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To our mom & dad
For always believing in us
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ONE

[image: A strawberry.]
Phoebe

People say you choose your friends, but my friendship with Hailey Tinrock never felt like a choice. We clung to each other because we were told to, and then it became survival. And now—together—we’re leaving our families behind.

At midnight, the motel room stinks of stale cigarettes and a microwaved burrito from its previous resident. Yellowed stains bleed into the cement walls and ceiling tiles. Five-star accommodations right here. Luxurious.

It’s definitely not the Ritz-Carlton, and I’ve already become a roach murderer. I’ve counted four cockroaches so far, killed three with a rolled Forbes magazine that Hailey had been flipping through. She ripped off the cover with the roach juice to keep reading. I watch as the last one skitters into an air vent. It was smart to run away from us.

He knew what was coming.

As I plop down on the lumpy mattress, it lets out a warning screech but supports my weight enough. I appraise a box of poison—sorry, I mean hair dye. My scalp burns like I scrubbed it with sriracha and chile flakes.

“It says to wait thirty minutes,” Hailey tells me, sitting cross-legged on the disgusting plaid chair in the corner. Her wet hair hides underneath a plastic cap, the color processing. She’s wearing only an oversized black tee that says HEXES ON MY EXES, knee-high socks, and jet-black lipstick.

I’m not shocked she’s painting her nails the same inky color.

Hailey dresses like she’s someone who could stab you while she’s sucking on a cigarette, but her favorite movie is about sisters working at a small-town pizza joint and falling in love so, so slowly. I can’t sit through ten minutes of Mystic Pizza, and Hailey watches it every weekend like it’s her bible.

She also has zero exes to hex. Just a laundry list of one-night stands and short-term flings. Our lifestyles aren’t compatible with long-term relationships.

At least not real ones.

Hailey doesn’t recheck the instructions on the hair dye box. I trust that she remembered the info on the first read through. Photographic memory and all.

I’d be envious if she weren’t my best friend and didn’t use her beautiful brain to bail me out of a million and one tragic scenarios.

“Are we sure they didn’t make this stuff out of jalapeño paste?” I force myself not to itch, but yeah, I kinda scratch and wince. No self-control. “It feels like fire ants are exploding on my head. I’ve never even heard of this brand.” I rotate the box to stare at the front. “Vivid Value Color. What’s our plan B if our hair starts falling out again?”

“We shave our heads,” Hailey says, like it’s the obvious solution. She blows on her wet nails, and I try not to mourn my hair. Would I actually shave it?

Yes, I’m all-in with her.

Would I tear up?

One hundred percent.

Would she?

Probably not, considering she shaved her head when she was sixteen. Now that she’s twenty-four, it’s regularly chopped at her shoulders in an edgy cut.

At the moment, I’m restraining myself from doing a fullfingernailed scalp massage. Do not.

She can see my struggle. “We didn’t have much to choose from at the gas station, Phebs.”

“I know.” I sigh, trying not to complain. We might be the same age and she might be the one figuratively behind the wheel, but I’m the one dead set on protecting us and keeping us from struggling.

When Hailey came up with this idea in Carlsbad, we had just trekked away from a multimillion-dollar beach house in the pouring rain. All façades dropped—we didn’t call for our personal driver in his Bentley to take us “home.”

We just slipped out. Without splendor or attention.

Almost like we never arrived.

It’d been a little past one a.m.—you don’t forget things like time when it’s one of those days that stay with you. Or in this case, one of those nights. After a long, barefoot trek with our heels in our hands, we sat at a bus stop, thinking we could escape the rain while we waited.

We didn’t.

Carlsbad’s bus stops have fancy white pergolas as roofs. So rain slipped through the slats of wood and wet our hair and our flowery Oscar de la Renta dresses we just purchased this summer. Her dress was embroidered with poisonous white oleanders. Mine was threaded with delicate pink tulips.

Hailey was silently crying. I could tell, even in the storm. She’s an ugly crier when it’s not faked. Her whole face was scrunched, and her reddened eyes looked touched by the salt of her emotion, not the sky.

Dark mascara streamed down her cheeks, and I clasped her hand tighter while my knees jostled. From the cold, I wanted to believe.

I was just cold from the rain.

“Phoebe,” Hailey choked out. “I-I don’t think we should do this again.” She tried to catch my gaze.

But I stared at my lap. My dress was riding up, and a trickle of blood on my thigh became exposed to the elements. The rain washed away the crimson streak in a blink.

Just a millisecond. That’s all it took before it was gone.

“We’re leaving California tomorrow,” I reminded Hailey. “It’ll be okay.” I was ready to get the hell out of there. To start the next job.

It’s always about the next job, bug, I heard my mom’s voice in my head.

Hailey turned more to me. She squinted at me through rain and tears. “What if we don’t?”

“Don’t what?” I blinked through confusion.

“Don’t go to Seattle.”

To the next job, she meant.

My stomach tossed like it had earlier that night. I glanced back down at the inside of my thigh, expecting to see more blood, but it really was gone.

Now she squeezed my hand. The desperation in the strength of her fingers clung against my heart. “We could retire, Phebs.”

“We’re twenty-four. I don’t think we’re in a position to retire.” I held my Hermès purse over Hailey’s head as an umbrella, so the rain would stop pelting her face.

She looked simultaneously thankful and distraught.

We weren’t trust fund children with loaded bank accounts, but growing up, we’d experienced wealth like we were daughters of neurosurgeons and tech moguls. A Bugatti for two weeks. Penthouse suite at a five-star luxury hotel for a month. Two-grand rib eye with shaved black truffle for dinner.

There were times the fantasy would pop, and we’d reconvene at a Holiday Inn like regular middle-class folk, but only for short moments. One night or two.

Our lives were always fantasies, and our parents taught us how to construct them and then rebuild when they started to crack.

Money would flow in heaps and go out just as fast. Be flashy enough to maintain appearances but not enough to cause attention. Wear the designer dress. Drive the car that’d elicit your neighbor’s envy. Pick up the thousand-dollar tab once to show you can.

Insulate yourself in the “right” social circles.

When we became adults, things shifted a bit. Instead of playing with private school kids at some rich family’s mansion for an afternoon, I could now attend an exclusive nightclub with VIP bottle service. Or the strip club that B-list celebrities frequented.

Only, I wasn’t just partying the night away but seducing someone out of a few grand. Felt a lot different than batting my eight-year-old innocent eyes at the unsuspecting elite.

The marks tended to be affluent assholes, and as a kid I liked to believe we were Robin Hood—stealing from the rich, giving to the poor. But we weren’t. We just gave to ourselves, and I was mostly a prop for my mom’s long cons. There to give her backstory—sometimes as my doting mother, other times as my kind aunt or selfless guardian—more credibility.

By the time I was a teenager, I was no longer a shill. A prop. I had more responsibility and a bigger role to play. Long cons were always the bread and butter that kept us thriving. Short cons were like practice and a way to travel from A to B: conning someone out of a hundred bucks in sixty seconds, shortchanging a cashier.

