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            PREVIOUSLY IN THE HEYWOOD HOUNDS COZY MYSTERIES…

          

        

      

    

    
      In Dog Treats and Death:

      When Gina Dunner’s brother, Vic, is accused of murdering his ex-girlfriend, Gina isn’t surprised. Living the life of a womanizing ranch hand with questionable friends and a lifetime of bad choices had to catch up with him at some point.

      After the Sheriff announces she has the right man, Vic vehemently denies the murder. When he begs Gina to help prove his innocence, she attempts to puts her doubts aside, despite him being the last one to see the woman alive. She and her rescue mutt, Daisy—a sweet, yet sassy, talking dog—start sniffing around into their own investigation.

      In Paw Prints and Problems:

      When restaurant owner, Sally Turner, finds her chef murdered, she realizes she’s in deep trouble… especially when she was the last one to see the victim alive and they’d been arguing when she left him. She turns to Gina for help in finding the real killer.

      As Gina assists Deputy Trevor Hutchison exploration into the chef’s past, they find a cast of unsavory characters, lies and danger. Amidst the investigation, an unexpected guest - a rambunctious golden retriever named Zeus - lands on Gina’s doorstep. Juggling the search for a murderer and managing the mischievous canine tests Gina’s patience, leading to conflict with those around her.

      With her talking dog, Daisy, at her side, will Gina be able to find the destructive Zeus a suitable home and navigate the investigation without becoming a victim herself?

      Meanwhile in Furballs and Fatalities…

      When the owner of Hammer and Nail Hardware is found dead, Gina's most loyal customer, Erika, becomes the prime suspect.

      Despite having every reason to kill Molly Burton, Erika vehemently denies involvement and pleads with Gina to help uncover the real murderer. With almost all evidence pointing to Erika, Gina and her talking dog, Daisy, along with Deputy Trevor Hutchinson, delve into the secrets concealed behind the aisles of the hardware store. However, the clues they unearth leave them with more questions than answers.

      Adding to the chaos, Gina takes in a bonded pair of dogs who prefer solitude. Daisy is determined to break them up, despite Gina's pleas to let them be. 

      As danger escalates, can Gina and Daisy hammer out the details and expose the true murderer?

      And now on to Puppy Love and Panic…
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      An innocent has never looked so guilty…

      When a girl is found dead at an all-night house party, the sheriff accuses Gina’s son, Jacob, of being the murderer.

      Despite the evidence stacked up against him, Gina is determined to find the real killer and bring them to justice. However, her quest for the truth is complicated by two unexpected obstacles: the fluffy, blonde puppy unexpectedly in her care, and the return of her long-estranged mother.

      As she works to track down the murderer with her talking dog, Daisy, at her side, Gina realizes that her unscrupulous family history just might come in handy in helping her solve the case.

      But how far will a mother go to prove her child’s innocence?
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      “You’re really going out wearing that?” I asked, trying hard to hide my smile.

      “It’s a disco party, so yes,” my son, Jacob said. “Annabelle told me this was a perfect outfit.”

      As I stared at him in his white flared pants, matching jacket and black button-down shirt open to his navel, it made sense that he’d go to the most eclectic person I knew to get the look right.

      “Well, she was right.” I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest. “What time will you be home?”

      He’d arrived back from college for Spring Break two days ago, and it had been a whirlwind of activities for him while catching up with old friends and hanging out with those in the area who hadn’t gone to California or Mexico. “I’m not sure, so don’t wait up.”

      I gave him a quick once over as he pushed his blond hair out of his face. “You’re missing one thing,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

      I rarely wore jewelry, but somewhere along the way I’d picked up a thick, gold chain. After pulling it from a drawer, I hurried back to the living room to find Daisy staring at him.

      “He looks kind of stupid,” she said. “And I’m super sad he’s going out again. I wish he’d stay home and snuggle with me. I think that would be way more fun for both of us.”

      I nodded, completely agreeing with my talking dog. I’d never say it out loud because I wouldn’t want to guilt trip my kid, but I also wished he’d stay home. But, at nineteen, he was free to do what he wanted. On the other hand, Daisy would be perfectly fine laying on the guilt thicker than peanut butter. Good thing Jacob couldn’t hear her.

      “This will complete the look,” I said. Standing behind him, I clasped the chain around his neck. “You may want to gel your hair back as well to complete the John Travolta look.”

      “The what look?”

      “You have no idea who Annabelle has dressed you as?”

      He shook his head and I pulled out my phone. On YouTube, I found a video of the iconic Saturday Night Live dance scene. When it ended, he laughed. “Yeah, I’m not dancing like that.”

      “I don’t think you could if you tried,” I muttered, watching the video again. “Very few men have moves like that.”

      Dang. Travolta knew how to gyrate those hips.

      With a sigh, I clicked the phone off and smiled. “Are you going to do the hair?”

      “I might as well,” Jacob replied. “Can you help me?”

      “Sure.”

      Daisy and I followed him down the hallway to the bathroom. Once there, I realized I wouldn’t be able to reach the top of his head, so with the gel and comb in hand, I instructed him to sit on the edge of the tub while I stood inside it. Once I’d achieved the blond version of John Travolta, I said, “Take a look.”

      He stood and looked in the mirror, grimacing at his reflection.

      “You look cute!” I said, stepping out of the tub.

      “Whatever.”

      “Do you have any idea of what time you’ll be home?” I asked, pressing the issue. I set down the gel and comb next to the sink.

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged, and Daisy and I trailed behind him down the hall toward the front door. “It depends on who’s there and if it’s any fun.”

      “Okay, but don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “That leaves pretty much everything wide open, Mom.”

      I rolled my eyes. Yes, I’d had a bit of a wild childhood, but most of the time, I found it to be an excellent idea to obey the law and stay out of prison. “Just don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I won’t,” he muttered, then gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you when I see you. Love you.”

      “Bye, Jacob,” Daisy called. “Miss you. I wish you’d stay home.”

      After tapping her on the head and taking my keys, my kid was off to live his best life.

      “Is Trevor coming over?” Daisy asked as we walked back to the couch.

      “Yes,” I replied. “We’re supposed to watch a movie.”

      I sat down, listening to the silence. Having my son home for Spring Break had been wonderful, and it made me realize how much I missed the constant chatter and his comings and goings. My only company while he was away at college was my talking dog, and sometimes I still wondered if me hearing her was a figment of my imagination.

