
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Four siblings deal with the murder of their father—the CEO of a wealthy fashion company. Each sibling has a secret. But the biggest secret of all is what their father did over a decade ago, which might’ve been motive to kill him.

	 

	 

	Numerous people had a reason to murder Mr. Crawford, including his children...

	Colin knew his father was having an affair with his ex-mistress and was going to leave his mom.

	Phoebe was laundering money through the family’s fashion company to deal with her husband’s debt to a notorious drug cartel.

	Carla isn’t really Carla—someone paid her to assume the identity of the oldest Crawford child.

	Levi is bisexual and ashamed to come out despite having a secret and supportive boyfriend.

	But the Crawford children having motive to kill their father doesn’t mean they’re actually guilty of murder. And if the truth about the murder doesn’t come out sooner rather than later, one or more members of the Crawford family might go down for the murder.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Colin never avoided conflict.

	Like when he accosted his mailman about a package that never arrived. Or when he demanded his high school geometry teacher give him extra credit so he wouldn’t fail. Or like when he persuaded his father to make him president of their family’s fashion company. Or even like while he sat in back of Henry’s, meeting his brother’s gaze, as an overhead light flickered.

	Levi hovered in front of Colin and Sam. “Answer my question!”

	“It’s my birthday, not yours,” Colin said.

	Phoebe grabbed Levi’s arm. “Maybe we should leave them be.”

	Levi brushed Phoebe off. “Not until I know why Colin lied about his evening plans.”

	Sam adjusted his posture in his chair but didn’t speak. And Colin didn’t blame Sam for his silence. Sam was only his boyfriend. It wasn’t like Phoebe and Levi were Sam’s siblings. Sam wasn’t required to deal with Phoebe and Levi—not if he didn’t want to.

	Colin grunted. “If you don’t know why I don’t wanna spend tonight with you, then you’re more clueless than I realized.”

	“Insulting Levi isn’t gonna help anything.” Phoebe tucked a lock of dirty blonde hair behind her ear.

	The chattering of numerous voices echoed through the restaurant. But Colin didn’t care that the restaurant was crowded. Not when Levi wouldn’t leave him and Sam alone.

	“Weren’t you gonna grab sushi?” Colin asked.

	Levi tugged at the sides of his blazer. “It would’ve been over an hour wait for a table.”

	“Oh,” Colin said.

	Levi’s Adam’s apple throbbed. “Can’t you appreciate how I wanted to do something nice for you?”

	“Please,” Colin said. “You don’t care about my birthday. You just wanna celebrate your PR campaign for the teen line.”

	Colin didn’t regret his comment—not even for a second. Kindness was a noble idea, but Colin had learned a long time ago that someone either got bullied or was the bully. And Colin refused to be a victim.

	“That’s not true, and you know it,” Levi said.

	“Doubtful.” Colin drank more of his Mai Tai, and the mixture of the alcohol and sweet flavors from the drink’s juices electrified his taste buds. His cheeks even flushed. And that was okay. Colin was too sober for his current conversation with Levi.

	“Make me understand,” Levi snapped, face turning bright red.

	Sam patted Colin’s hand. “We can pay the check and find another restaurant to have dinner at.”

	“You always give me a hard time,” Colin blurted.

	Levi snorted. “That’s what older brothers do.”

	“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’re jealous,” Colin said.

	Levi nodded. “You’re right. I’m envious of you.”

	“It’s not like I ever hurt you,” Colin said.

	“That’s not true, and you know it,” Levi said.

	Phoebe rubbed her gold wedding ring. “Come on, Levi. Colin deserves to enjoy his birthday. So you two can hash this out later.”

	Sam adjusted his bowtie. “Phoebe has a point.”

	Levi eyed Sam for a beat. “Nobody asked your opinion.”

	“Don’t talk to my boyfriend like that,” Colin said.

	“I’ll talk to him however I feel,” Levi said.

	Colin bit his lip. “You never told me why you’re jealous of me.”

	“Even you can’t be that obtuse,” Levi said.

	Colin’s focus remained glued to Levi—he meant every word. If Levi was going to give him shit, then Colin wanted to know Levi’s motive. It was the least Colin deserved. He could only tolerate Levi’s antics for so long.

	“You became president of the company after graduating high school,” Levi continued.

	“I earned the position,” Colin said. “I interned at the company every summer during high school.”

	“And that means you deserve the spot below CEO?” Levi asked.