Anyway, after all our families did to live this fabulous lifestyle, my savings didn’t see much reward. It was never about saving money for some brighter future.

We were supposedly already living the “brighter” future. Our line of work is ethically and morally questionable and borderline corrupt, but it’s not like we robbed banks. Most of the time, we just . . . tricked people. Into believing our fantasies.

Our lies.

But still, I listened closely to Hailey at that rainy bus stop like I understood what she was saying already. Even if the concept seemed far-fetched.

“Retiring is the wrong word,” she whispered, but no one was around us. Barely any cars zoomed past our stretch of road. “More like . . . starting over. Like really starting over, from the beginning.” Her mascara-smudged eyes were pleading with me. “Phebs.” Her voice fractured. Despite her goth wardrobe and her unapproachable aura that radiated toward strangers, I’d seen Hailey cry plenty of times in our lives.

She cried over a turtle she ran over.

She cried when Romeo and Juliet died in the 1968 film.

She cried and cursed after breaking her pinky in a doorjamb.

And now she was crying from the fucked-up Carlsbad job.

I hated seeing her this distraught. Tears of my own threatened to rise, and I was trying—God, I was really trying to see what she saw. A way out? I’d never considered it.

I never wanted it.

“We can do the normal thing,” she said. “The way that normal people do.”

I couldn’t see.

I couldn’t see. “Hails—”

“We can. I know we can. We don’t have to keep doing this. We don’t. You and me—let’s leave together.”

My eyes stung, and I looked around for answers that I still couldn’t see. Not like her.

“Inertia,” she whispered a life-changing word into the rain, one that swung my head back to her.

My pulse raced. “What?” I breathed, thinking I heard her wrong.

“Inertia,” she said more certainly, more forcefully. “I’m invoking inertia.”

Inertia: an object will continue at its current motion until some force causes a change in its speed or direction.

She was unearthing a childhood pact that we buried like a time capsule. If someone invoked the word inertia, then whatever road we were taking, we’d have to change course together. To change course was to do the opposite of what our parents wanted for us, and that felt like the ultimate rebellion.

We never wanted to be alone when contesting them.

It felt isolating and devastating to stand against the indomitable forces that were our mothers. So the pact was born to ensure it’d always be the two of us against the world. It was an unbreakable pact. Stronger than a pinky promise. Stronger than a blood oath.

It’s a pact reserved solely for us: two daughters of con artists and best friends for life.

It was only the second time the word was ever invoked. The second time the pact rose to the surface.

The first time, I’d been the one to say the word. We were fourteen.

Hailey had been viciously bullied at our prep school. She had hoped to “tough it out” even though every school day ended in tears. I had wanted to drop out of the prep school, though it’d go against our moms’ wishes.

So I’d said, “Inertia.” After that, we’d never gone back. We’d changed course together.

Hailey summoning this word at the bus stop in Carlsbad swept me into the power of our friendship and the indestructible pact we wielded like a trump card.

I had used it once and she followed through, despite being afraid of the repercussions. Now, it was my turn to do the same.

I had to do it. There was no other thought in my mind then. I had to, and I would.

She opened her black leather handbag and pulled out a brochure. “I found this.”

She passed it to me. It started sogging between my fingers, but confusion began to fade as I gazed at the picturesque New England landscape.


Vacation in One of Connecticut’s Oldest & Most Vibrant Towns!



It looked beautiful and quaint. The kind of place you’d start a family and grow old. A place you’d plant roots.

Normal.

And I realized, it was her Mystic Pizza. The small town with only romantic troubles and college dreams. No lies.

No scams.

And she wasn’t asking me to take a weekend trip up the East Coast. I didn’t know how long she had carried this brochure or how much she’d thought about leaving until then. But maybe that night had lit a match, and after what happened in the beach house, her idea had detonated into a plan.

Starting over.

A chill raced across my skin.

Doing the normal thing. Was that even possible?

The wet brochure was crumbling between my fingers. “Our moms will hate us moving to Connecticut.” They’d been best friends since childhood.

Thick as thieves. Quite fucking literally. Only their lives were less than glamorous, unlike our cushy and glitzy upbringing—as they so often reminded us.

The rain began to let up when I glanced back at Hailey. “We’re grifters, in case you’ve forgotten.”

I like using that word because our moms hate it. They think “grifting” invokes a visual of tobacco-spitting hitchhikers. Though, we have hitchhiked before, and we try not to stay in one place for too long.

“Then we don’t tell them we’re going,” Hailey said. “We could stop running. Stop conning. We could build something for ourselves that lasts. Can you picture that?” She looked up like it was a constellation in the stars. Spelling out our real bright future.

Pain blossomed in my chest from the strange, muddled yearning. The idea of not running sounded nice. Not conning . . . I wasn’t so sure. While she stared up, I looked down at our sopping wet dresses, my discarded heels, and the dirt on the bottoms of our feet.

“It’s hard to imagine,” I whispered. “Sounds more like a dream.” A strange fantasy.

But seeing the desperation in Hailey’s eyes again—I really did want to give it to her.

“Then let’s live that dream. Let’s try.” She clutched my hand again. “Please, Phoebe.” Her round gray gaze pleaded. Begged. “I can’t do it alone.” A tremor shook her voice.

The pact surfaced in my heart again. “You won’t be alone, Hails,” I breathed.

When I was ten years old, Hailey told me to jump off a bridge into ice-cold water to save a drowning stray cat. She was too scared of heights, and I had rarely been scared of anything. I couldn’t say no to her then.

I definitely couldn’t say no now.

“I’ll try with you,” I cemented.

We hugged underneath the bus stop’s pergola, still sopping wet from the storm, and we let go before an old Ford truck rode up to us.

The window rolled down. I saw her older brother in the passenger seat, and then from behind the wheel, my oldest brother careened forward into view.

They said nothing.

Their eyes said enough. Concern. Urgency. Time to go.

We climbed into the backseat with a secret and the start of a plan.

In the motel room, thousands of miles away from the California coast, I settle with the fact that I dived headfirst into this now well-formulated plan. Connecticut. Leaving behind our families and the paths they set for us at birth. Starting something new.

Living a normal life.

What even is normal? I grew up in hotels and one-month rentals. Every time I whimpered as a kid about staying in a city, my mom would crouch to my height with glittering hazel eyes and her blonde hair in Instagramable waves. Her charismatic, radiantly maternal face made other kids ache for her to be their mom and had older men fantasizing about a life with her on their arm.

And she’d tell me, “Why would you ever want a house in that boring neighborhood?” She’d teasingly gag enough that I’d laugh, and her perfect, genuine smile lit up my world. “We’re doing what other people dream of. Never forget that, bug.”

She nicknamed me bug since I was technically her youngest of three. Bug is sometimes spider or sweet spider, what she calls all of us endearingly, but all the nicknames remind me that I’m as squashable as the roaches I killed.

Maybe that’s why my whole life was lived on the run. Go for the air vent and you’re free to keep breathing.

