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To Steph



Look how far we’ve come










PROLOGUE



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Doing what?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“And the other?” the doctor asked.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Damnit,” Zach repeated gleefully.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


The thought of it made me queasy.


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










CHAPTER 1



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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










CHAPTER 2



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


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


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


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


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


“Rough day?” he asked.


“Is it that obvious?”


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


“Lucky guess.”


“Is there any left?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I’ll do it.”


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


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


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


“I’ll think about it,” I said.


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


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


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


“You’re not?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Aren’t you coming in?”


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


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


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


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


“You don’t think I can do it?”


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


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


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










CHAPTER 3



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Does Vero need something?” I asked.


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


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


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


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


“I’m not planning on staying.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Javi’s eyes met mine.


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


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


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


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


“For now.”


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


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


He frowned. “Is Vero okay?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“But you have work.”


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


“You can’t do that.”


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


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


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


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


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


“It’s harder than it looks.”


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


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


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


“You promise?” I asked.


“I promise.”


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


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


A giggle came from the pantry.


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


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










CHAPTER 4



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“He doesn’t know?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I am?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“But tomorrow is Taco Tuesday,” Lenore said.


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


“There’s a program?”


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


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


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


“They spelled it wrong.”


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


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


“I can’t believe you’re here!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Vero shot to her feet. “Javi’s here?”


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


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