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Wes can’t get the song out of his head. It plays on a loop, over and over, until he finds himself humming it out loud. So addictive, and he doesn’t have a clue who sings it.

The music doesn’t stop until an alert pops up on his phone. His famous-quotes app sends daily words of wisdom.


Love is a serious mental disease.

– Plato



Wes swipes it away. Love is the last thing on his mind, especially today. The only thing that matters is time.

His calendar is a wall of meetings, back-to-back-to-back, without a single break. Wes has to leave the office by five thirty, drive home, shower, shave, dress, and get back out of the house by six forty-five. Assuming he wants to be on time for his date. Which he does.

They met at a bar called Liver. Her name is Annabeth, and she had been very specific about that.

‘Not Anna, and not Beth,’ she had said. ‘I don’t answer to either of those. It’s Annabeth.’ He said, ‘I got it,’ and she said, ‘Are you sure? Because you wouldn’t believe how many people forget.’ And right then, he almost blew it, because he wanted to say, ‘Jesus Christ, what kind of idiots do you date?’ But he stopped himself. Wes told her, ‘I promise. I got it.’ Finally, they were able to move on.

The conversation improved after that. Her name had been the only problem. Otherwise, she was smart and interesting and fun to be with. Pretty, too. Not stunning, not the girl every guy wanted, and that was a good thing. Gorgeous girls are always – always – high-maintenance, and who the hell has that kind of time.

Annabeth is pretty in the wholesome way, the kind of girl who can dress up and be sexy if she wants but doesn’t do it all the time. Dark hair, big eyes, and real curves. Not the implanted or injected kind. Good voice, too. A little husky, not too nasal or annoying.

In other words, he doesn’t want to be late for Annabeth. And it has nothing to do with love.

But work has other ideas.

His three o’clock meeting runs over by fifteen minutes, making him late for the three thirty call. That pushes back his four thirty, which means he is screwed. Almost. An imaginary ‘call from a client’ comes in handy, because no one gets mad when you have to leave a meeting to talk with someone who pays the bills.

On the way back to his office, Wes stops in the break room to get an energy bar from the vending machine and check the time. Twenty minutes to go. Enough time to send a few emails and stay on schedule.

Bianca waves to him when he gets to his office. Wes holds up his phone and points at it, indicating that he is busy. Still pretending to be on the line with his pretend client.

In truth, if he had explained to her that he really wanted to be on time because he has a date, Bianca probably would have cleared his schedule for him. But it wouldn’t be professional to involve her in his life like that. She isn’t his personal assistant.

These days, not everyone has their own admin. The sales department has one who works for everybody, and that’s Bianca. She is ridiculously young, he can tell, though he has never asked her age. That would be inappropriate.

Once he is back in his office with the door shut, he sits at his desk and puts down the phone. His fingers fly over the keyboard as he bangs out the last few emails of the day, and so far, so good. A few more minutes and he’ll be gone.

The knock on his door is unexpected.

Bianca. He waves her in. She keeps her head down, almost like she is embarrassed to interrupt him.

‘Mr Harmon,’ she says.

That gets his attention. She never calls him Mr anything unless a client is around.

A woman steps into his office. Wes races through his mind, trying to figure out if she is someone he knows but can’t remember or someone he should know but hasn’t met yet.

‘This is Detective Karen Colglazier. She’s been waiting to talk to you,’ Bianca says. She leaves and closes the door behind her.

Detective. Wes has to repeat that in his head a few times.

She is about forty-five years old, give or take, with olive skin and short, choppy hair. Dark eyes, sort of brown, sort of grey. He doesn’t like them. Those eyes are full of shadows. They move around the room, taking in everything at once, before landing on him.

He gestures to the chairs in front of his desk. It’s a test – he gives it to everyone, to see which one they’ll pick. The one on the right is directly across from his own; anyone confident will choose it. The one on the left is off-center, seating his guest at an angle, forcing them to keep their head turned to maintain eye contact.

The detective picks the one on the right. She is quick to reassure him that nothing horrible has happened, that no one has been in an accident or been shot.

Wes is left wondering why she is here. She is not as quick to reveal that.

‘Thank you for taking the time to talk to me,’ she says.

‘Of course. What can I help you with?’

‘Well, this is more of a courtesy call, so to speak.’

Wes has no idea what that means. His brain is still scrambling, trying to figure out if this has something to do with work. It’s possible. Siphon, Inc. is a company that links investors with startups. In other words, they’re the middlemen. With access to a lot of money.

‘May I ask what kind of detective you are?’ Wes says.

‘I’m with the Sex Crimes Unit.’

Didn’t see that coming.

Something pings in the back of his mind. No, not a ping. An alarm. ‘I’m not sure I understand,’ he says.

‘Yesterday, a young woman came into the station looking for help, because someone has been stalking her.’

‘That’s horrible.’

‘Horrible enough to make her terrified. And angry.’

She lets that description hang in the air. Wes isn’t about to grab it.