Rooting myself for longer than a handful of months is foreign to me, but the idea of moving to a small town feels epically normal and tugs at some heartstrings.

A new town. A new name. A new, honest job. Would I really like what Hailey advertised? Really starting over. From the beginning.

Hailey’s cellphone alarm beeps in the motel. “Mine is done.” After capping her black polish, she pops up from the chair. She’s bleaching her already dyed-blonde hair to a platinum shade. Nothing as drastic as me. “Want this?” She tosses a gas station bag of nail polishes.

I sift through the reds and pinks. My fingers brush the Barbie-pink bottle, about to choose that one. This color is so pretty on you, bug. She’d definitely love me in Barbie pink, and a knot is in my chest before I choose an off-white polish.

I shake the bottle. Unlike Hailey, my pink tee with an embroidered strawberry and my light-wash jeans aren’t exactly intimidating anyone. I gravitate toward the soft, delicate look, and she gravitates toward the hard-core. Our insides do not entirely match our outsides, but do anyone’s? Most people aren’t what they seem to be at first sight. We know that better than most.

On Hailey’s way to the bathroom, an aggressive knock pounds the door.

We flinch before going motionless and quiet.

I listen to the fist rapping outside our motel room again. Our eyes meet each other as concern builds. Did someone already find us? No way.

Another knock, and then a graveled male voice follows. “It’s me!”

I blink hard. It’s official, our dream has become a nightmare. With more annoyance than fear, I climb off the bed.

“How’d he find us?” Hailey asks, sounding a lot less irritated than I feel.

“No clue.” I nod toward the bathroom. “Wash out the dye. I’ll deal with him.”

“You sure?” She wavers. “I can deal with him if—”

“I’ve got it,” I interject. “Really.” I want to be more helpful in this whole plan of hers. She’s done a lot of the preparation and legwork, and if handling him will take something off her plate, then I’m signing myself up.

Hailey nods and slips into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her.

I steel myself for the incoming aggravating lecture that I know he’ll give me, and my stiff stride carries me to the motel’s door.

When I swing it open, I’m met with molten gunmetal eyes, windswept dyed-black hair, and a crisp navy-blue suit more fitting for the Four Seasons than a Super 8.

Hailey’s older brother.




TWO

[image: A strawberry.]
Phoebe

He’s so ugly, my eyes are trying to roll into the back of my head. Lies. I’m supposed to be living a truthful life now, and I guess that begins with being completely honest with myself—and Brayden Tinrock has always been hot. Never even had an awkward teenage phase like me. Acne on my chin. Hair that either frizzed or fell greasy flat.

No, his hair teleported straight from the nineties. Full and lush with those teasing pieces always brushing his lashes. Even dyed black, his hair still carries that nineties allure right now.

Truthfully, he’s good-looking in a way that can con many women and men out of their fortunes. And he knows this fact, which makes him even more of an annoying pest than he already is.

He cocks his head like I shouldn’t be that surprised he caught up to me. His satisfied look begins to boil my blood.

“What are you doing here?” I snap at him. Does he know about our plan? Or is he just here to inform us of our next job out west? In Seattle, to be exact.

“I could ask the same thing of you,” he says with equal bite. I hate his voice. How its deep, sandpaper quality sounds like the personification of sex.

He’s the last man I’d ever fuck.

Just to be clear.

How his rough-around-the-edges demeanor could attract anyone is beyond my comprehension. My similar coarse grit drives more people away than entices them inside.

I clutch the edge of the door. “I’m knitting a sweater.”

His eyes flit to my head, where my hair is piled up with dye. “See, if you were knitting a sweater, I wouldn’t be here.”

“Pretend I am, then.” I go to shut the door.

He grabs the edge, keeping it open, before ramming his loafer in the doorway. And why the hell are his shoes so shiny? I glare. “You’re not invited in, Rocky.”

“And I’m not a fucking vampire. I don’t need an invitation.” He shoves closer, chest against my chest like a showdown between two apex predators in the wild. Our eyes latch.

Aggravation brews in his irises and reflects in mine. I realize he’s not leaving, but I’m not about to make this easy for him.

“Say please,” I demand.

“Fuck you,” he counters.

I don’t move.

His eyes flame. “Please and fuck you.”

My nose flares, but I know when to surrender a battle in order to win a war.

Fine. I step aside.

He slides farther into the motel, enough to shut and lock the door behind him.

Hailey emerges from the bathroom, rubbing a towel against her damp platinum-blonde hair. When she spots her brother, she plasters on a fake smile. “Hey, Rocky. How’s it going?” Her casualness isn’t as manufactured as that smile, and like a fire extinguisher blew at him, Rocky’s anger dissipates around his little sister. She was always the calm to his storm.

Rocky and I, together, are a volcanic eruption. One that’ll never end, not until the whole world is coated in magma.

“Can you give Phoebe and me a second alone?” he asks Hailey.

My whole head is searing. Might just be the dye. “What—you’re just going to ignore her question? How’s it going, Rocky?”

“It’s going.” He’s staring me down.

I’m staring him down, and if anyone is going to win a staring contest, it’s going to be me. Air suctions out of the room the longer silence stretches.

“Alone. You and me,” Rocky repeats.

A conversation alone with Rocky means that Hailey can’t be there to moderate, but maybe I can kick his ass back to wherever he came from faster without her here.

“Phoebe?” Hailey asks for confirmation.

I give her a nod.

Hesitation fills her eyes that are shadowed with heavy black liner. “Okay, but just don’t kill each other. I don’t need to clean up a murder today.” Spike-studded backpack over her shoulder, she pauses at the door. “I’m going to grab some shit from the vending machines. Want anything, Phebs?”

“I’m good.”

She sighs, then reluctantly leaves. Not gracing her brother with the same offer.

I scratch the wet, processing hair at the back of my neck. “I have to wash this out,” I mutter. His intense eyes track me to the bathroom, and he follows like a shadow attached to my heels.

Testing his resolve, I start undressing in front of him. It’s a quick, thoughtless decision.

Annoy him like he annoys you, my gut always tells me. I pull my strawberry tee over my head, revealing a simple pale pink bra. He stares at my eyes, never flinching or looking down. “Seriously, Phoebe?” he asks. “What the fuck?”

“You followed me into the bathroom.” I unbutton my jeans.

A hostile growling noise scratches his throat, but his gaze never abandons mine. Not even as I wiggle my jeans down my hips and step out of them. Mesh sky-blue panties ride high on my hips and reveal more than they hide. I hate that undressing in front of him is easy for me. I hate that it’d be easy in front of anyone. Thoughts intrude in a wave of bitter shame that I try to swallow down.

Use what you’re given, right? Hailey has the brains. I have the body. Dissociating from my tits and ass and the rest of my physical form has become easy. Too easy. And in the next breath, I hate it.

Christ, I hate it.

But I don’t know how to reverse time and unlearn what I was taught.

