush on her. As in an I’m-going-to-knock-you-up-soon crush.

      It couldn’t have been scripted better. Mr. B maneuvered up the aisle with a Coke in both pockets of his blazer and a leg of lamb in his hand. When he saw Claudia, his eyes went loopty-loo, and a long pause hung in the air. He thought it was destinies hooking up. Claudia felt she was dodging a cow patty.

      “Vamoose, vamoose, vamoose!” she nervously gasped again. She grabbed my purse from the counter, hooked it over her shoulder, and had one booted foot in the doorway when he appeared at her heels.

      Turning her around by the elbow, he pointed the leg of lamb in her face. “You, woman, are going to be my porkin’ Jezebel by Christmas. Pork,” he grunted, “you’re one hot chiquita.”

      I felt the need to laugh but shockingly squelched it back.

      “Castro needs to clean up his mouth!” she snapped, slapping his head. “Or my niña quits! Do you understand this ‘porks’?” she said, turning to me.

      I didn’t want to plumb the depths of Mr. Belinski’s brain. Talking with him was tantamount to reading the King James Bible—the words didn’t always make sense. All I knew was he made the word pork a curse word—when in reality, bacon might be the eighth wonder of the world. When he grinned even deeper, she slapped him harder, her flowered muumuu swaying like a tropical palm. Mr. B’s head snapped, and he rocked back on his heels, dropping the leg of lamb. When he moved to catch it, he flat-backed in a decibel that rattled the foundation. Heck, it probably rattled the world.

      His chubby hand palmed his jaw. “I like a woman who takes what she needs.”

      Ugh, that statement made me feel dirty. I squatted down, miraculously pulling him to a standing position. As he continued with the goo-goo eyes, I quickly unplugged the hot dog case, switched off the space heater, and grabbed the silver down-filled jacket I’d slung over a chair. I then jogged back to the break room and “lifted”—I marked in quotations in my mind—Mr. B’s car keys. I’d return them tomorrow once he slept the vodka off in the store.

      Claudia and I left him standing and stepped out into the gusty night air. The cold wind bit into my face like an angry dog as I hurriedly stuffed my fingers inside my gloves. Cincinnati sucked in the winter. Come to think of it, everything sucked, and my boredom just added to the suckery.

      Snow blew in my face, and while I swatted it away, I kerplunked my new Adidas sneakers in a mud puddle. Kicking the snowy slush free, I glanced across the street to the neighboring strip mall comprised of Schomberg’s Dry Cleaners, Nowacki’s Videos, Walgreens pharmacy, and Turn-and-Burn Tanning Salon.

      I leaned up against a column and retied my shoe, pausing to glance down at the curb. Holy Moses, it was a criminal’s dream. Lying in the snowy gutter were two dirty Visa check cards and one social security card. I blinked twice for the image to register. Snatching them up, I shoved them in my coat pocket and pulled my zipper to my chin. I felt the buzz of my new iPhone in my back pocket. Since Murphy considered an iPhone electronic overkill, I worked to upgrade to a newer model all on my own. This month’s ringtone was “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer.” I fished it out and realized the caller was my Uncle Shepard, AKA Rookie Johnson. “Hey, Rookie,” I greeted.

      Rookie possessed one of those deep voices that woke up every cell in the body. He worked as the Hamilton County Prosecutor—the head honcho responsible for bringing criminals to justice. For future reference, that could come in handy, but so far I was on the recreational side of his personality. “Hey, Darc,” he murmured, “are you on your way over?”

      I was spending the night with him while my father and little sister were out of town. Overnights usually meant ice cream for breakfast, but it also meant he’d grill me on the particulars of my love life. I had no love life. The thing with Rookie, he’d let me express my opinions with impunity. Lawyer talk for no judgment…at least not verbally.

      “Yeah,” I answered, sunshine in my voice. My cell beeped again, alerting me another call was on deck. I sighed deeply when I clocked on the number.

      “Hold on a sec. It’s time for my daily Dylan Interruptus.”

      I heard Rookie chuckle when I clicked over to my best friend. I wanted to say, “What’s her name, Romeo?” Instead, “Hey, D, I missed you,” tumbled out of my mouth. I hated when my mind and mouth didn’t work together, and frankly that was the majority of the time. But Dylan’s mere presence deluged me with too many emotions to count. The biggest being attraction. We had a cat-and-mouse game going that’d grown old.

      Something had to give…and give soon.

      “Talk dirty to me, sweetheart,” he murmured.

      I rolled my eyes to his occasional greeting. “Nuclear waste, Wall Street, Congress,” I muttered. “That’s all the dirty I’ve got today. Let me call⁠—”

      “Ah-ah-ah,” he said, chuckling staccato. “Not so fast. I’ve missed your voice. My watch says your shift is over, so whoever you’re talking to can wait.” I didn’t like ultimatums. In fact, they made me want to do the opposite, but when Dylan issued one, it sounded sort of…well, hot. “Let’s go to dinner, sweetheart. I’m about thirty minutes out.”

      I lived on impure thoughts—food was kind of an afterthought.

      “Nah, I’m good. Listen to this sound…beeeeeeeep.”

      “Don’t hang up,” he said quickly. “That’s cruel and unusual punishment. I didn’t know you were into kinky, but it’s not like I’m objecting.”

      “I’m into a lot of things. Just not with you.”

      I added a diabolical bwahaha laugh.

      I could hear Dylan frowning. He breathed…I breathed. I shook the ice out of my shoe again, but when Claudia laid on the horn, it shocked me back to reality…or my default setting.

      To risk another frown on an otherwise perfect face, I sighed and said, “I’m teasing, and I missed you.”

      Blah, blah, and more codependent blah. I succumbed to another laugh and then looked to the right while I stepped off the curb. I briefly wondered if we’d still meet up and barely realized a small part of me—unfortunately, the smallest—screamed I was danger bound.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Two


          

          
            FATAL ATTRACTION

          

        

      

    

    
      It was like we’d been frozen in time.

      My head slowly shifted to the left when I realized I’d stepped out in front of a moving vehicle. Sometimes people said they had out of body experiences, where their mind actually stepped outside their physical entity and observed the world around them. I think I had one right then. I’d slipped outside my skin and watched myself spill to the pavement and splat like an egg. My phone crashed several feet ahead as my right hand took the brunt of the fall. I even threw in a forward roll before the car squealed to a stop. Somewhere in the distance, I heard rapid Spanish and the ground echoing with frantic footfalls. I landed flat on my back, spinning and facing the car with half my body underneath. A different series of bumpity-bumps hit the air, and I didn’t know if my brain rattled around or another part of my body broke in two.

      When I made an effort to stand…God help me, I tumbled down.

      Down, down, down, into what I quickly surmised was an open manhole.

      Holy shiiiiiii-, I almost cursed. I screamed my I’m-Jamie-Lee-Curtis-and-Michael-Myers-is-after-me scream of Halloween. I was freaked way the heck out because my guess was…

      I was dead.