‘What makes this situation particularly difficult is that her stalker technically hasn’t broken the law,’ Karen Colglazier says. ‘So there isn’t much the police can do.’

Wes feels his heart ramp up again, thumping so hard against his chest that it must be visible. ‘May I ask what this has to do with me?’

For him, a rhetorical question. He knows the answer. Maybe he knew it as soon as Karen walked into his office, but he had shoved it aside, thinking it couldn’t be true. Still, he manages to look surprised when she says it.

‘The woman’s name is Ivy Banks.’

The Plato quote pops into his mind. An hour ago, it was irrelevant. Not now.

His plans for the night dissolve, vanishing like they never existed. It doesn’t matter when Wes leaves the office, whether it’s at five thirty or ten o’clock at night. He will not be going out with Annabeth.

Because Ivy is back.
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UC Davis, 2012, a Theta Rho frat party.

That’s where he met Ivy, though he didn’t belong to the fraternity. A friend of his roommate’s brother did. Not that it mattered – it’s not like they were checking credentials at the door. Theta Rho parties were known across campus, always huge bashes of the highest magnitude. The house was packed tight and hot as hell, exactly what the students wanted.

Wes was no exception. He was more than buzzed, less than drunk, and very, very horny.

Girls were everywhere. All kinds of girls, each one better looking than the last. Or they seemed that way. Might’ve been the beer. He maneuvered around them, smiling at one, then another, and then a third. Their eyes scanned him up and down, the same way his did to them. Everybody was looking for something, and on that hot spring night, it felt like they would all find what they wanted. Including Wes.

He was a junior, so he was used to these parties. At first, not so much. Going from tiny Holman, Michigan, to Davis, California, went beyond culture shock. Wes felt like he had stepped out of a barren, snowy field right into an MTV show.

It took a minute.

Over the course of two years, he morphed from a skinny, pale Midwestern boy to a Californian with a bit of muscle and a tan. His new normal. By his junior year, he had fully immersed himself in this big, wild world, where the rules changed stunningly fast.

Wes made his way outside, behind the big house, to get some air. The yard was almost as packed as the house, and that’s where he found his roommate. They stood around talking, mostly about the girls, when someone stepped on Wes’s foot.

Ivy had been walking by, and she stopped, turning back and throwing out a quick ‘Sorry.’

She wasn’t bad, but kind of plain. All covered up in a UCD sweatshirt and khaki shorts, hair in a ponytail, and no makeup. Not what he was looking for that night.

She kept walking, and he continued with his conversation. That was the end of it until he ran into her again inside the house, when he passed by her in a hallway. She was in line for the bathroom.

Now that he was closer to her, he noticed that she wasn’t so plain after all. It was her lips: They were pink and full with a hint of shine. Like she had just licked them.

He stepped on her foot.

‘I owe you that,’ he said.

She looked at him, a little shocked. A little angry.

‘Because you stepped on my foot,’ he said. ‘Outside, in the back –’

‘Oh, right. Okay, fair.’

‘I’m Wes,’ he said.

‘Ivy.’

He forced himself to look away from her, glancing down the hall at the line to the bathroom. ‘You’re going to be waiting awhile.’

‘Looks that way.’

‘You want another option?’

She gave him a half smile, like she was skeptical. He was back to looking at her lips. ‘What is it?’ she said.

Wes nodded toward the stairs. ‘There’s a bathroom in the basement. Maybe the line is shorter.’

‘Thanks for the tip.’

She walked away from him like they were done. They were not.

Eight o’clock at night, Wes is at home by himself. The date with Annabeth had been canceled hours ago, easily broken with a call about work he couldn’t get away from. She’s a memory now. Vague, too, like she was someone he’d known years ago.

Wes replays the conversation with the detective a few times. A few hundred times.

‘When was the last time you saw Ivy Banks?’ Karen had asked.

He pretended like he had to think about this for a minute. ‘Probably four months ago.’

‘Where was that?’

‘An engagement party for one of our college friends.’

‘Did you talk to her?’ Karen asked.

‘Briefly. Hello, how are you … that kind of thing.’ Maybe a little more than that, but he was not about to repeat every single word. Also no reason to mention how Ivy had looked.

That dress.

‘So, no problems?’ Karen said. ‘No animosity, no anger?’

‘Absolutely not.’

The detective didn’t react at all to what he was saying, so it was hard to know how much she believed. But it was the truth: That engagement party was the last time he had seen Ivy.

‘As I said, I’m here more as a courtesy than anything else,’ Karen said. ‘Someone has been bothering Ivy, leaving her notes and presents, along with pictures of her. They’re letting her know someone is watching.’

‘That’s so disturbing,’ he said.

‘When I asked her who she thought was doing it, she gave me your name.’

‘Ivy and I haven’t been involved in a long time,’ Wes said.

‘Then why would she think it was you?’

‘I have no idea,’ he said. ‘I can only think it’s because we had a relationship that was … intense.’

‘Intense?’

He sighed. On purpose, like this was a tiresome subject. ‘We met in college. It was a first love kind of thing.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Like I said, it was intense.’

