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 1. First Day of College 
 
   C lara stood in front of the building, looking up at the tall windows, arches, and steps leading inside. It was her first day of college and she had more nervous energy than she'd ever felt in her life. Students rushed past her, heading about their day, not noticing the brunette they pushed their way around. Clara chewed on a piece of her long brown hair, steeling herself for the day ahead. Clutching her books to her chest, her heavy backpack bouncing against her back, she headed inside. She held her class schedule in her hand, searching the room numbers, unsure of where to go. She was so distracted that she didn't see the guy in front of her until she ran right into him.  
 
    She stumbled back, her books slipping from her grasp. Mumbling a quick "I'm sorry," she bent down to pick them up. His hand brushed hers as he reached down to do the same. Her eyes met his, widening when she recognized the bluish-green color. "Jay?" 
 
    He grinned, his one dimple deepening. "Clara. Anthony told me you were starting today." He looked up and down the corridor. "Are you lost?" 
 
    She nodded and held out her class schedule to him. "I'm in the criminal justice program but I have to knock out the prerequisites first. So I'm supposed to be in biology, but I have no clue where that is."  
 
    Jay grinned at her schedule. "You're right here." He pointed to the door in front of them.  
 
    Clara sighed with relief. She gave Jay a quick hug, feeling his muscles through the thin cotton of his grey button-up shirt, then stepped into the classroom. Jay disappeared down the corridor, like a guardian angel who’d appeared right when she’d needed him.  
 
    After slipping into a seat near the front of the class, Clara pulled out her laptop and booted it up. Then she waited for the class to start. 
 
    The instructor stepped into the class. Crazy black hair stood up from her head at odd angles. Glasses perched on the end of her thin nose, giving her a constant narrow-eyed look. The woman’s shin-length beige skirt and button-up white blouse made Clara think of a librarian. The instructor stood with her hands on her slim hips, no smile in sight. "Good morning, class."  
 
    A response rumbled from around Clara, who tried to suppress a smile.  
 
    The teacher pulled out a stack of papers, then handed one to each student. "Today we’re going to go over the class syllabus and what I expect of you. Please read these thoroughly and sign them for me." Clara glanced over the syllabus, surprised to find that the instructor expected her to not miss a single day of class. Any missed days would affect her grade. Clara signed it, hoping that she wouldn't have to worry about that particular part. 
 
    The rest of the class went pretty smoothly. The instructor started them off on the first chapter, using PowerPoints to teach. Clara took notes on her laptop, afraid to miss anything important. Silently, she thanked her mom for the computer classes she’d made Clara take in high school. Leaving that class after 90 minutes, Clara decided, was going to be challenging. Her next class was English, on the bottom level of the same building. English was a subject Clara loved, something she tended to excel in. Hopefully this would be the same. 
 
    By lunchtime, Clara felt fried. She had a two-hour break until her math class, so she sat outside, near a fountain, watching people walk by as she ate her sandwich. She’d considered texting Anthony and asking him to meet her but for all she knew he was stuck in class and wouldn't be able to respond. The loneliness swept in, bringing down her spirits. Clara realized that if she were still interning at the precinct, she'd be sitting outside right now with Will, eating tacos from the taco truck. Her mouth watered at the thought of those tacos. Suddenly, her ham and cheese sandwich seemed unappealing. Knowing she didn't operate well without food, Clara ate her sandwich anyway. 
 
    After brushing crumbs off her black jeans, Clara adjusted her green blouse. The color matched her green eyes. She was reaching into her bag to pull out a book when a deep voice asked, "Apple?"  
 
    Clara looked up to find Charlie, another one of Anthony's frat buddies, standing in front of her. Charlie and Jay were complete opposites. Charlie's black hair and dark eyes hinted at his Italian heritage. The fact that he also loved to cook didn’t go unnoticed by the other guys in the frat.  
 
    Today he wore dark jeans with a yellow button-up shirt. Clara smiled, realizing that it was the exact color scheme he’d been wearing the first time she’d met him. Clara took the proffered apple and bit into the red skin, causing juice to leak down her chin. Wiping at it with the back of her hand, she smiled up at him. "Thanks. What are you doing here?" 
 
    Charlie sat next to her on the bench and looked at his watch. "Well, I have a while until my next class, so I came here to eat and study. I do this every day. It just so happened that you were here, too." 
 
    Clara narrowed her eyes, searching his face. "Liar. Anthony put you guys up to this, didn't he? He's worried about me." It was too much of a coincidence that two of Anthony’s frat buddies had managed to find her on her first day. 
 
    Charlie shrugged, unable to keep the smile from his lips. "Since his classes aren't anywhere near yours, he asked us to keep an eye out for you if we could. Like good frat brothers, we’re doing as he asked. Pretty sure Jaxon is going to walk you to your car this afternoon."  
 
    Clara laughed, the sound full of happiness. "He’s such a dork. I’ll be fine." 
 
    Charlie grinned. "You may be fine but he's not. He's so worried about you. It's cute." He leaned in closer. "A little dramatic, but cute." Charlie winked, sending Clara into another peal of laughter. 
 
    Wiping a tear from under her eye, Clara looked around. "Do lots of students sit here to study?" 
 
    Charlie followed her gaze. "Yes. It's a calming place in a hectic campus. Helps people focus. Or nap." He tilted his head and looked back at her. "So, is it true you really solved the murder in the local precinct?" 
 
    Biting her lip, Clara nodded. "Yeah, I did. I mean, I had help. Lots of it. From Morgan and Will and even the guy who used to run Evidence before Morgan. But they wouldn't have gotten the evidence I did if I hadn't been there. Morgan was struggling to even catalog it by himself." 
 
    "Do you miss it?" 
 
    Clara sighed and looked down at her hands in her lap. "I do. I'd love to be there right now. But I have a goal. I want to work in law enforcement. I just feel I should get some college under my belt first. Then I'll apply to the academy." 
 
    "How does your mom feel about that?"  
 
    Clara looked up at him and her eyes narrowed. "My mom?" 
 
    Charlie looked up at the sky, the picture of pure innocence. "She may have called Anthony last week, worried about you. Worried about the career you're pursuing. I take it she's not a fan of the whole cop thing?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "Not for me. Rodney, my older brother, is a cop. My dad is a cop. But the minute I want to do it, she tells me how dangerous it is. I know how dangerous it is. That's half the fun." 
 
    Charlie laughed, his chest rumbling with the sound. "Seems to me like she cares about you a lot."  
 
    Clara nodded. "She does. She's very protective." She stood and grabbed her backpack off the ground. "I gotta go. I think I'm going to check out the library. Thanks for checking on me." Clara walked away, feeling Charlie's gaze on her back. While his questions had seemed harmless, she couldn't shake the feeling that he’d wanted to ask her something but had held back. Clara shook the thought away. If Charlie had something to ask her, he would. 
 