“I followed you to talk to you,” he says gruffly. “I didn’t sign up for the striptease.”

I grimace. “I’d rather stand in front of a moving train than put on a show for you.”

“Likewise,” he says casually, like it’s known. We would willingly jump into certain death rather than seduce one another.

Great.

And I’m seriously not putting on a show for him. I just want to unnerve him. Like a game we play. Aggravate the other before you yourself can get aggravated. I have very tragically failed right now.

I grind my teeth. “Turn around.”

He does without me asking twice. Nice—no, he’s not nice. He’s an asshole. I hate that I have to remind myself of that.

He lets out a resigned breath. “Can we just have a civil conversation for five minutes?”

“Why are you here?” I counter, spinning the moldy shower handle. Letting the warm water cascade into the tub-shower combo.

“To stop you and Hailey from making a mistake.”

I slow my movements as a colder chill sweeps my exposed skin. He knows. How? Head crawling with heat, I don’t have time to ask. My brain is sufficiently frying from the outside in. Quickly, I shed my panties and bra, then step into the scalding shower.

“Fuck,” I mutter before swiveling the knob to a colder temperature. I hate you, shower. I hate you, Rocky. I hate you, hair. Maybe if I hate everything enough, I’ll find love again.

That is definitely not how that works.

Rocky takes my silence as an avenue to keep talking, even if his voice is muffled from the shower. “Moving to the East Coast without telling your parents or mine isn’t going to end well.”

Blue dye slips down my legs and into the drain.

“How’d you find out?!” I shout over the shower.

“Carter told me.”

“What a rat.” I groan.

I know Hailey has a massive crush on him, but ughhh. She’s swept up by his forgery skills. She does that a lot. Falls headfirst for any guy that shows some extraordinary talent. I’ve teased her to death about the fire juggler she slept with, but to this day, she says he was her best lay.

But Carter isn’t some random stranger we met in a dark alley. I first heard about him at seventeen.

“I met this guy who does great fakes,” my mom said, like she made a friend at a book club who knows how to craft lawn furniture. Only instead of an Adirondack chair, my mom got a shiny new passport.

Carter is just a connection for my family. Another string in the webs we all weave. So I thought I could trust him—and maybe I still can. It’s not like he blabbed to the Feds. He told Rocky. Someone that’d take a secret to his grave.

What I assume Rocky knows: Carter made Hailey and me new licenses for our fresh start. And in Hailey’s attempt to flirt, she might have divulged the fact that we’re moving (for real) to Connecticut. If Carter told Rocky all that, then red flags must have been flapping in his face.

And Rocky took the red flag, made a cape, and flew to us.

Hence the check-in.

“He called me, by the way,” Rocky explains outside the shower. “He knew this wasn’t your next job, and he was worried.”

I know this is dangerous. Those words stick to the back of my throat. Admitting to Rocky that this might be a risky plan feels like sticking my finger in an electric socket. Instead I let the silence build.

After carefully rinsing all the dye from my hair, I cut the shower off, snag a towel from the rack, pat my hair dry, and then wrap the towel around my chest. Partly, I expect Rocky to be gone. Back in his car. Left without saying goodbye.

He wouldn’t.

I know he wouldn’t, and I hate that I like that about him. His reliability. If I ever found myself in deep trouble, he would be there.

Hell, he’s here now and we’re not even in trouble.

Irritation bubbles again, drowning out the affection that exists. As I yank the curtain, metal rings clink against the shower rod.

Yep, Rocky is still here. Leaning against the discolored tiled wall, buff arms crossed and gray eyes fixated on me, he seems to be considering something.

Waiting, almost.

Hate sounds like a strong word, and I’m not even sure it’s the right one when it comes to Rocky. He’s only a year older than me. We grew up together, and we were tethered to the good and bad that happened more than anyone else in our families.

But the Job That Shall Never Be Named punt-kicked us in immeasurable ways. Whatever we were to each other, it just . . . changed us. We’ve been licking our wounds ever since, and aggravation and frustration simmer to the surface so much more often in his company.

He’s still a Tinrock.

Our families are permanently intertwined ever since his mom dropped a snow cone and my mom gave hers to the weeping girl. They were five. The decades-long friendship between Addison and Elizabeth is set for life. Bound further together by their crimes, and when they had children, they taught us everything they knew.

I tighten the knot of my towel without flashing Rocky, and I step out of the shower, going to the mirror. “I know you, Rocky. You wouldn’t come all the way out here just to tell me our plan is stupid. You could’ve done that over the phone. So what do you need to say?”

His jaw sets. “She won’t go if you don’t.”

Hailey.

He’s worried about his sister.

Concern fills his gray eyes. Why does my stomach drop? Why do I feel hollow that I’m not a part of his concern?

He doesn’t care about you anymore. Not after that job.

I push aside those painful thoughts, and I rake a brush through my tangled dark blue hair. Snagging knots and yanking roughly. “She wants to do this.” Pressure mounts on my chest. “She’s smarter than both of us combined. She’s thought all of this through.”

“I get all of that,” Rocky says with edge. “I know she’s smart. But Hailey has always been a fucking dreamer. She’s painfully idealistic. What I don’t get is why you would want to move to some boring, pretentious college town. It sounds like hell on earth.”

Maybe I want to live the Mystic Pizza life with her.

I’m not even sure I can be virtuous and moral, and I highly doubt I’ll find my small-town romance with a do-gooder gentleman who’s constantly merry and bright even after Christmas.

Hailey is hopeful, and Rocky is right. I’m full of cynicism.

Moving to Connecticut and starting over is her idea. Not telling her parents and my mom—also her idea. When we arrived at the motel, I suggested we contact them in a week or so to let them know our whereabouts. Just so they don’t assume we’ve driven off a cliffside and plummeted into the Pacific—or worse, got caught by the Feds.

There is a bad scenario where my mom is worrying her only daughter is dead or in cuffs, and I feel awful saddling her with that panic. But Hailey was firmly against divulging our location. She’s anti-conflict, and if they know our plan, it’ll start the equivalent of a nuclear reactor meltdown with lectures, guilt trips, and cutting disappointment.

I think Hails is also concerned that any contact with my mom might lead me back to conning.

Maybe that’s why I’m not making any calls. Hearing my mom’s voice, knowing I’m hurting her by being deceptive—a person I’m used to always being genuine toward—it’s painful for me. The only way to stay on track is to remember my best friend comes first. I’m just here to oversee the situation. A passenger on this plan. Along for Hailey’s ride in case the car crashes.

I do know how to change a tire. Thanks to my oldest brother.

But I don’t want Rocky to be right. It’s making me wish I truly believed in the soggy brochure Hailey showed me. I’m fully Team Hailey. In her beautiful boat.

Not in his busted, rotted tanker.

Quickly, the stubborn side of me takes over. I rotate to him and say, “Maybe I’m tired of doing bad shit, Rocky. Maybe I want to be good for once.”