‘She said you dated for years.’

‘On and off, yes.’ Wes had never figured out if it was more on than off or the other way around, and he had spent a lot of time thinking about it.

‘As I said, I’m here as a courtesy.’ Karen didn’t move when she spoke, didn’t use her hands at all. As someone who used his all the time, Wes found this fascinating.

‘If you’re the one doing this to her, you need to stop,’ Karen said. ‘Get over it, move on, find someone else, do whatever you have to do. But leave Ivy alone.’

Not so courteous. More like a threat. ‘I’m not the one doing this,’ he said. ‘I haven’t gone near Ivy, and I certainly haven’t left her any presents or notes.’ Another sigh, followed by a glance at his computer screen. ‘If I’m your suspect, you’re wasting your time.’

Karen stared at him like she was waiting for him to say more.

Not a chance.

She stood up, the movement so sharp and quick it surprised him. ‘Thank you for your time, Mr Harmon.’

‘Of course.’

He also stood up, as he always did when a meeting ended. Wes waited until she was gone and the door was closed to sit back down. He swiveled his chair around, toward the window, though it wasn’t to look at the view.

All he could see was Ivy. And he smiled.
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Ivy clicks the ballpoint pen over and over, until it becomes a rhythm instead of noise. The repetitive sound keeps her focused.

She sits at her desk, where one computer screen displays her emails, the other a spreadsheet. Earbuds firmly stuck in place. To anyone walking by, it appears as if she’s listening to music while working. She would be – if there was any to do.

That’s the thing about working for a bloated corporation with bad management: No one realizes there isn’t enough work to go around. Or they don’t care.

She was done with her required tasks by lunch, and since then she’s been listening to Mandarin Chinese for Beginners. This is her new thing, learning languages. Spending all day on social media got old forever ago.

The pen jams, breaking her concentration. She hurls it into the trash can and picks up another. Someone interrupts her before the first click.

‘How’re you doing?’

Lucia stands in the doorway to Ivy’s tiny office. It’s barely big enough for two people, nothing more than a cubicle with walls. Or a cage, because that’s how it feels. Lucia fits because she is small; her near-Lilliputian frame squeezes right into the space.

‘Oh, you know,’ Ivy says, pausing the language lesson. ‘Hanging in there.’

Lucia nods, patting her on the shoulder. Her eyes are big and can’t hide anything – every emotion is visible. They’re screaming sympathy. ‘I’m glad you went to the police,’ she says.

‘Me too.’

‘Well, like I said, you can always stay with me. I mean, there’s not much room at my place, but if you don’t want to stay at home, the offer stands.’ She smiles a little but not enough to show her teeth, like that would be rude.

‘Thanks,’ Ivy says. ‘I’ll be okay.’

More sympathy eyes from Lucia.

She is one of the few who know about the stalking. Ivy only told a few people about it. None of them knows the whole story.

First, the notes left on the windshield of her car. Next, the pictures. Real photos, printed out and also left on her car. Someone had photographed Ivy walking to her car, going into her house, shopping at the grocery store.

Then came the chocolates.

The brand was everything. Läderach, the Swiss company. Wes used to give her a box of those truffles for Christmas and her birthday. Two days ago, she found them on her doorstep. Same-size box, same brand. Twelve truffles, lined up in two rows, except these weren’t like the others. Every truffle had a bite taken out of it.

The note:


Just because.



She told the detective all of this. Damn near word for word.

Karen Colglazier had said she didn’t have a lot of hope they would get DNA from the truffles, especially because it wasn’t a crime to leave someone a half-eaten box of candy. The crime lab wouldn’t prioritize it. Nor would the police budget. Ivy had assumed that. Had counted on it, in fact.

Doesn’t matter, Ivy had said. It had to be Wes. I can’t think of anyone else it could be.

Lucia doesn’t know that part.

When she finally leaves, Ivy checks on her online order. Still due to arrive today. Just in time.

Back to the Chinese. Today’s lesson is about the home, teaching her the words for bedroom, kitchen, chair, and sofa. The mundane words bore her, and she finds herself searching for others, like the word for stalker.

Gēnzōng kuáng.

Ivy memorizes it, mouthing the word over and over until she’s positive she won’t forget it.

Ivy lives on the first floor of the Breezy Village. The manager had called it a garden apartment, which meant it had a little walled-off patio in the back, with just enough room for a table, two chairs, and a tiny plot of land for planting. Ivy does not plant. A green thumb is not something she has.

Still, it’s not a bad place. She’s lived in worse.

The weather is beautiful, a spring night that isn’t too warm, and she sits on her patio, smoking a joint. She doesn’t indulge often, mostly because she grew up surrounded by it. Ivy is from Humboldt County, ground zero for pot farmers in California. Including her parents. They had a small plot of land where they grew and sold marijuana since before Ivy was born. Now they’re in prison.