      Declaring my dog my only company was wrong. I’d been spending an awful lot of time with Deputy Trevor Hutchinson as well, to the point we’d fallen into some sort of dating pattern that I thoroughly enjoyed. It had taken me some time to realize our relationship had moved beyond friendship. That first kiss had knocked me silly. I didn’t like to think about it all too much, but instead, I just enjoyed my time with him.

      After flipping on the television, I hurried through the channels. So many of them that I didn’t watch. Why in the world did I pay for cable these days when I had so many subscription services? Granted, Jacob had signed up for most of them when he lived at home. One of these days I’d have to go through my bills and figure out just how much I spent with the cable company and what I paid the subscription services. There were some I’m sure I didn’t even realize I had.

      Daisy snored softly beside me as I stroked her head and I watched a rerun of Friends. Tears of nostalgia welled in my eyes, especially when the death of Matthew Perry came to mind. Such a loss. Such a tragedy.

      A little uncomfortable niggling weighed on me, but I couldn’t place why.

      Daisy sat up, her ears perked. She glanced around the room, then up at me. “Gina? I have a really bad feeling in my tummy.”

      Was I having conversations with myself? “It’s okay,” I murmured. “Everything’s fine.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “Because I feel a little sick.”

      Frankly, so did I. It was in times like these that I questioned my sanity because my thoughts mirrored her words. “It must have been the egg salad.”

      “You wouldn’t give me any egg salad. Remember?”

      “But I saw Jacob slip you a little under the table,” I said, scratching under her chin.

      “You saw that?”

      “I see everything, Daisy. I’m a mom. It’s a superpower.”

      “My super sniffer is my superpower.”

      “Exactly. Just let me know if you need to go out.” I turned my attention back to the television.

      An hour passed while I chuckled along with the crew of Friends. I’d become so engrossed, I about jumped out of my skin when my phone rang.

      “Who is it?” Daisy asked, her ears perking up once again.

      “It’s Trevor.”

      “Isn’t he supposed to be here?” she asked.

      “Yes. He’s probably running behind because of work.” I picked up the phone from the coffee table. “Hey, Trevor.”

      “I’m going to be late,” he grumbled. “Sheriff Mallory called a meeting just as I walked in from a car accident on the highway.”

      “Was anyone hurt?”

      “One guy needed to go to the hospital, but I think everyone is going to be fine.” In the background, I heard Mallory. Just the sound of her voice made my skin crawl. “I need to go. She’s screeching about something.”

      “You need to run against her,” I said. “You’d make a great sheriff.”

      “And if I lose, I’m out of a job. She’d never allow me to keep working here.”

      “With me as your campaign manager, there isn’t a chance of you losing.”

      “Gotta go. Don’t know when I’ll be there. Probably best to not count on me.”

      He hung up and I set my phone down with a long sigh of disappointment. Just me and my talking dog for now. It wasn’t that I disliked hanging out with Daisy, but over the past few months, I’d really grown fond of Trevor and I had been looking forward to our evening.

      We made a great team. Besides solving murders together, we enjoyed each other’s company. He also made me laugh and Jacob seemed to like him as well. Would this cautious relationship ever lead to anything serious? I doubted it, but I was appreciating it while it lasted.

      I sat through another hour of Friends and then clicked off the television. At eleven o’clock, I wasn’t quite tired enough for bed, but I also didn’t know what to do with myself.

      I went into the kitchen and found my task. Me loving to have my child home for the week didn’t mean I couldn’t be irritated beyond belief that he used forty-five dishes a day, and left every single one of them in the sink instead of placing them in the dishwasher.

      After I finished the dishes and wiped down the counters, my phone rang again.

      “I’m not going to be there tonight,” Trevor grumbled. “There’s another accident. I’ll try to swing by tomorrow.”

      Before I could speak, he’d disconnected.

      I stared at my phone for a long moment. The weight of loneliness settled around me, causing my stomach to flip and my chest to feel heavy. “Maybe I should just go to bed,” I announced to the empty house. Instead of dealing with my emotions, it seemed easier to sleep them away.

      “Okay,” Daisy said. “I’ll beat you there!”

      She took off down the hallway and I followed. Sleep finally came about an hour later, but my uneasiness never faded.
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      I didn’t know what time it was when I heard someone pounding on my front door, but I was determined to ignore them. Until Daisy began to bark.

      “Get up, Gina!” she yelled as she carried on. “There’s a serial killer at the door!”

      “Really?” I grumbled, throwing back the covers. “I don’t think serial killers announce their presence.”

      “That’s probably true. But what if it’s Jacob?” she said, jumping from the bed. “Maybe he forgot his keys!”

      In my sleepiness, I’d forgotten he was home for Spring Break. I sprang up, grabbed my glasses and hurried to the front door. After checking the porch through the window, I saw that it was Trevor.

      That uneasy feeling I’d had the previous evening became so heavy, my legs seemed to be made of cement as I opened the door.

      “Trevor! Trevor!” Daisy yelled, dancing around his feet. “Trevor, pet me!”

      “What happened?” I asked. As I studied his face, I noted the serious scowl. His hands clenched at his sides while his shoulders bunched under his uniform.

      “I’ve been trying to call you,” he said gruffly. “I need to come in.”

      “I didn’t hear the phone.” I stepped aside and when I shut the door, he took me into a long embrace. Tears welled in my eyes, even though I had no idea what he was about to say. Whatever it was, I understood it would alter my existence. I pulled away, hoping it had nothing to do with Jacob.

      “What happened?” I asked again, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Let’s sit down.”

      “No. Tell me right now.”

      He sighed and ran his thumb between his eyebrows. Finally, he met my gaze. “Gina, there’s been a murder.”

      Oh, no. Where was Jacob? What time was it? I glanced out the window and noted the sun was on the horizon, almost ready to make its debut for the day.

      He had left the previous evening for a night out with friends. He’d apparently been out all night, or…

      I had to force myself to ask the question and I was terrified of what the response would be. “Is… is Jacob dead?” I always imagined I’d know if my son was no longer with me. I felt such an intricate connection to him, surely I’d instinctively be aware of his death.

      “No! No,” he said, placing his hands on my shoulders. “Jacob is… Jacob’s down at the emergency clinic sleeping off one heck of a bender.”

      Relief flooded through me, but it only brought on more questions. Unless something had drastically changed, my son wasn’t a big drinker. “What does that mean?”

      “They couldn’t wake him at the party, so they took him to the clinic.”

      Bile rose in my throat. “Is he okay?”

      “They say he’s going to be just fine, but he’s in trouble.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Why is he in trouble?”