His brows crinkle, his mouth gradually falling open. He straightens up off the wall. “What?” He looks at me like I’ve turned into Cruella de Vil and I admitted to murdering Dalmatians. “You’re not thinking about going clean . . . ?”

Shit.

Shitshitshit.

Panicked heat bakes me. He didn’t know. He just thought Hailey and I were settling down in some rich college town, willing to lie and cheat our way into the upper echelons of Ivy League society.

Oh fuck.

My mouth dries, and I’m more nervous about living without the skills we were taught. Deception. Seducing. Forging. Can it even be done?

Inertia.

The pact.

For Hailey.

I need to try.

“We’re doing this the right way,” I say, my voice quieter. “No con. No lies. We’re starting over for real.”

He blinks. “You’ve lost your fucking mind.”




THREE

[image: A strawberry.]
Phoebe

Rocky leaves the bathroom long enough for me to get dressed, and when I return to the bedroom, I catch him rifling through his sister’s duffel bag. He doesn’t care that I see him—or else he would’ve been more discreet.

What he said to me still rings in the pit of my ear. You’ve lost your fucking mind.

I rub leave-in conditioner through my damp blue hair and watch him toe the line between protective older brother and complete asshole.

I near him. “What the hell are you even looking for?”

Still focused on the bag, he doesn’t glance up. “Tension wrench, bump key, burner phones, spare IDs, extra cash, all the shit she’d have on her for a job.”

“Don’t waste your time. Tension wrench and bump key are in the trash. IDs and burner phones have been destroyed. Extra cash is in our boots.”

He solidifies. His eyes flash hot on mine. “Destroyed?”

“Yeah, they’re gone. We don’t need fake IDs. We just need the one real one.”

He rises to his feet, alarm gushing at this point. He’s the Niagara Falls of stormy concern. “You’re going by your real name?”

“No, of course not.” I wouldn’t put my family in jeopardy like that.

A wave of relief washes over his face. “What name, then?”

The response sticks to my throat. “Phoebe.” Anyway, Phoebe is a name I’ve used for decades. Even though it isn’t the name my mom gave me at birth—it feels like mine.

Rocky intakes a tight breath, then looks away from me. I try not to understand what he’s thinking or feeling—in case they’re emotions I’m not in the mood to confront.

Cowardly, maybe, but our history is so deep that I’m not prepared to sink into quicksand. I’m supposed to be stepping outside of that hazard.

Starting new. “Just trust that we’re doing this right,” I tell him. “We want to try this out, and you know I’ll look out for Hails.”

He runs his fingers through his wavy black hair. For a flash, I remember those hands slipping through my hair and his rough voice against my ear in a trancelike whisper: “I hate this.”

That is what he said to me. I. Hate. This.

Truthfully, I could never fully love when we had to pretend to be head over heels in love during cons either. But I also hate that I enjoyed the feeling of hands I knew and trusted and cared about skating through pieces of me like I was the tenderest, sweetest thing he’d ever touched.

Yeah.

I also hate that.

Rocky lets strands of his hair flop to his forehead. “I just wish you’d convince my sister this is a bad idea.”

“I can’t. I won’t.”

“I know.” He glares at the ugly stained carpet and then up at me. “So you’re just ‘trying this out’?”

I try to ignore his use of finger quotes.

“Like an experiment?” he adds.

Tensely, I lower onto the squeaky bed. This isn’t supposed to be some temporary gig where I pack my bags and bail at the first bump in the road. Hailey wants this to last, and living a normal life is hard. Which is probably one of the million reasons my mom and his parents never bought into the concept. If Rocky thinks we’re dead set on this new lifestyle, I fear he’ll be a bigger thorn.

Let him think what he wants.

“Yeah, it’s an experiment.”

He rubs at his temple. “All right. Okay.”

“Okay?” Surprise flits across my face.

“If my sister needs this to understand our lives are better grifting, then yeah, she can have this fucking experiment.” He bends back down to her bag and zips it up. “But I’m coming with you two.”

My stomach drops. “Excuse me, what?”

The door to the motel whips open. Hailey stands frozen with an armful of Doritos, glancing between us like she’s witnessing a marital dispute. And ugh, why does my brain go there? No. I’m not married to her brother, but yes, we have pretended to be married.

Maybe more than once.

“Oh.” With a red Twizzler between her teeth, Hailey eyes him, then me. She’s cerebral, perceptive, and way too good at reading the temperature of the room. “I came back too early. I can go raid the soda machine. Get carbonated.” She throws the Doritos onto the bed and then waggles her Twizzler at us. “Don’t fight—”

“Wait, don’t go,” I say fast and wave an angry hand to Rocky. “Your brother just said he’s coming with us.”

Hailey barely contemplates Rocky’s involvement before brightening like a Gothic lamp. “You’re coming to Connecticut? You really want to move there, too?”

“Yeah, for a bit.” He stuffs his hands in his pockets. His gold Rolex watch makes him seem mega-yacht rich, but his insides are cheap.

I snort at myself. Finding humor in our lifestyle is one way to cope.

Rocky gives me a strange look.

Hailey tears off another bite of Twizzler with a flourishing grin.

Seeing her happy honestly makes me grin, too.

“Half the gang is back together,” she muses, her confidence rising with Rocky here. “Just like old times. The three of us together again.”

Rocky doesn’t break his gaze from mine. “Just like old times.”

There was a time where we’d spend months on the road together. Cramped in whatever car we found at the junkyard. I’m handy when it comes to fixing broken things, and it’d been easier driving around an old beater before we needed to “look the part” of the obscenely rich.

Rocky has a talent for making friends who’d lend him their Porsches and Range Rovers. One let him borrow his Ferrari for a whole weekend.

Sometimes he had some insane dirt on the mark. But in most cases, the guy just fell for Rocky’s charm and bullshit.

“Old times,” I say, more stilted.

Rocky and I have always had a chaotic energy around each other, but for the past two years, it’s grown more tumultuous. I can pinpoint the exact day it all went haywire, so I don’t have much optimism that this Connecticut town will fix things for us. My only hope is that the Rocky and Phoebe volcano doesn’t explode.

Maybe I’ll find someone else in Connecticut. Someone nice.

Someone better.

That way I can get over Hailey’s brother for good.

The three of us leave the motel room. An old faded green Honda waits in the parking lot, and Rocky veers past the car toward a motorcycle. He rode a motorcycle here in a suit.

Who is he?

That is a question everyone asks before he disappears out of their life like a specter. Though, I’m one of the few people Rocky sticks around for.

That should make me feel amazing.

Special, even. But I just want to flick him away like a spit-wad.

Hailey bumps up against my shoulder. “This’ll be good. Don’t you think? He’s the best at convincing our parents of anything.” She checks the map on her phone while she talks. “And if they call, he can sweet-talk them into believing we’re on a job or something.”

He’s the best liar—I want to rephrase for her.

The best manipulator.

Yet, his true Brillo-pad personality is what he always gives me, and I should be happy that he doesn’t try to manipulate me (if he does, he sucks), but I’m also too busy being annoyed right now.