Turns out that even when marijuana became legal in the state, that didn’t mean everyone could grow and sell it. There were fees, licenses, and environmental restrictions. Her parents didn’t pay attention to any of that, nor did most of the others from her old neighborhood. Five years ago, a big sweep caught a lot of them. Drug laws still apply when you don’t play by the rules.

Nowadays, weed is more than acceptable in Fair Valley, California, though cigarettes are not. Judging by the smell in the air, she isn’t the only one outside smoking tonight.

The sliding glass door to her apartment is open; she can see right through the living room to the front door. It’s locked and bolted. Her phone is right next to her, on the table, and it lights up with every message. The ones who know what’s going on ask how she is, if she’s okay, and they all hope she isn’t alone.

She is.

It’s after eleven when she finally goes inside, thinking maybe she is wrong. Maybe she has miscalculated. A rarity for her, after all these years, but there’s a first time for everything. The idea that she could be wrong isn’t upsetting, in part because she’s high. In part because the unexpected is a chance for something new, something exciting. Something to make her life a little better than it was yesterday or last week or last year.

She locks the sliding door behind her, pulling the curtains closed, making sure every edge is covered. She turns off the lights in the kitchen and living room, then the outside lights. Front and back.

Knock.

Knock.

Two knocks, hard and slow. The sound doesn’t scare her, doesn’t make her jump. Ivy bites back a smile as she unlocks the front door and flings it open.

Wes.

About time.
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Ivy wears her new nightgown, the one she ordered online. White silk, thin straps, it hugs her curves and hangs down to her ankles. Wes stands in the shadows, illuminated only by the streetlight behind him. Ivy can’t see the expression on his face. She doesn’t need to.

‘You called the police,’ he says.

‘I did.’

He steps forward, into her apartment. ‘A detective showed up at my office. My work.’

Ivy shuts the door behind him and follows him down the hallway. Wes turns abruptly, almost running into her. He places a hand against her chest; she steps backward until she hits the wall. His face is so close to hers she can see his pupils. Watches them dilate.

‘It worked,’ she says. ‘Didn’t it?’

Wes doesn’t argue. He knows it’s true. Once you start crossing lines, the road back is too crooked, too difficult to follow. Easier to keep going forward.

He presses her against the wall. She feels the heat from his fingertips as he leans in close, his lips almost touching hers. His hand slides down, across the front of her nightgown, between her breasts, and stops at her waist.

She holds her breath.

He pulls his hand away.

Wes steps back and turns from her. She exhales hard.

‘No,’ he says, shaking his head.

No.

Wes uses that word like it’s a weapon. He also said it the last time she saw him.

Four months ago, at an engagement party in Sacramento. Ivy knew Wes would be there, so she brought a date. James was a guy she had met online. He wasn’t very bright but he looked good. Very good.

The party was fancy; the bride and groom both worked in tech and had money to burn. Open bar, fresh flowers everywhere, two different bands, and a never-ending flow of champagne. And this was just the warm-up to the real thing: the wedding.

Wes brought a date of his own, a blonde with huge breasts and a too-small dress. Vanessa or Veronica, or who the hell cares what her name was – she looked fantastic, and everyone knew it. But Wes seemed more concerned with the guy Ivy brought.

They spoke once, near the buffet table, when he came up behind her.

‘Ivy.’

‘Wes.’ She said it before turning around, taking her time filling up a small plate with finger foods.

‘How are you?’ he said.

She finally turned. As always, he stunned her. It was the way he looked, or maybe the way he looked at her. She struggled to respond quickly. ‘I’m well,’ she said. ‘You?’

‘Living the dream.’

‘Good for you.’

Behind him, at a table, she could see his date. The blonde was talking to someone beside her, paying no attention to Wes.

‘Did you find her on Tinder?’ Ivy said.

Wes nodded toward another table, where Ivy’s date sat quietly, waiting for her to return. Not the most outgoing guy, but James didn’t have to be. He looked like he was posing for a magazine.

‘And him?’ Wes said.

‘What about him?’

Wes smiled. ‘No.’

He turned around and walked away.

Now here he is in her apartment, saying no again but for a different reason. Not that it matters. This time, he doesn’t mean it.

Ivy walks up behind him, pushes up on her tiptoes, and whispers in his ear.

‘Liar.’

The thing is …

The thing is …

Wes doesn’t know what the thing is, not when Ivy is right up in his ear. When he needs rational thought the most, that definitely isn’t the thing.

She has always done this to him. Starting way back in college, when they first went out. Dates weren’t really dates back then, because they were both broke, so creativity was in order. Coffee was affordable enough. Hiking was free. So they did both – her suggestion.

Frog Pond Trail wasn’t far, and it wasn’t a long hike. Not difficult, either. At least not according to the internet. But it was full of picturesque views of the water and the ridge and everything nature had to offer. Wes suggested they try it on their first date. She agreed.

The sun was shining – not a cloud in the sky – and it all went well for the first hour and a half. They chatted about their backgrounds, stopping to take pictures every twenty feet or so. The internet wasn’t wrong about the views.