    *** 
 
    By the end of the day, Clara could barely walk to her car. Jaxon met her outside her last class, just as Charlie said he would, offering her his arm for support. "That bad, huh?" Today he'd pulled his shoulder-length brown hair back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. His hazel eyes twinkled with mischief.  
 
    Clara tried to grin but managed only a small smirk. Her eyes widened as a yawn escaped her mouth. "Oh man, I'm exhausted. I thought working at the precinct was tiring. I'm so glad these classes aren't every day."  
 
    Jaxon steered her toward the parking lot, a bounce to his step. "Tomorrow a light day?" 
 
    She nodded. "Just lab in the morning and one class in the early afternoon. I can use the rest of the day to study." She looked behind her. "Where’s the library?" Clara had spent the end of her lunch searching the campus but had come up empty. 
 
    Jaxon followed her gaze and looked over his shoulder. "It's the large building across campus." He pointed in the direction he meant. "See past the office building where you registered for classes? That building."  
 
    Clara nodded her thanks. "Then that's where I'll be spending most of my day tomorrow." 
 
    At her car, a little red Mazda, Jaxon opened the door for her. "In you go."  
 
    After closing the car door, she rolled down the window and looked up at him. 
 
    "Anthony said to tell you that he'll meet you at your apartment," Jaxon said. 
 
    Clara smiled. "Thank you. Tell the guys I said thank you as well." 
 
    He shrugged. "Anything we can do to make Anthony stress a little less, we try." He smiled, his eyes brightening even more. "He's such a mother hen." 
 
    Clara laughed and nodded her agreement. She rolled up her window and pulled out of the parking spot, waving to Jaxon as she drove away.  
 
    At her apartment door, Clara stopped when she heard sounds coming from inside. At first, worry sparked through her. Images flashed through her mind of right before Christmas, when Alice, a young police officer, had broken into Clara’s apartment and tied her up, threatening to kill her. Clara took a deep breath, knowing that it was just Anthony on the other side of the door. Still, her heart raced and her hand shook as she reached for the handle. She’d visited her parents over Christmas, talking to her dad about how she felt. Her mom had suggested that she get a new apartment, but Clara loved her place, even after the violation she’d suffered.  
 
    She opened the door, her eyes sweeping around the room. Anthony stood at her stove, an apron around his waist, steam billowing up in front of him. Sounds of sizzling meat met Clara at the door, while the smell of pork chops wafted toward her. She closed the door behind her and walked toward him. He turned, spatula in hand. "Hey, babe. How was your first day?" 
 
    After setting her purse on the table, Clara wrapped her arms around his waist. "Exhausting. I think I've taken on a lot this semester." 
 
    She felt him nod against her head. "You did. I warned you."  
 
    Clara pulled back and looked up at him, taking in his dark brown hair, which he’d started growing out. It curled around his ears, while his hazel eyes smiled at her with love. "Do you think it was too much?" she asked. 
 
    He frowned, pretending to think about it. "For you? No way. You can handle it."  
 
    Clara nodded, biting her lip. She’d decided to take on 16 credits worth of classes. It was a lot right out of the gate, but she knew that if she kept to a strict study schedule, she could do it. Turning to the stove, she peeked at what he was cooking. "Pork chops?" 
 
    He nodded. "And roasted Brussels sprouts. Oh, I also made rolls." 
 
    She laughed. "My hero."  
 
    Anthony led her over to the table and sat her in the chair closest to the stove, then reached over to hand her a roll. She took a bite and her eyes rolled back with happiness. Looking over at him, she nodded her appreciation. "Thank you, by the way, for sending the guys over to look out for me. They really didn't have to do that." 
 
    He shrugged, grinning at her over his shoulder. "I would've been there myself, but my classes are across campus. The guys offered to help you out so I wouldn't worry about you all day." He snorted. "I still worried, by the way." 
 
    Clara watched as Anthony placed a pork chop on a plate, then turned to the pan of roasted Brussels sprouts. He spooned half of them onto the plate, which he then brought to her. He kissed the top of her head, then turned back to the stove for his own food.  
 
    She cut off a piece of the pork, loving how her knife easily cut through it. The meat melted in her mouth, the sear giving it a slightly crunchy texture. The roasted Brussels sprouts crunched as she ate them—exactly how she liked them.  
 
    "Good?" The worried tone of his voice made her smile. 
 
    "Delicious." She continued to eat. The only sound in the room was their silverware on their plates.  
 
    Finally, they both pushed their plates away. Anthony rubbed his belly. "I'm stuffed." 
 
    Clara reached over and took his hand. "You keep cooking like that and I'll have to keep you around." 
 
    He squeezed her hand. "I just wanted to make your day a little easier. It worries me, you being here all by yourself while I'm in a house full of dudes." 
 
    She tilted her head, confusion on her face. "I thought you liked living at the frat house." 
 
    He shrugged. "I do. That's not what I meant. I just worry about you. After Alice broke in here, it's made me uneasy." 
 
    "I'm fine. I survived and she's behind bars. Everything worked out." Clara pulled her hand from his and wrapped her arms around herself.  
 
    "But you're still skittish, aren't you?" When she didn't look at him, he continued. "Maybe you should pledge."  
 
    Her eyes widened as she looked up at him. "What?" 
 
    Anthony ran his hand through his hair, not looking at her. "If you got in, you'd be in a house with other girls. You wouldn't be alone." 
 
    She looked at him, really seeing the worry in his eyes for the first time. After the break-in, he’d been very protective, sleeping on her couch until they’d both headed home for Christmas break. When they’d gotten back, he’d attempted to sleep on her couch again, but Clara had sent him back to the frat house, needing to have her place to herself.  
 
    Clara sighed and looked back down at the wooden tabletop. "I don't want to live with other people. I'm already jumpy as it is. Could you imagine me in a house with other girls?" She gulped, an image of Hailey, the sorority girl who’d set her sights on Anthony last semester, flashing in her head. "Besides, I wouldn't even make it through. I'm not a sorority girl." 
 
    "Babe. Don't say that." Clara looked up at him, seeing the earnest look on his face. "Anyone would be lucky to have you. Those girls would be crazy to say no to you." 
 
    A blush crept up her face. "That's sweet of you to say. I just don't think I'll have time for that. I'm exhausted as it is and I don't even have anything else to worry about right now. I don't know how you do it." 
 
    He shrugged and stood to pick up the plates. "We're pretty laidback. I think the girls do more than we do, by far." 
 
    Clara laughed. "And you think I’d have time for any of that?" 
 
    He had the decency to look sheepish. "Sorry. Just worried about you." 
 
    She stood and stepped up behind him, wrapping her arms around him. "I know. I've been scared, too. But every day it gets a little better." 
 
    He turned and enveloped her in his arms. "Do you think maybe you'd want to talk to someone about what happened?" 
 
