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            Evil is not the illegality, or the magnitude of the sin, but the consistency of the sin.
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            PROLOGUE

         

         When that first child is on the way, every woman wonders, What kind of mother will I be? Beth Fraser had plenty of reason to wonder, but she didn’t really find out until her daughter, Dana, was four years old.

         They were still living in San Francisco and had gone to Bloomingdale’s, the big one on Market Street. Beth had a partners’ meeting about the new fund for Lumination Ventures. There were problems with the suit she had ordered. At the time, this had seemed important.

         The woman behind the counter was slower than molasses in January. Beth demanded to speak to her manager. The charge was not accepted, the alterations had not been completed as promised, and they were going to get this sorted out.

         Beth had told Dana to stand right here. She promised Dana a trip to the Disney Store just as soon as they’d straightened out this one thing.

         The manager came over. Beth looked down. Dana was not there.

         Beth did not remember anything after that for a while.

         Dana remembered a bit more. Not everything, but more.

         For instance, she remembered promising she would stand right here so Mommy could talk to the store lady. She remembered feeling that if she could look out the big front window, maybe she could see the Disney Store. She remembered the idea that right here kind of included the window, because she could see the window and Mommy at the same time. She remembered not really moving. Just drifting. She was still right here. Mommy was arguing with the lady behind the counter. She could hear them. She was still right here.

         “Hey there.”

         She remembered looking up to see a man in a gray suit and blue overcoat. His hair was slicked back in dark stripes against his pink-and-tan scalp. She remembered he had very round blue eyes and plump, pink hands.

         “You lost?”

         Dana shook her head.

         “Where’s your mommy, then?”

         Dana looked around. Suddenly she wasn’t sure. Mommy was by the counter. That was her dark jacket, but that wasn’t her head. She didn’t wear that hat. She was right here, wasn’t she?

         “Oh, wait,” said the man. “I see her out there. Come on.”

         He took Dana’s hand, and all at once she was walking with him. She wasn’t sure how that happened.

         They were going out the sliding door now, and he was right behind her, bumping into her back and kind of pushing her along. Then, they were out on the sidewalk, heading up the hill, and his big, soft hand was holding hers and he was saying, “Now, where did Mommy go? Oh! There she is. Come on!” He gave her hand a little shake and also squeezed her fingers. Dana craned her neck, trying to see what he saw. He was pulling her along too fast. His hot, damp hand hurt as he squeezed her fingers and sang, “There she is! Come on! Keep up, sweetie!”

         Then the world spun, and the sidewalk slammed against her head and Dana saw stars.

         She sat up, not sure how she got onto the ground. The man was on the ground too, and Mommy was there. She was screaming—bad, bad words, louder than sirens, louder than anything. A lot of people were yelling.

         The man was bleeding, and Mommy was kicking him. Hard. His head was bleeding. Bright red smeared his hot, pink hands. He was crying.

         Mommy kicked him again, right in the teeth. His head snapped back.

         A big lady with sunglasses swept Dana into her arms.

         The man with the pink hands wasn’t moving anymore. Mommy turned around and walked up to the lady and to Dana.

         “Give me back my daughter.”

         The lady handed Dana across. Mommy wrapped Dana in her arms and they sat down on the curb. Mommy held Dana on her lap. She was breathing hard. Dana could feel her chest heaving under her jacket. Her eyes were straight ahead. She was shaking all over, and tears streamed down her face.

         Dana wanted to hug her. She knew she should hug her, but she couldn’t. Not while her eyes were so blank like that. It was like she wasn’t even her mother anymore.

         Beth didn’t know what was happening inside her daughter’s mind. All she knew was that somebody had tried to take Dana away, and she stopped them. Of course, the cops were on their way now. There would be lots of cops, and eventually lawyers. There’d be questions to answer and lies to tell. So very many lies. She needed to have them all lined up and ready to go.

         But Dana was safe now. That was all that really mattered. Beth could handle everything else.

         She always had.

      

   


   
      
         
            PART ONE

            SHOW AND TELL

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         “Time?” called Dana. She lifted the pan full of vegetable omelet off the burner and shook it to make sure the mass of egg and zucchini was loose.

         Beth held up her phone. “Thirteen minutes, forty-four seconds. You’re never gonna make it!”

         “Watch me!” It was down to the wire in the Fraser kitchen’s morning marathon—could Dana make an edible breakfast in fifteen minutes or less?

         Dana shook the pan again and eyed the distance to the ceiling.

         “You’re cleaning up when you miss!” Beth reminded her. The game of the fifteen-minute breakfast was their way of combining Dana’s love of cooking with the morning rush that never seemed to get any easier. Beth could not stand to be late, and Dana loved to show off, so it all worked.

         Dana gave the pan a swift up-down jerk. The entire golden disk of egg and vegetables launched into the air, flipped, and came down. Dana bent her knees and held out the pan and—

         SPLAT!

         —caught the whole thing.

         “Yes!” She pumped her fist in the air. “Get the plates!”

         Beth pushed the colorful Fiestaware across the breakfast bar so Dana could slide segments of omelet onto the dishes. She sprinkled feta cheese on top of each plate, along with a handful of tomato chunks, and dropped the grilled bagels next to them.