Ivy suddenly stopped. ‘I’ve had all the beautiful scenery I can take for one day,’ she said.

He had been thinking the same thing.

The trail ahead sloped down and then up. In the distance, a giant tree stood out among the rest. He nodded toward it. ‘Wanna race?’

Instead of answering, she took off running.

He was already a few steps behind, so he went off-trail, cutting across the hill on the left. The path was rougher, and he had to jump over a log or two, but it was the only way to get ahead.

He had almost done it when she fell.

They were less than twenty feet away from the tree when it happened, and he had been moving back toward the trail. As soon as she went down, he stopped.

She blocked the fall with her hands, ended up on her knees, and turned over to sit in the dirt. He sat down beside her.

‘I guess you won,’ she said.

Her hands were scratched up, covered in dirt and tiny pebbles. He wiped them clean, one by one, and then moved on to her knee. Scraped, but it wasn’t too bad. He poured water over it.

‘You okay?’ he said.

She didn’t answer. She kissed him.

To this day, he can’t describe that kiss, can’t capture it with words. But when he closes his eyes, he can feel it.

It’s the reason he turns around to face Ivy now.

She was right. He was lying when he said no.
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‘We need to stop doing this,’ he says.

Ivy rolls over in the bed to face Wes. The room is dark but not pitch-black; a bit of light comes in through the window. He is lying on his back, staring up at the ceiling.

‘We always say that,’ she says.

‘I know.’

He still doesn’t look at her. They’ve been down this road before, around and through and across, and they can’t seem to find the exit. She isn’t sure there is one.

But if there is, she probably wouldn’t take it. Maybe because of the squirrel.

Years ago, not long before they graduated from college, they went to Lake Shasta for a weekend. Her roommate knew someone whose parents had a cabin, and a bunch of friends were headed up there. Wes and Ivy went in his car, an ancient Ford truck he had driven out from Michigan.

She never saw the squirrel. Ivy had been looking in her bag, trying to find something. Lip balm, a hairbrush, a piece of gum … She can’t remember what it was, but she does remember the car jerking to the side. Wes had seen a squirrel and tried to avoid it.

Ivy does remember the thump when it went under the tire.

‘What was that?’ She turned, watching out the back. Wes pulled over to the side of the road.

‘A squirrel,’ he said.

Now a brown-and-red blob on the cement. ‘Oh God.’

‘Stay here.’

Wes got out and grabbed something from behind the driver’s seat. Looked like a tire iron. They were on a side road, not the highway, so there weren’t many cars. She tried to watch him push the dead squirrel over to the side of the road but had to look away.

He got back into the car and started driving. Didn’t say a word for at least ten miles.

And then: ‘Do you think that squirrel had a family?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said.

Silence.

‘I think squirrels are loners, aren’t they?’ she said.

‘Google it.’

She didn’t want to, but he pestered her until she did. Gray squirrels, as it turned out, lived mostly alone. The one he’d hit had been brown, and brown squirrels lived in colonies.

Wes didn’t say anything for a long time. She thought about suggesting that he donate to a save-the-squirrels nonprofit, if such a thing existed, but she didn’t want to sound stupid. Or insensitive. Neither of them had extra money for donations.

After another forty miles or so, he said, ‘Hopefully, his colony finds him so they know he’s dead. So they aren’t out searching or anything.’

She wanted to say they would, and that it was a good thing he moved the squirrel’s body to the side of the road so his family could find him, but she couldn’t make those assurances. He knew that. He would see right through it.

When they arrived at the lake, he didn’t mention the squirrel to their friends. She didn’t bring it up, either.

But even now, years later, she would bet every penny she has that Wes still thinks about that squirrel. And he still feels bad about it.

‘I didn’t know the police would go to your office,’ she says. And she hadn’t. Karen told her she would speak to Wes but never said where or when. Ivy had assumed it would be at his home. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘Seriously, that was a little extreme,’ Wes says. He still doesn’t look at her.

‘But it worked.’

‘Yeah. It did.’

She reaches over, placing her finger on the side of his neck, an inch below his jaw. Right where he’s the most ticklish.

He grabs her hand before she can do it. Then he dives under the covers, reaching for her feet. She squirms and tries to kick, but he’s too fast.

‘Don’t!’

‘Or what?’ he says. His voice is muffled.

‘Or I’ll call the police on you again.’

‘You would, too.’

His hand slips away from her foot, never tickling the bottom of it. He emerges from under the comforter and settles down on the pillow. Eyes back on the ceiling.

‘Maybe we should get back together,’ she says.

She watches him, trying to gauge his response. He doesn’t move an inch.

‘For real?’ he says.

‘Yes.’

Wes turns his head to look at her. In the dark, his eyes are shiny. ‘Are you serious?’

‘I am.’

‘So … we’re together again. Just like that.’

Ivy reaches out and touches his shoulder with her finger. She traces his little scar, the one he got when he fell out of a tree as a kid and there was a sharp rock on the ground and … She could tell the story verbatim, as if it were her own.