	“If you’re unhappy about turning thirty in a couple of years and having no noteworthy accomplishments, then that’s on you.” Colin finished his Mai Tai, then gestured at the waitress—who stood a few feet away from Colin’s table—for a refill. “And last time I checked, being in charge of PR is a prestigious title. Maybe you should quit while you’re ahead.”

	The waitress shuffled over to Colin’s table before grabbing the empty glass, then left as fast as she arrived.

	“It’s not the same thing as being President or Vice President,” Levi finally said.

	“If you’re upset that Dad doesn’t want you designing, then take that up with him.” Colin smirked. “But let’s get real. Your obsession towards me started long before I became President of Crawford Creations. I might be the younger brother, but you’ve always lived in my shadow.”

	Levi glanced at Phoebe. “You can’t be happy with how Colin has a higher position at the company than you?”

	Colin’s pulse pounded in his ears. He couldn’t believe Levi’s remark. Contemplating Levi being a jackass and Levi actually being a jackass were two different things. Colin didn’t want to believe Levi could let his nonsensical tirade continue for so long. It being Friday night meant work should’ve been the last things on their minds. But no. Levi insisted on having his way and ruining the evening.

	Phoebe scoffed. “Don’t drag me into this. It’s your problem, not mine.”

	“Whatever,” Levi said.

	“And if Dad thinks Colin is fit to be president, then I’m not gonna question his decision,” Phoebe said. “I’m sure Dad knows what he’s doing.”

	Relief flooded Colin’s body. Phoebe wasn’t as bold as him, but Phoebe’s indirect support comforted Colin. He didn’t know what he would’ve done if Phoebe was the carbon copy of Levi. Bickering with one sibling was bad enough, so Colin couldn’t have imagined a second sibling antagonizing him.

	Levi tucked his hands into his blazer pockets. “No surprise you’d follow Dad’s lead. You’ve never disobeyed a rule in your life.”

	“Nothing wrong with doing the right thing—you should try it sometime,” Phoebe said.

	“You couldn’t sound more cliché if you were in a Hallmark movie,” Levi said.

	Phoebe elbowed Levi. “You’re one to talk. You’ve never watched a Hallmark movie.”

	Levi chuckled. “I’ve made my decision—I’m gonna talk to Dad first thing in the morning. There’s a lot that needs to change. And I’m not gonna stand by and take this verbal abuse.”

	“I’d hardly call Colin being made President of Crawford Creations the same as getting verbal abuse,” Sam said.

	“If I wanted your opinion, then I’d ask for it,” Levi said.

	Music pulsed through the air, and Colin cocked his head. Normally, Colin would’ve been upset about a restaurant blasting loud music. But he needed something, anything that silenced Levi’s whining. His brother’s ranting was the last thing he should’ve dealt with on his twenty-third birthday. Twenty-three was still young enough to be the life of the party. And Colin was going to enjoy every second of his fleeting youth—it was a promise. Mostly to himself.

	The waitress darted to Colin’s table. “Sorry for the delay,” she stammered. “It’s backed up at the bar.”

	Colin’s attention shifted towards the bar for a second. The waitress hadn’t lied. There wasn’t one free seat at the bar, in addition to how both bartenders were attempting to make drinks faster than billionaires counting their money.

	Colin gave the waitress a small smile of understanding. “Don’t worry about it.”

	“I’ll be back soon to take your dinner order,” the waitress said.

	“Sounds good,” Colin said.

	The waitress wasted no time leaving and was soon out of sight.

	Phoebe drew in a breath. “There’s no reason for you to chat with Dad, Levi. We’re all rational people here, and I’m sure we can find a compromise that suits everyone.”

	“Don’t tell me what to do!” Levi said.

	Phoebe grabbed Levi’s arm. “Come on. Let’s get out of here—we can find someplace else to eat.”

	Phoebe dragged Levi away from Colin and Sam’s table, and Colin sighed in relief once Phoebe and Levi were out of sight.

	*

	Something vibrated in the pocket of Colin’s leather jacket sometime later while Colin and Sam remained seated at their table in back of Henry’s. Colin whipped out his cell phone

	“Hello...What? Yeah, I’ll be right there.” Colin hung up before shoving his phone into his pocket.

	“What was that about?” Sam asked.

	“It was a detective. Someone shot my father,” Colin said.

	“Fuck.” Sam finished the last bit of his steak.