    Clara pulled away, twisting her hands. "I have been talking to someone." At his raised eyebrows, she grinned. "Not a trained professional. But Emma has helped a lot. She's lived alone for a long time, ever since her husband died, and has really helped me accept what happened here." Clara looked toward the window, where Alice had attempted a nose dive out of the apartment when she’d realized that she’d been caught. Thankfully, Will had seen it coming and had managed to grab Alice before she could kill herself. "After everything she went through with Ernest, she understands what I've been feeling." 
 
    Anthony nodded, pride shining in his hazel eyes. "As long as you’re talking about it. That was scary for me and I wasn't the one being held hostage." He smirked. "You always seem to end up in compromising situations." 
 
    She held up her hands and pressed them against his chest. "Hey, now, with your brother, that was planned. The girls were in the closet, ready to jump to my defense. And Rodney was on his way." 
 
    Anthony arched one eyebrow. "Really? Those girls were doing their best to keep Jasmine from killing you. You expected them to take on my brother too?" 
 
    Clara shrugged and looked at her toes. "It sounded like a good plan at the time." Anthony laughed and kissed her cheek before turning to finish the dishes.  
 
    Afterward, they sat on the couch, cuddling and watching TV. Clara fell asleep against him only to wake up in her bed, the covers pulled up over her fully clothed form. She snuggled back down, thankful for such a caring man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2. Charlie Asks for a Favor 
 
   T hat Friday night, Clara found herself at the frat house, sitting in front of the large fireplace in the living room, playing a board game and laughing. If anyone had asked her six months ago whether she’d ever accept the fact that Anthony had joined a frat, Clara would've laughed in their face. Anthony joining the frat had caused a lot of strife in their relationship, ending their engagement. Not permanently, as Clara had told him when she handed back her ring. She still loved him and they were going to work through this together, like they should have done in the first place. However, they had to be able to grow into the people they were meant to be as well, with no constraints or expectations. Anthony had taken that as a challenge, to be the best boyfriend he could be.  
 
    Clara looked at the other boys, each concentrating hard on the game in front of them. Charlie kept sneaking looks at Clara, thinking she didn't notice. Being a cop's daughter, she noticed everything.  
 
    Halfway through the game, Anthony suggested a bathroom break. Clara watched as the others slipped away, leaving her and Charlie alone. He leaned in closer to her, the smell of his cologne overpowering her senses. He’d definitely put it on heavy tonight. She looked around the empty room, wondering whom he’d been getting all dressed up for. In his beige slacks and blue button-up, he looked ready for a date. He'd even moussed back his dark hair—something Clara had seen him do only for parties.  
 
    Charlie clasped his hands in front of him, looking at her in earnest. Unable to take the tension, Clara spoke first. "Charlie, you want to ask me something. What is it?" 
 
    He looked around, making sure none of the other guys were near. "Clara, Anthony says you're pretty good at solving murders. I think I have one for you to solve." 
 
    Looking into his face, she could see the seriousness of his words. Sweat started to bead on his brow, and he kept rubbing his hands together. Clara placed one hand over his to stop the motion. "OK, give me the details." She couldn’t promise anything, but she could hear him out. 
 
    "When we first started rushing a couple years ago, there was an incident. One of the pledges died. The frat leaders at the time, and the campus police, brushed it off as a suicide." Charlie took a deep breath. "But I don't think it was. There was no way this kid killed himself." 
 
    Clara nodded, taking in everything he was saying. "OK, why do you think that?"  
 
    She watched as Charlie looked around the room, at the fireplace first, then the mantel covered with trophies, to the loveseat near the couch. The matching brown leather looked brand new. He rubbed his bare foot over the brown carpet, curling in his toes. Clara realized for the first time how brown the room was and had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing in his face.  
 
    "He was my friend. We grew up together, went to college together, pledged together." 
 
    Clare held up a hand to stop him. "I thought you and Darren grew up together." 
 
    Charlie grinned. "So you were paying attention." 
 
    Clara laughed. "I always pay attention." 
 
    Charlie cleared his throat. "You’re right that Darren and I grew up together. This other kid, Clint, he grew up with us. We were inseparable as children. All three of us went to the same college, pledged the same house, all got to rush. Then Clint died. Darren won't even talk about it with me. I think he's in denial. He believed what the campus police said about it being a suicide. But Clara, Clint wasn't like that. He wasn't depressed. He was excited. Sure, he was stressed out with everything going on, but he was handling it. We were making plans for our future, opening a business together, everything. People who commit suicide don't make plans for the future." Clara could see tears threatening to spill down his cheeks.  
 
    She patted his hand, nodding. "I believe you. You really cared for him. If you say he didn't kill himself, then I don't think he did." 
 
    Charlie wiped at his eyes. "Thank you. No one has believed me in a long time. He was like a brother to me. He deserves to have his killer found." 
 
    Clara leaned back as the others started filing back into the room. "I'll look into it."  
 
    Anthony slid in next to her and looked from Charlie to Clara. "Look into what?" 
 
    Clara smiled at him, sure that Charlie wouldn't want her to share this with Anthony just yet. "Charlie was telling me about the cafeteria on campus." 
 
    Darren wrinkled his large nose and brushed his sandy blonde hair out of his eyes. "Don't bother, Clara. The food isn’t worth trying." He elbowed Charlie and gave him a curious look. "Why would you even recommend the cafeteria?" 
 
    Charlie shrugged and shot Clara a grateful look. "She was asking about food on campus. I wasn't going to lie to her."  
 
    Darren rolled his green eyes with a groan. "Dude, tell her about the food trucks, not the cafeteria." 
 
    Clara perked up at that. "Food trucks? There are food trucks?" 
 
    Anthony sighed. "Now you've done it. Those cops got her hooked on this taco truck when she interned at the precinct." 
 
    Jay looked Clara up and down. "Didn't seem to hurt her any." 
 
    Anthony agreed, still frowning. "But I'm so tired of tacos, you guys. We've tried every taco truck in town, but not a single one is as good as the truck at the precinct. Or so she says."  
 
    Clara giggled, her eyes shining with happiness. "I didn't realize I'd made you eat that many tacos, babe. I'm sorry." 
 
    He rubbed her back. "It's OK. It's not really that bad." Anthony looked at the game. "Let's get back to what we were doing." 
 
    Clara spent the rest of the evening playing, but her mind wasn't on the game anymore. She ended up losing, much to Anthony's surprise, as she’d been in the lead before the bathroom break. Clara just shrugged, knowing that her mind was somewhere else—on a young man who deserved justice. She’d already developed a plan for where to start. Now she just needed Monday to roll around. 
 
    *** 
 
    After her classes on Monday morning, Clara hit the library during lunch. The boys had stopped meeting up with her after her assurances on Friday that she was perfectly fine on her own. She’d thanked them again for looking out for her.  
 