      All I could hope for was they spelled my name right on the tombstone because God knew I’d been misrepresented before. Last summer, I went undercover and helped the Orlando Police discover the whereabouts of a little boy who’d been missing for six months. I had a knack for solving problems or seeing things no one else saw, and when I read of his plight, I inserted myself into the details of the case. To make a long story short, I used a code name of Jester. I liked to think Jester was the bad girl, not Darcy Walker. Call me the Queen of Rationalization, but it was the way I made peace with my impulse control issues. To the best of my knowledge, Jester was still only known by a handful of people, but when the newspaper credited things to Darcy Walker (successes that came via Jester), I’d erroneously been listed as Darky Walton.

      I mean, get it right, or leave me out altogether.

      Mofos…there went my fifteen minutes of fame.

      I mouthed my name twice, carefully enunciating the syllables, throwing in the correct spelling. Trouble was, no one was around to hear. I heard another squealing stop and what sounded like a car door slamming shut.

      I laid prostrate in the bowels of the city’s sewer. Gutter trash. As I dragged myself up, it felt like I swam in an oil slick. My hands were slippery with white, peppery slush, and the cold water drenching them cut like a bee sting. A full moon filled the round hole I’d fallen through, and the first thing to register was a flashlight and a pair of legs, dangling until they dropped down beside me in a coordinated jump.

      When our gazes connected in the sewer, I concluded those legs belonged to a guy—he was emotionally distraught, screaming toward the open manhole to call 911 to a male shadow who had accompanied him. I grabbed my head with both hands because his words came at a rapid-fire pace like a machine gun. Dropping to my knees, I curled into a ball and closed my eyes. Yup, dead. Off to the Sweet By and By. No one wanted to die in the sewer in front of The Double-B, but it looked like the method of my demise as I met my Maker.

      I heard, “Niña, niña! Rise!” Oh God, it was Claudia…or Satan must be Spanish. Claudia had been schooled at some weird school in Puerto Rico for spiritualists.

      Her supposed claim to fame? Raising things from the dead.

      I opened one eye and trained it on her voice. She’d bent herself and one boob in the hole, training another super-powered flashlight on me. The guy in the manhole with me squatted down, and my other eye went to his body like a magnet. Taller than average, he had coppery-colored hair, a square-cut jaw, and intensely focused silver eyes. He wore a brown leather bomber jacket zipped to his chest with a white button-down shirt…starched, just like his khaki pants. Immediately, I knew he was one of those boys who left tongues hanging and drool-dripping girls falling in a heap at his feet. My eyes took the slow boat to China as they slid up to the manhole. The guy huddled next to Claudia held an outstretched hand for us to grab.

      I could do without more metaphysical mumbo-jumbo in my life—I had enough of that with Dylan—but I found myself memorizing the lines of Silver-Eyed Boy’s face. Like they’d magically been made indelible in my brain. His hair fell in long layers, his bangs lying slightly past his brows. As he shoved them off to the side, I caught another glimpse of silver. It was one of those times I felt like I had my television—or in that case, my ears—on mute. I couldn’t hear anything above my own heartbeat. He squatted down to see if I was breathing. But my eyes were open…weren’t they?

      His lips moved.

      I opened my mouth, but my voice went bye-bye. I wasn’t sure where. It just packed up and made me look like a moron. I fought to catch my breath before trying to sit up, but when the world swam in crushing waves, I laid back down.

      “Easy there, angel,” he murmured softly. “I’m so sorry I hit you.”

      Angel. No one had ever called me angel in my short, trouble-filled life. My answer came slowly…then I realized it didn’t come at all. After a few more wordless seconds, “Shoot,” finally came out of my mouth while a whole lot of expletives rattled around in my brain.

      No shiz, I sounded like an idiot.

      The frigid air blew so brutally that the breath coming from his mouth was a visible, white air. I sucked in a big gulp, trying to catch it as if my life depended on it. Did I have bad breath? I’d had five hot dogs, for God’s sake. I probably smelled like a gas station vending machine.

      Gently pushing my hair off my face, his smile quirked up cockily at one corner. “And who, pray tell, are you?” he asked.

      His voice robbed me of speech. He had a slight British accent that rang smooth, pouring out like a steady, warm stream of sanctuary. My heart did a cartwheel, and it felt like a herd of wild horses bucked uncontrollably under my sternum. I wanted to kiss him. Sweet Lord Almighty, I wanted to kiss the guy who nearly killed me with his car. Maybe I was depressed about the holiday season. Maybe I was depressed about my best friend and his probable date. Maybe I was depressed I’d never had a boyfriend, and sweet sixteen had come and waved its depressing butt goodbye. Or maybe I had a major case of the stupids going on because it was the second car accident I’d had, and I longed to kiss the guy who ran me over.

      Before an answer came, he took my right hand and placed it in the outstretched palm of the other guy hanging through the manhole. I grabbed ahold, and in a one-handed strength, he pulled me up to where I promptly sprawled out ungracefully on my arse. My yoga pants hung below my hips. I felt cold air on my butt cheeks. The blood drained from my face as I quickly yanked them up, telling myself not a doggone person saw a thing. That brought up a huge philosophical debate: if you’re not humble in life, then life will thrust humility on you. Been there, done that, even had the T-shirt. Falling on my arse after I’d been hit by a car and fell into a manhole was humbling.

      I’d had my fill.

      Next thing I knew, Silver-Eyed Boy squatted next to me and slid my matted hair off of my face again. Before I could say a word, the door to the bookstore blasted wide with Mr. Belinski walking fast. I wouldn’t actually classify it as running—a turtle ran faster than Mr. B—but he motored nonetheless.

      “What the pork!” he screamed, acting like a badass mofo. Then he abruptly stopped, staring in dumbfounded fear, as he slowly registered what’d happened. Once Mr. B saw Claudia’s sweating brow, he bellowed like a walrus during mating season. But his violent outburst—and believe me, it was violent—only amped her up more. She began praying double time. So fervently that one of her boobs fell out.

      But wait…it gets better.

      It didn’t just fall out. It bounced up and down like she jumped on a trampoline. You see, Claudia sometimes fell out of her clothes. People did that when they refused to admit they needed a larger size. Not only did she need a dress two sizes bigger, but a bra that’d house the hooters of a hippo. I coughed and pointed, but Silver-Eyed Boy didn’t even notice. Mr. B, however, thought he’d hit the mother lode.

      Whatever. Who cares. The woman tried her best to grab my soul out of Death’s hands.

      “Oh, God, let me help you up,” Silver-Eyed Boy gasped, like he’d totally forgotten his manners. My trembling hand reached forward, but as soon as our skin touched, he stumbled backward as if he’d been branded with a hot iron. I fell back onto my rear end, again with a thud.

      Gee, how romantic…

      The other guy sprang to my side, barking, “Dude!”

      First impression? Total opposite of Silver-Eyed Boy. That guy’s torso seemed thicker, older, but with curly, black hair, and a hoodie sweatshirt. Where Silver-Eyed Boy had a playboy look about him, the male accompanying him seemed more sensitive and quiet.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d swear Silver-Eyed Boy wanted to bolt. What was the look he gave me? It held a grave look of concern punctuated with something else. The cocky smile fizzled out in a snap—as though he felt he’d done something wrong—or better yet, wronged someone else.

      He stepped back even further, running into the bumper of his own car. “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I just felt something I don’t understand.”