	“I’ve gotta go back to Crawford Creations.” Colin fought back shock. Crying in a restaurant—where someone could snap a photo and send it to the press—wasn’t ideal. Besides, if Colin tricked himself into thinking he was okay, then he’d be fine. Denial was a powerful drug. “And I’ll probably have to give a statement.”

	*

	Sunlight poked through the kitchen window while Colin stood in front of the stove, waiting for his water to boil.

	The empty feeling in Colin’s stomach had grown since the previous evening. One minute Colin’s father was alive, and the next he was dead. And Colin wanted nothing more than to scream into a pillow. But he couldn’t bring himself to purge his emotions. Getting angry or showing any emotion at all wouldn’t bring Dad back—nothing would.

	Footsteps echoed from the hallway, growing louder with each passing second. Colin lifted his gaze off the stove. His mother had just entered the kitchen.

	“A servant could’ve made you instant coffee,” Mom said.

	Colin laughed. “Don’t you remember? You gave them the day off yesterday. So that means they won’t be in till eleven.”

	Mom fixed her bathrobe belt. “Oh.”

	“Please don’t lecture me about how I should’ve gone out with Levi and Phoebe for my birthday.”

	“Didn’t even cross my mind.”

	“They didn’t tell you what happened last night?”

	“They never came home after giving their statements at the office,” Mom said.

	The kettle rattled, then steam erupted from the spout. Colin turned the burner off and poured the water into his chipped Mickey Mouse mug. Most people in Fernswood would’ve chastised Colin for using a worn cup, but he didn’t care. Dad had bought him the mug for his fourteenth birthday, and Colin couldn’t have asked for a better present. To most people, a Mickey Mouse cup would’ve been mundane. But not to Colin. The gift showed his father had paid attention to Colin’s Disney obsession in elementary school.

	“Where’s Sam?” Mom asked.

	“He left for work.”

	“He couldn’t take the day off?”

	“I told him it was okay.” Colin sipped his coffee. The bitter flavor washed over him, so he opened the cabinet above him, grabbed the sugar, and added some into his coffee.

	That was the thing about grief that Colin didn’t know how he’d grapple with. Death could make someone forget even the simplest task—such as making coffee so it wasn’t bitter.

	“I’m glad Levi and Phoebe aren’t here,” Mom said. “You’re the only one I trust, so I’ve gotta do this fast.”

	Colin furrowed his eyebrows. “What are you talking about?”

	“The police are gonna think I killed your father,” Mom said.

	“And why is that?”

	“I confronted your father about the affair last night once everyone else left for the day. And I made it clear that I’d make his life hell if he divorced me for Gwen.”

	Colin clapped his hand over his mouth.

	“I brought my gun,” Mom said. “But I didn’t shoot him. I only wanted to scare him, so I fired at the wall. And it wasn’t till later on that I realized I left my gun in your father’s office. I mean, for fuck’s sake, I tampered with a crime scene by waiting till after I retrieved my gun to call nine-one-one.”

	“But Dad was dead when you returned to his office?”

	“Yes.”

	“Did you tell the operator who you were when you called nine-one-one?” Colin asked.

	“No, I disguised my voice by pretending to be some random employee,” Mom said.

	Colin shuddered. “I shouldn’t have told you about Dad getting involved with Gwen again.”

	Colin dug his fingernails into his palms, almost drawing blood. Here he was, thinking he was noble for telling his mother the truth. Yet he might have caused a whole new set of problems, and he didn’t know what he’d do with himself if his mother went to jail for killing Dad. Especially if she didn’t do it.

	Mom, meanwhile, whipped her head back and forth. “You did the right thing.”

	“Wait. What’d you tell the police when you gave your statement last night?”

	Mom averted her gaze. “I put them off. Convinced them I wasn’t in the right state of mind to chat with them. But I’m sure they’ll figure out the gun was mine.”

	“You can’t stonewall them forever.”

	“I know, I know.”

	“Do you think someone spied on you while you confronted Dad—someone else with a motive who wanted him dead—and used your gun so people would think you killed Dad?”

	Mom shrugged. “Maybe.”

	“Where’s your gun now?” Colin asked.

	“In my bedroom safe.”

	Colin breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay. Good.”

	“You don’t think I’m dumb enough to leave my gun at the office, do you?” Mom asked.

	“No.” Colin paused for a beat, realizing he needed to choose his next words carefully. “But if the police match your gun to the bullets that killed Dad, then you’re screwed.”

