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1 Serena


AGE DOESN’T MATTER. Especially with someone as mature as you.

Serena allowed these toxic words to marinate in her mind as she reached into the top right drawer of her mahogany desk and withdrew a stick of cinnamon gum from the open pack. She would have preferred one of her peppermint lozenges, but sometimes they gave her short-lived sneezing fits, and there wasn’t time for that. Instead she delicately peeled back the gum wrapper, then shoved the spicy stick into her mouth, which had remained agape since she’d read those same words on yet another document three minutes ago.

She slowly began to chew and savor the needed pop of soothing flavor while glancing at the beautiful campus outside her second-floor office window. Red brick buildings, lush green fields, stone paths, and the immaculate new student center that would open soon, after the undergraduates returned en masse and this sparsely populated summer world once again burst into frenzied activity.

For the past forty-eight hours, Serena had pored over hundreds of documents buried in the legal department’s electronic archives. One father’s call had initiated her search while simultaneously plunging her into a cauldron of unbearable guilt. Now it was time to get other people involved.

But who? It was undeniable the university president was complicit, so who should she contact? Who could she trust? For the past decade, the general counsel had approved all the settlements and nondisclosure agreements. The Title IX coordinator position had been vacant for nine months. Who else was there? The board of trustees? The police? The hacks on the Mountain Hill City Council?

Maybe Drew. Possibly she could trust him.

Before reaching for the phone, she decided to look things over just one more time. The manila folders were stacked neatly in front of her, the papers in each one appropriately sorted and stapled and labeled and highlighted. She opened the first, stared at the documents, then turned to the next folder, with the new name and legal agreements from three years later. The similarly sickening allegations, the same odious language.

Age doesn’t matter. Especially with someone as mature as you.

She steeled herself for what was about to come. She knew the university would try to cover it up, just as they had for years. But she wouldn’t let it happen this time. She was going to stand up and sound the alarm and protect these girls and stop this monster.

Serena punched in Drew’s extension.

“General counsel’s office,” came Drew Kosick’s young, enthusiastic voice.

“Drew, it’s Serena. Are you alone?”

“No, I have a couple of people here. Is something wrong?”

“I’m coming over. Clear your office.”

“I can’t. We’re in the middle of something important. Can we meet this aft—”

“No.” She clicked off the call, grabbed her bag, and headed for the door.

Serena then stopped and turned back to look at her office, wondering if she’d ever see the inside of this space again. The chances were good she’d be swiftly escorted off campus and terminated for accessing confidential documents without authorization. Should she take a minute to collect a few things? She already had copies of the relevant files at home. She looked around and saw her family photos and assorted books, including the latest Caleb Lugo novel that she hadn’t yet begun reading. On the wall behind her desk, the framed undergraduate diploma she’d earned twenty-five years ago from this university hung proudly.

No, she couldn’t allow material possessions to slow her down. She needed to get moving now.

Out the door, down the steps, into the suffocating August humidity, as her white blouse began to stick to her back. Across the central campus hub, down a few blocks, faster and faster she walked until the auburn hair that usually brushed across her forehead was matted with sweat.

The moment Serena stepped into the building, she was enveloped by a blast of merciful air-conditioning. She rode the elevator to the fifth floor, then burst into Drew’s office.

She didn’t bother to knock, just swung the door open and announced, “Sorry, I need everyone to leave.” Then she saw it was only Drew, looking startled as he stood there in front of his desk. Tall, lanky, thin faced, brown haired, and wearing the university-approved male professional summer attire of jeans and a polo shirt. Serena looked around the room and said, “I thought you had people in here.”

“I did. I asked them to come back later. I hope this really is important.”

She closed the door and stared at him for a beat before speaking. “For the past ten years, Rob Dempsey has been molesting girls in the university’s youth summer softball program.”

Drew’s face looked frozen for a few seconds, then he blinked. “Oh my God. How do you know this?”

“One girl’s father called me two days ago, and that led me to find many other credible complaints in university records. Many. Very credible.”

Drew looked down at the metallic paper shredder next to his desk. He ran a few fingers across his chin as his head momentarily twitched. Finally he looked back at Serena and said decisively, “We have to tell Tim.”

Naturally he’d first think of Tim Durso, his boss. Mountain Hill University’s general counsel.

“He knows,” she answered. “He’s known for years. He signed off on settlements and NDAs with some of the families to keep this quiet.”

Drew shook his head in disbelief. “That’s not possible without others finding out.”

“I have the documents. It all happened with the support of the president. And our beloved athletic director.”

“Fuck. Are you sure?”

“Yes. The father’s name is Darren Tyrell. He called me in tears, barely able to finish a sentence. His daughter Ali is twenty-two now, and last week she told him that when she was fourteen and attended the softball camp, Rob got very close to her, became a real mentor, and had her perform oral sex on him at least four times.”

Drew grimaced. “Did he force her?”

“Does it matter? She was fourteen. He was forty.”

“It’s wrong either way, obviously.” He paused for a few seconds, then said, “But I think it does matter. Doesn’t it?”

“Drew, the father cried as he told me how his daughter held this in for so long. She moved back home recently, and he could tell she was struggling with something. He got her to start seeing a therapist, and after a while, she told her father what Dempsey had done to her. And he finally understood why for years she hadn’t slept well, couldn’t keep up in school, and had trouble making friends. He cried as he told me he’d failed his daughter, totally failed to protect her.”

“That’s horrible,” he answered quietly, then closed his eyes. Serena wondered what he was thinking. Was he considering the horrors of the sexual abuse itself or that he’d been ignorantly unaware of the cover-up around him?