    Clara sat in front of one of the computers at the back of the room, behind stacks of books. She decided to see if she could find anything from the time when Clint had died. When she’d left the house on Friday night, Charlie had slipped her a piece of paper with Clint's information on it, like his birth date, date of death, full name, etc. Clara started by searching with his full name and date of death. Articles popped up, each with a headline about it being a suicide. 
 
    She scanned the articles, looking for consistencies between them. She wanted to make sure she understood what the reporters had been told by the police before she looked for where the stories differed. Most articles agreed that it was a suicide, citing a police statement to that effect. A statement had been released by the president of the school and also by the leader of the frat house at the time, a Gabriel Pace. Clara jotted down his name so that she could get more information on him later. Then she looked through the articles to determine which police officers had looked into Clint’s death. Much to her surprise, she found Will's name attached to the statements. Will had been on the force for only a couple of years, so this must've been one of his first cases. Since she’d left the precinct, Will had been partnered up with Harry, as Ralph had retired after the whole Alice incident. Clara made a note to stop by the precinct later that day to pick their brains about this. 
 
    Shutting off the computer, Clara grabbed her bag and headed to her next class. She had gotten maybe a few feet when a derisive sound pulled her attention off the floor. Hailey stood nearby, watching Clara walk away from the computer. "All alone here, I see." 
 
    Clara looked around, trying to figure out who Hailey was talking to. Realizing it must've been her, she tried to smile. "Hi, Hailey. You have a break between classes, too?" 
 
    Hailey snorted and rolled her baby-blue eyes. "Not like it's any of your business but this is one of my jobs. I work in the library." Clara realized that Hailey's hands were full of books, some almost bigger than she was. Next to her stood a cart full of more books. In her short black mini skirt and red tank top, Hailey looked out of place in the library.  
 
    "I didn't realize the school hired students." 
 
    Hailey shrugged. "It helps with tuition." She glanced over at the computer Clara had just vacated. "What were you looking at? It didn't look school-related." 
 
    Clara bit her lip, trying to think of something to say. "Just looking up the history of the school. My dad was asking about it, so I wanted to give him some good intel." She tried to smile, knowing it didn't reach her eyes. This girl had caused so many problems between her and Anthony. Clara wanted to be the bigger person but it was hard to even like Hailey, especially with that attitude. Clara found herself looking anywhere but at Hailey. The library's tall ceilings allowed them to build taller bookshelves, organized by category, then by alphabetical order. A receiving desk at the front of the room held two computers and one librarian, who closely watched the exchange between Hailey and Clara.  
 
    Clara looked down at her jeans and sneakers. Her band tee hung off her shoulders. If Anthony walked in right now, Hailey would be the attention-grabber, not Clara. Tugging on her ponytail, Clara headed toward the door. "Hope you have a good day, Hailey." 
 
    "Yeah, whatever."  
 
    Clara didn't even look back. It didn't matter to her what Hailey thought or if Hailey was mad. Hailey wasn't her concern. She had bigger things to worry about than some girl who was mad that she couldn't have Clara's boyfriend. 
 
    *** 
 
    Clara's phone rang as she drove home. She answered it on speaker, keeping both hands on the wheel. "Hello?" 
 
    "Hey, big sis. Just checking to see how you're doing."  
 
    Clara smiled at hearing Jasmine's voice. Her younger sister had been through a lot in high school but had really turned it around and was now attending college in her senior year—something not even Clara had attempted.  
 
    "I'm hanging in there." 
 
    "That doesn't sound good. What's going on?" 
 
    Clara sighed. "I don't know. Everything?" 
 
    Clara could hear Jasmine chew something on the other end of the line. "The whole Alice thing, right? Have you talked to anyone?" 
 
    "Like professionally? No." 
 
    Jasmine sighed. "Clara, you should. It helped me a lot after Andrew."  
 
    Clara nodded. "I know, Jaz, I know. I just need to process all this on my own first. I don't even know what I’d tell someone else."  
 
    "I get it but when you're ready, that's what I recommend." 
 
    "Thanks. Love you."  
 
    Jasmine returned the sentiment, then hung up. Clara wondered when her little sister had gotten so mature. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3. A Visit to See Will 
 
   C lara swung into the precinct parking lot shortly after school had finished. She had questions that she figured Will could answer. Plus, it would give her a chance to pop in and see Morgan.  
 
    After stepping through the front doors, Clara headed to the elevator, not even looking to see who had replaced Alice at the front desk. As she reached for the button, a voice behind her made her freeze. "Excuse me, miss, where do you think you're going?" 
 
    Cheeks reddening, Clara spun around, clutching her purse to her chest. "I'm here to see Officer Morgan. He's up in Evidence." 
 
    The man sitting at the desk looked to be in his 50s: graying hair at his temples, glasses on a large bulbous nose, brown, beady eyes, closer together than most. He wiggled his chubby finger at her. "You can't just walk up to Evidence. You need an escort." 
 
    "I used to work here." Clara could hear the whine in her voice and she cringed. 
 
    The man rolled his eyes. "'Used to' being the keyword. Can't let anyone up without an escort. Captain's orders." 
 
    Clara walked back toward the front desk, thinking quickly. "Will … I mean, um, Harry Carver. Can you get a hold of Harry Carver for me?" Clara blushed even harder, realizing that she didn't even know Will's last name. She'd never asked it and he'd never told her what it was. She knew it was in the articles she had been reading earlier, but for the life of her couldn’t remember what had been written. 
 
    The man looked at her suspiciously before picking up the phone. "And who do I tell him is here?" 
 
    "Clara Young." She waited, leaning against the counter as he dialed a number, mumbled something into the phone, and then hung up. 
 
    "Officer Carver said he’ll be down shortly. You may take a seat."  
 
    Clara moved to one of the brown benches and looked around the front lobby. Nothing had changed since she’d left. The Captain wasn't really into redecorating and it had been only a few weeks. 
 
    Clara looked over at the man. She noticed that he was wearing a suit instead of a cop uniform. Had the Captain hired a secretary of some sort for the front desk? This guy didn't look like he could take down anyone if they tried to get past him. From what Clara could see, the buttons on his suit jacket were stretched to the max.  
 
    The pinging of the elevator pulled her attention away from him. Harry was stepping through the doors. 
 
    Clara jumped up and rushed across the room to him. After a brief hug, she looked back over her shoulder. "I need an escort to get up to see Morgan. Is Will around?" She watched as Harry nodded to the man at the front desk before turning back to her. 
 
    Harry smiled. "He is. Why didn't you just ask for him?" 
 
    Clara blushed again. "I don't know Will's last name. He never told it to me." 
 
    "McShane. Red hair gives away where that name comes from." Harry gave her a toothy grin. 
 
    Clara laughed and followed Harry into the elevator. His blue eyes shone with mirth. "Oh, Harry, that's the perfect name for him." 
 