	Mom grimaced. “You don’t have to tell me that!”

	Colin was tempted to lecture his mother, but he couldn’t. Being labeled hysterical was the last thing a grieving widow needed. Colin also couldn’t deny how on edge he would’ve been if the roles were reversed. Life didn’t get much worse than being falsely implicated in a murder.

	“It’s too much,” Colin said.

	“I’m sorry for you, most of all.”

	“And why’s that?”

	“Tell me you don’t realize it?” Mom asked.

	Colin squinted. “You’re gonna have to be more specific.”

	“For fuck’s sake. Your father died on your birthday.”

	“That’s the least of my problems.” Colin drank more coffee, then placed his mug on the counter.

	“Life can be so shitty.”

	Colin didn’t respond. Instead, he looked his mother over. More specifically, he couldn’t get over the dark circles under her eyes. His mother always dolled herself up—even when she didn’t leave the house.

	“I don’t know how, but it’s gonna be okay.” Colin hugged his mother.

	Colin didn’t care that he was lying. Mom needed reassurance, and he’s told her what she needed to hear. So Colin would worry about any possible scandal surrounding his father’s death later. He’d do what he always did when exaggerating the truth—live with the lie.

	Colin and his mother both pulled back from the hug.

	“There’s more,” Mom said.

	“Do I wanna know?”

	Mom coughed into her arm. “Your father’s involvement with Gwen isn’t the worst thing he’s done.”

	“Huh?”

	“It’s about Carla...”

	Carla. The name lingered in his mind. Sometimes, Colin forgot he had another sibling—one who had been three years older than Levi. That was what happened when tragedies got compartmentalized, after all. Talking about a teenager committing suicide wasn’t polite conversation. Colin had understood that idea even as a kid.

	Mom curled her fingers into a fist. “I don’t even know where to start.”

	“The beginning would be best,” Colin said.

	“Carla never committed suicide.” Mom sobbed. “Your father only wanted us to think that.”

	Colin’s heart lurched. His father was dead, but he wasn’t really gone. Secrets often leaked out at the most inconvenient time, and Colin couldn’t even speculate how terrified he’d be once his mother finished her story.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Phoebe always believed the best in people, giving them the benefit of the doubt.

	Whether it was thinking her college history professor didn’t hate her when refusing to give her extra credit so her final grade would have been an A instead of a B-plus. Or that Dad actually cared about her despite always being too busy to grab lunch or a coffee. Or that Levi’s resentment was normal since their family was large.

	Phoebe had lost all her patience, though. And that was why her frown hadn’t disappeared while she gazed at the man snoring on the living room couch. The empty beer bottles on the coffee table revealed everything worth knowing about how Elliot had spent the previous evening. And Phoebe couldn’t lie to herself—not this time. She’d long hoped Elliot would have outgrown his wild antics. Or at the very least, Phoebe dreamed of Elliot having a more balanced lifestyle. Because the alcohol wasn’t even the worst part. The empty bag on the couch was what concerned Phoebe more. Cocaine was one demon Phoebe didn’t know how to slay. If Elliot was going to change, then he needed to do it for himself. Not because Phoebe had bullied him into becoming a different person.

	“Wake up, Elliot!” Phoebe barked like a drill sergeant.

	Elliot started awake, rubbed his eyes, then looked up at Phoebe. “Hi, honey.”

	Phoebe placed her hands on her hips. “That’s all you’ve got to say?”

	“What do you want from me?”

	“What happened to just having a few friends over?”

	Elliot snickered. “Okay. Maybe things got out of hand.”

	“You’re lucky your parents let you crash here whenever you want.”

	Elliot grunted. “What’s with the interrogation?”

	“My father died last night.”

	“Sorry to hear that.”

	“Really?”

	“Why would you think I’d lie about something like that?” Elliot asked.

	Phoebe remained silent. Arguing with her husband the morning after Dad’s death was the last thing she wanted. But she was having a hard time remembering what she’d seen in Elliot in the first place. And if Phoebe ever got a redo, then she wouldn’t let witty comments and charm be the foundation for building a life with Elliot.

	Elliot sat up. “I really am sorry about your father.”

	“Thanks, I think.”

	“Do the police have any idea who the culprit is?”

	Phoebe shrugged. “No.”

	“I’m sure they’ll catch the killer.” Elliot remained silent for a beat. “No offense or anything, but you come from privilege.”