      I’ll tell you what I felt…a whole lot of mother-trucking embarrassment.

      A swell of emotion took me by storm, and before I collected my thoughts, I blinked back a rush of tears. Oh, my. I hated to cry, and public crying was even worse. I’d done the public thing a few times during school, and it never ended well. Girls either helped someone hide or they gossiped and made it worse. Guys tried to remain oblivious. It was easier to ignore what they didn’t understand.

      He glided forward like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. I fixated on his burgundy penny loafers, noticing they’d been scuffed around the edges. Thing was, they had dimes in them. Even if he needed to make a call from a payphone, he couldn’t—not with twenty cents.

      Private school pedigreed.

      I should sue…

      He bent down on one knee with a brutal groan. “Oh, please. Don’t cry.”

      “I’m not crying,” I whispered.

      “You’re crying,” the other guy said and sighed.

      My hands fisted into his jacket as he pulled me up. My legs edged closer and closer. I didn’t mean to…he didn’t mean to…but somehow our bodies molded together like Velcro. Wow, he felt strong…lanky, but fit and strong. My brain had already registered I found him attractive, but there it went and did it again. In fact, my brain said he felt pretty dang incredible. Somewhere in the back of my mind, reason told me to try and get my dignity back, but I figured that possibility had long gone.

      He whispered into my hair, “You’re going to be okay.” He then paused, murmuring, “I promise.”

      Only if you’re with me, I begged in my brain. My guess was I’d be a prime candidate for a head transplant if it were ever AMA approved. Mark my words, I’d be embarrassed tomorrow, but it was like some sort of fatal attraction.

      I mean, shouldn’t we talk things over? Get the finger pointing out of the way and come to a conclusion exactly who was in error? My eyes bounced over to his car. The headlights shined on us, capturing the shadow of sleet flying through the blowing wind. The temperature had dropped significantly. When sleet happened in Cincinnati, it usually meant the bigger flakes were on their way, but then again, it could be part of a weird weather pattern that’d decided to hang. Cincinnati’s weather was one big tease. My eyes trailed to the hood to see the make of the car, a brand new Audi A4 in metallic beige…spotless. No Darcy-dents anywhere.

      I laughed, not able to escape the irony. Most girls my age were holed up with their girlfriends, confessing if their boyfriends had made it to first or second base (whatever that was). But noooooooo. Not me. I’d gotten hit by a futher-mudging Audi.

      I slowly worked my eyes up to his, stuttering out, “I’m s-ssorry.”

      I said a few more unintelligible sentences. I was pretty sure of it because they all looked at me like I had two heads. Silver-Eyed Boy smiled and wrapped his arms around me, rubbing my back like someone would comfort a child who had a bad dream. I wanted to tell him he felt like a succulent baby lamb. But my pride leaked like a sieve as it was. I might as well keep my mouth shut and not release it like a broken dam.

      He, Claudia, and Mr. Belinski ooh’d and aah’d over red scratches on my right hand. There weren’t many, but they made me flex my fingers countless times to see if they still worked. Then Silver-Eyed Boy squatted down to check my legs. My black yoga pants had shredded at the left knee. After I performed a few deep knee-bends, Mr. B palmed his greasy hand over the back of my head. The guy pulled his cell phone from his back pocket, saying something again about 911. I wish I understood what they said, but all I heard was “blah, blah, blah…pain.” When he kept pushing the issue and Mr. B chimed in, it was like Claudia got hit in the head by a two-by-four. She quickly switched back to English and emphatically stated the cops weren’t necessary. Whenever someone mentioned any sort of official vehicle, Claudia, I think, had visions of being deported and singing Viva Puerto Rico. Murphy explained over and over that Puerto Ricans were U.S. citizens, but sometimes her behavior didn’t add up. Inspiration hit me to sing School House Rock’s “The Preamble.” God only knew why because that actually was kind of stupid. When my audience deduced that was only possible with a functioning brain, that, in itself, kept me from the whole lights and sirens gig.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The evening hadn’t ended as under the radar as I would’ve liked. Wouldn’t you know Levi Schomberg saw the whole deal from his dry-cleaning shop across the street? Right when I made it to Claudia’s GMC conversion van, Valley’s fire truck showed up. Granted, I fell in a stinking manhole, but who in the heck needed a fire truck? The city of Valley must’ve been low on action, so the EMT vehicle accompanying them shoved me on a gurney and took my vital signs: blood pressure, pulse, check for dilated eyes, and more Good Samaritan overkill. Since I’d had a tetanus shot during my car wreck four months earlier, thankfully their final assessment was to go to the ER if I developed any unusual drowsiness.

      The policemen on the scene—who automatically followed an issued 911—concluded it had been my fault. Of course it was. My body was hidden behind a pillar, putting my shoe on, when I stepped out in front of a moving vehicle. Major moron behavior. Rookie didn’t take the accident well via telephone, especially when a partially coherent Claudia attempted to explain the particulars. When I informed the officers who my uncle was, they finally stepped up and got scarily formal, describing the scene down to the diameter of the manhole and shape of the snowflakes.

      One found my iPhone.

      Complete with a fractured screen.

      Cue the tears.

      Trouble was, once it was all over, Claudia and Mr. B both had epic meltdowns, talking about the fragility of life and how’d I’d been given a second chance to make a difference in the world. My word, all I had were a few abrasions, and they wanted me to be the next go-to missionary. More than likely God would veto the nomination. I looked at the brothers who’d hit me (yes, they were related) and mouthed a desperate, “Help me.” They both choked back laughter, but other than that, there was no time for conversation. The only formality was the exchanging of names and telephone numbers. True to my unpredictable self, I gave them fake digits. I didn’t know if that was genius or mistake. I was probably nothing more than an afterthought anyway because chances were I’d never see them again. They introduced themselves as the Ryan brothers…the out of town Ryan brothers. Silver-Eyed Boy named: something. Brown-Eyed Boy named: something else. For the life of me, their names laid on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t spit out the sounds.

      They never said why they were in town, so to speak, but I got a feeling their presence was business-related. Cincinnati is the land of the transplant citizen. General Electric, Procter and Gamble, Macy’s, and Kroger were a few companies whose home offices were based here. So if someone had a parent trying to move up the corporate ladder, chances were he or she would eventually do a stint in the Ohio Valley.

      Silver-Eyed Boy inked his number on my palm, but I’d loofah’d it away once I stepped inside the shower. I felt like the little girl at the fair denied the pony ride. I saw something that represented fun and excitement, and then someone made me go home early. But I liked him. Maybe it was part delusion—or perhaps desperation.

      I slipped out of bed in the pitch black, my path illuminated by the moonlight of the home’s many skylights. It glowed with a wonderful spooky factor, and fortunate for me, I didn’t spook easily.

      I pulled the lapels together on my white, fluffy robe and walked like I tiptoed over broken glass into Rookie’s office. Rookie trusted too easily, or perhaps he thought things were safe in his own home. Normally they would be, but I was on the premises, which threw a whole new variable in the mix he probably wasn’t prepared for.