“If you think he’s an asset to the plan, then I guess he is one.” I trust Hailey’s “big picture” brain, but I have a feeling her brother is mainly here to sweep up the broken pieces of a failed experiment.

And I bet he’d prefer this experiment blow up sooner rather than later.

A new determination boils inside of me. To prove Rocky wrong. Hailey and I can do this.

Rocky seizes a backpack from the motorcycle’s cargo area over the back wheel. Then slyly, he snaps off the license plate and shoves it inside his backpack. He’s abandoning the bike.

He approaches us. “Ready?”

“Yeah, let’s ditch Indiana.” Hailey slips on dark circular shades and hops into the driver’s seat.

Rocky and I fight for the passenger door, our hips and hands bumping.

I glare at him, and he layers one on me. “Excuse me, you’re the interloper here,” I tell him. “Backseat, bud.” I jam my thumb toward the back door.

He cocks his head. “A Tinrock is driving, so I get the passenger seat.”

I scoff. “We made that rule when we were children.”

“And everyone has abided by it since.” He keeps his hand on the door handle beside mine, our thumbs flush against each other. The warmth of his skin on mine sends a shock wave of emotion through me, my lungs reinflating—and I almost concede and draw back then and there.

He’s the oldest of his two siblings.

I’m the youngest out of three. My brother, Oliver, loved the rule about drivers and passengers sharing the same last name. Whenever our eldest brother, Nova, drove, Oliver had prime-time seating.

Really, I just came up with the rule to irritate Rocky. Growing up, our families spent a lot of time caravanning one behind the other, usually on the road to the next job and distancing ourselves from the pool of white-collar crime we left in our wake.

Besides our parents, Nova was usually the one manning the wheel. Rocky was always trying to one-up him—and I loved watching Rocky’s face when Oliver shoved him aside to sit up front.

And then when Hailey learned to drive, the rule backfired on me. Because she became exceedingly good at it, and now she does most of the driving.

She beeps the horn from the driver’s seat.

Fine.

I remove my hand.

He takes the opportunity to hip-bump me aside.

I flip him off.

He smiles like I just gave him a royal wave.

Ugh.

I crawl into the backseat, tossing my backpack on the floor.

“Next stop, Connecticut.” Hailey peels the Honda onto the road. A twelve-hour car ride ahead of us.

Rocky puts earbuds in his ears, drowning us out. Of course he’s not even going to do the proper passenger-seat duties of entertaining the driver. My glare pinches my face painfully.

Hailey glances to me in the rearview and gives me a sympathetic look.

“We didn’t tell the landlord there would be a third tenant,” I whisper-hiss to Hailey. “How is this going to work?”

She shrugs. “Jake seemed chill over the phone. He probably won’t mind as long as we pay rent.”

I mind.

I care.

There’s a lot that Hailey and I lined up before choosing this town. We’re staying at an old loft apartment near the college campus. Students usually rent it dirt cheap. We have jobs at the nearby country club.

Rocky isn’t in the equation. He never was.

Living honestly isn’t in his DNA. Just like it’s never been in mine.




Four
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Rocky

There’s a reason we’re called confidence men, Rocky,” my father told me when I was ten. He stood at the bow of an eighty-foot yacht that he’d pretended to own that morning.

His guests had left only an hour before. Two oil tycoons. They each wired him a hundred thousand, an investment toward a company my father created to enhance drilling.

His creation only lived in idea, not reality. But the marks didn’t know that.

Wind tousled my hair, and I pulled my blazer tighter. My father stared at me with an earnest expression, wanting me to learn. To live up to him. Back then, I only wanted to make him proud.

Now, not so much.

He clamped a hand on my shoulder. “Because confidence is the most powerful tool in this world. Having confidence and gaining confidence from others is our job. It’s all you need to build a life. Never forget that.” He glanced at his Patek Philippe watch and then looked back down at me. “Ready?”

“For what?”

“The next job.”

His words ring in my head, and the memory sits heavier knowing I’m in a car on my way to fucking Connecticut and not on my bike heading toward Seattle.

This whole thing is such a colossally bad idea. My parents have been prepping for the Seattle gig for months and bailing on them isn’t as easy as Phoebe and Hailey are making it seem.

It’s unusual—the fact that my sister had zero plans in place to handle the fallout of ditching a job. To the point where I realize she had a plan.

Me.

She told Carter she’d be missing Seattle on purpose. She knew he’d tell me. She knew I’d show up to check on her . . . and Phoebe.

And she knew I’d be the best one to smooth things over with our parents, and I can’t deny, I am.

I’m probably the only one who could get our parents off their tracks. But not forever. If I could do that, I would’ve cut ties from my mom and dad a long time ago.

I hate road trips.

Memories flare in the quiet and as the landscapes change shape out the window.

The night of my eighteenth birthday, my father took me into his wine cellar and gave me an expensive bottle of Bordeaux.

“You know how much this is worth?” he asked.

I nodded. The six of us had been brought up to know the price tags of brands, cars, wines, liquors. Not just so we knew which to take, but which to flaunt.

“Say it,” he told me.

“Twenty-one grand.”

“And that worth is still lower than your family,” he reminded me. “No monetary value will ever be higher than your brother and your sister. You’re the oldest, and you’re eighteen now, which means you need to always protect them.”

Why was he telling me this? What was the motive? The questions churned in my head back then as much as they do now.

Really, he could’ve just been afraid of the consequences of what we do, and he needed me to be the protector in case shit blew up on him.

The risks of pulling the rope on a mark—they were always there. Always blinking in the background like highway reflectors in the night.

Phoebe’s dad was proof enough of the risks.

My father’s gaze cemented on me like a cinder block. “You need to promise me, Rocky.”

My stomach coiled. The older I got, the more I tried to speak less to my parents. It’d become more difficult not to spit acid and hide my curt, short tone.

“Rocky?” he implored.

I returned the wine bottle to my father.

The truth: I loved my brother and my sister. Hailey had always been smarter than me. Only a year younger. And Trevor—he could fabricate almost anything and make it look real. A month prior, he’d made a counterfeit gold coin and sold it for ten grand.

He was twelve.

“They’re smarter than I am,” I shot back.

“They have the brains, but you have the silver tongue.” He handed the bottle back to me. “Promise me.”

I stared at the bottle. Not at him. “I promise.”

At eighteen, I promised him that I’d keep my sister out of harm’s way. But I promised myself I’d protect her a long time before that, and I didn’t need him to drill it into my head.

And now I’m here, chaperoning this experiment under clear protest. At least, I hope it’s fucking clear I think “no more conning” is a bad idea.

I glare out the window as we slow down in a town that I don’t recognize. Didn’t do research before coming here. Don’t know who this landlord Jake guy is, but it won’t be the first time I’ve jumped into a job on the spot. Not advised or recommended, but sometimes shit happens.

You have to adapt.

Hailey rolls the Honda to a stop at a red light, and I pull up Google Maps on my phone.

Victoria, Connecticut.