‘It can’t be any worse than having the police visit you at work,’ she says.

He props himself up on his elbow. ‘Are you screwing around right now?’

‘No.’

‘I can’t believe you’re saying this.’

‘Why?’ she asks.

‘You said never. “Never, never, never again.”’

Yes, she had. The last breakup had been particularly nasty, even for them.

‘Before that, I said forever.’ She pauses, bites her lip. ‘So did you.’

A dozen times, at least. Maybe a hundred. Usually right before they broke up. Almost like they were trying to reassure each other that it wasn’t going to happen. Again.

‘We need rules,’ he said. ‘No games, no messing around.’

‘Agreed. And no drama.’

‘None. Zero. Zip.’

‘I can do that,’ she says.

‘You sure?’

‘Yes.’

He lies back down and closes his eyes. She loves that he has to think about it. Or pretends to.

But the fact that he makes her wait, not so much.

‘No lying,’ he finally says. ‘Not even once.’

‘Deal.’

‘Done.’
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Wes Harmon is late for work.

It’s weird.

Bianca has worked at Siphon for almost fourteen months. After starting as an assistant in human resources, she was moved over to the sales department to be the admin for the whole team. Wes Harmon is part of it.

She keeps a close eye on him.

He slides right by her desk, coffee in one hand, computer bag in the other, and sunglasses covering his eyes. Wes smiles and holds up the cup, nodding to Bianca as he disappears into his office.

Hungover, perhaps, though she’s never known Wes to be a big drinker. Then again, it’s not every day the police visit him at work. Maybe he needed to drink more last night.

Bianca gets up from her chair and knocks once on his office door. She opens it to find him getting settled at his desk.

‘Your call with the bank is in ten minutes,’ she says.

‘Got it. Anything else?’

Bianca doesn’t move. She is halfway between the door and his desk, trying to decide if she should sit down and ask him more about what happened yesterday.

But he’s busy. And he is late.

‘No,’ she says. ‘Nothing else.’

She returns to her desk, still thinking about it. Not really her place to ask him anything unless it’s work-related. She doesn’t know if this thing with the detective is or not, because that little story he gave her yesterday isn’t adding up.

‘How’s my favorite assistant?’

Tanner Duncan. A man so attractive he makes suspenders look good. He’s intelligent with charisma to spare – everything a sales director has to be. Tanner is the one who brings in the money, the investors looking for somewhere to put their millions. No one is better than Tanner at matching up the money and the startups.

He’s also a prick. Bianca has heard that from a few people but never seen it. Tanner has never been anything but polite and professional to her.

‘Good morning, Tanner,’ she says.

‘What’s happening?’

‘The team from Porterhouse confirmed for eleven. Your lunch with James is at Trattorio, and your three o’clock pushed to three thirty.’

‘And the team?’ Tanner asks.

Bianca clicks to the schedule screen, listing off all the reps who are out of the office today on sales calls. ‘We’re still waiting on two reports for Thursday’s monthly meeting. The rest have been distributed.’

Tanner leans over her shoulder to stare at the screen. ‘What else?’

‘Dana has that meeting today with Infinite Investments, and Marcus is still following up with Bio-Reality.’ Bianca looks at him. Tanner is checking his phone and nodding.

His head snaps up. ‘Good. Anything else?’

Yes, she wants to say. A detective came to see Wes yesterday, late in the afternoon, when everyone else was in meetings. And today Wes was late.

‘No,’ she says. ‘That’s it.’

Tanner walks away, toward his corner office.

Bianca checks her email and her phone. Still nothing interesting. But over the past eighteen hours, she has learned a few things about Detective Karen Colglazier. She has worked for the Fair Valley Police Department for over twenty years. Her husband had been a cop, as well, but he died in the line of duty. Bianca found an old picture from the funeral. Back then, it had been front-page news.

One more thing she learned about Karen: The detective is currently assigned to the Sex Crimes Unit.

Sex crimes.

Bianca isn’t a genius. She has known that since grade school. Some kids were just smarter, quicker, they could grasp information and turn it around, flipping it into something innovative, while Bianca was still trying to figure out the basics.

But she isn’t stupid, either. If there’s one thing she’s good at, it’s figuring out people. She does it all day long, on the phone and in person, translating what people say into what they mean. The two are rarely the same. Being able to read people is what makes her such a good assistant. Maybe a great one.

It came in handy when she worked in human resources. She could weed out bad candidates before they went any further up the chain. Though she wasn’t in the preliminary interviews, she had plenty of time to assess the applicants while they waited to be called into the back. She knew if they were early, on time, or if they were late, and she knew how they acted while they waited. Did they fidget, were they obsessed with their phone, or did they stare at themselves on a mirror app? If anyone didn’t seem like a good fit, Bianca deleted them off the final callback list.

She considered it part of her job. If the HR managers didn’t want her doing it, they wouldn’t have given her that kind of access.