      He had one of those miniature refrigerators built into the bookcases, covered in the same mahogany wood. I flipped open the little door and cracked open a can of Coke, settling down to business. I had insomnia, plus a thunderclap headache with Silver-Eyed Boy’s name all the heck over it. Caffeine was my wonder drug. It could relax my mind or arm me with a power pack. Right then, I needed both.

      I took a burning swig and slumped into the burgundy leather chair behind the desk. Rookie lived in Indian Hill, which was big bucks in the real estate market. His house—which used to be the one he shared with my mother’s twin—was überluxurious, but Rookie was common. He hailed from South Dakota and practically grew up in a barn. Rookie himself was meticulous though—well groomed, nothing ever out of place, even the knick-knacks were perfect on their shelves. But his desk looked like a twister had touched down. Piles of folders, unopened letters, and a magazine for an upscale New York boutique (my aunt’s mail) littered the top.

      His relationship with my aunt was stagnant of late, but they still seemed awful coupley to me. They’d been married and divorced four times—the last time for a year—wherein she briefly worked with a PI firm in the interim. Somehow Rookie wooed her back into his office, and they successfully worked together.

      But he pined away…and that killed me.

      I tapped the mouse on his laptop, activating the screensaver. When I received a few rays of light, I held up a personalized letter, but the paper was so thick nothing could be deciphered. I flipped through a few files and sifted through photographs of what my gut told me were local riffraff. I knew more than the average teenager about criminals by eavesdropping on conversations. In my limited knowledge, local riffraff never saw much time if the offense was minor. Oftentimes the prosecutor’s office used them to reel in bigger fish.

      Rookie’s cell phone lay charging by the printer. It rang with an unfamiliar number, and at two something in the morning, no doubt it was important. Number one, I could ignore it; or number two, I could answer and pass myself off as someone Rookie was working with on an all-nighter. Guess which one my nosy little self picked? I wasn’t a freshman at that sort of offense—I’d answered texts on Dylan’s grandfather’s phone last summer, passing myself off as an LA detective. Thing was, I watched a video of a man whose head fell off during the impersonation. I wasn’t sure I’d ever top that.

      “Hello,” I answered quickly.

      “It’s about time, darlin’. It’s Tito Westbrook. How’s my favorite redhead?”

      Oh. My. Good. God. Tito Westbrook was the go-to crime reporter for The Cincinnati Enquirer. I’d followed his work since I could read Green Eggs and Ham. Apparently, he thought I was my aunt, Tabitha Arthur. I didn’t know he and Red (her nickname) were close enough to be in the darlin’ phase, but their paths obviously crossed more often than not. I quickly decided to leave him on speakerphone, hoping the long-distance sound of too much air would throw him off.

      I pulled on my sleepy voice. “I’m good. Tired but good. What do you need?”

      Tito laughed in a southern drawl. “Rookie called me, darlin’ in a bad case of phone tag. Sorry it took so long to get back to you, but this was the first chance I’ve had.”

      I drew a blank and bit my bottom lip hard enough to taste blood. I decided to throw out every bit of crime lingo I could think of. I coughed out, “What are we looking at? Drugs, gangs, ragers, the latest knife attacks, or shootings?”

      He immediately answered, “No, darlin’. Let’s focus on me only. I feel so violated it’s indescribable.”

      “I can understand that,” I said, still not tracking the conversation.

      “Tabitha, I wrote that story on what happened to me, and now this guy apparently wants to take me down.”

      “Explain,” I pushed.

      There was a short pause where he took a breath. “It’s like my story said. My rent check bounced.”

      “You still use paper?” I asked shocked.

      “Okay, darlin’, I’m showing my age here, but I do. So when I went to the bank to see what’d happened, the branch manager printed out a list of transactions. We found a bunch of activity that happened locally. Activity made with my bank account number, but not by me. We immediately closed the account, but the damage had already been done.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning this person is still trying to bleed me dry. I know I’m operating in paranoia mode, but from best we can tell, this person is taking this to an even bigger level. After a fraud investigation, we discovered more activity under my name.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “He didn’t only steal my bank account number. This person somehow gleaned personal information about me and tried to buy a house in Brunswick, Maine. He produced two other forms of identification, down payment using one of my personal checks, had credit references, all to bring to a closing on a new home. Even though the bank froze my account, it wasn’t before the impostor had all of this other stuff rolling. Anyway, he got spooked and stood everyone up in Maine. Heaven knows when he’ll surface again. I mean, he has my social security number, darlin’. I’m standing in the crosshairs of a rifle.”

      Sure enough, on Rookie’s desk was a newspaper clipping with Tito Westbrook as the byline. I scanned the first paragraph that summarized everything he’d just said. But why did he think Rookie and Red could help?

      “Did you get the picture I faxed over?” Tito asked. “Are you going to share it with Cookie? My source says this guy is from the north side of town, perhaps in Valley, right in Cookie’s backyard. The source also claims he’s a teenager. I’ve contacted Cookie, but she’s not big on returning calls to the press.”

      Question answered.

      Cookie, or rather Charlotte Veronica Harper-Stark, was Rookie’s counterpart in Mack County—the county in which my township, Valley, was located. She took Reese Sanders’s job when Reese abruptly quit right before election time and moved to New York. From what I heard, Reese passed on her unrequited love torch to Cookie because Cookie drooled after my uncle like a dog in heat.

      Procedurally, Rookie occasionally shared information with other county prosecutors when they felt their crimes overlapped. So it sounded like he thought he could aid Tito by asking Cookie if she’d provide a name of the person. I pivoted around, rifling through paper in the fax machine, until I reached a picture of someone who looked like an extra in a mob movie. His hair was greased back with what resembled real motor oil. His eyes were deep-set and brown, one slightly lower than the other. His thin, pursed lips made him appear permanently ticked off. The fax coversheet said The Cincinnati Enquirer, Tito Westbrook.

      Booyah! It didn’t get any clearer than that.

      I swallowed down another drink. “Yup, got it right here. Unfortunately, no name is listed.”

      “Darlin’, if I had a name, then there would be no issue. Does he look familiar to you? As far as I can tell there’s no known association to anyone.”

      “Never seen him before.”

      Insert nervous laughter.

      Tito didn’t say anything for a while. I panicked and immediately started negotiating with my intestines. “Tabitha, perhaps we should talk tomorrow,” he finally added strangely. “You sound tired. Either that or you’re stalling.”

      No! I shouted in my brain. I really needed to learn to control my energy bursts because the chair tipped back, and I splatted onto the hardwood floor. I lay there like a fat tick on a dog, waiting to hear Rookie barrel through the house with a gun. His house was armed with a state-of-the-art security system. When nothing happened, I righted the chair and sat back down, propping my mismatched blue and white knee socks on top of the desk, trying my best to act like a know-it-all redhead. I calmly declared, “Let me see what I can find out from Rookie, Tito. I know this is your personal business, but you’re going to have to be patient and allow us to color within the lines.”

      Major Pinocchio moment (I think), but the words sounded logical once they left my lips.

      My brain and gut started arguing as usual. My brain said to keep up with the charade. My gut said he was on to me.