	Phoebe gave him a blank expression, hiding her true emotions. Being reminded of her wealth was the last thing she needed. If roles were reversed, she would’ve never done that to Elliot. She just wasn’t that cruel. She hoped not, at least.

	“It’d be nice if you only stuck to alcohol,” Phoebe said.

	“Not like I do cocaine every night.”

	“Whatever,” Phoebe mumbled.

	Elliot’s eyebrows knitted together. “Excuse me?”

	More anger swelled inside Phoebe’s body and mind. She couldn’t deny how Levi was right about something he’d said last night, despite how she despised boosting his ego. Phoebe had always been the good girl, and she was tired of it. Elliot would continue treating her like shit as long as she allowed him to.

	“It’d be nice if you at least pretended to care about our marriage,” Phoebe said.

	“You didn’t even tell me what you’re doing here so early.”

	“Seriously?” Phoebe asked.

	“Open communication is necessary for a successful marriage.”

	If Phoebe had been a violent person, she would’ve smacked Elliot. Phoebe couldn’t believe Elliot was dumb enough to make the comment he’d just made. Not when Phoebe was carrying their marriage for both of them.

	“Your parents let me stay in the pool house.” Phoebe flipped her hair over her shoulders. “I didn’t feel like being at home last night.”

	“Oh...”

	“But that’s not the point.” Phoebe stepped closer—so close that the acrid stench of beer oozing out from Elliot’s pores stung her nostrils.

	“If you’ve got something to say, you might as well say it,” Elliot said. “The whole passive aggressive thing isn’t a good look for you.”

	“My father knows everything,” Phoebe said.

	“The fuck you talking about?”

	Phoebe could only run from the truth for so long...

	*

	Phoebe was about to leave her office Wednesday afternoon—two days before her father died—when Dad entered and locked the door behind him.

	Phoebe gave him a nervous look. “Can I help you with something?”

	“We need to talk.” Dad rubbed his mustache—which was more gray than black—then sucked in a breath. “I know you’ve been cooking the books.”

	“You’re gonna have to be more specific.”

	“You’ve been taking money from a shell corporation and washing it through the woman’s line.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	Phoebe hadn’t had a choice with trying denial one last time. It was the only move she had, and she’d be damned if she didn’t try regaining control of the situation.

	“Are you really gonna insult my intelligence by denying what you’ve done?” Dad asked.

	“How did you even discover this alleged accounting irregularity?”

	“My assistant brought it to my attention.”

	Phoebe bit down so hard that her mouth almost filled with a metallic taste. “How convenient.”

	“Don’t mock Brady,” Dad said. “He’s good at his job.”

	Phoebe sobbed. “There are things you don’t know.”

	“Let me guess?” Dad asked. “This has something to do with Elliot.”

	More disbelief washed over Phoebe. Phoebe didn’t appreciate Dad’s harsh tone. Being his daughter meant he should’ve believed the best in her.

	Phoebe’s jaw trembled. “How’d you know?”

	“Everything bad in your life over the last few years has been connected to Elliot.”

	“He’s not evil,” Phoebe insisted. “He’s just a little troubled.”

	“That’s putting it generously.”

	“What are you gonna do?” Phoebe asked. “Send me to jail? Because even you wouldn’t be that cruel.”

	Dad nodded. “You’re right. I’m not that mean. But I can never trust you again after this stunt. So you have one week to give me your resignation letter.”

	Phoebe cried louder, yet she couldn’t speak. Somehow, words escaped her. Realizing her life could change at a moment’s notice and actually experiencing said change were two different things. Phoebe refused to believe her future at Crawford Creations was over. There had to be a solution.

	“You can wipe that look off your face,” Dad continued. “Giving you a week is for the company’s benefit, not yours. A scandal is the last thing we need.”

	Phoebe laced her fingers together, giving her father a pleading look. “They were gonna kill Elliot if I hadn’t laundered the money. Maybe even murder the family.”

	“I don’t care.”

	“Elliot’s drug dealer let him keep him a running tab.” Phoebe averted her gaze, shame creeping through her body. A part of her still couldn’t believe how foolish Elliot had acted. “But what Elliot didn’t know was that his drug dealer worked for the de la Garza cartel.”

	“Lovely.”

	“You must realize you can’t stop the money laundering scheme just because you feel like it? They’ll find us.”

	“I’ll handle it. That’s what I do best.”

	*

	“It’s not my fault you were stupid enough to get caught,” Elliot said, drawing Phoebe back into the present moment.