Did he feel any of the culpability that ravaged Serena now? A crucial part of her job was to protect people from exactly these types of atrocities, but she’d been inexcusably ignorant. She’d battled irrational guilt over trivial issues her entire life, but there was nothing irrational about her feeling responsible for this tragic failure.

“And you know what he said to this girl?” Serena asked, struggling to keep her voice steady as Drew’s eyes popped back open. “When he was grooming her in our youth softball program, telling her how much potential she had, instructing her and all the others to affectionately call him ‘Uncle Rob’? He asked if she’d ever been with an older guy, and he said, ‘Age doesn’t matter. Especially with someone as mature as you.’”

Nervous disgust flashed across Drew’s face. “We have to tell Tim. Right now.” He picked up his office phone, but before he could initiate the call, Serena grabbed it away. She shook her head as she placed it back in its cradle.

“Tim investigated the first complaint almost ten years ago. And five others since then with very similar allegations. Two investigations involved girls who wouldn’t agree to be interviewed, so Rob Dempsey was found not responsible. But get this, their families received settlement payments”—Drew closed his eyes again—“right before the girls said they wouldn’t cooperate. Four other accusations were dismissed as inconclusive because of the whole ‘he said, she said’ bullshit. But you know what three of these girls separately reported that he said? Three girls, not counting the one whose father I spoke with two days ago.”

“Age doesn’t matter?”

She nodded. “Especially with someone as mature as you.”

“Christ.”

“So that’s four girls over the course of a decade, all independently reporting he said the same thing before he molested them. Four girls who didn’t know each other! And despite that powerful corroboration, because he’s so fucking prominent in the softball world with all the championships and accolades for his underprivileged girls program, the university simply directed him not to be alone with any females under eighteen without another adult present. And to attend some bullshit training classes about proper coaching protocols. Doubtful any of that was ever enforced. He was allowed to keep coaching! Who knows how many girls there are who never reported. How many he’s doing this to now. And all this was kept from me!” She paused before she reminded Drew, “Tim’s part of the cover-up.”

Drew looked down at the phone. She sensed he wanted to pick it up, and she readied herself to again snatch it away. He then stared back at her, his mouth moving silently for a moment before he finally uttered, “So what should we do, Serena?”

“I don’t know, but as deputy general counsel you’re the highest-ranking legal person who doesn’t appear to be compromised. Your name wasn’t on any of the paperwork, so I’m assuming you had no idea about any of this.”

“Of course I had no idea! I never would have let this happen if I’d known. We have to go to Tim. That’s the proper protocol. We’ll approach him together, and we’ll both make sure it’s not ignored this time. As the father of two young daughters, I care a lot about—”

“Okay, yeah, yeah,” she interrupted, rolling her eyes. “Daughters. Caring. Got it.”

She shook her head. She’d hoped for more from Drew. Just as she’d hoped for more from the university. But everyone was just looking to cover their own asses. “You know what,” she said, “forget I brought this to you. When these things go public, people always ask who knew what when, and how they responded. Your solution is to go to the guy who’s been covering this up. I just thought of a better idea.” Serena turned around and reached for the door.

“Wait! Where are you going?”

She opened it, and then glanced back at Drew. “He’s holding practice right now. I’m putting an end to this myself. I’m not letting him spend another minute with these girls.” Then she surged out the door and headed to the nearby stairwell, hearing urgent footsteps behind her as she rushed down the stairs. Back into the hot summer air, she briskly moved down the main walkway toward the nearby athletic center and the two neighboring ballfields.

Drew came running up beside her, breathing heavily. “You can’t do this. Please, Serena. Don’t. What happened before is unacceptable, but this isn’t right either.” She kept walking, looking ahead and ignoring him. “Think! They’ll fire you.”

Serena already knew that possibility. And the idea of losing her job made her queasy. Her daughter Kayla was a rising sophomore on a full ride because Serena was a longtime employee. If the university fired her, suddenly having to pay the exorbitant college tuition as a single mother would plunge her family into financial calamity. But she couldn’t let that deter her.

“That would be quite a story,” she shot back without breaking her stride. “Terminating me for disrupting the work of a pedophile. He’s literally the wolf in sheep’s clothing, and I’m the only one who gives a shit!”

“I care, Serena! You know I do. That’s why you came to me. But this is crazy!” he pleaded.

She just kept walking, her mind full of determination.

They charged down the hill amid the smell of late summer and freshly cut grass, and there in front of them were two beautiful, perfectly manicured ballfields, with the brown dirt infields at opposite ends of the wide green expanse facing each other. Now about forty yards from the closest diamond, she could see a small figure swing a bat and make contact with a pitch as a loud ping pierced the air, and the yellow ball tumbled down the third base line. The girl dropped the bat and sprinted in her purple-and-white camp uniform to first base as the fielder at third swept up the grounder and flung it across the diamond.

Serena continued her march toward the field with Drew hustling right behind her. The camper playing first base held one foot on the bag while she stuck out her other leg and reached as far as she could. As the ball smacked into her outstretched glove, the runner’s right foot hit the base. Meanwhile, Serena was still moving, not as fast as the speedy teenager, but similarly getting increasingly closer to her destination.

“Safe!” declared a confident and assertive male voice, and Serena’s head immediately focused on the man standing in the middle of the infield wearing a purple MHU baseball cap, gray athletic shorts, a purple-and-white MHU softball T-shirt, and a silver whistle hanging from a black lanyard around his neck.