         “And done!”

         “Fourteen minutes, fifty-three seconds,” Beth announced.

         Dana threw both hands into the air. “Team Dangerface for the win!”

         They both pulled their high stools up to the bar and tucked in. Dana glugged her orange juice. Beth poured a cup of coffee from the carafe. The speakers were cranked up, streaming a pulse-surging mix of Beyoncé, Adele, and Alicia Keys.

         People who saw Beth and Dana together knew instantly they were mother and daughter. Beth had no idea where her ancestors had really come from. Her parents had regularly claimed to be everything from black Irish to Armenian. They had, however, gifted her and Dana with the similar oval faces, blunt noses, sandy skin, and thick brown hair. Time and determination had hardened Beth’s hazel eyes, but she still smiled easily, although that smile could be a disguise as often as it was a revelation.

         If Beth was an expert at hiding in plain sight, Dana was brash and loud and determined to be herself, even when she wasn’t sure who that might be from day to day. Currently, she sported an uneven bob that ran down to her jawline on one side and barely covered her ear on the other. She had three piercings in one ear and four in the other. Her earrings never matched.

         Dana’s most striking feature, though, was her eyes. The technical term was heterochromia iridis, meaning her eyes were two different colors—the left one, green, the right one, brown. Dana had flirted with the idea of hiding them a couple of years ago. Since then, she’d gone the exact opposite direction to emphasize them with mascara and shadow.

         “So, last day of freshman year, huh?” Beth dug into the steaming omelet.

         “Halle-effing-lujah,” Dana mumbled around her mouthful.

         “Anything I need to know about today? And, by the way, this is really good.”

         “Thanks, and, um, no, I don’t think so.”

         Beth eyed her daughter as she took another gulp of coffee. “As an experienced parent and professional lie detector, I am qualified to tell you that’s a suspicious hesitation.”

         “I hate it when you do that.”

         “I know. So, what happened?”

         “Nothing!” Dana tore her bagel half in two. “Except you might be getting an email about my oral presentation in English.”

         “Why?”

         Dana huffed out a sigh. “Cuz when I was giving the report, I maybe kind of said that Holden Caulfield was a self-involved asshole and he should have jumped off that cliff he wanted to save all the kids from, like they wouldn’t know it was there in the first place, and it seemed pretty obvious Salinger was full of horseshit.”

         “Uh-huh. And what did Mr. Kennedy have to say?”

         “That I should please remember that horseshit was not a current vocabulary word, and so I said fine, Salinger was full of bullshit.”

         That was when the phone rang. Not Beth’s cell. The landline in the kitchen.

         “Do not say, ‘Saved by the bell,’” said Dana as soon as Beth opened her mouth.

         Beth just checked the clock. Seven thirty exactly. They both needed to be out the door in less than fifteen minutes. A well-known fact in some circles.

         So, I wonder who this could possibly be?

         Beth braced herself and picked up the receiver. “Good morning, Doug.”

         “Hi, Beth, it’s…Oh, ha-ha,” laughed Dana’s father stiffly. “How did you know?”

         “It’s my superpower.”

         “Yeah, well, that’s why Gutierrez pays you the big bucks, right?” Officially, Beth’s title at Lumination Ventures was vice president, but unofficially, she was the chief bullshit navigator. “Anyway.” Doug sighed. “I’m glad I caught you. I was afraid you might have left already.”

         You hoped I had left already, and that’s why you called the landline. “What’s going on?”

         “Well, unfortunately—and this is not my fault. I really tried to get this moved, I swear, but…”

         Beth stopped listening. She’d heard what she needed to. This wasn’t exactly the first time Doug had called to wriggle out of a promise he’d made Dana.

         “…I know this is the last second, and I should have called earlier. I know, I know…”

         Exactly when did you degenerate into such a cliché, Doug?

         “…I was really looking forward to this weekend…”

         You were the one who always talked about living an authentic life. That really should have tipped me off right there.

         “…and I just kept hoping things would work out…”

         And the big ask is coming in three…two…one…

         “…So, you’ll tell her I’m really sorry?”

         “She’s right here, Doug. You can tell her yourself.”

         “Beth, I…”

         “Dana, it’s your father.” Beth passed the phone to Dana.

         “Yeah, I noticed,” Dana said to her. Then, into the receiver she said, “What’s going on, Dad?”

         Dana listened and scooped up a piece of cold egg with the last of her bagel. Beth leaned back against the kitchen island and watched her daughter’s face slowly closing down while Doug chattered and apologized and promised, all from a safe distance.

         At least my father would lie to my face. The thought dropped into place without warning. Beth looked away, until she was sure she had her shock hidden.

         “Yeah, Dad,” said Dana. “It’s fine. I’m sorry too. No, it’s okay. I got invited to an end-of-year party at Kimi’s…Yeah, so, you’re right—it all worked out. Yeah. Say hi to Susan for me. Here’s Mom.”

         Dana handed Beth the receiver and immediately dug into the last of her omelet.