      Insert a collective sigh where we both considered our next move. Tito buckled first. “Now why don’t you give me your real name, darlin’? Tabitha’s always on, no matter what the time. And she never,” he emphasized with half a laugh, “waits to clear anything with Rookie. Exactly who are you, and why are you answering Shepard Johnson’s cell phone?”

      I croaked. I’d died on the spot and was pushing up daisies. He’d caught me red-handed answering Rookie’s cell phone. Why he called him Shepard, though, I had no idea. My uncle had been addressed as Rookie since he put a serial killer behind bars at the tender age of twenty-six. Maybe he merely tried to catch me off guard.

      At that moment, something unexpected happened. Bells and whistles went off, sirens rang, and a choir of heavenly angels sang a chorus. I practically belted out, “Jester.”

      Yup, I’d gone total moron.

      “Jester,” he repeated. “And who is Jester to Shepard Johnson?”

      I looked to the heavens, hoping it would supernaturally meet the need. I got nothing. From my perspective, I was screwed six ways from Sunday. But if I had anything to do with it, things would not blow up in my face.

      Hopefully, Tito wasn’t the type to nurse a grudge. “Let me put it this way, Tito. People like me are journeymen. We get around. I work the north side of town and heard what happened to you.”

      I abso-FREAKIN’-lutely had lost my mind.

      Tito stepped up the questioning. “So you didn’t even see a faxed photograph, huh?”

      Oh. Shoot. I had to say no. Otherwise I’d be admitting I was in Rookie’s home. “No, I just wanted to talk to you.”

      “How did you get his phone then? Did you do something to him? Where is he?”

      I opted for the truth. “He left it some place where I now am.”

      “That doesn’t sound like something he’d do.”

      “Check with him tomorrow. He was unbelievably distracted.” Okay, that was a little bit of the truth interspersed in the lies, and even the densest of criminals knew it wasn’t enough to press charges. Besides, what was the crime? Impersonating my aunt?

      Big sigh on Tito’s part. “Okay, Jester. Let’s play. How old are you?”

      “Old enough.” 

      His voice lowered an octave and lost all of the southern charm. “Am I to believe you truly want to take down an identity thief, Jester? What exactly do you want? The reward?” Well, I didn’t know a reward was posted, but since he’d dangled the carrot, I’d take it plus some recreational activity, I suppose.

      “I didn’t know about a reward, Tito. How much green are we talking?”

      “Ten grand.”

      I nearly peed my pants.

      Nervousness took over. In ten seconds flat, I managed to organize Rookie’s desk, files in straight alignment, unopened letters in a neat pile by his laptop. “I’d be a fool to say ten grand wasn’t appealing,” I finally admitted, “but I’ll only work with you. I need protection. If you bring either prosecutor’s office into our arrangement, you’ll never get what I know.”

      Tito was quiet. I heard a breath deep enough to leave him underwater for days. “Here are the rules,” he dispensed. “I hate email and texting. I’ll never risk blowing your identity because it’s just too risky. I’ll check in with you every couple of days, and you let me know immediately if things get dicey. Where can I contact you safely?”

      Nowhere actually. “Okiedokie, no email or texting,” I reiterated, “but it’s better if I contact you. And no one can know of Jester’s existence…ever.”

      More of the silent routine. My guess was he didn’t like me writing the parameters of our agreement. Heck, I wasn’t even sure I understood our agreement yet. I didn’t know a lot about reporters, but I knew enough that sources were usually in the driver’s seat. Reporters wanted them happy or as happy as possible.

      “Okay,” he eventually grunted, “we’ll go with your plan.”

      I didn’t have a plan. I just hoped I fell into a whole lot of luck.

      I felt his balk and laughed. “Do you want me to prove how good I am beforehand?”

      Tito didn’t respond. I took that as a yes.

      After he gave me a number, I heard a click-click-click and then the proverbial dial tone. Seconds later, Rookie’s house phone rang. I jumped out of my skin, flying to bed faster than a Peregrine Falcon. Tito was checking up on me—and the gig might be over before it even started.
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        * * *

      

      I needed to prove I could hang, but the depths I’d have to navigate to do that would be pretty darn tough. Tito was no blockhead, so it wasn’t like I could schmooze him into liking me. But guess who found two credit cards and a social security card of three different people before a car hit her?

      How fortuitous for me.

      “Finn,” I whispered when he picked up. Finn was my go-to guy. He could find dirt on just about anybody.

      “Chica,” he groaned sleepily. “Do you know what time it is?”

      Finn Lively’s accent of the day was South of the Border. Very rarely did he operate as just Finn: hot white boy, resident geek-slash-genius, from Valley High. Whatever his persona, he wore the look well. He burned hotter than fricking Mercury.

      My iPhone said three twenty when I pulled the three cards out of my coat. Two were the Visa check cards of Lindsee Maroni and Kelley Lowder. The social security card was of a male named Lucas Aaron Carlton. “I need to know what you can find on these three people,” I told him after I gave him the names. “Anything would be good. In fact, make it oh-mazing. It has to be quick though. I’ve got to find these owners before what little conscience I have starts eating away at me. Do you need to write this down?”

      “No,” he muttered and killed the call.
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      I felt like I’d spent the weekend in a Mexican jail.

      On Monday, I was still stiff and limping with a faint aroma of gutter. As far as I could tell, my brain operated on an all-systems go, but I had to wonder after the stunt I’d just pulled. Uh, Tito Westbrook? Why did I think a seasoned investigative journalist needed someone as unseasoned as me? The way I saw it, I might as well shoot for the stars even if it meant they might fall on top of me.

      Best I could tell, Tito hadn’t mentioned Jester when he phoned Rookie. Once Rookie assured Tito he breathed on this side of the dirt, Tito gave him an abridged version of what went down. How did I know that? I stumbled into Rookie’s bedroom, acting as if the house phone had wakened me—seriously, it was Oscar material—and listened to Rookie say he must’ve left his phone at McDonald’s since we’d eaten there that night as a midnight snack. Normally, Rookie would be all twenty questions, but he must’ve been off kilter when he heard someone had used his phone and posed as his ex. Instead, he politely thanked Tito for the concern, claimed a psycho stalker (didn’t know he had any) could be playing pranks, and ended the convo.

      May I just say I couldn’t have orchestrated a better ending? Tito seemed satisfied with the explanation and set up a time where they’d discuss his specific case later. Plus, when we began the “search and recovery” for Rookie’s phone, all I had to do was beat him inside the golden arches and drop his cell in the booth we’d sat in.

      Case closed…I hoped.

      And to help it “close,” I erased the history of Tito’s and my call altogether.

      I was riding cloud nine, feeling like I’d duped the undupable…until Dylan strode through the door. Then I was stunned into submission by pheromones that had me as the target.

      I got my license on my birthday—aced that sucker, although I do admit to some massive flirting with the instructor to seal the deal. Since I still had no wheels, he’d been my ride to school all year…we were alone.

      Biiiiiiiig problem.

      Murphy and my little sister got back into town the night before, and he drove her to school bright and early. Apparently, she’d been placed on the naughty list for talking too much in class. He wanted to get to the bottom of who she’d been talking to, what they’d been talking about, why she wasn’t being challenged, and so on. In other words, why it wasn’t her fault. If anything, my father was loyal. But Murphy’s emotions rolled like a nuclear reactor, and he was due a Chernobyl moment.