Rob Dempsey’s strong arms and hands began clapping, and a smile spread across his handsome middle-aged face. “Way to run it out, Jamie! Excellent fielding, Marissa! Love that throw. Really tough play and you almost got it there in time! Great stretch at first, Iyanna. I’ve been coaching softball a long time and you girls are really, really—”

“This practice is over!” Serena hollered from shallow left-center field as her sweaty frame grew closer to the infield, and she noted that Drew’s vigorous attempts to keep up with her abruptly stopped as the words left her mouth. “Right now! Over!”

The players turned toward her, those on the field and in the dugouts, with looks of surprise and confusion. The coach turned in her direction too with a quizzical expression.

“We’re in the middle of practice here, ma’am—”

“Maybe you didn’t hear me.” She was now fifteen feet away and closing in. “I said this practice is over.”

“I’d say everybody heard you. Who are you?” he responded, looking her up and down.

“Serena Stanfield. Human resources director,” she announced as she tried to catch her breath. A few feet away, Drew shook his head and seemed intent to speak, but no words came out. All around, the players stared at Serena. Near the third base dugout a couple of girls held up their phones.

“What’s this about?” Dempsey asked, leaning in toward her and clearly growing more agitated as they met on the infield grass, now just a couple of feet apart.

“End this practice now,” she ordered. “Then follow me.”

He pointed at her and snapped, “You don’t talk to me like that. And you don’t interrupt this practice. Get off my field now.”

She was about to respond when the petite shortstop with a crimson ponytail extending from her MHU visor called out, “Yeah, get off the field, bitch!”

She glanced at the girl, opened her mouth to answer, and then shook her head and turned back to Dempsey. “You want to know what this is about, Coach?” She then stepped closer to him and whispered, “Age doesn’t matter. Especially with someone as mature as you.”

Dempsey stepped back a couple of paces, looked down, pulled off his cap, then raked his fingers through his thick, graying hair. His face looked somber and uneasy as he stared into the distance and then responded in a low voice, “You need to speak with Tim Durso. He already looked into those lies.”

“Oh, I know he did,” she said emphatically, nodding her head. “I know all about how Tim ‘looked into’ them. And let me promise you something, Uncle Rob . . .”

“What’s that?”

She stared at him intently, trying with maximum effort to establish the eye contact he was earnestly resisting.

“Tim won’t save you this time.”

There was one more adult present, standing near home plate. She recognized him from the online team softball photos as Cole Malinowski. Early thirties, well-built, a former MHU standout baseball player. Serena had read that Rob Dempsey took him under his wing long ago, with Cole serving for most of the past decade as assistant coach and assistant director of the softball camp. Cole stayed where he was but kept shifting his weight from side to side. Serena could see the young coach didn’t know what Dempsey expected of him.

Serena trained her eyes on him, as one of the key questions she’d wanted answered, ever since she first uncovered the sordid actions of the university’s pedophile softball coach, engulfed her brain.

Cole, what have you known about all this? she thought. For all these years and all these girls, you were right by his side. While he sexually abused his players and damaged their lives, how much were you aware of while you did nothing? While you remained absolutely silent.






2 Troy


TROY ABERNATHY uncomfortably considered what he could do to stay employed, to survive the next seemingly inevitable wave of layoffs, not wanting to return to random tasks at his uncle’s restaurant in Astoria. His current corporate position was psychologically debilitating, with each day bringing an assortment of toxic interactions that drowned him in constant apprehension and sleepless nights. But the even greater fear that overwhelmed him was not having this job at all.

He was barely hanging on, while young professionals at other companies basked in success, as reflected by their flood of self-congratulatory LinkedIn posts announcing new positions, impressive promotions, and thought-provoking interviews on cutting-edge podcasts. 30 under 30, 40 under 40, “honored and humbled to be recognized” this, and “excited and grateful for the new opportunity” that.

For many, attending this fancy New York City charity fundraiser would be a thrilling sign of achievement, but for Troy it was yet another professional obstacle course littered with land mines. He tried to innocuously blend in, but he was so out of his element among the rich and well-connected attendees, for whom the $1,500-a-plate cost was just the tip of their expenditures. The real funds would be brought in through the silent auction, followed later by the live auction, as people bid on luxurious trips, products, meals, and precious, donated celebrity experiences.

When he last looked at the silent auction area, an exclusive dinner for ten personally cooked by a famous television chef had been bid up to $36,000. Staying at a movie star’s home in Lake Como for a week was now listed at $75,000. If Troy could bid on one item, it would be the private poker lessons with top pro and human rights activist Priya Varma, but forking over two-thirds of his annual salary while he squeaked by paycheck to paycheck and feared termination wasn’t in the cards.

Troy suddenly sensed that one of the evening’s land mines was just in front of him, as a man a few feet away approached the event’s aloof host, who was notoriously annoyed by autograph and photo requests. “Could I bring my family over for a picture with you?” the man asked nervously. “It would mean so much.”

Troy immediately knew this guy was the father of one of the scholarship kids, because of course he was. The wrinkled dress pants, maybe the only remotely nice pair he owned. The white button-down shirt, a little too tight around the stomach, probably purchased several years and twenty-five pounds ago. The hair with too much gel, surely overapplied because of overexuberance to make sure he looked professional and appropriate for this big, once-in-a-lifetime event where he knew he didn’t belong. And let’s not even get started on his posture. Or the salmon-colored tie.

The father’s question had been directed at Caleb Lugo, the world-renowned author and philanthropist, the star of the show, who’d created the foundation that was holding this elegant gala purportedly to benefit the education and development of young writers.