	“You’re unbelievable—it wouldn’t kill you to show some gratitude.”

	Elliot sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

	Phoebe didn’t care if Elliot just lied. She had bigger problems, because she didn’t know what she was going to do if her illegal activities were uncovered by the police. Doing something unethical, not to mention illegal, only made her look like a hypocrite, since Phoebe had previously prided herself in always doing the right thing.

	“You don’t think people are gonna suspect you killed your father, do you?” Elliot asked.

	“I hope not.”

	“I’m gonna ask you something, and I want an honest answer.”

	“Yeah, fine. Whatever.”

	“You didn’t kill your father, did you?” Elliot asked.

	The old Phoebe would’ve been annoyed by Elliot’s question. But Phoebe didn’t have the energy for such emotions. Not at that moment. If she wasn’t careful, she’d lose everything. And Phoebe couldn’t have that. So maybe, just maybe, if Phoebe was lucky, her misdeed would die with her father. Yet Phoebe couldn’t forget about Brady’s involvement with Dad’s snooping. Brady was an extra variable Phoebe hadn’t needed. And she needed to figure out how to handle him.

	“Don’t be ridiculous!” Phoebe quipped.

	Elliot raised his palms at Phoebe. “Sorry. Had to ask.”

	Phoebe looked Elliot over. More specifically, the thick layer of stubble coating Elliot’s face and neck. “And for fuck’s sake, go take a shower!” Phoebe said.

	“I don’t need a lecture from you,” Elliot said.

	“I’d watch the next words that come out of your mouth.”

	“We don’t even know if your father took care of the cartel.”

	“You’re right—that’s information we need, and ASAP.” Phoebe bit her nail. “And that’s why I’m gonna have to snoop in his office. If he set up a meeting with the de la Garza cartel, then there might be a clue on his computer or day planner. Even if it’s in some sort of code.”

	Elliot smirked. “I knew I married you for a reason.”

	“Don’t get cute—you’re still in deep shit.”

	Elliot stood. “I’ll go take that shower.”

	“Congrats. That’s the smartest idea you’ve had all day.”

	*

	Phoebe entered the kitchen when she returned to the mansion. Yet she hadn’t counted on her brother sitting on the wooden stool, sipping tea.

	“Hope you’re doing okay in light of everything going on,” Phoebe said.

	Colin met his sister’s gaze. “Did you really ask me that?”

	“Just trying to be polite.”

	“You’ve ruined my birthday.”

	“Are you fucking kidding me?” Phoebe asked. “Levi would’ve never left you and Sam alone if it weren’t for me.”

	“I don’t have time for this.” Colin placed his mug in the sink, then pushed in his stool. “Not when I’m never gonna see Dad again.”

	Phoebe looped her arms around Colin. “You’ve gotta believe me. I never wanted to intrude on your night out with Sam.”

	“It doesn’t matter what your intentions were—Levi did what he does best. Piss me off.”

	“It wouldn’t kill you to make an effort with him.”

	“Don’t take his side over mine.”

	“I’m not.”

	“Levi’s resentment is his problem, not mine!” Colin said.

	Phoebe couldn’t fault Colin for his comment. Even a kind person would struggle with Levi. Phoebe would even go as far as to say dealing with Levi could sometimes be worse than going to the dentist.

	Phoebe scratched an itch on the back of her neck. “You don’t have to tell me that. I’ve suggested therapy to Levi multiple times. Something is bugging him, and it’s only gonna get worse.”

	“Maybe we should turn the focus to you.”

	“Pardon me?”

	“You never came home last night,” Colin said.

	Phoebe rolled her eyes. She had an idea about where the conversation might be headed, but she wanted to be wrong. She couldn’t be at war with both Elliot and Colin. Not when Dad wasn’t even in the ground yet. “What’s your point?” she finally asked.

	“Maybe you killed Dad and needed to cover your tracks after speaking with the police,” Colin said.

	“That’s a good one.”

	“I’m not kidding.”

	“Do you think I’m capable of murder?” Phoebe demanded.

	Colin shifted his weight. “I don’t know. You tell me.”

	“Look, there’s no doubt Levi needs to work on himself,” Phoebe said. “But infighting isn’t gonna help. We need to keep a united front if we wanna make it through this tragedy.”

	“Nice line. Did you rehearse it?”