         “I really am sorry, Beth,” said Doug. “Will you make sure Dana knows that? Please?”

         Something about the particular pleading note in his voice pricked at Beth’s awareness. “Are you all right, Doug? You sound”—worse than usual—“worried.”

         “What? Yeah. Fine, but, um, I don’t want to keep you.”

         “No, of course not. Have a good day.”

         Beth hung up and went back to her cooling breakfast.

         “Sorry, Dangerface.” The nickname had come after a childhood accident. Dana tripped on the escalator and had to get five stitches in her forehead. She absolutely refused to wear a bandage, and instead ran around the house growling and shouting, “I got my danger face on!”

         “It was gonna happen.” Dana shrugged. “I don’t know why he even bothers.”

         So he can tell himself he tried. But Dana already knew that.

         Beth had promised herself from the start she would not get between Dana and her father, especially once they moved out to Chicago. She’d always known Doug was a hot mess and not good for much beyond romantic weekends and grandiose pronouncements. That was why she didn’t marry him, even when she came up pregnant.

         Especially when I came up pregnant.

         Even so, she’d never expected Doug to treat his daughter first like a secret and then like an embarrassment.

         “You can always say no when he starts making plans, Dana.”

         “Yeah. I guess.” She smashed a chunk of tomato flat with her fork. “Maybe he’d like that better.”

         “It’s just…you don’t need to make things easier on him just because he’s your father. That’s not your job.”

         “I thought that was what families did.”

         “Families do all kinds of things.”

         “Yeah, well, my experience is kind of limited there.”

         The rebuke stung, but it was an old pain, and Beth told herself she barely noticed anymore.

         Dana’s phone buzzed, and she flipped it over. “Chelsea’s downstairs.”

         Which meant all discussion was officially closed. The pair of them began the last stage of their morning routine—getting plates in the dishwasher, finding Dana’s backpack and the final history paper that she’d almost forgotten, Beth’s briefcase, and the extra folder out of her study that she might just need for this morning’s demo session.

         Beth tried not to feel relieved that there was no more time to talk. Family was a perfect storm for them. Beth had secrets, Doug had issues, and Dana had anger.

         And Beth didn’t know what to do about any of it. She never had.

         “Phone?”

         Dana opened one side of her school uniform vest to show what looked like the blank, black lining.

         Every year when Dana got her new school uniforms, Beth took it to a particular tailor, a Ukrainian immigrant who made a quiet specialty of creating pockets for people who did not want security guards, or anybody else, to know just what they might be carrying.

         “Mad money?”

         Dana flipped open the other side.

         “Text time?”

         “Four thirty, on the dot,” Dana recited. “Today and every day.”

         “Love you, Dangerface.”

         “Love you, Mom. Bye.”

         Dana kissed her on the forehead to avoid smudging her meeting-day makeup and charged out the door.

         For years, Beth had walked Dana down to the lobby and waited with her until the car came. Like a lot of the parents at Pullman Preparatory Academy, Beth hired a car service to handle Dana’s transportation to and from school. At least, like the parents who didn’t have their own drivers.

         Now, in a concession to Dana’s simmering need for independence and after about a week of screaming fights, Beth waited upstairs. But she still watched, and she was not the only one.

         The landline rang. Beth scooped it up off the hook. “Beth Fraser.”

         “Kendi at the desk, Ms. Fraser. Dana and Chelsea are in the car. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

         “No, thank you, Kendi. Not today.” She said good-bye and hung up. She checked out the window and saw the black Metro car pull out of the drive and into the street.

         Time to get a move on. Beth grabbed her briefcase, her tote bag, her keys. She checked her phone to see that her car service was on the way. She also checked her makeup in the mirror by the door. A demonstration day always meant dressing to her personal heights—suit, stockings, and sky-high heels.

         What are you looking for, Beth? She smoothed down the front of her gray Chanel jacket. What’s got you on edge?

         Because she was too anxious for a normal morning. Even Doug’s phone call was perfectly normal—frustrating as all hell, but normal. Probably it was today’s presentation from AllHome Healthtech. She had been trying for two weeks to impress on her boss that this particular start-up was a waste of time. Rafael wanted to let it play out, though, and he was more than just her employer. He was the one friend she’d kept from her ragged teenage years in Nowhere, Indiana. He’d pulled her out of her grandmother’s trailer and presented her with the chance at a career. If Rafi wanted to waste a morning with this demonstration, they’d waste a morning. Maybe he knew something she didn’t.

         Her cell phone rang—an unidentified number with a San Francisco area code. Beth stuffed the phone into her red briefcase. Let it go to voice mail. If it was important, they’d leave a message. She was running late, and between Doug, Rafael, and her own restlessness, she had more than enough on her mental plate.

         In the side pocket of her briefcase, her phone rang, and rang again, and stopped.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         “I hate to say I told you so, Rafi…” Beth settled onto the black leather sofa in his office and kicked her shoes off under the glass-topped coffee table. “But…”

         “But you told me so. Yes, yes, yes. Mea culpa.” Rafael Gutierrez opened his full-size fridge and pulled out two bottles of Pellegrino sparkling water. His office was a cool, black-and-white room with a window wall that looked over Wabash Avenue toward the Sears Tower. The skyscraper had actually been renamed the Willis Tower, but nobody bothered to remember that.