Caleb had been moving past the man, headed elsewhere in that purposeful way that famous people do to avoid banal conversation with fans, but now he stopped and turned. Fifty-five and aging gracefully with salt-and-pepper hair and just the hint of forehead wrinkles, he sighed with transparent annoyance and opened his mouth to respond, while his eyes actively searched the room. But instead of addressing the question, he settled his gaze on Troy and snapped, “Hey, are you with C&R?”

Troy could see the author immediately knew he must be a junior associate with the firm, because of course he was. Professional looking with his conservative haircut and average suit and tie, but clearly not one of the polished, wealthy guests who populated the grand ballroom. If it weren’t for his corporate investigations firm buying tables to support clients’ charities, Troy would never be invited to such events. And this week two managing directors were suddenly laid off, so the company needed a couple of warm bodies to fill the ten seats.

Troy was probably the only person in the firm who hadn’t been staffed on one of Caleb’s assignments. But he had heard enough about working for this man to know that when his time came, he should expect to be spoken to with disdain, repress all frustration or even outrage, then bill his time accordingly.

“Yes, sir,” Troy responded with a smile. “I am. Can I help you with something?”

Caleb threw an arm around Troy’s shoulders and steered him away from the father, who looked on with awkward disappointment. Meanwhile, Caleb’s head jerked right and left as he scanned the room. “I shouldn’t have ignored him like that, but I have a bit of a serious situation.” It wasn’t an apology. There was no remorse. “Where’s your boss? I need to talk to him.” He dropped his arm from Troy’s shoulders and added, “Right now.”

“He’s definitely here,” Troy said as he searched the attendees without success. “I’ll find him for you. No, wait, I’ll call him.”

Caleb began touching Troy’s shoulders again, one hand on each this time, staring intently at him with palpable concern in his eyes. “I’ve tried calling him. He’s not answering his goddamn phone. You’d think after all the millions I’ve fucking pissed away with you people, I could get my calls answered!”

Millions. For thirty years. Longer than Troy had been alive.

Caleb wasn’t a typical C&R client. The firm worked mostly for Wall Street investment banks, corporate litigation practices, and international businesses with FCPA compliance issues. Not condescending writers swimming in personal problems.

But Caleb’s money qualified him to be a client too—his money and the fact that he’d hired the firm in its earlier days when they were hungry for business. Caleb had just published his first novel at the time and initially wanted to interview investigations experts as research for his next work. From there the relationship grew.

Caleb Lugo’s issues were constant, highly profitable, and not the typical investor due diligence or government-appointed monitorship assignments. Instead, young professionals with Ivy League degrees might find themselves wheeling an empty baby carriage by an Upper East Side restaurant to see if they could catch Caleb’s estranged wife consuming alcohol in violation of a family court order, or surveilling his college-aged daughter’s boyfriend to see if . . . well, the firm was never told what they were supposed to be looking for. But they were instructed to look, and the firm was well paid, so they looked.

Millions. It wasn’t just the books that made him an extremely wealthy man. There were the movie rights, the two network TV series, and the latest adaptations of his tales on Netflix.

“Well, it’s loud in here. He probably can’t hear the—”

“This is urgent,” the author interrupted. “I’m supposed to address the room in a few minutes, and I have to speak with him before that. Do whatever you have to do.”

“Absolutely, Mr. Lugo. I’ll get him right away.” He contemplated lightening the mood with an additional comment. Maybe something like, I work for an investigations firm, so I’m good at tracking people down. But Caleb’s intensity and Troy’s own common sense told him to just focus on the mission, so he stepped back from the man’s embrace and started quickly working his way through the crowd, looking in all directions, as he called his boss’s phone.

“You’ve reached Anderson Davis at C&R Investigations. Please leave your name, number, and—”

He tapped his phone and slid it back into the left inside pocket of his suit jacket. When he looked up, another phone was being waved in his face.

“Troy! Have you seen this MHU video?” came the young female voice of his fellow junior associate, Julia McGinnis.

“Yes. Have you seen Anderson? Caleb wants him. It’s urgent.”

“I grew up near that campus. Oh my God, I love when the girl yells, ‘Get off the field, bitch!’ Would it be unprofessional if I made that my ringtone?”

Julia was generously imbibing from a glass of white wine while looking professionally attractive in her gray business suit, her blonde hair pulled neatly back. She placed her right index finger against her chin, squinted her brown eyes, and looked off into the distance while slightly bobbing her head, as if she were contemplating the answer to the deep question she had just posed.

“You shouldn’t drink so much here,” he warned as a waiter carrying a tray of shrimp cocktail brushed past him. “We’re all one step away from being laid off as it is.”

They were all working in this stressful, precarious environment, needing to justify their salaries on a daily basis. And his situation was more dire than others thanks to his subpar background—the youthful mistakes and lack of family connections or a prestigious educational pedigree. For Troy, the hardest part of breaking into this corporate world was getting a foot in the door. Thanks to Julia, he now had one leg planted inside, and hopefully one day he’d find a way to repay her. But if he lost this job, it would be no easy task finding another with as much potential.

He was drowning in uncertainty. It was an open secret that C&R might soon be sold to the DePalma Capital Partners private equity firm. Would that be a cause for celebration or distress? Would that help save their jobs or lead to a massive RIF? All unclear.

But Julia didn’t seem to share his concerns. “I bill a ton of hours and get paid shit.” She scrunched her nose and forehead. “What crazy motherfucker’s gonna lay me off?” Then she gestured around the room, using her wine glass like a laser pointer. “Might as well take advantage of the open bar . . .”