      Dylan stopped dead in his tracks, massaging his heart. Like he’d seen the most beautiful thing ever created and had to convince his heart to keep pumping.

      Moron…

      I had dishwater-blonde hair and almost green eyes. At five foot nine, I was definitely model-tall, but since I packed around one hundred and thirty pounds, I didn’t try to stand next to skinny people. Maybe I was skinny for my height, but my size twenty-seven jeans in a high school of zeros made me the longest-living Neanderthal on record. Plus, my curves were few and far between, and what curves I did have…well, let’s just say my lady parts weren’t symmetrical.

      A tough pill to swallow.

      Standing beside him didn’t help my self-esteem either. Dylan looked pretty dang amazing with his clothes on. Underneath, I would guess was that much better. He had the body of the finest athlete and the kick-butt and take-names attitude of the strongest of warriors. I started calling him Big Man last summer when he went off and left me heightwise in the course of two months. He towered at six two with two hundred and twenty pounds of Greek real estate.

      As usual, he looked impeccably irresistible—dark-washed jeans, expensive sneakers with an unzipped black leather jacket overtop a slate-gray sweater. His eyes boiled like melted butter that had an affair with toffee, and his thick-cropped hair was pitch-black.

      Three words? Mah. Ve. Lous.

      While he lazily leaned against the kitchen counter, I swallowed my last bite of SpaghettiOs, ran the bowl under the faucet, and stacked it in the dishwasher. Brushing my teeth in the kitchen sink, I poured a second cup of coffee in an insulated travel mug. I made out with number one fifteen minutes earlier. Why? I was sixteen years old and had kissed a guy one time. One time, and it was the passionate type where people got sweaty and felt guilty later. But I was off men. Off Dylan, specifically. My coffee cup, I guess, was my unofficial boyfriend.

      While I balanced the mug in my teeth, I slid my arms through my coat and slung my Jansport copper-brown backpack over my shoulder. Our home was your standard single-family abode. The study and dining room were in the front with a kitchen and den in the rear. When I stood within inches of Dylan, his testosterone worked like a tractor beam. We had to touch. The moment our hands collided, it felt like I’d been tasered with 50,000 volts.

      Siiiiiigh.

      The chemistry was un-freaking-deniable.

      He pulled my hand to his lips, and the warmth rushed up my arm and straight to my hiccupping heart. “You look beautiful. How’s my girl?”

      I gave him half a shrug.

      I sported my I-don’t-care look. Black Burberry glasses and ponytail with only lip gloss and mascara. Occasionally, I added the triplet of blush, but the routine always consisted of those first two to give the assumption I cared a little. As for threads, I wore my favorite pair of Seven jeans tucked into tan UGGs with a skin-tight black turtleneck. “I don’t care,” I said, shrugging in explanation.

      He came at me in a PDA mood, hugging me to his side. “Darc,” he whistled out. “I love your ‘I don’t care’ look.”

      “Boys are supposed to be repulsed by ‘I don’t care’ looks.”

      “I don’t think it’s possible for you to repel men,” he murmured grinning.

      Dylan was smooth…soooo smooooooth. A fact that made me feel like a million bucks but also question his sanity. Thing was, I felt out of my league. If his face wasn’t perfect enough, the hot boy gods gave him two dimples that imploded when he was happy.

      “I love it when you’re stupid,” I said with a laugh.

      Stupid was my favorite word, and in my opinion should get top billing in the dictionary. It could be a noun, an adjective, or an adverb dependent upon the way it was phrased in a sentence. At one time or another, I’d embraced all those parts of speech. Right then, Dylan embraced them all.

      He glanced around the house, his chest heaving with something probably best we didn’t put a name to. “Are we alone?” he asked suspiciously.

      Oh, boy, I knew what was coming next. “Uh-huh.”

      He held his arms wide, like a perp did when he was being arrested. “Come on, sweetheart, frisk me. Make sure you don’t miss anything either.”

      Dylan always had flirty banter—banter that made it increasingly difficult to keep my hands to myself. Oh, the conundrum. (A) I could learn to be a ’ho and have my wicked way with him; (B) I could eat a box of cookies and die of a sugar coma; or (C) I could shoot him. Shooting might be the best option, but then I’d wind up in prison orange outrunning Big Bertha.

      Repeat after me, I told myself. Dylan is bad. He’s like two-boxes-of-Twinkies bad.

      Mid-mantra, the tiny part of my soul that didn’t give a darn about a mantra decided to make a point.

      It was on like Donkey Kong.

      Murphy kept a glass jar on the counter he called the Stupid Jar. I’d toss fifty cents inside it when I did something stupid. I dropped two quarters in the bottom with a clang, manufactured some bedroom eyes, and painted a pouty look of seduction on my lips. Slinking closer, I said sultrily, “Spread ’em, Big Man.”

      I wasn’t sure if Dylan coughed in shock or giggled. “Yeah?” he verified, his voice thick.

      “Yeah,” I dared him.

      Dylan turned with a low chuckle and spread both palms on the wall, legs squared as wide as his shoulders. Now I’d seen my fair share of cop shows, so I’d make sure he got the full-bodied treatment. Threading my fingers inside his, I let them linger for a beat and then slowly ran them down his arms, spanning the breadth of his shoulders and sliding south to his tight waist. Next, I slowly—and I mean slooooowly—traveled the muscled circuit of his legs and back up between the thighs, ending at his hips. Feeling Dylan in his entirety—those muscles on top of muscles—I might’ve had my first religious experience. I crossed myself even though I wasn’t Catholic, and I didn’t know if that was in confession…or thanks.

      Dylan gasped and growled, “You’re evil.”

      I swallowed a laugh, thanking the hot boy gods that I’d copped a free feel. Thing was, I wasn’t through with him yet. I leaned into his back and whispered hotly in his ear, “Now it’s my turn.” Another growl. “You’re killing my buzz here, D. I’m going to take that as confirmation that I’ve won this round.”

      Dylan. Didn’t. Move.

      Smacking him on the rear, I grumbled, “Spoilsport,” and zipped my jacket to my chin, shoving his catatonic body out the door.

      I live in Buffalo Trails Country Club in Valley, Ohio. Trouble is, there’s no Club. When your community’s name is BTCC—and there’s no “CC”—you practically were the trailer park within the trailer park. We started out with the best of intentions, but the developer ran off with the homeowners’ money. The ’hood looked stupid with a sign that bragged BTCC and four measly golf holes.

      I lived only a few miles from school, but sometimes Dylan came early so we could take the long way through town. We’d stop for coffee at United Dairy Farmers—my favorite coffee—or we’d grab a danish at Servatii’s in nearby Voice of America Plaza. At the moment, he was tardy. He’d phoned and said something had gone wrong with his mother’s car, and he had to help fix a “ping.” I found that odd, especially since they had five cars on their property. Why obsess over the one that was sick? I frowned at my own thoughts because I didn’t understand why my unquestionable trust in him had faltered lately. It was like I expected the worse, and a decade’s worth of memories and unwavering loyalty was being snuffed out by something I couldn’t see.