Yesterday, after the detective left, Wes came out of his office and volunteered an explanation for the visit. ‘There’s been a few break-ins on my block,’ he said. ‘She just wanted to know if I’ve seen anything unusual.’

Bianca doesn’t know a lot about police work other than what she has seen on TV, but it seems unlikely that Detective Karen Colglazier would be working on a neighborhood break-in. Sex Crimes focuses on things like harassment, stalking, assault, and rape.

She opens her desk drawer and takes out her Russian nesting dolls. She opens each one, seven in total, and works her way down to the second smallest. The eighth one is long gone, replaced with a key.

It isn’t something she should have. Assistants aren’t allowed to have a master key to all the offices.
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Wes ends the conference call, tossing his headphones on the desk. He checks his schedule, hoping to see a cancellation, but his whole afternoon is still booked. Bianca always sends the agenda for the meetings, and he pulls up the next one. Hard to concentrate when all he can see is Ivy.

And if, God forbid, he forgets what she looks like, he can look at the picture on his phone. She doesn’t know he took that picture of her lying in bed, asleep, with a tiny smile on her face.

It isn’t recent. The picture is from the last night they spent together, almost a year ago, right before they broke up. When she had said, Never, never, never again. He had kept the picture as the wallpaper on his phone for a week after that, until finally forcing himself to remove it.

Now it’s back. Along with Ivy.

This morning, he woke up to the smell of breakfast. Ivy, in the kitchen, cooking for him.

Never happened before. He doesn’t count the Hot Pockets or the leftovers she microwaved back when they were broke. This morning, she made mushroom-and-cheese omelets with toast and fresh coffee. Ivy handed him a cup when he walked into the kitchen.

‘This is amazing,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’ She leaned over and kissed him, holding it longer than a peck but not as long as he wanted. ‘You’re welcome.’

While eating, they talked about their work, the day ahead, and their future plans. All normal things, like they did this every morning. Ivy is going out tonight with her coworkers, and he is watching the Warriors game at a sports bar with his friends.

‘Should we get together after?’ she asked.

Yes. A billion times yes. ‘If you want,’ he said. ‘I’ll text you when the game is over.’

‘Sounds good.’ She shrugged a little, taking a bite of her omelet.

His most difficult task of the day was waiting to see her again.

Being late was the second. He hadn’t meant for it to happen, but by the time he’d left her place and went home to shower and change, he was already behind schedule. And he had to pick up his regular large coffee because the stuff Ivy made was a little weak. He wasn’t about to tell her that, though.

Ivy tries to concentrate on her Chinese lessons. Yesterday, she had no problem learning ten new words – her daily goal – but this afternoon is different. She keeps thinking about what happened last night. About Wes.

He’s always been the one. Even when they’re apart, even when they hate each other, she still knows that.

She has known it since college, when they went out one night to a cheap midnight movie. He had parked next to a puddle, and when she got out of the car, she stepped right in it, soaking the one nice pair of shoes she had. He stayed up that night blow-drying them.

To this day, he checks to make sure he isn’t parking next to a puddle. He drives around for blocks if that’s what it takes.

Contrary to what her best friend might say, getting back together with him isn’t stupid or naïve. She knows what she’s doing. Mostly.

Like last night, she hadn’t planned on saying they should get back together. It just popped out. Her mouth had been working faster than her brain. That doesn’t happen often anymore. She is no longer that impulsive girl who acts on every whim. These days, she deliberately thinks before she acts. Mostly.

But not last night. Not with Wes.

Sometimes it feels like her subconscious is ten steps ahead, leading her exactly in the direction she should go. Or the direction it wants her to go. She has never figured out if that buried part of her brain has good intentions or bad. No doubt Wes would have a few thoughts about that if she asked. She hasn’t.

Her work chat pops up on the screen. It’s Lucia and Brooke, the two colleagues she actually socializes with outside of the office.


	Brooke:	Just checking in!

	Lucia:	How are you doing?

	Ivy:	Doing well, thanks.

	Brooke:	Nothing from the stalker?

	Ivy:	Nope. Or the police.

	Brooke:	In this case, no news has to be good.

	Lucia:	We still good for tonight?

	Ivy:	Absolutely.


Drinks tonight, followed by food and more drinks. Brooke has become a pretty good friend over the past year. Lucia is a little newer to the group. All three have bonded in their collective corporate boredom, and they all have extracurricular activities. Ivy has her language lessons, and Brooke has a growing influencer account under a fake name. Lucia works a part-time job online while she’s in the office.

Ivy closes the chat and picks up the phone, again, to call Detective Karen Colglazier. All she has to do is say she spoke to Wes, they made up, and everything is fine now. Sure, it would make her sound dysfunctional, not to mention a little crazy, but at least the police wouldn’t show up at Wes’s job again.

She just hasn’t called yet.

When Ivy first met Karen, she was surprised at how seriously the detective took her complaint. She hadn’t expected that. And when Ivy gave her the name of her ex-boyfriend, Karen was positive she could end this quickly.

‘You’d be surprised how many stalkers disappear after a visit from the police,’ she said.