Unlike most of their junior colleagues, Julia was staffed on some bank monitorship that allowed her to easily bill fifty to sixty hours a week, enough to satisfy what C&R’s managing directors expected of junior associates. Troy nodded apprehensively and anxiously scanned the crowded banquet hall for Anderson as he responded, “Most of us don’t have the luxury of working on a project where we’re so highly utilized.”

“What’s your favorite Caleb Lugo novel?” Julia asked.

“I haven’t read them. I started one once.”

“I’ve read them all,” she said with a sudden ultra-dramatic tone. “My favorite might be the one where there’s a murder in a small town and the residents are all full of dark secrets. I also liked the one about the divorced guy having a midlife crisis. He reevaluates all his past relationships and discovers his true self in the process. A real heartwarming, life-affirming journey of self-discovery and self-acceptance. A stirring story about what we choose to keep from our past and what we choose to leave behind.”

He continued searching the room, wishing his intoxicated colleague would help. “Please, Julia, I really need you—”

“Or maybe my favorite is his novel about life and loss and second chances and the meaning of friendship and how sometimes the love you need is found when you least expect it.” She waved her hand in a flourish as some of her wine spilled onto the parquet floor. “Oh, also there was one that was a magical, sexy, big-hearted romance where the impossible becomes possible. A moving portrait of what happens when we choose to love someone not in spite of who they are, but because of it. And the new one, Don’t Spend It All in One Place. A bittersweet story about a family that struggles with grief but together turns it into something beautiful. An exhilarating exploration of accountability and redemption.”

“I can’t tell if you’re being serious or sarcastic.”

She took another long sip from her glass and then looked at him, wide-eyed. “Neither can I!”

Was that Anderson in the distance? Troy saw an older figure on the other side of the room with a slight build and gray hair. But before Troy could step in that direction, the man turned around. Not Anderson.

Troy looked intently at Julia. “Where’s Anderson? Caleb’s frantic. Says it’s an emergency.”

“I saw him on the balcony a little while ago talking with Emma. Anderson had Tara from HR give her a PIP today because her utilization was down last quarter. She’s fucking devastated.”

I wish you had just told me that earlier, Troy thought as he took off toward the balcony. He reached the end of the ballroom and stepped out through the doors into the hot August air, and he was quickly immersed in the lights and sights and sounds of Midtown Manhattan on a Friday evening from thirty stories above ground.

“Anderson,” he called out to his seventy-year-old boss, who stood by the railing, wearing a sharp, trim pin-striped gray suit with matching paisley tie and pocket square.

“Troy,” Anderson responded, “meet Gillian Fenton. Chief of sex crimes for the Brooklyn DA’s office and board member of the Sixteen Foundation.”

Caleb Lugo’s foundation. The official name origin story was that he wrote his first full-length novel at sixteen years old. Word around the C&R office was that he was sixteen when he lost his virginity. Maybe both were true. If so, clearly a noteworthy year.

“Very nice to meet you,” he said, shaking Gillian’s hand. She was probably twenty years older than Troy and looked confident and relaxed in a dark blue pantsuit. “I love SVU,” he added supportively, eliciting a sigh and a perfunctory, unimpressed nod from her.

“So as I was saying, Gillian,” Anderson said, now pretending Troy wasn’t there as he turned his attention back to her. “I’ve been wanting to follow up with you for a while, but—”

“I’m very sorry to interrupt,” Troy broke in, and instantly saw the flash of annoyance on Anderson’s face that Troy was all too familiar with. Would this lead to an imminent blowup? Probably not in front of others, so Troy would most likely experience the consequences when he least expected it.

Another absurdly long assignment handed to him late on a Friday afternoon with an arbitrary Monday due date. A caustic email castigating his work performance, with little or no basis in fact. Every time Anderson’s name popped up in his email inbox, or appeared on his phone’s caller ID, he felt an intense swirl in the pit of his stomach, not knowing what the consequences would be when he opened the message or answered the call. An older generation would no doubt tell him to just suck it up and pay his dues like they did, and not let it get to him. And in fact he was pretty much doing those first two things.

Did his boss know how much he hated him? Probably not. Troy believed he was pretty good at acting as if he liked people whom he hated, which he felt was actually a pretty marketable skill.

Now, with Anderson stirred to annoyance, Troy knew he had to talk fast. “Very sorry,” he continued, “but Caleb’s looking for you. He says it’s urgent.”

“Okay, where is he?”

“Back in the ballroom.”

Anderson turned to Gillian. “My apologies, but when an important client demands your time . . .” He held both hands face up and tilted his head, looking remarkably like the shrugging emoji. “But it’s not that bad, actually. Maybe I can convince you to cross over and enjoy life on our side. You’ve certainly paid your dues in government.” Then he smiled his recruitment smile. And she smiled back graciously, with apparent sincerity and interest.

“Okay,” Anderson ordered Troy. “Take me to him.”

They worked their way through the main room, and Anderson followed Troy as the young associate fought through the crowd, scanning all over to see where the author was currently located. But before Troy could find him, a hand firmly grabbed his right arm and roughly swung him around.

“There you fucking are,” Caleb hissed with agitation. “Do you treat all your clients like shit? Or just me?”

“Mr. Lugo, I’m sorry I wasn’t quicker, but I rushed to find Anderson, just like you asked. And then we were looking for you.”

“You know,” Caleb said to Anderson, “there are dozens of fine investigations firms in New York. I think they’d all be happy to take my money. And when I call with an emergency, I bet they’ll fucking answer!”

“Sorry, Caleb,” Anderson responded quickly. “I was on the balcony and cell reception was very poor.”