    Harry jabbed a button, turning serious. "Sorry about that guy. His name's Collin and he can be a real pain. Cap hired him to replace Alice. We really don't have the manpower to put another cop at the desk. He's more of an office manager but has some training in criminal justice. Real stickler for the rules." He paused, then looked down at her. "So, why are you here? Miss us?" 
 
    She elbowed him and gave him her best smile. "Of course I miss you guys. I wanted to visit and I have some questions for Will about a case he worked on a couple of years back. I wanted to pick his brain and see what Morgan thought. You’re more than welcome to join." 
 
    Harry smiled. "Sounds fun to me." The elevator doors popped open on the level for Evidence. "Head on in, I'll go grab Will." Clara stepped out and waved at Harry before heading toward Evidence. She tip-toed down the hall, passing doors that, at one time, had probably served as conference or interrogation rooms. She didn’t want Morgan to hear her—although, knowing him, he’d probably heard the elevator doors open, heard her and Harry talking, and knew she was coming. Morgan was good like that. 
 
    She pushed open the door to Evidence and grinned as she found Morgan exactly where she’d expected him to be. The yellow etched letters on the glass door looked exactly as they had when she’d left over a month ago. Morgan looked up from the crossword in his hand, a steaming cup of coffee in front of him. He frowned, probably expecting some newbie cop to be coming in to ask annoying questions. His steely eyes lit up at the sight of Clara and a smile spread across his weathered face. Morgan stood, limped over to Clara, and wrapped her in a hug. "What on Earth are you doing here?" 
 
    Clara laughed at his question and patted his back. He took a step back, holding her at arm's length. His dark skin showed fewer wrinkles than his actual years should have indicated, except for the laugh lines around his eyes.  
 
    Before she could answer, the door flew open. Will and Harry tumbled in. "Clara!" 
 
    Clara turned to hug Will and laughed at the smile on his face. His red hair stuck up in all directions.  
 
    Morgan pushed him back, glaring. "I’d just asked her a question. Give her a chance to answer." 
 
    Clara shook her head and held up both hands. "OK, guys, have a seat." Once all three had pulled up seats in front of Morgan's desk, Clara started to pace. "So, you know how Anthony is part of a frat, right?"  
 
    Three heads nodded.  
 
    "OK, well, one of the frat brothers mentioned something to me the other day that caught my attention. He asked for my help." She took a deep breath. "When he rushed a couple of years ago, a boy he was rushing with died. It was ruled a suicide but he doesn't believe it. He asked me to look into it and see if I agreed." She looked to Will. "You worked the case." 
 
    Will squinted up at the ceiling, trying to recall what she was talking about. His brow wrinkled and his grey eyes narrowed. "A death at the fraternity? Wait, which fraternity?" 
 
    Clara bit the inside of her cheek, then rattled off the name of the frat Anthony belonged to. Will scratched his chin. For the first time, Clara noticed the short stubble that had started growing there. Hiding her smile behind her hand, she waited while Will considered her questions. "I have his name and other information if you think that will help," she said. 
 
    Will nodded. "First name?" 
 
    Clara pulled her notebook out of her purse and glanced at what she’d scribbled there. "Clint." 
 
    Will nodded. "Yeah, Clint. Young kid, 18. Pledged with two of his buddies. It seemed pretty open and shut." He glanced over his shoulder. "Morgan, mind if I borrow your computer a minute?" Morgan shook his head, so Will jumped up and logged on, typing a few things on the keyboard. While they waited for the lagging system to do what it should, Will smiled over at Clara. "How's college?" 
 
    She looked down at her Chucks, which were kicking at invisible dirt on the laminated floor. "It's OK. Pretty boring right now since it's just general classes. But they're required, so what can you do?" 
 
    "Make any friends yet?"  
 
    Clara shook her head. "Not really. I don't stick around long enough to chit-chat. I have a large class load this semester, so I really need to focus on studying." 
 
    "But you'll need study buddies." Harry said this like it was a proclamation, not a suggestion.  
 
    Clara tilted her head. "I guess. I just figured I'd study by myself." 
 
    Harry crossed his arms. "Did you study alone in high school?" 
 
    Clara thought back to her senior year, her three best friends studying alongside her. "I guess I didn't."  
 
    Before she could say more, Will slapped the desk. "Found it. Let's see. Clint Howard died three years ago. He was found in a bedroom of the frat house, lying in bed, wrists slit. Only thing that we really noticed was off was that he was covered with a blanket when we got there. We figured someone had found him first and covered him out of respect. None of the frat boys admitted it, though." He looked up at Clara. "You think we got it wrong?" He didn't sound offended and he didn't seem upset, just curious as to what she thought. 
 
    Clara held up her hands. "I really don't know. I'll be honest, when Charlie asked me to look into it, I wasn't even sure he was serious. But after doing some reading and realizing that the school really tried to brush it under the rug, I'm curious about what happened. I'll need to talk to Charlie again to get more info on that day and where everyone was. If someone was unaccounted for, maybe that person knows what happened. Was an autopsy done?" 
 
    Will smiled. "Of course it was. You want to take down the notes to talk to the doc?"  
 
    Clara nodded. "I might as well. Haven't met the doc yet." 
 
    Will and Harry exchanged a look, one that Clara couldn't discern. "We probably better go with you. He's a little odd." Will smiled as he printed out the autopsy notes.  
 
    "And he was the one who did Clint's autopsy?" 
 
    Will nodded. "Doc's been here for years. Almost longer than Morgan." 
 
    Clara looked at Morgan, who had remained quiet through the whole exchange. "What do you think, Morgan?" 
 
    He scratched his chin, his eyes narrowed. "I think if your gut is telling you something is off, you should follow it. You have this feeling for a reason." 
 
    Will held the papers in front of him. "Wait, won't this distract from your studies?" 
 
    Clara blushed. "Only a little bit. I solved a murder while getting ready to graduate from high school. I think I can handle this." She held out her hand, waiting for him to place the autopsy notes in it.  
 
    When Will handed them over, he smiled. "I have no doubt that you can do it all. Let's go see Doc."  
 
    Morgan waved them out of the room, telling Clara to stop back in to say goodbye before she left.  
 
    Out in the hall, they’d barely made it to the elevator before a door opened and the Captain's voice rang out. "Ms. Young, I heard you were in the building." 
 
    Clara gulped and turned, putting a smile on her face. "Captain, so good to see you." The woman strode forward, tall and gleaming in the light of the hallway. Today she wore a blue pantsuit, fitted perfectly to her athletic form. She’d started to let her dark hair grow out, so that it now hung around her ears. The Captain’s hazel eyes looked more yellow than brown, almost golden in this light. She smiled and reached out a hand to shake Clara's. Clara wiped her hand on her dark jeans before placing it in the Captain's.  
 