         Rafael was a square-built man. His family had come to the States from Mexico and Ecuador, and he’d grown up on an edge even sharper than the one Beth knew. A black unibrow made an emphatic line above his brown eyes. He wore his black hair a little long and combed straight back so that it waved around his ears and against his neck. This helped de-emphasize a tattoo that had seemed like a good idea in another place and time.

         “You have to admit AllHome is a good idea.” Rafi handed Beth a water bottle like a peace offering and dropped onto one of the square leather chairs. “A specialized, virtual home-health-care assistant. It’s got legs.”

         “For somebody who knows what they’re doing.”

         Beth’s gaze flicked to the vintage chrome wall clock with its sweeping red second hand. Fifteen minutes until Dana’s check-in text was due. Beth pulled her phone out and laid it facedown on the chair arm.

         “When we took on TrakChange, we had to hold their hand every step of the way, and they paid off big,” Rafi said.

         “TrakChange overran costs by four and a half million and we came thiiiis close to a partner revolt.” Beth pinched her fingers together. “Do we want to go through that again for this bunch?”

         “We could coach them through—”

         Beth’s phone buzzed right then, cutting him off. She checked the screen, frowned, and put the phone back down. Rafi lifted his eyebrows at her.

         “Somebody with a San Francisco area code’s been calling all day. I thought it might be the BlitzCom people, but they’re not leaving messages.”

         “So, pick up or block the number.”

         “Yes, Mr. Gutierrez. Right away, Mr. Gutierrez.”

         Rafael tossed his bottle cap at her. Beth lifted her bottle to block it. The cap pinged off its side and dropped onto the couch.

         Beth sipped her water and glanced at the clock again. 4:28. Dana was due to text her at four thirty. That was their standing agreement. Four thirty, every day. No exceptions.

         It was eleven years since the day at Bloomingdale’s where the worst possible thing had almost happened. After that, Beth had wanted to lock all the doors of her life and never let the outside world near her daughter again. She’d wanted to kill the man, because of who he was and who he might have been.

         She’d almost done it too, although that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was how very right it felt.

         Since then, things had gotten better. The move to Chicago had helped. So had the fact that she’d worked out a series of necessary steps, defined them, and organized them. The daily contact was one step. It gave Dana some freedom and allowed Beth to keep breathing.

         Beth pulled her mind back to the problem in front of her. “Rafi, the AllHome guys are trying to break into health care, and they haven’t even started to think through the legal concerns or a real system of care for people at their lowest and most vulnerable.”

         Rafi eyed her over the rim of his bottle. “But you know who has?”

         “HomeAssist,” she answered immediately. “I’ve met their developers, and I’ve been watching their proof of concept advance for a couple of months now. I think they’ve got the scope and vision to actually pull this off.”

         Beth checked the clock again. 4:29. She laid her hand on her phone so she’d feel the buzz.

         “And it just so happens that HomeAssist has a woman-led development team,” Beth told him. “And their CEO is Megan Reese, who just got named one of the twenty-five Best and Brightest by ChicagoLand Entrepreneur magazine. They’d be perfect for the Excelsior Fund.”

         Excelsior was still in the planning stage, and the plans were mostly Beth’s. It was a venture capital fund specifically for women from outside the traditional tech sector who wanted to get into the tech sector. Their motto: The real talent’s still out there.

         Rafi blew out a sigh. “How long have you had this waiting in the wings?”

         “Since I got a look at the nonplans of that little huddle of Stanford tech bros who could barely get their own laptops working.” She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Rafi, Excelsior will pay off, and HomeAssist is a perfect vehicle. It’s ambitious, it’s sexy, and it’s timely. There is an appetite for diversity and for VC to show it’s got a heart as well as a wallet.”

         Rafi paused, but then he nodded. “Two meetings,” he said. “And two phone calls to gauge initial interest and show I’m behind the idea. After that, we’ll see what bubbles up.” He raised his bottle and drank another swallow.

         “Done.” Beth raised her own bottle in answer.

         The phone buzzed. Beth snatched it up. Face ID made the screen light up and displayed the message: Dana had taken a meta-selfie of herself in the front hall mirror. In the background, her best friend, Chelsea, hoisted two cups of bubble tea. The caption read:

         
            
               4:30 oclock & all swells @home w Chelsea. [image: ][image: ]

            

         

         Beth put the phone down and took a very long swallow of sparkling water. Rafi drained his own bottle and pitched it into the recycle bin. “Okay, I need to get going. I’ve got a dinner tonight and Angela’s on her tenth text. Where are we with BlitzCom? We ready for them?”

         “I think so, but this one is really Zoe’s baby.”

         “Is she ready?”

         “She’s completely ready. Tell Angie I said hi.” Beth retrieved her shoes. He waved in acknowledgment, and Beth headed for her own office down the hall.

         As soon as she had her door closed, she pumped her fist hard.

         Yes!

         She pulled her phone back out and hit Zoe’s number.