      “Look, Gina. Here’s the deal. Last night there was a big house party out at the Willard place. When the kids came to this morning, they found a young woman dead. She’d been strangled.”

      I nodded, the pain of a young life lost lancing through me. But that didn’t explain why my son was in trouble. “What does that have to do with Jacob?”

      “He… he was found passed out next to her with one end of the rope in his hand, the other wrapped around the girls’ neck.”

      The room began to spin. I grabbed the wall to steady myself.

      “Jacob wouldn’t do anything like that,” Daisy said. I glanced down to find her at my feet. “Jacob is a good dog, like me.”

      “What… what does that mean?” I asked, meeting Trevor’s gaze.

      He shrugged and ran a hand through his blond hair. “It means that Sheriff Mallory thinks she’s got the killer.”
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      Rage exploded within me with such force, I saw stars before my eyes while I continued to grip the wall. “Jacob had nothing to do with this,” I hissed.

      “I’m sure he didn’t,” Trevor said evenly. “But Mallory thinks he did and I wanted to be the one to tell you what was going on.”

      “Gina, you have to help Jacob,” Daisy said.

      “I want to see my son,” I growled.

      “You can see him when he wakes up.”

      “No. Now.”

      I marched down the hallway and quickly changed into a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, then grabbed my sneakers and returned to Trevor.

      “I want to see Jacob and then I’m going to find out who’s responsible for this tragedy, because it isn’t my son. Aren’t there cameras at the house? Everyone has their homes wired up to the hilt these days!”

      “No cameras that we could find,” Trevor said calmly. “It’s probably best if you stay out of it.”

      “No! Mallory will happily railroad him and I’m not going to allow that to happen! Now, you either take me to the emergency clinic or I’m driving myself!”

      My voice had taken on a high-pitched tone of complete panic and my hands began to shake. If I was going to help Jacob, I needed to rein in my anxiety. The tears I held back wouldn’t do him any good. To save him, I needed to take action.

      “Jacob took your car, Gina,” Daisy said quietly. “You’ll have to walk there.”

      Excellent point.

      “Gina, you need to let me do my job,” he said softly.

      “Listen up, Trevor.” I pointed a shaky finger at him. “You’re either going to help me, or you’re going to get out of my way. There is nothing, I repeat, nothing, that I won’t do to clear my son. Do you understand me?”

      “Gina, are you okay?” Daisy asked, then she began to whine. “I’ve never seen you this upset.”

      “Here’s the deal,” Trevor said. “I think it’s best that⁠—”

      “I don’t care what you think,” I hissed. “I’m going to the emergency care clinic right now.”

      “Trevor, I don’t think you should argue with her,” Daisy said. “She’s so upset, she may kill you and stuff your body in a closet.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I was very close to spinning out of control and felt such an urgency to get to my son, my insides vibrated. “Now, are you driving me, or are you getting out of my way?”

      Trevor sighed heavily. “Okay, let’s go.”

      “Bye, Gina,” Daisy said. “I’ll miss you and I promise to be a good dog.”

      I bent over and gave her a quick kiss on the nose, then Trevor and I hurried out the door. Part of me was relieved he’d acquiesced to my demands. I was so upset, I didn’t think I could drive, even if I had a car.

      Heywood didn’t have a proper hospital. All the severe cases were taken to the hospital in Sedona. The fact that Jacob was at the emergency clinic let me know there was nothing seriously wrong with him. But dang it. What had he gotten himself into?

      When we pulled up in front of the clinic, I jumped out of Trevor’s truck before it came to a complete halt and ran inside. The smell of antiseptic assaulted me, but I grimaced and brushed it away.

      “Where’s Jacob Dunner?” I asked the receptionist, a young, blonde woman who had a love for houseplants. They sat on the counter around her, some of them so big, I wouldn’t be able to see her if I moved to the right angle.

      “You’ll have to take a seat,” she said, not looking up from her computer. She tapped a large stack of manila folders to her left. “We’re very busy right now.”

      I turned to find six people in the waiting room, most of them staring at me. “I want to see my son.”

      “You’ll have to wait.”

      “I have to wait to see my son, who is a patient here?”

      She didn’t bother answering. Instead, she pointed to the chairs. An argument hung on the tip of my tongue, but I held it. Every now and then I remembered speaking my mind wasn’t the smartest thing to do.

      With a curse, I pulled out my phone and began to pace. I knew one of the nurses at the emergency clinic, so I texted her.

      

      Hi, Jillian. Jacob is here as a patient. This kid at the reception desk won’t allow me to see him. Can you pull some strings?

      

      As I stared at the screen and waited for a reply, Trevor came in.

      “Thanks for waiting,” he muttered.

      “Sorry. I have to see Jacob. I have to make sure he’s okay.”

      “They won’t let you back?” he asked.

      I shook my head and pointed to the receptionist. “She says I have to wait.”

      “We brought in four other kids in the same condition as Jacob,” Trevor replied. “They may be a bit overwhelmed.”

      A moment later, the doors leading to the back swung open and Jillian appeared. In her late forties, I’d never seen her without her brown hair in the long ponytail down her back. Today she wore blue scrubs that strained over her hips. She met my gaze and waved me forward.

      “We’re really busy,” she said as I brushed past her with Trevor in tow. “These stupid kids and their drugs.” She shook her head. “After they all come to, I’m going to beat them unconscious.”

      “They’re on drugs?” I clarified.

      “We don’t know which ones, but all the evidence points to it. We’re waiting for toxicology reports on all of them.”

      As we hurried down the short hallway, I glanced in the rooms. Most had families gathered around the bed, but I couldn’t see the patients.

      “Jacob’s in here,” she said, pointing to a room to the left.

      I stared at the door for a long moment, suddenly deathly afraid of what I was going to find, despite Trevor’s assurances Jacob was okay.

      “He’s resting right now, Gina,” Jillian said, placing her hand on my shoulder. “I promise you, he’s going to be fine.”

      With a nod, I pushed the door open. Swiping away tears, I hurried over to my son. Lying in the hospital bed with closed eyes, he looked dead. His cheeks were a little pale, but when I grabbed his hand, I found it warm.

      “Jacob?” I whispered. “Jacob, honey? Can you hear me?”

      I noted he was hooked up to an IV and I glanced over at Jillian, who stood in the doorway. “It’s saline,” she said. “Just to help get whatever he ingested flushed from his system.”