    " What brings you here?" The Captain looked from Clara to the two men standing behind her, waiting for a response, one perfectly shaped eyebrow raised. 
 
    Clara glanced over her shoulder, then back at the Captain. "I wanted to stop in and see the guys. And pick Will's brain about a case I heard about on campus." 
 
    The Captain's eyes widened. "Really?" A small smirk appeared on her ruby red lips. "Well, don't let them keep you here too long. And I'll make sure Mr. Fitz knows that you don't need an escort when you stop by." 
 
    "Mr. Fitz?" Clara couldn't keep the confusion off her face.  
 
    "Collin." Harry's voice drifted up from behind her.  
 
    Clara nodded, never taking her eyes off the Captain. "Thank you, ma'am."  
 
    The Captain waved her off, then headed back into the room she’d popped out of.  
 
    Clara got onto the elevator with the guys and wiped her forehead. "She just appeared out of nowhere." 
 
    They both nodded, exchanging smiles. "She does that. It's kind of scary." Will couldn't keep the chuckle out of his voice.  
 
    The elevator took them back down to the ground level. However, instead of the front doors opening into the lobby, the back doors opened. Clara looked at them with wide eyes. "I didn't even realize there were doors back there."  
 
    "Most don't." Harry gestured for her to step out. Will was right behind her. "There's also a back entrance so we don't have to bring bodies in through the front lobby." 
 
    Clara looked at them. "Bodies? You say that like you get a lot of them." 
 
    Will shrugged. "It depends. Any suspicious deaths come to our morgue." He stepped around Clara, motioning for her to follow. She followed him, with Harry behind her.  
 
    The hallway from the elevator to the morgue was short, with white linoleum floors and yellow walls. No pictures or anything else hung on the walls. Will pushed through steel double doors at the end of the hall, calling out a name as he went. "Doc Roland, you in here?" 
 
    Clara looked back at Harry and mouthed, "Doc Roland?" 
 
    Harry grinned. "Dr. Roland Combs."  
 
    Clara nodded and followed Will farther into the room. Two metal slabs sat in the middle, empty trays next to them. Steel doors set into the far wall looked similar to ones that Clara had seen on TV—the one behind which bodies were kept. A desk was pushed against the wall closest to Clara, stacks of papers scattered across its surface. A filing cabinet stood next to the desk, its top drawer slightly ajar. 
 
    Clara turned as a door next to the far wall opened and an older man stepped into the room. In his lab coat, grey comb-over, and small speckled glasses, he reminded Clara of her grandfather. The man strode forward, looking at the three of them. 
 
    "Officer Carver, Officer McShane, to what do I owe this pleasure?" The man’s voice came out low and gravelly, not an unpleasant sound. 
 
    Will stepped forward and shook his hand. "Doc, this is Clara. She was our intern last fall." Doc nodded at her. Will continued. "She’s currently attending the local college and had a question about an autopsy you did a couple of years ago. It was one of my first cases. Frat kid. We ruled it a suicide. Clara has been told by a close friend of the deceased that he believes it was foul play. She was wondering if you could look over your notes." 
 
    Doc Roland shook Clara's hand, then stepped over to his filing cabinet. "Deceased's name?" 
 
    "Clint Howard." Clara watched as Doc opened the third drawer of the filing cabinet. His aged hands moved deftly through the files contained there. His brow wrinkled, adding more lines to his already weathered face. His small glasses perched on his large nose.  
 
    "Ah, here we go." He pulled out a file. Clara looked at him in surprise. He should've helped her organize the files upstairs.  
 
    "You still have it?" 
 
    He looked at her over the rim of his glasses. "My dear, I keep all my files. You never know when someone is going to come asking questions. When they reach the limit that the law requires, I keep them. I move them to my own personal storage, just in case. An old habit, given that everything is computerized now, but I still take physical notes during exams." Doc pushed aside papers on his desk, then spread out the folder. He pulled out the autopsy photos and looked over his written notes. "Yes, we ruled it a suicide, but this wasn't a case I actually did."  
 
    Will stepped forward, confusion etched on his face. "But Doc, you have the notes." 
 
    Doc Roland smirked. "Of course I do. The autopsy was done here in my morgue. But one of my interns did it because we had several cases that week and, by all accounts, it appeared to be a routine suicide. The same intern wrote up the report based on the notes he took." 
 
    Doc’s dark brown eyes scanned the sheets. The wrinkles deepened in his brow. "Well, this is concerning." 
 
    "What?" Clara's voice sounded breathless, even to her own ears. 
 
    "My intern never mentioned it, but he noted abrasions on the victim's fingers and arms, and torn fingernails. That doesn't sound very open-and-shut to me." Clara noticed that he gripped the papers tightly in his hand, causing the edges to crinkle. 
 
    "Why would he do that?" Harry sounded more concerned than angry. 
 
    Doc's shoulders slumped. "In most cases, things like this would cause concern, but in suicides, the victims sometimes change their minds too late and attempt to get themselves out of the predicament they’d put themselves in. He probably assumed that was what happened here." 
 
    "But why would someone who slit his wrists scratch up his arms and break his fingernails?" Clara tried to keep the anger out of her voice. By the look on Doc's face, she’d failed. 
 
    "Did he collect any samples from under the fingernails?" Will sounded hopeful but his face belied his worry. 
 
    Doc's eyes scanned the report quickly. "He did. But there were no suspects to compare anything to because we ruled it a suicide. He noted that any DNA would most likely match the victim." 
 
    Will's eyebrows had pretty much disappeared into his hairline. "Why didn't he notify us if he was putting down that it was suspicious?" Clara could hear the anger in Will's voice. This had been his case. If there was a mistake, he felt responsible. 
 
    Doc set down the file and rubbed his forehead. "This kid was off from the get-go. He didn't really want to intern with me but didn't have much of a choice, as his dad was the one who got him in here in the first place. Normally, he did pretty good work, but I did find several mistakes on a couple of other cases when he gave me the files. I corrected him, but I'll be honest, I don't remember ever seeing this file." 
 
    "So, he purposely hid it?" Clara said it as a suggestion, trying to keep all accusation out of her voice.  
 
    Doc narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. "Maybe. I don't know what he was thinking. This case came in right before I let him go. I called his father and told him that it wasn't working out for him here and that this probably wasn't a good fit for him. He never came back after that day." 
 
    Harry held up his hands, trying to lower the tension. "Then maybe he forgot. Maybe he set it aside and forgot to mention it once he found out he wasn't coming back." 
 
    "What's his name? Maybe we could ask him." Clara pulled out her notebook, ready to jot down the kid's name.  
 
    "Gabriel Pace. His dad was a med school buddy of mine. He went into surgery, but Gabriel didn't really have an interest in following Dad's footsteps. His father wanted him to get some experience without having to be around patients. Gabriel didn't have the best bedside manner." 
 