	“Have it your way. Although don’t say I didn’t try.” Phoebe exited the kitchen without another word. Being perfect wasn’t required for Phoebe to know when something wasn’t worth her time and energy. And if Colin was going to calm down, then that was a conclusion he’d need to reach himself.

	Only one thought nagged at Phoebe while she ascended the staircase and walked to her bedroom—whether or not Dad had met with the drug cartel yet. And the more Phoebe contemplated the matter, the more she realized she couldn’t bank on Dad being the only one to know about her illegal activities. Only a child would have been so optimistic. Secrets always came out, and Phoebe was going to regain control of her life if it was the last thing she did.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	To Carla, knowledge represented power.

	Like when a teenager caught one of their parents cheating and used that information for blackmail so they could get whatever they wanted. Or like how knowledge literally represented power for people when education was the only means of getting a better life. Or like how having a strong intuition was necessary for navigating various situations throughout life. Or even like while Carla stood in front of her boyfriend in their living room, studying his facial expression, predicting his current feelings ensured the situation wouldn’t spiral out of control.

	Carla inhaled a deep breath. “I know you aren’t happy about this, but I don’t have a choice. Doing this will secure both of our futures.”

	Johnny snaked his fingers through his slicked back black hair. “Don’t be ridiculous. The only person you care about is yourself.”

	“How can you say that?”

	“Because I know you.”

	“I wouldn’t have dated you if I didn’t care about you,” Carla said.

	To some extent, Carla meant what she said. No amount of glamor or wealth would have made her pursue an unattractive man. Even she had some standards. But that didn’t mean she wanted to be a good girl. Not completely.

	Johnny wiped a piece of lint off his blazer. “You only cared about money.”

	“That’s not true.”

	“How do you expect me to be okay with you being gone indefinitely?” Johnny asked. “A relationship involves mutual respect.”

	Carla’s stomach coiled. Johnny only complicated her situation with his comment, and she was running out of patience. No explanation was needed about how Carla didn’t have all day. Not if she didn’t want to disappoint her boss.

	“Don’t lecture me!” Carla exclaimed.

	“You don’t have to do this—there’s still time for you to back out.”

	“She’s counting on me.”

	Johnny furrowed his brow. “You actually trust she’ll come through with the money?”

	“The first payment landed in my bank account, didn’t it?”

	Johnny stepped closer. “Don’t ask a question that you already know the answer to.”

	“My bad.”

	“If you’re upset I don’t provide a more luxurious lifestyle, then we can discuss it.” Johnny paused for a moment. “I’m open to spoiling you more.”

	For a fleeting moment, Carla almost pitied Johnny. Whether Johnny realized it or not, he reeked of desperation. And that kinda made Carla regret getting involved with Johnny. There was nothing that she hated more than weak men.

	Carla sneered. “This isn’t about you, Johnny.”

	“Then explain it to me again.”

	“For the first time in a long time, I’m doing something for myself. But maybe you’re just threatened by a strong woman.”

	“Don’t be silly.”

	“Living in another state isn’t the end of the world.”

	“It is when Fernswood is two hours away,” Johnny said.

	Carla giggled. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

	“She should do her own dirty work herself.”

	“You already know why she can’t do that.” Carla folded her arms. “Could you go back to your family if you were in her position?”

	“You’ll be living a lie.”

	“You make it sound like I’m a criminal.”

	“If the label fits. I mean, you’re basically committing fraud.”

	“Don’t be judgmental,” Carla said.

	Johnny reached for her hands. “Can’t you see I only want what’s best for you?”

	“Your concern is misguided,” Carla said.

	“If you’re really gonna do this, then that means you never cared about me.” Johnny adjusted his tie. “And I refuse to accept that.”

	Carla almost screamed. Chatting with Johnny wasn’t accomplishing anything, and she didn’t know how much longer she’d tolerate Johnny’s whining. If Johnny knew what was best, then he’d accept this was what she, Carla, wanted. Carla would’ve hated resorting to more drastic measures, after all. Violence would always be messy no matter how necessary it sometimes was.

	“This conversation is going around circles,” Carla finally said.

	“And whose fault is that?” Johnny asked.

	“You’ve gotta believe I’ll come back to you one day.”

	Johnny coughed into his right arm. “I watched the news this morning.”

	“And?” Carla demanded.

	“Don’t you think they’ve suffered enough?” Johnny asked. “Nothing more final than death.”

	“She still wants to go through with it.” Carla massaged her temple. “I’m getting a headache, and I’m
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