      Jacob groaned and I squeezed his hand. He clenched my fingers lightly in return. The tears fell as relief washed through me. He was going to be fine.

      “Let me get you a chair,” Trevor said softly.

      I shook my head. “I’ll just sit on the edge of the bed.”

      As I settled in, I studied Jacob’s face. Now that I knew he was going to be okay, I considered the circumstances. Why in the world had he taken drugs? How long had he been doing so? Was it an everyday thing for him? Did he need rehab?

      We’d always been close. I hoped that when he woke, he’d be honest with me and I’d do whatever I could to help him. Maybe I needed to put in a call to Annabelle. She’d helped her now boyfriend, Doug, get off drugs, and he’d literally been living under the local bridge shooting up on a daily basis.

      “I’ll be back soon,” Jillian said. “If anyone gives you any flack about being back here, just tell them to come see me.”

      Turning to her, I nodded. “Thank you. I really appreciate your help. I owe you big time.”

      She smiled and hurried away. I had no doubt she’d collect.

      “Are you feeling a bit better?” Trevor asked.

      “Yes.” I sighed and shut my eyes. I didn’t pray much, but I did send up a quick word of thanks. “I can’t believe he took drugs. All those lectures that I gave, all those documentaries I made him watch… and he goes and overdoses.”

      Trevor placed his hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “I’m surprised as well. However, one thing I’ve learned through all these years of police work is that kids are different when their parents aren’t around.”

      “He’s never been in trouble, though.” I shook my head. “Something doesn’t seem right.”

      I squeezed Jacob’s hand again as silence fell around the room. In the hall, people were hustling and bustling about. I had a hard time believing Jacob did drugs, but what was even more unbelievable was the notion that he killed that girl.

      “Who died?” I asked.

      “Ava Willard.”

      I furrowed my brow and glanced over my shoulder at him. “Didn’t you say the party was at the Willard place?”

      “Yes.”

      “So she threw a party and someone killed her?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Where were her parents?” I asked.

      “They weren’t home. One of the kids I interviewed said they’d gone to Phoenix for the night and would be back some time today.”

      I lowered my head, the gravity of the situation causing my shoulders to slump. “Have you been in contact with them?”

      “They’re on their way back now.” He pulled out his phone and glanced at the screen. “They’re supposed to go directly to the sheriff’s department so I can interview them. They should be arriving anytime.”

      “Who killed that poor girl?” I asked. “It wasn’t Jacob. I don’t even recall him mentioning her. I don’t think he knew her.”

      “We’ll ask him about it when he wakes,” Trevor replied.

      Voices in the hallway seemed to be coming closer. I expected their owners to walk by the room as they’d done previously. To my surprise, our door opened.

      I turned to find Sheriff Mallory Richards, and my spine stiffened. Slowly, I stood and walked around the bed, placing myself between her and my son. The hair on the back of my neck bristled as I clenched my fists at my sides.

      “Ah, Gina,” she said, smiling. The woman was my height, but muscular. In her fifties with short black hair, there probably wasn’t a person on this earth that I detested more.

      “Hello, Sheriff,” Trevor said, standing next to me. “Gina was just checking in on her son.”

      “Oh, you mean my killer?” she asked. Glancing around me, she stared at Jacob a moment. “I shouldn’t be surprised he’s a drug abuser considering he’s a Dunner.”

      Of course she’d bring up my family history. It wasn’t too long ago that I discovered my father and brother had once been neck deep in the drug trade in Arizona. Thankfully, both were now out.

      Instead of attempting to scratch her eyes out, I smiled. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m here to cuff him.”

      “Is that necessary?”

      “Yes. Once he’s awake, we’ll take him to the station and book him for the murder of Ava Willard. Her parents will be pleased by how efficiently the Sheriff’s Department has solved the murder of their little girl.”

      She attempted to step around me, but I moved to my left, blocking her. “My son had nothing to do with that horrible killing,” I said between clenched teeth. “Do your job, and you’ll find that out.”

      Mallory threw her head back and laughed. “He was found passed out next to the girl with a rope in his hand. Guess what, Gina? The girl was strangled with a rope.” She shook her head as her smile faded. “I have done my job, and your son is going down.”
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      Trevor held my elbow as she moved past me. I shook so badly, I was sure everyone in the room could hear my bones rattling. When the click of the cuffs sounded, I shut my eyes.

      Don’t kill her. Don’t kill her.

      “I’ve instructed the nurses to call me when he wakes,” Mallory said, once again coming into my line of vision. “I’ll be back for him then.”

      As she swooped out the door, I released a long, slow breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      “Gina, I need you to keep your head,” Trevor said. “I thought you were going to attack her.”

      “I was.”

      “That’s not going to do Jacob any good.”

      I yanked my arm out of his grasp. “And that’s the only reason why I didn’t rip out her heart and use it for soccer practice.” Returning to the side of the bed, I took a couple of deep breaths. What should be my first step? My mind was such a jumbled mess. My motherly instincts told me to stay put with Jacob, but the urge to find the killer and get my son out of trouble overwhelmed me. I had to discover who killed Ava before Mallory began railroading Jacob.

      To do that, I needed information. I stared at Jacob and willed him to wake up while also realizing that me staying with him accomplished my first steps. I was with him and once he came to, I’d have a chance to find out exactly what happened the prior night. I’d gather my information, which would send me on my hunt for the killer.

      I concentrated on him so hard, I almost forgot Trevor was still in the room.

      “Do you want some coffee?” he asked.

      I nodded. “That would be great. Thanks.”

      He left silently, the sound of the door clicking the only indication that he was gone.

      “Please wake up,” I whispered, grabbing Jacob’s hand in mine again, still shocked at the thought that my son would take drugs.

      Trevor returned a few moments later and Jacob groaned again just as I took my coffee cup. “Jacob?” I whispered.

      His eyelids fluttered, and a moment later, his gaze met mine. “Mom?” He looked around, his brow furrowing. “What… where am I?”

      “The emergency clinic,” I said. My heart soared as the tears once again started to fall. Dang it. I hated crying.

      He attempted to sit up, then winced. As he tried to bring his hand to his head, the handcuffs clinked against the metal bed railing. My rage returned as his eyes widened.

      “What the heck?” he whispered.

      “Jacob, I need to know what happened last night,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “Why am I in handcuffs?” he asked. “Why am I here? And why does my dang head hurt so bad?”

      “Lay down,” Trevor said. He came to my side and pushed a button on the bed. The back rose to support Jacobs’ upper body. “Get comfortable, and let’s talk, okay?”