    Will and Harry exchanged glances. "What does that mean?" They grinned when they realized they'd said it at the same time.  
 
    Clara's breath caught in her throat. She flipped through her notebook, knowing she’d seen that name somewhere before. 
 
    Doc eyed them, then shook his head, like he couldn't handle dealing with young people. "Gabriel was selfish, spoiled, and used to getting his own way. He didn't treat anyone around him with much respect—even less so when that person was deemed beneath him."  
 
    "That's him!" Clara's exclamation made all three men look at her. She glanced up, a blush spreading across her face. "I knew I'd heard his name before." When none of them said anything, Clara continued. "I went to the college library today to get some more information on the suicide before I came here. Just basic facts. It's how I found out that Will had worked the case. I read a couple of the articles that the college newspaper had published about it. Statements were released by both the president of the college and the leader of the frat house at the time. Gabriel Pace was the leader of the frat house." 
 
    Will's mouth fell open. Harry had pulled out a pad and was scribbling notes. Doc nodded, like he knew this already. "That's right. He mentioned he was in a frat, but I never realized it was the same frat as the boy who had died. If I had, I wouldn't have let him do the autopsy." 
 
    Clara scanned the notes in her hand. "When did these get typed up?" She waved them at Doc.  
 
    He took them and looked them over. "These don't match my hard copies. Gabriel would've typed them up once he finished the hard copies. He didn't note any of the things in here that he did in the file." Doc looked up, meeting Clara's gaze. "Which explains why I missed it if I looked only at what he’d saved on the computer." Clara could see Doc’s anger reflected in his eyes. 
 
    She held up a hand, drawing three sets of eyes to her. "But why would he type it up? I mean, if he was trying to hide something, why did he type it up at all? Why not just throw out the notes and leave an empty file?" 
 
    "Too suspicious? Maybe he thought that Doc would notice if the file wasn't done properly." Will seemed to think this explanation made perfect sense.  
 
    "We'll ask him and find out." Harry tried to sound positive.  
 
    Will asked Doc to email him copies of the file. Then they headed back out. No one talked as they all processed what they’d just learned. 
 
    "So, where do we go from here?" Clara asked the question once they were back on the elevator.  
 
    "Harry and I will go speak to Gabriel Pace. See what he remembers, get his reasons for why he never mentioned the file. Then we'll go from there." Will didn't look at her as he said this, distracted by his own thoughts.  
 
    "Mind if I tag along?" Clara asked the question half-heartedly, worried that they’d both say no. Harry seemed about to but Will jumped in first, a smile springing to his face.  
 
    "Of course." He checked his watch. "It's late, though. How about I call you once I've set up a meeting with Mr. Pace? I'll need to get the Captain to agree to reopen the case as well." 
 
    Clara nodded and glanced at her own watch. "That sounds great. I'm late anyway." 
 
    "A date?" Harry smiled. 
 
    "Yeah, with your grandma."  
 
    Harry's eyes lit up at the mention of Emma. Last fall, when Clara was trying to find out who had killed the last precinct intern, she’d stumbled upon the murder weapon in an evidence box. What she didn't know at the time was that it had been involved in another death, an accidental one, and had been used to injure Morgan in a third case. Researching the original owner of the knife, Clara had learned that the man who’d had it first had died after messing around with the knife while drunk. Looking more into his past, she’d discovered that he'd been married several times and had a child with his first wife. When Clara went to talk to her, she met Emma, an elderly woman who seemed lonely and loved to cook. Clara learned that Emma had a child with her first husband, a baby she gave up for adoption. That child was Harry's dad. Now Clara and Harry took turns visiting Emma when they could, to keep her company.  
 
    "Give her my love, OK?" Harry asked. 
 
    Clara nodded. She hugged each of them before stepping off the elevator and into the lobby. She walked past Collin, not even looking in his direction as she strode back out into the evening air. The cool breeze blew across her skin, sending goosebumps up her arms. She climbed into her car, excited to get to spend some time with Emma. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4. A Place Like Home 
 
   T he smell of spaghetti and homemade sauce hit Clara's nose as soon as she walked through Emma's yellow-painted door. After stepping through the living room and into the yellow kitchen, she smiled to find Emma at the stove, stirring a pot in front of her. "Emma, I'm here."  
 
    Emma turned, a smile on her wrinkled face, tomato sauce dripping off her wooden spoon. She set the spoon next to the stove and strode over to embrace Clara. "How are you, sweetie?" 
 
    Clara inhaled her scent of cinnamon, the aroma enveloping her as much as Emma's arms did. "I'm fine." 
 
    Emma pulled away and held Clara at arm's length, her blue eyes so much like Harry's. "Fine isn’t a good word. It's a cover. Spill." 
 
    Clara sighed. "I may have stumbled on another murder that needs solving."  
 
    Emma moved away and picked up her spoon to stir the tomato sauce again. "And that makes you happy?" 
 
    Clara bit her lip. She set her purse and the bag of rolls she'd brought with her on the counter. "It does, but it also worries me." She looked up at Emma. "The last murder I solved almost got me killed. What if I'm not so lucky this time?" 
 
    Emma ladled pasta and sauce into a bowl, which she set in front of Clara as she sat at the table. Turning back to the stove, she glanced over her shoulder. "But it's something you love to do. Can you really say you’d be satisfied if you didn't see it through?" 
 
    Clara took her first bite, savoring the taste of the fresh sauce with the pasta as it melted in her mouth. "No, I wouldn't. And today, as I was doing the research and finding out more info, I was getting really excited. But on the drive over here, it occurred to me that I was putting myself right back into that same position, right back into danger." 
 
    "Right back into danger." Emma sat across from Clara and took a bite of her own pasta. She thought as she chewed, the motions slow and methodical. "But right back where you love to be, in the thick of it. You still want to be a cop, right?"  
 
    Clara nodded.  
 
    "Then how is that any different? Do you think if you hide behind a badge and a gun that you'll be any safer than you were that night?" 
 
    Clara flinched, but Emma didn't stop. They’d been dancing around this subject since Clara had gotten back from visiting home. Emma had given her time to work through it, process what happened. Now she was going to get to the heart of the matter.  
 
    "You were violated. Your space was invaded, you were made to feel unsafe."  
 
    As Emma said each word, Clara felt tears spring to her eyes. She tried to fight them off but felt overwhelmed by all she was feeling.  
 
    "But you survived, you made it through. And here you are, being handed another murder, another victim who needs you to speak for them. Now it's up to you to decide whether Alice gets to take what you love from you." 
 
    Clara wiped at the tears coursing down her cheeks. She looked around the kitchen, the familiar yellow countertops and yellow cabinets giving her comfort. "You're right. I blame myself. I didn't hear her come into my apartment. I didn't even know she was there. I didn't have time to defend myself. I thought I was prepared for something like that but I fell horribly short and had to be saved." Clara’s hand tightened around the fork she held. Her eyes met Emma's. 
 