The author shook his head and gestured for them to follow him to a corner of the ballroom. He then looked at the two men with concern in his eyes and lowered his voice. “Can you conduct research in Spain? Urgent research?”

“Yes, absolutely,” Anderson answered.

“I mean really conduct research in Spain. For real. As in, you have a guy who can do it and he can do it right now. Not ‘Sure, Caleb, we can handle it,’ and then you make a hundred calls to start figuring out if you actually can.”

Troy knew Anderson had no idea. He was a senior managing director, head of the flagship New York office, not someone in the weeds of vetting subs and understanding all aspects of C&R’s global research capabilities. He glanced at Troy, and Troy jumped on it. “Yes, we have a great resource in Spain. I’ve used him many times, and I can hopefully have him working on whatever you need by morning.”

Caleb cleared his throat. “Okay, look. Last year in Barcelona, I met a Spanish model at a book tour thing. Said she was a big fan of my work. We spent some time together there. Totally innocent. We didn’t even kiss. Then she came to New York a few months ago.”

C&R generally avoided work involving personal, potentially intimate relationships. Troy’s colleagues were white-collar corporate investigators, not sleazy ex-cops dumpster-diving for dirt or trying to catch a spouse in flagrante delicto. But Caleb was an important client with deep pockets. And the last quarter hadn’t been great. Nor the one before that.

“What happened in New York?” Anderson asked.

“Nothing. Nothing happened. That’s the thing. I’d tell you if something had, you know that. She was just in my apartment one evening for a little while. We had a couple of drinks. Nothing happened.”

“Okay,” Anderson said. “So how can we help?”

“Her name’s Bianca Velencoso. I have her phone number, and that’s about it. You’ll see there’s a lot about her online. She’s known for modeling and a few small acting gigs. I need your best investigators to find out everything you can on her. Everything.” He paused briefly to anxiously dart his eyes around them and then continued, “Because she’s saying I groped her and wouldn’t let her leave my apartment.”

“Saying to who?”

“The police. They just reached out to my lawyers and these cops want to question me tomorrow. It’s a fucking nightmare. She’s probably looking for money. Or maybe a bigger platform, and she thinks making a bullshit claim against a celebrity author is the way to get it. We need to know everything there is on this woman so we can show she’s not credible. Before this becomes public and I’m totally fucked. Before these cops decide to arrest me.”

“Mr. Lugo,” Troy began explaining, “I recommend we start by researching all available public records. Media, social media, litigation, criminal proceedings, business interests, property, judgments, liens, things like that. We can also conduct source inquiries with people who know her to identify potentially adverse information, but I’d suggest first doing the public records research because it’s more discreet and maybe that will give us leads to act—”

“Hey, kid,” Caleb interrupted with annoyance. “I don’t need to know how you make the fucking sausage, okay? Just get cooking.”

“Understood. I’ll get on this immediately.”

“Good. I expect an update tomorrow. Here’s her name and phone number.” Caleb slipped Troy a piece of paper. “Okay, it’s time for me to speak,” he added, and Troy watched the writer head toward the dais at the front of the room.

Anderson turned to Troy. “You’ve really used the Spanish sub many times?”

“A few. He did a decent job.”

Anderson sighed, which Troy knew meant he was irritated with that answer. But Troy felt he had to play it straight with his boss, even if not so straight with the client.

“Do you believe that story?” Troy asked as he pulled out his phone to contact the sub.

“Her name might actually be Bianca Velencoso,” Anderson replied gruffly. “Who the fuck knows about the rest.”

Troy nodded. It was too late in Madrid to call, so he tapped an email to his resource. He prayed the guy wasn’t on vacation, or slammed with other work, or off the grid for some random national holiday.

It would be disastrous for C&R to have to tell Caleb the next day that research had not started immediately. Troy would have to set his phone alarm for 3:00 a.m. to see if he had an email response, and then call Madrid immediately if needed. What time would it be there then, 9:00 a.m.?

He was halfway through drafting the email when he heard the roar of the crowd and looked up. Gillian, the criminal prosecutor from the balcony, stood at the center of the stage’s dais, talking into the microphone, smiling broadly. “You know,” she began, “I’m not used to speaking in front of an audience without starting with ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,’ so please bear with me.” The assembled laughed politely, and she continued, “It’s just amazing to see across this room so many wonderfully impressive boys and girls, just entering their teens, their lives full of hope and promise. I’ve lost count how many of them wrote in their scholarship application essays or told me personally tonight that you, Caleb, tremendously inspired them. Inspired them to read. Inspired them to write. Inspired them to tell their truth to the world. Thank you, Caleb. From all of us: Thank you.”

The crowd applauded as Caleb walked up to Gillian, hugged her, and grinned with appreciation while shaking his head in what Troy assumed was simulated disbelief at how powerful and moving this moment was.

“You’ve always been there for these kids,” she declared. “And you’ve always been there for me. So I’ll always be there for you. Always.”

Then Caleb was in front of the mic, gazing out at the crowd of the rich and successful, as well as the young writers and their parents.

“I reject the idea that I have inspired you,” he said as he focused on a few of the teenagers on the floor below him. “I reject it because the truth is . . .” He paused, and Troy recognized how obvious it was where he was going. It was all so preordained at this point. The finish, the reaction, the swoon of the crowd in appreciation. “The real truth is that it is you, my children, who inspire me.”

Applause. Adoration. Cheers that swelled for thirty seconds and then held at the crescendo as Caleb nodded and extended his arms in the direction of some of the scholarship winners and clapped enthusiastically. The passionate clamor still filled every inch of this Manhattan ballroom, with no sign of dying down anytime soon, when Troy completed his urgent email to Madrid and pressed send.