      Once the bed was in the proper position, Trevor moved his pillow upward and Jacob settled in against it. “What is going on?” he asked. “Someone please clue me in!”

      Trevor pulled up a chair next to the bed and sat down. “Jacob, there was a murder at that party you went to last night.”

      His gaze darted from the handcuffs back to Trevor. “Who… who was killed?”

      “Ava Willard,” I said. I laid my hand on his calf and gave it a squeeze. “We need you to tell us everything that happened last night. We also need to discuss why you took drugs, but that can wait.”

      “Drugs?” he asked incredulously. “I didn’t take drugs!” With his free hand, he rubbed his forehead. “I feel like I’ve woken up in another dimension.”

      “You’ve been passed out for hours,” I said. “You definitely took drugs, Jacob. They’re running toxicology reports to figure out which ones, so you can quit the innocent act.”

      “Can we get back to the murder?” Trevor asked.

      Jacob stared at me for a long moment, then pursed his lips. When he spoke, his tone was low and more serious than I’d ever heard it. “I swear to you on my life that I didn’t take any drugs.”

      His sincerity caught me off guard. Serenity blanketed me when I realized he was absolutely telling the truth. I glanced over at Trevor, who didn’t meet my gaze.

      “You were pretty out of it, dude,” he said. “Are you sure you didn’t indulge a bit?”

      “Trevor, I didn’t.” His head flopped back against the bed while he fisted the blanket with his free hand. “What can I say to make you guys believe me?”

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning, honey?” I said gently. “Tell us about the party and everything that happened.”

      “I need to read you your rights,” Trevor said.

      My hackles bristled once again. “Why?” I asked.

      “Because I’m here not only as Jacob’s friend, but as a cop.” Trevor sighed, obviously irritated with the situation. “I’m gathering information on the investigation.”

      I shot to my feet. “No. Absolutely not. Get out, Trevor.”

      “Gina, I⁠—”

      “I told you before that you are either going to help me, or get out of my way. Jacob isn’t saying a word to you.”

      “Mom, it’s okay,” Jacob said. “Really. I don’t have anything to hide. I didn’t do anything.”

      My gut instinct screamed to kick Trevor out, but then again, if Jacob shared his story, perhaps it would clear him.

      I slowly sat down on the bed again. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive.”

      After Trevor read him his rights, Jacob took a deep breath and began his tale.

      “We arrived at the party about nine,” he said. “I went with Eric and Liam.”

      “How many people were there?” Trevor asked.

      “At that time, about thirty.”

      “What was going on?” I asked.

      Jacob shrugged. “There was disco music playing, some people were dancing, but most were out in back by the keg. The Willards have a big, grassy yard that slopes down into a creek. It’s really pretty. Lots of big trees… it’s nice.”

      “Did you know anyone there besides Eric and Liam?” I asked.

      “Yeah, most of the kids were from around this area. A few were from the college, and some I didn’t know.”

      “Did you know Ava well?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Not really. We’ve had a class or two together, but I haven’t spent a lot of time talking to her. She’s a little out of my league.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked. “What league is she in that you aren’t?”

      “She was really pretty, super smart and popular, Mom.” He shrugged. “Just not someone who would be interested in dating me.”

      “You are all those things,” I said, pushing a strand of hair out of his face. It was still stiff from all the gel I’d combed through. “Would you have been interested in dating her?”

      “Probably not.” He sighed. “This is going to sound corny, but she… she was like the sun, Mom. People gravitated to her. She was the center of everything. I wouldn’t want to be in her inner circle. It would be too… too much. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      I nodded slowly, understanding perfectly. Jacob took after me. We preferred to be on the outskirts looking in, not front and center of the mix.

      “What was the vibe of the party?” Trevor asked.

      Jacob shrugged. “It was pretty chill until about midnight. A group of guys showed up and Ava’s boyfriend got really upset. It looked like there was going to be a fistfight, but the group eventually left.”

      “What were they arguing about?” Trevor asked. He reached into his back pants pocket and pulled out a small notebook and pen.

      “Something about Ava cheating on her boyfriend with one of them.”

      “What’s Ava’s boyfriend’s name?” I asked.

      “Oliver Ledger. He’s some dude from just outside of town. He seemed nice, but he was really angry when those other guys showed up.”

      “Did you get the name of the guy she may have cheated with?” I asked. This could be a huge lead and clear Jacob!

      “I think someone called him Gabe.” He shut his eyes. “My head really hurts.”

      I squeezed Jacob’s knee again, hoping to offer him support. “What was Ava doing while her boyfriend was fuming?”

      “She was with her friends. Eric, Liam and I just sat back on the grass and watched the drama.”

      Trevor jotted down notes. “Did Gabe and Oliver fight?”

      “Not that I saw. I mean, Ava’s place is huge. There could’ve been something going on inside and I’d never know about it.”

      “It sounds like you, Eric and Liam kind of kept to yourselves,” I said.

      “We were talking to people, but we weren’t part of any commotion.”

      “Was there more that happened?” Trevor asked.

      “Ava was mad that a girl she didn’t like showed up. She made a big deal about her being there.”

      “Who was that?”

      “Her name was Zoe. I can’t remember her last name. She and Ava were on the debate team together, and supposedly there was a lot of competition there. They didn’t like each other at all.”

      “Make a note to find out Zoe’s last name,” I said, pointing at Trevor.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled while shaking his head.

      “What else happened at the party?” I asked.

      Jacob stared at the ceiling for a long while. “I don’t know. Around two or three I started to get really tired.”

      “How many beers did you have?” Trevor asked.

      “None.”

      Trevor and I exchanged glances. Was Jacob worried he would be in trouble with me, or the deputy, if he answered truthfully?

      “Honey, it’s okay if you had a few beers,” I replied. “You’re old enough to go to war, so you’re old enough to have a beer.”

      “The law says otherwise,” Trevor interjected. “But, I happen to personally agree. You aren’t going to get in trouble. I’m just trying to figure out your state of mind.”

      “None. I had zero beers. They had bottled water, so I stuck to that.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      I stared at him for a long moment. “Jacob, when they found you, they couldn’t rouse you, honey. You swear you didn’t take drugs, and now you’re saying you didn’t drink. If all that’s true, then why couldn’t they wake you?”

      Silence fell over the room, except for the constant commotion in the hall. Then it hit me.

      If Jacob was telling the truth, that could only mean one thing: someone had drugged him.

      “Think about when you started to feel tired,” I urged. “Who was there? What happened?”