‘Really?’ Ivy said. ‘You’re going to go talk to him?’

‘We’ll just have a little chat. Usually that’s all it takes.’

Ivy replays this conversation in her mind, recalling how confident Karen had sounded. She would take care of this: That was her attitude. Just leave it to the professionals.

Maybe she doesn’t have to call the detective. In fact, maybe it’s better if she doesn’t. Karen will think she worked her police magic, scared off Wes, and the whole thing went away.

Ivy puts down the phone.
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Bianca opens her pocket mirror, reapplies her neutral lipstick, and checks her eyeliner, dabbing at the corner to erase a smudge. She’s careful about her makeup – not too much, not too little – because she’s the first one people see. One time, a sales rep said she looked exotic, presumably because she’s biracial. Half-Mexican, half-white. Apparently, he didn’t know the word exotic is not okay. That put him on her radar.

Not tonight, though. Tonight is about Wes.

Again.

Six thirty on a Friday evening, and almost everyone is gone. The only one left is Tanner. Though she’s heard others say that he sometimes acts like an overgrown frat boy, he is actually a very hard worker. One of the last to leave the office, even right before the weekend.

Bianca stays, cleaning out her inbox and writing up meeting notes, until Tanner finally comes out of his office.

‘Go home,’ he says to her. ‘It’s Friday.’

‘I’m just about done.’

Tanner smiles. ‘No big plans tonight? I can’t believe that.’

She waves goodbye, doesn’t answer.

He walks down the hall and gets on the elevator, but she still doesn’t move. Bianca waits another fifteen minutes, just in case Tanner forgot something and returns. When he doesn’t, she takes out the nesting dolls to get the key. It’s just after seven, which gives her several hours before the overnight cleaning crew starts to arrive. Plenty of time.

Wes doesn’t have a corner office, because he isn’t a manager or director, but it’s respectable enough. Decent size, plenty of seating for clients, including a small couch in the far corner. His desk is neat – no papers, no sticky notes – clear of all clutter. The Siphon employee handbook specifically states that any personal items are to be ‘tasteful and limited.’ Wes has only one that’s visible: a picture of himself, his sister, and his parents.

In his top drawer, he has a few things pushed into the far corner. A brass key chain, tarnished and scratched and engraved with a heart, along with a deflated HAPPY BIRTHDAY balloon, and an old parking sticker for a downtown garage. She found all of those a long time ago.

Bianca sits down in front of his computer. Some of the reps have given her their passwords; they often ask her to check their emails when they’re on vacation or out of the office. Those are the reps who keep their personal business on their phone or a different email. Wes is one of them.

One glance at his inbox tells her nothing has changed. All work-related, nothing of interest. But that’s not why she’s here, because if she wanted to see his emails, she could access them through her own computer. What Bianca wants to see is his calendar. On her side, she has a limited view. Business hours only. His entire calendar is only accessible through his computer or his phone.

She pulls up yesterday, which shows his day is blocked off for the evening, starting at five thirty. The only explanation is two letters:


AB



No idea what that means, but Wes didn’t leave the office at five thirty last night. After the detective left, he stayed in his office for a long time. Didn’t leave until after six.

Tonight, the first part of the evening is blocked off for the basketball game. He’s the kind of guy who always has his schedule planned out, even for social activities. Bianca knew about the game – the reps have been talking about it all day, and right now they’re all watching it at Scooter’s. Wes’s calendar is marked off until ten thirty.

Another engagement starts then, and it’s marked with a different letter:


I



AB one night, I the next. Her first thought is women. Maybe one of them is the reason why that detective showed up.

Or maybe the letters have nothing to do with that. It could be something about a project or a deal. Impossible to know without more information.

Bianca looks ahead on the calendar, to next week, but sees only business dinners and another night marked off for a basketball game. Nothing of note for the rest of the month, no further letters or strange plans.

She checks his internet browser history, skimming through the news and sports sites, looking for anything unusual. Not tonight.

After locking up Wes’s office, she takes a glance through a few others. Might as well, since her key is out and no one is around. She learns one of the guys is still cheating on his wife, Dana has started seeing a guy in accounting, and a sticky note on Tanner’s desk makes Bianca think he has a new woman in his life. He doesn’t send flowers to just anyone, but someone named Julia will be getting a delivery tomorrow.

Bianca double-checks that she leaves the offices exactly as she found them and that the doors are all locked. When everything is in order, she puts her key back and leaves. Her knowledge about people comes from intuition. Snooping just fills in the blanks.

If she didn’t snoop, she wouldn’t know about Wes. Wouldn’t be watching him so closely.

About a month ago, she was making her rounds. She doesn’t do it too often, because she doesn’t want to get caught, but enough to know what’s going on with everybody. When Bianca checked Wes’s internet history, a donation site popped up in his browser: the Joseph A. Fisher Memorial Fund.

Joey Fisher.

Of all the things she has discovered at Siphon – the affairs, the interoffice politics, the gossip – this one shocked her the most.
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