         “Zoe? Good news. Rafi’s ready to move with Excelsior and HomeAssist.” She yanked the phone away from her ear as Zoe let out a triumphant yelp. “Are you still in your office? Meet me down in the bar for a strategy session and celebratory cheese fries.”

         Zoe promised to be down in ten. Beth hung up and texted Dana.

         
            Good news at work. Will be a little late. Save me some dinner.

         

         Getting Rafi on board with the Excelsior Fund was an enormous success, however it happened. Beth liked her position as Lumination’s BS detector. But at the same time, she itched to find out what she could do with some money of her own.

         It meant putting herself in a position where she could be more publicly visible. Which was risky. Her past was still out there. As of last month, in fact, her past was sitting in a relatively nice extended-stay hotel in Perrysborough, Iowa, a little piece of nowhere near the Minnesota border. According to the last surveillance report, her past was eating a lot of pizza and ordering movies and using the ATM at the Good Neighbor’s Party Store. Which meant they were doing something for money. The hotel was a cut above their usual (at least their usual recently), and the food delivery was better than peanut butter and white bread from the quickie mart. Plus, they’d been coming and going a lot.

         Probably they were still hustling drinks in the bar and cheating at pool and cards. Maybe they’d found an in at the local casino where they could get to the suckers who had just won big, or lost big. But she had no direct evidence on that. Surveillance got expensive after a while.

         Her past was waiting—whether they knew it or not—for her to finally decide what to do about them.

         Well, they can wait a little longer. Today belongs to me.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         “You know, my mom won’t mind if you stay the night,” Dana Fraser said to her best friend, Chelsea Hamilton, as they pushed out of her building’s revolving door. They stood under the concrete awning to keep out of the sun. It was stupid hot. Even the breeze that funneled down the street stung her skin. “We can have a pajama party, and you can be my cupcake taster. Not like I’m doing anything else.”

         Dad had promised to take Dana with the rest of his family out to Warren Dunes to celebrate the end of the school year. Except, of course, now he had backed out. She’d pretty much expected it. But she’d just kinda hoped maybe this time he’d actually follow through. He’d been talking about it for a couple of weeks, which was an eternity in Dad-time. She’d even looked up a bunch of campfire cooking recipes just in case.

         “Sorry,” said Chelsea. “I really can’t. My dad got home this morning, and that means Mom wants us all sitting around the supper table pretending we want to talk to each other. And, by the way, your dad sucks.”

         “He really sucks,” admitted Dana. She looked at her phone. The app showed that the Lyft was two minutes away.

         The snotty kids at Pullman Prep called Dana Fraser a freak, mostly because of her different-colored eyes. To those same snots, Chelsea Hamilton was a chunk and a freak. She was tall, round bodied, and round breasted. She streaked her hair white and blue and wore Hello Kitty stockings and Doc Martens with her school uniform. They sent her home for it one time, but her mom got up in the administration’s face and they backed down.

         Never mind that Mrs. Hamilton couldn’t look at Chelsea without sarcasm pouring out of every vintage-chic pore—no bunch of schoolteachers and underpaid administrators got to criticize her daughter.

         “At least with Dad home, Cody can’t have band practice at our place,” Chelsea said. “He’ll be out the door as soon as Mom lets him be excused. Gott sei Dank für kleine Gefälligkeiten,” she added. Dana remembered it meant something like “Thank God for small things.”

         Chelsea took German because she’d heard that the universities there offered free tuition, even to foreign students. Four more years, she’d said, and I can tell them all to take their fucked-up lives and their trust fund and their codependent shitheadery and shove it up whatever orifice they got left, cuz I am outta there!

         A red Subaru with the Lyft sticker in the window pulled up the driveway. While Chelsea climbed in, Dana checked the photo of the driver on her phone against the face of the guy behind the wheel, just to be sure. Chelsea gave her the thumbs-up and flipped a wave of blue-and-white hair back over her shoulder.

         Dana watched her pull away and shrugged off the loneliness that draped across her. It wasn’t like she didn’t have enough to do. Her internship at the Vine and Horn started next week, and she needed to get ready for that. Plus, Kimi and Keesha were having their end-of-year party tomorrow, and they’d told her to come over anytime if Dad cancelled (again). That was going to be way better than trying to keep the mosquitoes out of her nose or listening to her half siblings arguing about…something.

         Who needs it, or them? I should be more like Chelsea and just peace out permanently.

         “Dana Fraser?” said a woman.

         Dana’s head whipped around.

         “It is Dana Fraser?” the woman said. “I got that right, right?”

         She was bone thin with frizzy brown hair bundled into a messy bun. Her splotchy skin was tanned deep leathery brown, and the shadow line from the awning cut right down the middle of her face. Her clothes—a long-sleeved T-shirt and faded designer jeans—hung off her stick-figure body. There was a sweat stain on her chest.

         Stranger danger! Dana’s eyes darted this way and that, but she didn’t know what she was looking for. Escape. Accomplices. Aliens, maybe? But the city went on like normal. Inside the lobby, Kendi, their doorman, leaned against the counter and turned over a tabloid page.