Never heard of it, but we also haven’t spent a long time in Connecticut before. I can’t ever remember pulling a con in this state. I click into a Wiki page on the town, and I learn some quick facts.

Sixty thousand residents.

One of the wealthiest towns in the state.

Home to Caufield University.

It feels like a place that my parents would pick for a job, but my sister wouldn’t lie to me. She’d omit facts, sure, but she wouldn’t fabricate some elaborate story and trick me. Maybe they’re just subconsciously leaning into what’s familiar. A rich-as-fuck town with a mixture of townies and visitors.

“And we’re parked,” my sister says, shutting off the ignition. “Best parking spot. Great weather. Looks good, right?”

She found a parking spot on the street near an overflowing trash can. The weather is cloudy. Since it’s August on the East Coast, I’m predicting a swell of heat when we exit the car, and it’s likely humid, being this close to the Atlantic Ocean.

She’s trying too hard to make this bad idea seem perfect at the start.

My sister is a try-hard dressed like Wednesday Addams. But I can’t tell if she’s doing her best to convince me, Phoebe, or herself.

“Looks good to me,” Phoebe says while tying her deep blue hair in a high, messy pony.

Whenever she does that, I have to look the fuck away. I don’t have some ponytail kink, and I could lie (I am great at it) and say it does nothing for me seeing Phoebe lift her hands to her head—her shirt rising and her bare skin peeking—but I’ll never lie to myself.

I check the view out of the window.

We’re parked in front of a small bookstore called Baubles & Bookends. A coffee shop next door has the quintessential chalkboard easel outside the entrance.

“I thought you gave up collecting paperbacks last year,” I tell Hailey. She’s a speed-reader and reads more digital books now. We’re on the move so often that lugging around physical copies isn’t really practical.

“The apartment is above the bookstore, genius.” That sharp, brittle voice does not belong to my sister.

I rotate in my seat so I can stare into Phoebe’s brown eyes. “Convenient. Maybe you can finally learn to read.”

Her nose flares, but it’s her lips forming an annoyed pucker that draws my gaze.

Phoebe Graves has been my best friend, my sister, my girlfriend, my lover, my wife. For all that we’ve pretended to be, and all the roles we’ve taken, I’m one hundred percent sure that I have zero idea what she really is to me. No fucking clue.

I’m not sure a word exists for it.

But I know what we aren’t.

We’re not together, and it’s good. I need that in indelible ink as a reminder of what can’t happen, and two years ago, we figuratively signed the agreement.

I was twenty-three.

She was twenty-two.

Most cons are well thought through. Planned in advance. Some take weeks. Some months. All are agreed upon by our parents.

One led us to the worst night of our lives.

Phoebe calls it the Job That Shall Never Be Named. I won’t ever name it, but I do have two words for it. Fucked up.

Things have been explosive between us since.

Still in the car, she flips me off.

My brows rise. “That’s it?” I expected a verbal retort.

She flips me off with her other hand.

I roll my eyes and unsnap my buckle.

“Wait,” Phoebe says hurriedly. “You’re not coming inside like that.”

I frown, glancing down at my navy blue slacks and white button-down. Suit jacket is on the middle console. There is an art to flaunting wealth, but nothing about my wardrobe is too showy to where it’d be tacky.

“What’s wrong with this?” I ask, hearing the grit in my voice. It comes out more with Phebs, and it’s probably because she’s annoying as fuck.

Trust me (everyone eventually does), she’d say the same about me.

Phoebe unclips her seat buckle. “You look rich, and we’re supposed to be middle class.”

I try my best to keep my jaw set and not on the floor. “Middle class?”

We rarely pretend to be middle class. Usually, it’s only for social proof. Like, when someone in the family needs a shill to vouch for their con. At times, that shill can be less wealthy and desperate, a role that typically doesn’t last long.

The principals (what we call the main runners of the con) most always need to appear wealthy in order to gain trust.

Phoebe tilts her head. “Looks like you’re the one who’d benefit from reading more.”

A rough groan dies in my throat. “I know what middle class is. I just don’t see how it’s a good idea for both of you to pretend to be something you have very little experience pretending to be.”

Hailey is rechecking info on her phone while she tells me, “We’re not pretending. That’s the point, Rocky.”

They’re not pretending?

As shitty as it is, I prefer deceiving people. Being openly myself is not only a risk but it’s too fucking personal. I’ve spent more years lying to strangers than I have being truthful, and Victoria, Connecticut, isn’t changing that.

“You be whoever you want to be, Hails,” I tell her. “But I’m not a middle-class bitch.” I leave the car to Phoebe’s loud retort.

“Be a rich bitch, then! Asshole.”

My lip twitches into a partial smile, then I shake my head a few times and rewire my mouth. When Phoebe exits the backseat in a huff, I ask her, “Am I a bitch or an asshole? Make up your mind.”

“You’re a bitchy asshole and an assholey bitch. Happy?”

“To be two things at once in your eyes, I’m over the fucking moon.” I check a buzzing text message on my phone. Nova. Phoebe’s “oldest” brother. He’s asking how far away I am from Seattle. Not responding, I slip my cellphone in my pocket.

Phoebe eyes my phone with slight skepticism, then gives me a strange once-over, and she’s stalling on my gold watch. Worth more than ten grand. She knows that I have more power if I appear rich. And without power, I can’t really help her or Hailey when all of this goes south.

I slide past Phoebe, staring her down while she tries to stare up at me. I ignore the flex of my muscles and the heat in my blood. Quietly, I manage to whisper, “Move out of this rich bitch’s way.”

Her shoulders thrust backward, but she doesn’t say a thing in response. Just watches me walk past to the trunk. Hailey pops it from the key fob, and I grab my sister’s duffel.

Phoebe sidles next to me.

I take a short glance at her. “Can’t stay away from me?”

She’s glaring ahead, and she reaches for her luggage. “I’ve got mine.”

“I wasn’t going to touch yours,” I tell her casually. “I know how you are.”

“Independent, capable, wonderful.” She hikes the strap of her bag over her shoulder. Eyes set on me in defiance.

“Stubborn, snide, quite the opposite of wonderful.”

“Sounds like you.”

We are similar. I can’t even deny that. It’s partly why I was fucking confused she didn’t pump the brakes on Hailey’s plan. To want to live a moral cookie-cutter life—that’s not Phoebe.

That’s not me.

We stare one another down. Neither of us even blinks as we refuse to break our petty contest.

Hailey taps the hood of the car. “Hey, we’re already five minutes late.” She skirts around us, the chains on her belt loops rattling while she walks briskly onto the path. “There’s no time for you two to argue right now.”

Phoebe mutters under her breath, “We can make time.”

I don’t know if she intended for me to hear, but I just act like I don’t. Hailey texts while Phoebe and I trail slowly behind her.

A deep blue apartment door is next to the entrance of the bookshop, but there isn’t a buzzer or keypad. We let Hailey outpace us, and we fall further back. This is something we do.

Phoebe and me.