      “Like I said, it was late. Almost everyone was gone. There were only a few of us there.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “There was a fire pit out back, so we were sitting around it. Ava was there. It was her house. Eric stayed, but Liam had gone home. Oliver, Ava’s boyfriend, was still around, but I think that guy Gabe and his friends had left. If they were still there, then they had to be inside.”

      “Do you remember who else was there?” Trevor asked, furiously scribbling in his notebook.

      “Zoe was,” Jacob mumbled as he furrowed his brow. “Eric has a crush on her, so that’s why we didn’t go home when Liam did.”

      “Think carefully about this, Jacob,” I said. “What happened right before you started feeling tired?”

      “I remember thinking I was ready to get home. The keg was gone, so everyone was drinking soda or water. This other girl… what was her name… maybe Terry? Anyway, she brought out water bottles and gave them to everyone sitting around. That’s really the last thing I remember.”

      My heart pounded as the door opened and Jillian walked in. “I’m glad you’re awake,” she said, smiling. “I just need to get some vitals from you.”

      I could barely breathe while she wrapped the blood pressure cuff around his arm. This Terry person had drugged my son. At a minimum, she’d given him the water bottle that held the drugs. “Jillian, when are you getting the toxicology report back?”

      She didn’t answer until she was done with the blood pressure. “Looks good. We should have it back in another few hours.”

      I nodded, then motioned to her to follow me to the door. “I know you’re supposed to call Mallory when Jacob wakes, but I was wondering if you could hold off for a while?”

      She glanced over my shoulder at him.

      “I’m not asking you to defy Mallory,” I said. “I just need some time. She’s got him cuffed to the bed, so he’s not going anywhere.”

      After a long moment, she nodded. “Okay. I can wait an hour or two.”

      “Thanks a lot. I appreciate it.”

      As she opened the door and left, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and scrolled through my contacts. It was time for me to hire a lawyer.
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      “Colin Breckshire III, at your service.”

      I smiled at the voice on the other end of the phone line. Elderly with a panache for wool suits, bowties and fedoras, he’d been a staple in the area for as long as I could remember. Although Colin wasn’t a criminal attorney, he’d stepped in when I’d been accused of murdering my ex-husband and handled my case beautifully. I was hoping he’d do the same for Jacob.

      “It’s Gina Dunner,” I said. “I need some help.”

      “Ah, Ms. Dunner. What a lovely surprise. Who are you accused of killing now?”

      I laughed despite the seriousness of my situation. “No one. It’s my son who’s in trouble.”

      After explaining what Jacob had shared about the party and how he’d been found, Colin said, “And Mallory has him dead to rights, I take it?”

      “She thinks she does.”

      He clicked his tongue. “I’m not a criminal lawyer, as you know, but I’ll be happy to match you with a friend of mine, and until he can get into town, I’ll represent your son.”

      With a sigh of relief, I nodded. “Yes. Thank you. The nurses here were supposed to call Sheriff Mallory when Jacob woke, but I’ve bought a couple of hours before they do.”

      “Excellent. I’ll be right over to the emergency clinic. May justice prevail for the young Jacob Dunner!”

      As I clicked off, I glanced around the room. The urge to make a list of things that needed to be done overwhelmed me. First, I wanted to talk to this Terry woman and find out why she’d drugged my son. Perhaps it had been a mistake and she handed him the wrong water bottle? If so, I’d throttle her for thinking it was a good idea to drug anyone.

      “Listen, we also brought in one of Ava’s friends, Bianca,” Trevor said. “She’s down the hallway. I figure if Jacob is awake, she may be, too. I was thinking I’d go talk to her.”

      I glanced at my son. Yes, I wanted to speak to Bianca, but I wouldn’t leave Jacob unattended.

      “I’ll stay here,” I said.

      Trevor nodded and hurried from the room.

      As I glanced around, I attempted to breathe through the panic that rose within me. I couldn’t allow Jacob to go to jail. A bad idea began to form. What if I busted him out of the emergency clinic and hid him somewhere?

      I carefully thought through the plan and raced over to the window. It opened enough for a person to get through it. If I called my brother, Vic, and had him bring over a saw to cut through the cuffs, then he could scuttle Jacob away through the window and hide him until all of this blew over.

      Trevor would kill me for even thinking about it, and what about Mallory?

      When she returned and her suspect was gone, she’d be looking for someone to skin. That would most likely be me.

      Unless… unless I was somewhere else and I had an alibi at the time of Jacob’s disappearance. When it all unraveled, I could be as confused and upset as everyone else. No one needed to know my plan.

      “Mom?”

      I turned to Jacob.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with Ava’s death. I need to make sure you believe me.”

      “I do.” I walked over to his bed and sat down. “I don’t want you to go to jail. Having been there myself, it’s not a great place to be. Mallory is coming for you.” I pointed to the cuffs.

      “I know.”

      “What do you think about getting out of here and going into hiding for a while?”

      He pulled on his restrained wrist. “And how is that going to work?”

      “I have an idea,” I said. “Just give me the word, and I’ll put the plan into action. We need to move quickly though.” I glanced at my phone. “Jillian is going to call Mallory and tell her you’re awake in about an hour and a half.”

      “Would I be breaking the law?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes. Definitely. But while you’re safe, I’d be working to get the evidence needed to clear you of this horrible crime.”

      Unlike me, Jacob was a rule follower. Although I had almost convinced myself that my bad idea would actually be beneficial to him, he had to go willingly. Of course, I could drug him again and have him taken to safety, but that plan may be headed straight into psycho-mom territory.

      “So, if I get caught, I’d be in more trouble than I already am?”

      “Yes. But you won’t get caught. I promise.”

      He shut his eyes for a long moment, most likely weighing the pros and cons. Finally, he met my gaze. “Okay. I don’t know how you’re going to do this with me being cuffed to the bed, but let’s go.”

      With a grin, I dialed Vic and once again paced the room.

      “What’s up, Gina?” he answered.

      “I need your help.”

      As I explained Jacob’s predicament again, Vic cursed and it sounded as if he was hitting something.

      “That stupid son of a⁠—”

      “Call her names later,” I interrupted. “Right now, I need you to come get Jacob out of here and put him somewhere the cops won’t find him.”

      “I know just the place. We’ve got⁠—”

      “Don’t tell me! The less I know, the better off I’m going to be during questioning. Jacob’s room is on the south side of the emergency clinic. Once you’re here, I’ll open the window and then you two disappear.”