      One word when I stepped outside? Brrrrrr. Single digits cold. Not what citizens wanted to wake up to, but reality was like a cold shower on your back in Cincy. One of the major differences between Dylan and me was his blood ran volcano-hot, while mine ran ice-cold. So as he casually strutted to the car, I did a full-out sprint to his black Beemer and dove inside. Once settled in the heated leather seats, we backed out of the neighborhood.

      “I’m sore,” I complained. My hand felt like I’d dipped it in acid, and my left knee still oozed pus like a corpse that was mid-rot. Just the mention of the accident, however, and Dylan wanted to go bulldozer on the Ryan brothers. He tensed up, his fingers briefly gripping the steering wheel tightly. He reached out an arm. “Come here, and let me love on you.”

      Dylan’s idea of “loving on you” was so provocative I felt like I needed to be behind closed doors or have a priest absolve me. My word, we were best friends, but lately I’d heard the Indy 500 phrase: “Gentleman Start Your Engines,” accompanied with a black garter belt and fishnet stockings. I didn’t know what it meant but had a pretty good idea it spelled too much HBO and hormones on overdrive.

      He noticed I was somewhere else. “What’s wrong?”

      My explanation spilled out in a nervous giggle. “I’m thinking too hard, I guess.”

      I laid my head up against the window and regurgitated my mantra: Dylan is bad, two-boxes-of-Twinkies bad. That time I was determined to mean it. No frisking. Nothing that would FUBAR us any more than we already were.

      Pushing the thought of him aside, I sighed deeply, thinking how my quest for significance continued every school year. Unfortunately, my failures were followed by a kaleidoscope of excuses. Trouble was, they weren’t really excuses. They were explanations. I was one of the many diagnosed as having ADHD (attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder). So it wasn’t only hard for me to pay attention, but to sit still. According to my father, I tested at genius level, but a 160 IQ didn’t do any good if I had one idea and my body had another.

      We had a little over two weeks before Christmas break. I was on target to make the C-List, but a few Ds were possible, and God knew if they gave out conduct grades, mine would be in the crapper. Plus, I was vaguely depressed because I had no money for Christmas presents. The only cash I had was a wad of ones I’d found in the dryer. Money didn’t buy happiness, but it sure as heck could rent it.

      And by God, I was in the renting mood.

      “Darcy?” I heard.

      “Mmm, yeah?” I muttered, sliding an eyeball over.

      “I said you need to hug me,” he murmured lowly with more force.

      I debated the wisdom of that but then quickly crawled into his space, brushing my cheek against his. Our version of a kiss. It wasn’t easy having a best friend as a boy, but dang, it sometimes had its fringe benefits. Dylan wrapped my ponytail in his fist, holding me to him as he kissed the top of my head. “I’ve missed you,” he murmured, leaving his lips at my forehead.

      All I could do was sigh. Heck, maybe it was a moan. After a few seconds of nuzzling my cold nose into the curve under his chin, I scrambled back into my seat, ignoring how yummy the boy smelled.  

      Besides, I was Darcy Walker. Single. Ready to Mingle. Bleh.

      “What do you want for Christmas?” I asked, changing the subject.

      Dylan grinned, showing his dimples. The dimples. That always meant complete and utter trouble for my independence. “Just you,” he answered. When I groaned, he finally answered, “How about some new music, sweetheart. You know what I like.”

      Actually, there was a new Apple iPod on the market Dylan would kill to have. Trouble was, I’d need to sell a kidney to get it…or find a stripper pole and a very indiscriminating clientele.

      I stared at the radio.

      Dylan winked, pitching his chin toward the buttons. “Knock yourself out, Darc.”

      After scanning through a few channels, I made a decision. A heavy metal satellite channel. I needed to find my wake button.

      “How about you?” he murmured.

      Leaning forward, I grabbed the dash and bobbed up and down with the screeching. I was hyper and prayed to wear myself out by first period. I tried to think of a good answer. The one thing I wanted most no amount of money in the world was ever going to buy. I gave a resigned sigh, settling on my standard response. “Bigger boobs, better grades, the Bengals in the Super Bowl…the usual.”

      Dylan knew my biggest desire more than anyone but decided to smile at the joke. Smart man. “Come on, Darc,” he murmured chuckling, “give me something.”

      “Cell phone charger?”

      Dylan burst into deep laughter. “Nothing says intimate like a cell phone charger. Besides, you’ve got about ten already.”

      “True, but I just like having one in every room so I don’t have to go searching for one.”

      “Practical, but I’m not buying you a charger. How about I surprise you?” He brought the car to a stop at a red light, turning to me winking. He always winked as a way of promising things would be okay. Maybe. Or maybe I’d learn to live with disappointment another darn year.

      “Okay,” I muttered.

      Dylan grinned a smile that made a girl want to do bad things. “Did I tell you that you look beautiful today?” he murmured.

      Welcome to my world, bro. No wonder I couldn’t dodge a crush on him. But Dylan only buttered me up when he wanted a hug-fest or was fishing for information. Predictably he followed with, “Explain to me again what happened when you got hit by a car.”

      I gave him a watered-down version, the same one I’d given him too many times to count since he broke his freak-out meter when I dropped his call. “I was in a blind spot and stepped off the curb. Honestly, I’d always given that a difficulty rating of about a two, but maybe it was like a nine or something. But you’ve got to admit the addition of the manhole was priceless. The universe won that round.” I stopped to shake an angry fist at Heaven. “You can’t make this crap up.”

      Dylan had a deep baritone voice, but when he was happy, he sounded like a preschooler, complete with a giggle that owned my soul. “Do you feel better at all?” he murmured, still chuckling.

      Kind of, sort of, I guess…not really. I finally just shrugged.

      He narrowed both brows. “Don’t front with me, Darc. Ever.”

      I produced generic shrug number two. “I’ll live.”

      Dylan was charming and spiritual, thinking a purpose existed for everything. He probably thought a deeper meaning laid in what happened if I cared to ask. I suppose that was because he viewed the world in black-and-white. Dylan’s tendency to see things in B&W carried over into his personality. His personality ran paradoxical, however. He was tenderhearted, intelligent, and even-tempered, but other times he was immovable, too simplistic, and as hotheaded as Murphy during rush hour.

      Those last times found my straitjacket-crazy crap as the root cause.

      As soon as we pulled into the school parking lot, Jagger Cane, school Lothario, pulled beside us with Ivy Morrison—his longtime (not exactly paragon of virtue) girlfriend and my arch nemesis.

      Our school was like most other schools. When they’re big, students were given a designated parking space number. The parking lot gods hadn’t smiled on us because Dylan had been assigned number 405 while Ivy was assigned 406. Not far enough for my taste, but then again, I didn’t think Valley High had spaces in Middle Earth.

      Ivy stepped out of the car right as I did, scantily clad as usual.

      Ivy was Valley’s Barbie doll wannabe from fifth grade. She had on white patent leather boots and white corduroy booty shorts overtop snowflake tights. A knee-length white fur coat hung loosely at her shoulders. It was the most bizarre, flamboyant expo of BLECH I’d ever seen (and a dress code violation). About one hundred and fifteen pounds of pure witch, her hair was parted straight down the middle and even though she was a natural blue-eyed blonde, she’d colored it to be as white and cold as frost.