We consciously put ourselves side by side during jobs. And outside of jobs.

A piece of her blue hair has escaped her pony. It splays against her white strawberry-printed tee. She liked Strawberry Shortcake the way that kids like unicorns and ponies and wholesome shit when they’re younger.

She’s grown out of the cartoon, but if she ever sees anything with a strawberry, she’ll be tempted to buy it. Usually only things she can pack. Baseball hats, T-shirts, the occasional key chain and magnet. Sometimes I think about the soup-bowl strawberry mug she left on the bed’s end table in a Four Seasons.

I called once we were long gone, but housekeeping couldn’t find it.

I scrape a coarse hand through my hair the more this nostalgia barrels through me. Reminiscing about the good times is dangerous because the bad times are hot on its heels. Then I’ll find myself cradling a fistful of gnarled memories, trying to squeeze them to death. And never succeeding.

Strawberries.

Phoebe catches me staring at her. “What?”

“Nothing.” I focus ahead.

“You’re being weird,” she snaps back.

“I could say the same about you. Ever since the last job—”

“Leave it alone, Rocky,” she whisper-hisses. “Seriously.”

I shake my head a few times, grinding my teeth, and it’s fucking impossible to drop Carlsbad. How can I? What happened during that job? I have no clue, and yeah, it’s grating on me like I’m eating sandpaper. Because I know something bad went down, but neither Hailey nor Phoebe will explain it to me or to Nova. Not even when we picked them up from the bus stop that night.

They just say the same things:

We’re fine.

The job is over.

Just leave it alone.

And now all of a sudden they’ve decided to stop grifting? I catch her blistering gaze. “You both chose to stop doing what we do after the fallout of the last job. One plus one equals—”

“Two, yeah, great—you can do math. Bravo.” She’s prickly.

I’m rougher, and the heat of her glare isn’t smoothing my grating edges or the glare I send back. So she lets out a long-winded sigh and spins toward me while we’re on the sidewalk.

Hailey is busy phoning the landlord outside the apartment door.

As a jogger passes us, we both politely wave. He nods back, and then a thirtysomething woman pushes a baby in a stroller along the cobbled sidewalk.

I nod. “Good afternoon, ma’am.”

She smiles. “Afternoon. Ugly weather, huh? Looks like rain.”

I look at the graying clouds with interest, even though I couldn’t give a flying shit about a storm. “Hopefully it’ll pass. You stay dry out here.”

“You, too.” She slows just a little to ask, “Are you two new in town?”

“Yes,” we say in unison. It annoys both of us.

The woman doesn’t notice. “Well, welcome to Victoria.” Her smile brightens. “I hope you like it here.”

I already hate it. “I’m sure we will.” I wave her goodbye.

Phoebe forces a tight smile at her, and after the woman is farther away, she stakes her glare back on me. “If you’re going to be here with us, you can’t bring up Carlsbad every two seconds.” She takes a tense breath. “I’m serious. It’s over. In the past. Leave it there.”

“I don’t even know what I’m leaving behind.” That’s what scares me.

Her brown eyes look dead. Nothing is in them. No emotion. It tears and stabs at my insides, and my jaw aches I’m clenching it so hard. I hate that dissociative look. I’ve seen Phoebe check out too many times before, but rarely ever with me.

“You don’t have to know, Rocky.”

I want to know.

I force down the rebuttal. Seeing that I’m not getting what I want—and no way would I ever manipulate Phoebe—I just change the subject altogether. “How much do you know about your landlord?”

“Jake?” She studies my sister at the door. “I know enough.” Her defenses slowly lower while we continue to hang back. “Hailey handled most of the details.”

So my sister got the loft, and Phoebe is just along for the ride. I’m not that surprised. Phoebe’s role in the family isn’t to plan cons or gather intel. Hailey does more of the logistics.

I just wish Phoebe was behind the reins on whatever they’re doing. I lean closer to whisper, “Don’t you ever get exhausted of being my sister’s lackey?”

“See, this is why you need a best friend, Rocky. So you can understand that best friends aren’t puppets or pawns or lackeys.”

“You left out doormats.”

“Fuck you.” She gets in my face.

My blood heats the longer we lock eyes. I have a strange urge to grip the back of her hair—but not hatefully. “Fuck you, too—”

“He’s coming down to let us in,” Hailey tells us with eyes that say Stop fighting.

We cool off, but on the way to the door, Phoebe sticks her tongue out at me. I shake my head and holster a slanted smile. An emotion tosses inside me that I’m purposefully ignoring.

I stand behind both girls, my backpack hooked on one shoulder and the strap to my sister’s duffel on the other. Hailey keeps tapping the sole of her combat boot while we wait for Jake.

It’s a nervous tell that our parents would hound her for, and I make a conscious effort not to lecture my sister.

We’re not on a job.

I don’t know what this is. Not really. And that puts me on edge more than a three-month preplanned con.

The door opens.

Jake emerges with the towering confidence of a man who always gets what he wants. He’s well-dressed in a navy polo with the Hackett logo on the breast, Sperry shoes, and the latest model of an Apple Watch on his wrist. Light brown hair, crystal blue eyes, white skin tanned from the sun, and a strong jaw—he has the posture of a high school quarterback who still shows off his letterman jacket.

And he’s younger than I thought their landlord would be. Mid-to-late twenties. Maybe older than me.

Definitely not better looking.

He’s not ugly, though. That’s unfortunate.

Hailey and Phoebe exchange smiles, and I resist rolling my eyes again. Inwardly, the eye roll is fucking strong.

Jake leans on the doorframe like he’s modeling for a fashion ad. Jesus Christ.

His attention is on my sister first, taking in her goth makeup and the ripped fishnets and chains. “You must be Hailey?”

“Yeah, that’s me.” She’s too nervous to smile. “You must be Jake?”

He’s still assessing the fuck out of her. Who is this guy? “I am.” He nods, running his gaze over her spike-studded backpack. “Jake Waterford. Welcome to Victoria.” He extends a hand.

His intentions aren’t clear. Either he’s guarded or I’m losing my touch here and can’t read him that well.

Phoebe reaches back and curls a hand around my wrist, and I realize I’m about to take a step forward. She’s keeping me from pushing out in front of Hailey.

My sister shakes his hand. “Hailey Thornhall.” She lies with ease and motions over to Phoebe. “This is my best friend, Phoebe.”

She immediately detaches from me. Cold, biting air replaces the warmth of where her skin touched.

“That’s me,” Phoebe says, “the best friend.”

His gaze swings to her, and I recognize the look in his eyes. It’s one I’ve seen a thousand times. One I’ve given to Phoebe. It’s want, desire, curiosity. It’s everything I fucking hate. My body goes rigid. Don’t react.

Don’t react.

Do not fucking react.

It’s a mantra I’ve repeated over and over throughout the years and hammered into my skull. Just so I wouldn’t fuck up a job. But this isn’t a job, and it makes it so much harder not to cut forward and shove him back.

But I don’t own her.

I don’t
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