      “On my way, Gina. Don’t you worry, though. I’ll take good care of our youngest Dunner.”

      I had no doubt that he would. As I went over the plan with Jacob, I paced. My panic had been replaced by nervous butterflies.

      “Do you think it’ll work?” he asked, doubt lacing his voice.

      “I do.”

      “Okay.” He sighed deeply. “I’m just going to rest and try to get rid of this headache.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      He shut his eyes and shook his head. Tears slipped down the sides of his face. “I keep waiting to wake up from this mess, Mom. Like it’s a bad dream or something. I didn’t kill anyone, especially Ava. I didn’t have any reason to.”

      I hurried back to his bedside and grabbed his hand. “I know, Jacob. You’re nineteen, but let me step in and take care of this, okay?”

      “Yep. Thanks, Mom. I’m scared to death.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I felt the same.
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      Vic texted me when he arrived. I stood, hurried to the window and slid it open. A moment later, he exited a pickup truck I didn’t recognize parked in back and trotted over to me with a small saw in his right hand and clothing in his left. Had he stolen the vehicle? It was probably best I didn’t know.

      “Hey,” he said as he easily hauled his bulky body through the window, then leaned over and kissed my cheek. He turned to my son. “Jacob! My man, you’ve got yourself in a bit of trouble, I see.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Keep your voice down, Vic,” I said. I walked across the room and glanced out the door to the hallway. I didn’t see any immediate threat to my plan, so I turned back to my brother. “Thanks for doing this.”

      “We’re family, Gina. We take care of each other. Now go get an alibi. I’ve got this.”

      “What if someone comes in while you’re sawing?”

      “I guess I’ll be sharing a cell with my nephew.” He winked at Jacob, then picked up his restrained hand. “Piece of cake.” As he fired up the small saw, I was surprised at how quiet it was. A second later, he’d cut through the chain, but the cuff remained on Jacob. “We’ll get that off later. Now go, Gina.”

      Jacob stood from the bed and grabbed the clothes Vic had brought for him.

      I really needed to leave. “Bye, honey. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Love you, Mom.”

      As I slipped from the room, I knew I was doing the right thing, no matter how dangerous it may be. Getting Jacob out of the emergency clinic and away from Mallory until I could solve the murder was the best thing for him, and for me. If I knew he was safe, I would be able to concentrate.

      I needed an alibi, but it couldn’t be someone as obvious as my friend, Annabelle. Mallory would see right through that. Instead, I needed to be in a public place where numerous people would remember me, which also meant I had to cause a scene.

      Cup of Go seemed perfect. I didn’t have any friends there, but the baristas knew me since I was a semi-regular customer.

      As I walked down the hall, I also realized I needed people to see me exit the emergency clinic. Jillian had been so nice in letting me back to see Jacob, and I didn’t want to involve her any more than I already had. I decided to make sure the receptionist recalled me very well.

      When I came to her desk, I stopped and smiled.

      She glanced up at me. “Yes?”

      “Do you have the time?”

      “It’s just after nine.”

      “Great. Thank you. And could you tell me what kind of plant this is over here?” I pointed at one, but didn’t really see it. “It’s very pretty.”

      “That’s an ivy.” She turned to the phone as it blared. Two lines lit up.

      “One last thing,” I said. “Has anyone else come by for my son, Jacob Dunner? I had hoped his grandfather or my friends would care enough to stop by.”

      “No. Not that I’m aware of. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to answer these calls.”

      “You really find out who cares in times like these,” I said. She glared at me. “Sorry. Go ahead and get the phone.”

      As she answered, I hurried through the waiting room and exited the building. She’d announced the time, while I’d given Jacob’s name and annoyed her. If she didn’t remember me when she was questioned, she was just plain dumb.

      The crisp, spring air actually felt nice against my skin as I walked to Cup of Go, giving me clarity. Yes, I’d broken the law, but I knew in my heart that I had done the right thing. I’d walk through cut glass with my hair on fire to save my son from that stupid tyrant we called our sheriff.

      Thankfully, the line inside Cup of Go wasn’t too long. I waited patiently until it was my turn. “Good morning,” I said to the young woman behind the counter.

      “Hi. The usual?”

      “No. Let’s change it up today. How about a vanilla latte with some cinnamon?”

      “That’s new for you,” she said while ringing me up.

      “I’m trying to expand my taste in coffee, but I’m afraid that may be too sweet. What do you think? Should I change it to caramel?”

      Her smile faded. “Well, caramel is sweet as well. Maybe you should stick to your Americano?”

      “Maybe I should,” I said. How could I be a bigger pain? “Or maybe I should try a cappuccino today!”

      Her smiled faded again as the man behind me cleared his throat. “Maybe you should step aside until you have a better idea of what you would like,” she suggested.

      “No, I’m good. I’ll have the vanilla latte.” I turned and grinned to the man behind me. “Sorry. I’m a little indecisive today.”

      When the barista brought me the coffee, I dug through my purse looking for some cash, which I knew I didn’t have. I figured it would be another detail for when she recalled our interaction later.

      I apologized again, then handed her my credit card. Just before she ran it, I said, “Did I give you the right one? What’s the name on it?”

      The barista looked at the card. “Gina Dunner.”

      “Oh, good. I was worried I gave you my friends’. She left it at my house the other day. I’m supposed to return it today.”

      She smiled and nodded.

      “Do you have the time?” I asked.

      She pointed to the clock on the wall behind her. “Looks like it’s just after nine-fifteen.”

      “Right. Thanks.”

      It wasn’t easy being this indecisive and irritating. If our roles were reversed, I would’ve kicked me out long ago. I admired her patience.

      Once the transaction was completed, I picked up my coffee and pretended the cup slipped through my fingers. As it crashed to the floor, I gasped and cursed while the hot coffee splattered up on me and the counter. Based on the colorful language from the man behind me, he also got splashed.

      “Oh, no!” I yelled. “Oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry!”

      As I helped the barista clean up the mess, I hoped the stain would come out of my white sweatshirt.

      But at least I had solidified my alibi.
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      After cleaning the mess and buying a cappuccino for the man behind me in line, I returned to the hospital with two coffees, figuring Trevor would appreciate my trip.

      As I walked down the hall toward Jacob’s room, I heard yelling. I took a deep breath and prayed that my son and Vic had escaped undetected.

      “Where have you been?” Mallory screeched at me as I entered the room. Trevor and Colin Breckshire were also present. “And where is my murder suspect?!”