      Ivy’s parents stupidly pandered to her every whim. Where most got an early Christmas gift of new pajamas or socks, hers was a white MINI Cooper.

      I wanted to douse her in pig blood…seriously.

      She hadn’t been behind the wheel—Jagger was. Jagger coasted around six feet with spiked, coffee-colored hair, and razor-sharp, black eyes. I guess if Ivy was my arch nemesis, Jagger was Dylan’s. Jagger played all sports, but he had one thing that’d always hold him back—he had a tendency to be lazy. He was constantly suspended from teams for lack of participation and bad attitude, and he’d beg and weasel his way back.

      As he turned off the ignition, he met eyes with Dylan first, painting on a cocky smile. When he punched his door wide, a cloud of cigarette smoke rolled out and smacked me in the face. I didn’t think either of them were regular smokers, but I did think they were the type to try anything at least once. The sky was so thick with cold that the reed of smoke froze for a second, like it ran into a wall, before gradually intermingling in the December air.

      In one smooth move, he strutted over to me, twining a strand of my ponytail around his finger. As usual, he threw off an I-know-I-look-good vibe—dark jeans, expensive tan loafers, and a black wool coat that fell to his thighs. Definitely easy on the eyes, he unfortunately had the desire to copulate 24/7.

      “Hello, babe,” he murmured.

      Hello Satan. “Jagger,” I coughed out. “What an unpleasant surprise.”

      I waved away the smoke, yanking free of his grasp.

      Jagger immediately reached for my hands. I quickly shoved them in my pockets, but Jagger boldly slid his hands inside my coat too. Jagger was a fastard. That was Darcyspeak for bad boys who moved a relationship at warp speed, only for the girlfriend to find out they had several other girls on the sly. He longed to make me one of them.

      Hell would freeze over first.

      Dylan barked out a few expletives and slammed the Beemer’s door, making his way to my side in four long strides. I hoped a fake smile defused what could easily escalate into a physical altercation. Thing was, Jagger had absolutely no respect for the person he dated or the person he hit on. And lately, his jabs had gotten worse.

      I was used to it. Dylan never would be.

      Dylan’s face took on the appearance of a storm cloud when he growled a low rumble. “Remove your hand, Cane.”

      Jagger stupidly replied, “Nu-huh.”

      Dylan threatened again, “Remove your hand, or I’ll break your fingers.”

      Jagger ignored him and gazed at me, smiling seductively. “You’re my type.”

      The moment I removed my hands from my pockets, Jagger went at my ponytail again, twisting it between his fingers until it stopped at my ear. I tried not to think that whatever mannerisms Dylan had with me, Jagger seemed to mimic. That insinuated a little too much observation for me to be comfortable with. I attempted to back out of his clutches but stopped when I felt a chunk of hair straining at the roots. Dang, the fastard, he didn’t know the difference between pleasure and pain.

      “And what type is that?” I ridiculously wanted clarified.

      “Gorgeous, funny, and slightly damaged.”

      Juuuussssst beauuuuutifullll.

      That statement set a fire under Dylan’s behind. He unwound Jagger’s fingers and twisted his arm behind his back until a small umpf fell out of Jagger’s mouth. Dylan had a dark side. For some reason, it was a major turn-on. I’d debate that later.

      A shocked Ivy stood beside Jagger, no clue what move to make next. It was one thing for your boyfriend to be a lowlife cheat—another for him to rub the indiscretion in your face.

      “Cool your jets, D.” I said, nervously giggling. “It’s all part of my allure. Low self-esteem, childhood trauma, self-destructive tendencies, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.”

      Jagger chuckled. “Listen, I’m here for moral support. Day…or night.” Yup, he was stupid. “What are you staring at, Taylor?” he said, exhaling as Dylan released him. 

      Dylan smoothed down his jacket, like he was bored. “Not much. Just sizing up the enemy.”

      Right then, Jagger took a turn at acting bored. “Is that a threat?”

      Dylan laughed a humorless laugh. “Believe me, I’m not threatened.”

      Jagger leaned over, whispering something in his ear. Dylan growled something in return, giving him a no-trespassing look. Normally, Dylan wouldn’t care what anyone said, but it was almost as if a secret existed between them. Dylan raked his hand through his hair, something he always did when he tried to compose himself. For a moment, he seemed paralyzed with fear.

      Jagger sneered. “Why do you constantly act as if you and Darcy are more than friends? You’re overly affectionate with her to the point of nausea, but we both know it means nothing. She’s single, and so am I.”

      My eyes immediately darted over to Ivy. Her chin shook with shock.

      I made a fist, angrily punching Jagger in the shoulder. I didn’t like Ivy. In fact, she was one of Valley’s biggest cancers, but he wasn’t going to use me to be mean to someone else. “You’re mean,” I hissed. “And I’m thinking bad words about you.”

      Dylan tag-teamed, “You’re an ass, Cane. You just made your girlfriend cry.”

      Jagger snorted. “That’s a double standard, Taylor, if I ever heard one.”

      Listen, I didn’t fall off the turnip truck yesterday. And I had a gut-wrenching feeling that statement meant something I wouldn’t like.

      The tendons in Dylan’s jaw and neck drew together like taut cables, ready to snap. I tugged on the sleeve of his jacket. “What does he mean by that, D?” Dylan’s face remained masked and unreadable. When he hitched his chin higher, I tugged again. “Dylan?” I pushed.

      A sigh left his chest as he decided to answer. By the look in his eyes, I could tell he was going to wax poetic. Trouble was, poetry was sometimes the subjective stuff that no one could understand. He murmured, “It’s between Cane and myself, Darc, and there will never be a relationship I have that doesn’t put you first. Does that clear up anything?”

      Not really…I mean, duh.

      “Pinky swear?” I promised. Dylan’s and my pinkies had been participating in profanity since age eight. It was the way we kept our relationship pure and unadulterated to the ways of the world. I’d been operating under the assumption that when we twined our pinkies together, we had unequivocal honesty.

      Right then, I wasn’t so sure.

      Dylan sounded hoarse, like a boulder sat on his chest and he wasn’t breathing well. He tenderly ran his knuckles down my cheek. “It doesn’t and will never affect you,” he murmured again. “Please, just trust that.” Spoken like someone with secrets. If the roles were reversed, he would’ve held me down until I answered the specific question. The double standard was definitely alive and well.

      The wind picked up, and the first flakes of snow floated down like a blanket. I blew a few off my glasses before they smeared. Dylan held his key fob out to the Beemer, beeping it locked as we left Jagger and Ivy to makeup or breakup. He threw his arm around my shoulder, the incident all but put behind him. Surely, he knew I’d want a more detailed explanation, but doggone it, I had to turn around. Nothing shocked me more than to witness Jagger and Ivy kissing. Like really, really kissing. It was “the rockets red glare, the bomb’s bursting in air” kind of stuff. Her hands were in his hair—his hands were…well, everywhere. PDA overload. Um, yucky. After watching their version, I concluded what I knew about the art went right out the door.

      Was that a goodbye kiss? God only knew what a hello looked like.
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