         “No. No. I’m not going to hurt you. I just…ah, shit.” The woman didn’t move even an inch closer, but Dana still took another step back.

         “I’m sorry.” The woman’s hands dropped to her sides. “This was stupid. I never should have…of course you’re scared. Jesus.” The wind blew a hank of hair across her mouth, and she shoved it away. “Why wouldn’t you be? I…look. I’ve got something for you.”

         The woman reached into her back pocket. Dana’s whole body jerked. “I won’t come any closer! I swear. Look. I just…look.” The woman held up what looked like a crumpled square of folded paper. “I’ll just leave it here.”

         Slowly, so Dana could follow every move, she laid the paper on the rim of one of the flower-filled planters that framed the door. “You can pick it up after I’m gone. Or not. Whatever. Either way, I’ll be at the Starbucks on the corner tomorrow. Four o’clock.” She pointed. “Nice public place.” She backed up a step. “You know, you look just like your mother. You tell her I didn’t scare you,” the woman added suddenly, urgently. “You tell her that. Okay? I never touched you or threatened you, not once. Please. Be sure she knows that.”

         The woman was still backing away. Four o’clock, she mouthed and pointed up the street. Starbucks. She waved, smiled, and turned at the corner, and she was gone.

         Dana’s hands started shaking.

         It’s okay, it’s okay. You’re okay, she told herself, even though she wasn’t sure why she should even have to. It wasn’t like anything dangerous had happened. Not this time.

         But she knew my name. She knows I live here. She was looking for me.

         A fresh gust of hot summer wind caught the paper square and tumbled it into the planter.

         Dana yanked the paper out of the dirt. It was thick, slick, and slightly sticky.

         The crazy lady had left her a photograph.

         Dana glanced over her shoulder. Kendi was talking to a pale, speckled lady with a snow-white bob. A black man in a gray suit with a messenger bag slung across his chest pushed out from the revolving door. A white woman in running tights with a little white dog under her arm pushed in.

         All normal. No one behind her. No one looking to come grab her hand and pull her away.

         Dana gritted her teeth and carefully unfolded the photo.

         It was an old Polaroid, its colors faded and muddy. Ragged white lines crisscrossed the image from all the times it had been refolded.

         It was taken outdoors, maybe in the desert. A woman crouched down and wrapped one arm tight around a little girl. The woman pressed her cheek against the girl’s cheek and pointed toward the camera.

         Look! Look! Say cheese!

         The girl looked like she wanted to say fuck you way more than she wanted to say cheese. She was bone thin and tanned and frizzy haired.

         This skinny, possibly crazy lady had left Dana a picture of her mother.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         “So this is finally for real?” Zoe asked as Beth pulled up a chair at the little marble-topped table in the lobby bar. “Rafael’s on board with Excelsior?”

         Beth had taken the time to load her briefcase up with all the files she was going to need for the weekend, and swapped her stockings and heels for ankle socks and white tennis shoes. This meant Zoe had beaten her down to the bar, with time to order the cheese fries, not to mention a white wine for herself and LaCroix for Beth.

         Zoe Keyes was an elegant African-American woman who wore her hair natural and favored large hoop earrings and tailored suits. Her analyst skills had sped her up the ladder at Lumination. Beth had been forced to use some sharp elbow moves against three other veeps to snag Zoe for her team.

         “Rafi’s being careful,” Beth admitted, taking a swallow of LaCroix. “But I know him. He is on board.”

         “Finally!” They clinked glasses.

         “So, now we have to keep it up,” Beth said. “Rafael was asking where we are on tomorrow’s BlitzCom meeting.”

         “Just checking off the last few boxes.” Zoe did not sound happy.

         “What’s going on?”

         “There’s something I don’t like. Or maybe I just don’t get it…” She shook her head. Her hoops swung and glittered. “I don’t know, but there’s something.”

         Beth nodded. Zoe had serious skills, but she was still learning to trust those nagging little “somethings” that came along with them. That could be difficult for anybody, but as usual, it was harder for women. A man’s hunch might be respected as “gut instinct.” For a woman, the same hunch would be laughed at, usually with a “Oh, your ‘women’s intuition’ tell you that?” thrown in.

         “Keep digging.” Beth lifted her glass out of the way so the server could set down the heaping plate of cheese fries. “When you nail it down, text me or call. Even if it’s four in the morning, okay?”

         “Okay, but when it is four in the morning, remember you asked for it.”

         Beth crossed her heart a split second before her phone buzzed. She flipped it over to see the screen. San Francisco again. Her thumb hovered over the Accept button. But Zoe touched her sleeve, and Beth looked up.

         Zoe was nodding toward the bar and the tanned, blond man climbing to his feet.

         “What. The. Actual. Hell,” murmured Beth as she got up out of her chair. “Doug!”

         Doug came over and shook her hand. He was trying to beam, but it wasn’t working out too well.

         “Hi, Beth! I know this is a surprise, but I was on my way…”

         “Camping,” she said, cutting him off. “You were on your way camping with Susan and the kids.”

         “Yeah, well, I was. But something came up, like I said this morning.”

         “Oh yes. Doug, you remember Zoe Keyes?”