      Instead of screaming right back at her, I walked over to Trevor and handed him the coffee. “What are you talking about?” I asked, then glanced past them to the bed. “Where’s my son?!” I set down my coffee. “Did you take him to jail?!”

      Mallory seemed perplexed by my questioning. “N-no! I came to get him and he’s not here!” She placed her hands on her gun belt and narrowed her gaze. “What did you do with him?”

      “Do with him? What does that mean? Where… where is my son?” I met the gaze of everyone in the room. No one answered. “None of you know?”

      Trevor put his hand on my shoulder. “We thought maybe you had something to do with his disappearance,” he said softly.

      “Now how would I do that?” I asked. “He was chained to the dang bed like a dog! Do I look like I can chew through metal?”

      “Sometimes, yes,” Mallory sneered.

      “Where have you been?” Trevor asked, shooting her a glare.

      Ignoring Mallory would be in my best interests. She was only trying to goad me and I wouldn’t take the bait. “I went to get coffee,” I said. Then I remembered he’d brought me one from the hospital not too long before I left. “The stuff here is awful, so since Jacob had gone back to sleep, I thought I’d slip out and get something from Cup of Go. It’s already been a long day, and I needed some fresh air and good coffee.”

      “What’s he doing here?” Mallory asked, pointing at Colin, who admittedly looked quite dapper in his grey suit and matching fedora.

      “I called him,” I replied. “You’ve accused my son of murdering a poor girl, and whether you think so or not, he deserves a defense.”

      Her cheeks reddened. “So you called him and then you left? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Colin cleared his throat. “If I may interject, I arrived here much quicker than I anticipated when I spoke to Ms. Dunner on the phone. If my appointment hadn’t been canceled, I would’ve come later.”

      The old lawyer hadn’t said anything about an appointment when we talked, so I appreciated his quick thinking. I hadn’t given any consideration to the time between my phone call with him and his arrival, which would be an important detail for Mallory. Because why would I call an attorney, then leave when I was expecting him?

      “I don’t believe any of this,” Mallory snarled.

      “That’s okay,” I shot back. “I don’t believe half the stuff that comes out of your mouth, either.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “Maybe we should go down to the station and discuss what you’ve done with your son.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary,” Colin said. “It’s apparent that Ms. Dunner has had a very difficult morning, and now to top it off, her son is missing.”

      Suddenly, all the stress boiled up within me and tears started falling. The last thing I wanted was to cry in front of Mallory, but I couldn’t hold them back. “He’s right. You’ve accused my son of murder, cuffed him to a bed, and all I wanted was a decent cup of coffee. My nerves are so shot, I dropped my latte and stained my white sweatshirt.” I held the still damp clothing from my body. “Then I came back here only to find my son is missing.” Trevor handed me a tissue as I swiped at my tears. “This has been a horrible day.”

      And I meant every word. The total breakdown that sat just on my peripheral vision began closing in. I took a deep breath and fought it. Collapsing under the weight of my anxiety and worry over Jacob’s future wouldn’t do him any good.

      At that moment, all I wanted was my dog.

      “I have no idea where my son is,” I said, meeting Mallory’s gaze.

      “I’m going to check with Cup of Go and see that you were really there,” she hissed.

      “That’s fine.” I pointed to my cup I’d set down when I first arrived, then to the one Trevor held in his hand. “If that isn’t enough evidence for you, then please, conduct your due diligence on this big mystery. And after that’s done, find the real killer because I can promise you, it’s not my kid.”

      With that, I marched out of the room and down the hallway. A few steps later, I remembered Trevor had driven me. Dang it! So much for my grand exit. But then I recalled Ava’s friend, Bianca, had also been drugged and was behind one of the doors…

      Names had been written on a white board outside each room. I discovered hers quickly and slipped in. Thankfully, I found her alone because I had no idea what I would have said if she’d been with family.

      “Hi, Bianca,” I said. “I’m Gina. My son was at the party with you last night.”

      Her long blonde hair sat in tangles around her shoulders. Red-rimmed eyes indicated she’d been crying.

      “Who’s your son?”

      “Jacob Dunner.”

      She nodded. “He’s very nice. Is he here, too?”

      “Yes. I’m really sorry about Ava.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and tracked down her cheeks. “Me, too.”

      Realizing she had no idea Jacob was the suspect in her friends’ killing, I walked over to the bed. “I was wondering if I could talk to you for a minute about what happened?”

      “I already told the police everything I know.”

      “I’m sure you did. But I’m Jacob’s mom, and I’m scared, Bianca. Who would drug the four of you?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “My son said that someone gave him water, then he didn’t remember anything after that.”

      “That was my experience, too.”

      “Do you recall who gave you the bottle?”  Jacob had mentioned someone named Terry, but he hadn’t seemed very sure of it himself. I needed Bianca’s version of events.

      “Terry Burnell was the one who brought out the waters.” She shook her head. “She’s such a snot.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “She’s always been after Ava’s boyfriend, Oliver. I guess now she can make her move. Why she’d want him, I don’t know.”

      Bile rose in my throat. Had Terry drugged Ava, then killed her, and was now after her boyfriend? Could it be that simple, that childish?

      Bianca apparently wasn’t a fan of Oliver. “You don’t like him,” I said gently.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I think he was cheating on Ava, but I couldn’t prove it.”

      “What gave you that idea?”

      “Just different things,” she replied, shrugging. “I heard him on a phone call saying sweet nothings to someone, but it wasn’t Ava because she was in class.”

      “Maybe she skipped?”

      “No. Not Ava. Did you know she had perfect attendance from kindergarten through high school? Perfect. She even got an award at graduation for being the only one in our school district who never missed a day. It wasn’t in her makeup to skip. Besides, that day I heard Oliver, it was a test day for her, so I know she was in school. She came back to the dorm and claimed she’d received an A. She wasn’t taking calls from Oliver during her test.”

      “What else has Oliver done that made you think he was cheating on Ava?”

      “We have English together and he sits in front of me. He was texting someone and I read it over his shoulder. They were making plans for dinner. At first I assumed it was Ava, but when she was home at that time, I mentioned that I thought she and Oliver were going out. She said they didn’t have any plans because Oliver had a group project meeting he needed to attend.”

      “Do you think he was seeing Terry on the side?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      “Did you ever mention anything to Ava about him?”

      “No.”

      “Why not, Bianca? It would seem like something you’d do if you cared about her.”

      “Because Ava wasn’t exactly a saint either,” she snapped. “She was
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