3 Megan


AS A RELATIVELY NEW member of the Mountain Hill City Council, Megan Black knew she should be consumed with the sickening, bombshell allegations that had just surfaced from the city’s prestigious university. She was flooded with media inquiries and messages from furious constituents, and she struggled to get her head around the situation. What exactly had been going on at that school and for how long? If the allegations were true, how had it been allowed to continue for years?

And most importantly, who was going to provide support and justice for those who had been abused, and ensure this never happened again in their city?

But Megan also had another crisis to confront. A crisis that was over a decade in the making.

Her friend’s lawyer had texted eight days earlier:

Evina’s appeal denied. So sorry. One of us should go tell her. She shouldn’t hear it from someone in prison. Please call to discuss ASAP. I wish as a member of the city council you had the power to just make this all go away.

City council.

Megan recalled that big night at home the previous year, when she and her husband called their two middle school–age sons into the kitchen and with a ludicrously dramatic tone asked them to sit for an “important discussion.” Of course this immediately freaked them out, with their older son asking who died, and the younger speculating about whether they were getting divorced. Her husband smiled with reassurance as he said, “No one’s dead or divorcing. This is a serious family conversation about something significant your mother is considering. Something I’m very, very proud of her for, and I think you will be too.”

They then proceeded with utmost gravity to talk about how, because of her involvement with the PTA and strong advocacy for lighting and road improvements on Route 48, she had been asked by some key local figures to run for city council. She had left her job at the accounting firm years earlier to focus on raising their children, but for the past few months she felt it was time to return to her career. She had put together a résumé, created a LinkedIn profile, started reaching out to contacts, and attended a few networking events. But then she was presented with a more intriguing and possibly rewarding path.

She and Alan told their boys that this was a big family decision, that they all had to make together, because that’s how they rolled, because this might change their lives too, and they wanted to make sure everyone was absolutely comfortable with how tough a city council campaign could be.

So laughable in hindsight, with their voices and demeanors conveying an intense seriousness as if she was thinking of running for fucking president. That’s how big this seemed then. What a leap it appeared to be, how exalted she believed this position was. That was before she actually ran, and won, and became fully aware of the clowns that inhabited the council, with their petty grievances and turf wars and transparent efforts to steer funds and patronage jobs to their supporters.

For the past eight months, she’d been one of them, with her reputation inevitably and increasingly tied to how citizens viewed the dysfunctional council as a whole. Therefore, to many residents in the City of Mountain Hill, she was now a clown too.

She was new to politics but learning how it all worked, or didn’t. Unlike many she encountered, she really wanted to help people. More and more she became convinced that to actually affect people’s lives, she’d have to escape local government and seek higher office. It was too soon for that, but if she worked hard and built support, in three or four years she could maybe consider running for state assembly. Or possibly state senate. Although even those positions wouldn’t give her the power to help Evina Jansen, who needed her assistance right now.

In seventh grade Megan’s locker had been right next to Evina’s, and they rode the same bus home. Megan had been the lonely new kid after her parents moved to Mountain Hill, but Evina took her in, sat with her at lunch, and talked to her on the bus.

In no time they became inseparable, and even when they attended colleges in different states, they called each other every week, went out late together in their hometown on semester breaks, and roomed with each other when they studied abroad in London their junior year.

The only thing that came between them was him, the boyfriend Evina started seeing in her early twenties. Handsome, charming, a litigation associate at a local law firm, Logan Young looked great on paper, and Evina seemed so excited to be dating him. But from his earliest days in Evina’s life, Megan winced at the warning signs. There was rarely a night out without him becoming excessively intoxicated and belligerent. He was obsessively jealous and controlling, never letting Evina go anywhere at night without him, and interrogating her any time she made small talk with a bartender or was remotely friendly to a male waiter.

During fleeting moments when she was alone with Evina, Megan told her this guy wasn’t good for her, that no boyfriend that insecure was going to turn out to be a good partner. But Evina shrugged and said that for the most part he was kind and really loved her.

Megan became increasingly alarmed by the endless cycle of breakups and reunifications, the repeated signs that he was physically hurting her, which Evina would always explain away as innocent injury. The sprained wrist suffered in a “kitchen accident,” the bruise by her left eye caused by a “clumsy fall,” the burn on her neck from her “curling iron.”

The day Evina announced her engagement, Megan feigned happiness, then went home and cried for her friend. And clearly, Logan knew Megan wasn’t his ally. On the wedding day, he grabbed Megan’s wrist and pulled her toward the back of the ballroom. Feeling the force of his hand on her, experiencing the confident control he so casually exercised, sent a rush of dread through her body. Her best friend had just vowed to spend her life with this bully, and Megan hadn’t been able to prevent it.

He dragged Megan to a quiet spot outside the bustle of the reception and delivered a cold stare. “I know you think I’m wrong for Evina, but I want you to know that I love her very much.”

She nodded, letting these words soak in. It wasn’t the right moment to push back. She wasn’t going to ruin her friend’s wedding.

“So I’m asking you politely to stop undermining our relationship,” he then added. “She’s happy, and that should make you happy. But it seems like it’s just making you jealous, and that’s not right. You really need to find a man of your own, Megan.”

Over the next five years, she was with Evina through it all. The ever-escalating series of beatings, the four times he was arrested for domestic abuse, the four times the charges were dismissed because Evina refused to cooperate and recanted her initial allegations. Megan tried to provide support as her friend wrestled with misplaced self-blame, fears of retaliation, her husband’s repeated promises that he would never harm her again, and Evina’s hope that Logan could one day keep his word if he just stopped drinking.