         Zoe, who had instantly read the awkward/annoyed vibe, shut her folder before she reached out to shake hands. “Good to see you again, Doug. Sorry I can’t stay. Beth, I’m just going to look into this and I’ll message you later tonight.”

         “Thank you, Zoe.”

         Zoe gathered her things and strode away toward the elevator banks. Beth faced her daughter’s father and tried to smile.

         “Um,” said Doug. “Okay if I sit down?”

         Beth didn’t move. “I need to get home. Dana’s making dinner.”

         Doug looked at the cheese fries.

         “Yeah, she’s good like that, isn’t she?” Doug sat anyway. He picked up Zoe’s wineglass and looked at it like he was thinking of gulping down the remainder.

         How long have you been sitting here drinking, Doug? The pinprick Beth felt when they spoke on the phone that morning returned. Doug wore his usual neat business suit, but now she could see the white shirt was rumpled. His blond hair, which she suspected he now dyed, was also in disarray, like he’d been repeatedly running his fingers through it. When he looked up at her hopefully with his bright-gray eyes, she saw the heavy bags beneath them.

         She tried not to care but couldn’t quite manage it.

         Beth sighed, and she sat. “What’s going on, Doug? You’re making me nervous.”

         Doug fussed with Zoe’s glass, using two fingers on the base to turn it around.

         “I…Christ. I wish there was some way…”

         “Just say it, Doug.”

         Instead, he ate three cheese fries. Slowly.

         When he finally raised his eyes from the plate, Beth got a rush of feeling—strangled sentiment, old frustration, old affection, and the awareness of the endless, complex bond that came with facing the father of her child. “I’m in trouble, Beth.”

         “I’m sorry,” she answered, aware that her voice was too cold. She distrusted his boozy desperation like she distrusted her own stale affection. “Is it Susan?”

         “No, it’s…it’s money. Our money. Susan’s and mine, I mean.”

         Beth waited for shock and surprise to form, but all she felt was the depressing realization that she should have known. She had seen this exact look before, from a hundred other men (and the occasional woman). It always came when they realized their habit of blowing past all the warning signs meant they were now driving off a cliff.

         Besides, how long have you known Doug would make a perfect sucker? And don’t think that’s why you picked him out, because that is not true.

         At least, she hoped it wasn’t true, because she did not like what that would mean about her.

         “Doug.” Beth folded her hands on the table to keep from curling them into fists. “What did you do?”

         “Nothing!” Do you have any idea how much you sound like our fifteen-year-old when you do that? “I took advantage of an investment opportunity and…”

         “What opportunity?”

         “Oh, here we go. She puts on her ‘I’m the professional here’ voice.” But Doug saw her face harden, and she watched him abruptly remember he actually wanted something out of her. “I’m sorry, Beth. I’m just really on edge. Can we…just strike that from the record?” He tried for a smile and failed. Instead, he ate two more fries.

         Something’s seriously wrong here. Beth felt a thousand instincts rise to the surface as goose bumps. This was something beyond Doug and his protests of innocence. This feeling was old, like the scar on her arm that her long-sleeved blouses hid, or the sudden stabs of pain in her skull that still defied ibuprofen and talk therapy.

         Calm, Beth. He’s triggering a flashback. That’s all.

         “Okay,” said Beth. “Let me guess how this ‘opportunity’ went. It was from somebody you knew, maybe not well, but you knew his name. He’d heard about you from mutual friends who were already investors. It was all very hot and cutting-edge. They just needed a little extra funding for regulatory paperwork, or to finalize development—something like that. Then, a few months later, they needed just a little more, and then a little more. By then you’d put in so much that a little more didn’t seem to matter, because the whole project was going to turn around any day now.”

         “No, it was nothing like that.” But the lie was plain on his face. She’d always been able to read Doug like a book. Once, that fact had given her a measure of security.

         “Then what was it like?”

         “Jesus, Beth, I thought you’d want to help! Whatever problems you and I have, you love Susan and the kids.”

         How long has it been since you let me anywhere near your wife and kids?

         “I know you wouldn’t want them to get hurt because I made a mistake.”

         What I want is to get home to my daughter. I want this feeling to get off my back. I want…

         Beth realized she was losing control of her expression. She glanced quickly away, trying to remember how to breathe and be calm.

         That was when she saw him—an old, lean white man with blue eyes. He wore a Cubs cap and a leather jacket, despite the heat outside. He stood directly across the lobby, and he was watching her.

         No.

         “I just need you to do something for me. It wouldn’t take more than an hour of your time, Beth—”

         You can’t be here.

         “This wouldn’t even be a problem if we hadn’t taken such a hit when—”

         You’re in Iowa.

         Beth was on her feet.

         “Beth, what…?” Doug grabbed her sleeve. She blinked, turned her head for just a second, and pulled free.

         He was gone.

         “Beth, are you even listening?”

         The answer was no. She was racing across the lobby, forgetting to be subtle, forgetting to be anything. But the elevators had arrived, and a river of bodies spilled out—people on phones, pulling wheeled bags, walking and talking in tight knots. Delivery people going one way, suits another.

         Beth stopped midstride. It was pointless. He was gone.

         It wasn’t him. You’re just jumpy.

         But her breath wouldn’t calm. She closed her eyes, but the face seemed to have seared itself on her vision.

         I’ve got to get out of here.

         Doug was still sitting at the table, just as she had left him.

         “Jesus, Beth. What is your problem? Are you having one of your freak-outs again?”

         “Yes.” Beth grabbed her briefcase and purse. “I am freaking out. That is exactly what I’m doing.”

         “What about…Oh shit. Beth, come on—what’s the matter?”

         She stopped for a split second, just long enough to process the fact that Doug was genuinely concerned.

         “Contact my admin. Make an appointment,” she said. “We’ll talk.”

         She did not wait for his response, which would probably be shocked and offended. She needed all her concentration to walk calmly but quickly out of the bar and across the bright, beige marble lobby.

         A yellow cab waited at the curb outside. The building concierge held the door, and Beth gave the driver her address and collapsed into the back. The driver started up the meter and cranked the wheel to wedge them into traffic as soon as he heard the door thunk shut.

         Beth yanked out her phone, brought up a number, and waited while it rang.

         “Good evening, Miss Fraser,” said a tired, gravelly voice. “How are you?”

         “Mr. Kinseki, where are the Bowens?” she demanded.

         James Kinseki, private detective, fully bonded, licensed, and insured, sighed. He was a big man with gray buzz-cut hair and bulging arms that stretched the sleeves on his polo shirt. Beth had met him face-to-face exactly once. That was nine years ago, when she’d finally been able to afford someone more reliable than a greasy skip tracer.

         “As far as I know, Todd and Jeannie Bowen are currently occupying room one sixteen of the YourRest Extended-Stay Hotel in Perrysborough, Iowa. Kitchenettes, weekly rates, free Wi-Fi.” Kinseki’s reply was calm, almost bored. Why wouldn’t it be? This wasn’t the first time she’d called him in a blind, baseless panic. “I had one of my guys out there just yesterday, and several of the clerks and maids have been willing to keep us updated, as I’ve told you in my reports.”

         There. Your guy is telling you. It was your imagination. You didn’t see him.

         But her body did not believe that. Kinseki, who had some decent instincts of his own, read her silence. “I can have my guy do a check-in if you want.”

         Say no. She took a deep breath. At the same time, her phone gave a low double beep.

         “Wait. I’ve got another call coming in.”

         She checked the number. It was Doug. Beth hit Decline.

         “Are you still there?” Beth asked.

         “Yes, Ms. Fraser. I’m still here. Do you want me to call my guy?”

         Say no. You didn’t see it. You’ve got other problems. Doug, for instance. This is your subconscious trying to avoid what’s going on with Doug.

         But out loud she said, “Yes. Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”

         “Okay. I’ll call you back as soon as I hear anything. In the meantime, if they do attempt to contact you, do not engage, okay? Get yourself a lawyer and a restraining order. As a professional, I’m telling you, if what you’ve said is the truth, that’s your best—”

         Beth hung up.

         The shakes started right after that. All Beth could do was clutch the grab handle and wait for them to stop.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         Dana lay on her bed, with Dessa streaming from the sound system. She stared at the faded Polaroid of her mother, and…the woman.

         Dana had always wanted family. She’d been jealous of the kids whose holidays overflowed with aunts and cousins, the ones who had a whole world of people to love and look out for them. She didn’t even get to meet her father until after they had moved to Chicago, and that had…mixed results. Dana remembered Douglas Hoyt coming over to visit every so often. She remembered they went to the zoo and to see Frozen. He took her to American Girl Place for Christmas and her birthday instead of just sending gift cards.

         Around the time she turned seven, Dana had asked her mom if she and Dad were divorced. That was when Mom told her they’d never been married and that he was married to somebody else now and had two other kids.

         Dana had been stunned. She had a brother and a sister. Nobody told her that. Dad showed her pictures of his house and his wife and their two dogs, but he never once said he had kids.

         Dana immediately asked (pestered) Mom about them. What are their names? How old are they? Where do they go to school? Can I message them?

         But most of all, When can I meet them?

         Patty and Marcus, I think, she’d answered. And, Younger than you.

         And: I don’t know.

         And: They might be too young to have their own emails.

         And: That’s up to your father, Dana.

         Without an email address, Dana reasoned she’d have to get creative. She wrote her unknown siblings letters, like they were pen pals. Neither one answered back, so she wrote again and again.

         They still didn’t answer. Mom caught her crying about it.

         That was when Mom had called her father. Dana stayed in her room and hugged her favorite stuffed animal, Cornie Bow. Through the wall, she heard Mom talking in that firm, calm way that made you wish she’d just yell and get it over with.

         After a while, Mom came in and told Dana that her father had invited her to spend the weekend at his house.

         Dana convinced herself it would all be great. She’d be on her best behavior. She’d make cookies. Her brother and sister (Marcus and Patty!) would be amazing. They’d all become best friends. She’d have a whole big family, not just Mom and the few sharp-edged stories that were all she’d ever given Dana of her grandparents.
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