Meanwhile, Megan repeatedly urged her to leave the relationship. Begged her to do so on so many occasions. When Evina showed up at her apartment four years after the wedding, pleading for help, wearing a torn nightgown and bleeding from her temple, Megan was horrified but also perversely relieved that this latest violent incident would mean an end to Evina’s marriage.

But a week later, she was back with him, and texting Megan with excitement that she was pregnant. Megan was right there in the hospital after Evina gave birth, holding her friend’s baby in her arms, and then two years later holding Evina as she sobbed because child protective services had taken her daughter away after several reports of violence in the home.

The night that Evina was arrested the following year, Megan was her first phone call. “He’s dead,” her friend told her, and Megan immediately sensed the whole story. Evina had finally stood up to this man, finally defended herself. Such a relief that he would never hurt her again, just as a whole new nightmare was beginning.

By this time Megan and Alan had met, married, and had two children of their own. When the trial commenced almost a year later, Megan barely saw her family for six weeks, as she sat in the front row every day and strategized with Evina’s lawyer in the evenings.

Evina took the stand and explained that her life with Logan had been a succession of horrors. She detailed stories of his frequent drunkenness, his violent nature. “He often told me I was ugly,” she said quietly, looking down at her hands in her lap, “and he’d hit me in the face when he said it. I was too much of a pig for anyone else to want me, he claimed.”

Throughout the trial Megan often looked at the jury. They were so hard to read, she thought, except for that dark-haired woman at the end who winced whenever Evina described something violent.

Evina told the jury her husband also abused their two-year-old daughter, that he slapped her across the head if she got in his way, and shook her furiously when she cried. He’d once beaten her legs with a switch after the little girl knocked over a beer he had placed on the coffee table.

Evina’s court-appointed lawyer let her go on sharing the dark details of life with Logan, and then Megan could sense she was readying for the most difficult part of her testimony. The attorney took a step closer to her as he said, “Can you tell the court about the night of your husband’s death?”

Evina coughed nervously and looked quickly at the jury box, then back down at her hands. “He came home around two a.m.,” she said. “One of his friends had won two thousand dollars on a scratch-off lottery ticket and taken his whole crew out for drinks to celebrate. So Logan was even drunker than usual. He kept ringing the doorbell over and over because he lost his key. When I opened the door, I asked him how he misplaced his key, again, and that did it. He went crazy.”

Evina’s voice became higher and louder as she continued, now telling her story faster. “We were in the kitchen, and he shoved me so hard I fell backward over a chair and heard a crunch in my neck. I tried to stand up, and he came at me, yanked me to my feet, and hurled me against the wall. I slid down and crumbled into a defensive ball on the floor, and then he grabbed me by the T-shirt and pulled until he’d ripped it right off me. He was screaming in fury, his face just inches from mine. Calling me worthless, disgusting trash. And he had the same look in his eyes as when he’d beaten me six months earlier. Back then he’d been drunk and angry, just like this, and he started punching me, really punching me hard, with his fists. On my chest, my neck, my head, my face. Again and again and again. I barely survived that time.”

Evina looked at the jury box. “So I knew what was about to happen. He was going to kill me this time. So when he turned away for a moment, I grabbed a kitchen knife and plunged it into his back. Next thing I knew, I was lying over his crumpled body, desperately trying to save his life by holding towels firmly over the wound to stop the bleeding.”

Megan watched in support as Evina detailed how, after it was clear he had died, she summoned all her remaining strength and dragged his body into their car, drove thirty miles, and dumped him into a ditch. “I don’t know what I thought was going to happen then,” she testified. “I had no plan. I was terrified. Then his body was found the next day and he still had his wallet with his ID in his pocket. I had crossed state lines, so this was a federal crime, and law enforcement came right for me, seized the car, searched the house, found the knife. But this was no premeditated murder. I swear. This was a frantic effort to survive when he was intent on killing me.”

Megan scanned the jury again, praying they interpreted the entire scene as a desperate act of self-defense, a last resort of a woman who saw no other way out. Megan thought Evina had been convincing, very credible and sincere. But the faces of most of the jury members looked stoic. Even the dark-haired woman’s face revealed nothing. One elderly woman began to subtly shake her head with incredulity for just a second. Long enough for Megan to start shivering in panic.

The prosecution team argued Evina hadn’t acted in self-defense because she stabbed him in the back, and she showed “consciousness of guilt” by trying to dispose of the body. They asserted that if she really had been abused for all those years, she could have just left. Then his family testified that she was lying about him ever hurting her, that Evina was a manipulative, dishonest woman who falsely accused him of domestic violence and then brutally murdered him.

When the guilty verdict was read and Megan watched Evina collapse onto the floor in anguished sobs, she wanted to rush to her friend and comfort her. But to the court, Evina was now a convicted murderer. As distraught tears streamed down her own cheeks, Megan watched her best friend escorted through a side door in handcuffs.

For the past eight years, Megan lived through various appeals, hoping one would be the legal answer for which they yearned. As each court coldly rejected their attempts at overturning the conviction, Megan visited Evina in prison every Tuesday, making the two-hour drive no matter what was happening in her life, regardless of the weather or other potential commitments. And Evina made it clear that, besides her lawyer, no one else was visiting her.

Even though Megan saw Evina every week, on this visit following the latest, and supposedly final, legal setback, Megan was still jolted by the sight of her friend who
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