    "You hated that. You hated feeling helpless."  
 
    Clara nodded.  
 
    Emma reached out, patting her hand. "Sweetie, it's OK. It's OK to feel that way. What is it that's bothering you besides that?" 
 
    "I'm just not sure living alone is such a good idea. I mean, if someone else had been with me, she couldn't have gotten in like she did." 
 
    "Or if you’d locked the door.”  
 
    Emma’s suggestion stung a bit, although it was true. Before the incident with Alice, Clara had been lax about locking her door behind her.  
 
    “Does it have to be a person?"  
 
    Clara's eyes widened.  
 
    "Wouldn't a pet have warned you just as well?" 
 
    Clara nodded in agreement. "Like a live warning system." 
 
    Emma laughed, the sound filling the room. "Well, maybe more than that. I think you're lonely too, honey, in that apartment all alone. No matter what you've been telling that young man of yours." 
 
    Clara nodded. "I am. But Anthony can't spend all his time there, taking care of me. I just want to feel normal again." 
 
    Emma squeezed her hand, then went back to eating her pasta. "Normal is all about your perspective, darling." 
 
    After dinner, Clara helped Emma with the dishes. They didn't need to speak. They just stood there together, Emma washing, Clara drying, in companionable silence. Clara hugged Emma as she left, thanking her for the advice. Emma stood at the door as Clara pulled away, her hand raised in goodbye. Clara drove to her apartment, her mind swirling with what she was feeling, struggling to process everything. She needed to do something, but she just wasn't sure what it was yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5. Anthony's Surprise 
 
   C lara woke up the next morning to the smell of coffee wafting into her bedroom. She sat up, her heart racing. She hadn't set the timer on the coffee pot, so who was in her kitchen? She was positive she’d locked the door the night before. The possibilities frightened her. Shaking in her bed, she pulled her blanket up to her chin. When she heard someone moving around outside her door, she fumbled in her nightstand and reached for a makeshift weapon.  
 
    Anthony's voice drifted through the door. "Clara, are you awake yet?" 
 
    Relaxing, she climbed out of bed. "Yes, I'll be out in a minute." Clara grabbed a robe and brushed her hair back into a ponytail. She checked her reflection in her mirror before opening the door.  
 
    Anthony stood there, coffee cup in hand. Dressed in a white t-shirt and jeans, he looked ready for a comfy day inside. Clara took the cup, letting the smell of the coffee settle her nerves.  
 
    His eyes narrowed as he looked into her face. "I scared you." 
 
    She took a sip of coffee to avoid replying, then pushed past him to head to the bathroom. Closing the door behind her, she called out, "Just startled me is all." After taking care of her morning routine, she came back out, coffee cup in hand. "I'm fine." 
 
    He followed her into the kitchen, where he placed his hands on her shoulders. "Are you, really? You're still scared to be here alone. I know you don't want me here all the time, but maybe there's another solution." 
 
    She turned, her curiosity piqued. "What solution?" 
 
    "What about a dog?" 
 
    Clara's face lit up at the suggestion. "A dog?" 
 
    Anthony nodded. "Then you wouldn't be alone. You'd have someone here with you at all times and it might make you feel a little safer." 
 
    "Have you been talking to Emma?" Clara tilted her head, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    Anthony held up his hands. "No, I haven't. Why?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "She made the same suggestion last night." Before she could step in front of the stove, he pulled her to him, crushing her against his chest. Then he sat her at the table and grabbed her apron from a nearby counter.  
 
    "Great minds think alike. You relax. I'll cook." 
 
    Clara sipped her coffee and watched as he scrambled some eggs, mixing onions, salt, and pepper in with them. He added the cheese last. Anthony smiled as he scooped eggs onto two plates. He set one in front of Clara, then took the seat next to her. Their knees touched as they gobbled up the eggs. "Delicious," Clara mumbled around a mouthful of food.  
 
    Anthony nodded in agreement. 
 
    Once they were done eating, Clara pushed away her plate and looked at him. "So, about this dog. Did you have any in mind?" 
 
    Anthony grinned, grabbed the plates, and headed to the sink. "I actually did. What do you think of border collies?" 
 
    Clara grinned, clapping her hands in delight. "I love them. So silky soft. And those eyes." 
 
    He nodded, happy at her enthusiasm. "Well, then, you'll love this." He stepped over to the closet by her front door and slowly pulled it open. Hiding among her coats sat a brown box. Anthony pulled out the box and carried it over to Clara. He set it in front of her on the table. As Clara peered into the box, her breath caught in her throat. 
 
    Nestled inside, on a pile of blankets, lay a black and white border collie puppy, a pink bow tied to her small pink collar. The puppy’s chest rose and fell with her breath as she slept. Clara looked up at Anthony, tears in her eyes. "Where did you get her?" 
 
    "The pound. Someone had turned in her mom while she was still pregnant. She gave birth at the shelter. The puppies are all eight weeks and ready to go home. This little girl was just waiting for you." 
 
    "And the mother?" Clara held her breath, knowing that once the puppies all had homes, there wasn't much time for the mother. If Clara had to, she'd go right over to the shelter and pick up Mom too.  
 
    Anthony scratched the back of his neck, not meeting her eyes. "I may have called Will and talked him into a dog."  
 
    Clara's mouth fell open. "Will got a dog? Like, the mother of my puppy?" 
 
    Anthony chuckled. "Yeah. It was pretty much love at first sight for the two of them. I told Will it would help him get a girlfriend."  
 
    Clara smacked Anthony's arm, getting a chuckle out of him. She looked back down at the puppy and reached in a hand to rub her soft belly. "Kiki. I'm gonna name her Kiki." 
 
    Anthony grinned. "Sounds like a good name to me." He watched as Clara lifted the puppy out of the box. The dog’s little tail wagged back and forth. Her pink tongue darted out, catching Clara on the cheek. Clara giggled and held the puppy close. "She suits you," he added. 
 
    Clara looked up at him, tears in her eyes. "She's perfect, just what I needed. I didn't even know I needed her until she was here." She buried her nose in Kik's fur, enjoying the puppy scent.  
 
    "I got her signed up on a puppy plan for all her shots and stuff. And puppy training classes." Before Clara could object, he held up a hand to stop her. "I know you're busy. I’ll take her to her classes to get her trained. She’ll be exactly what you need." 
 
    Clara looked up at him. "But you're busy too. With school, work, and the frat. When will you have time?" 
 
    Anthony grinned. "The frat doesn't really take up much of my time, especially since the guys know you need me." 
 
    Clara's smile fell as the reminder of what had happened in her apartment came rushing back. She pushed the thoughts away, instead focusing on the puppy in her arms and Anthony in front of her. "I'm fine, Anthony. Really. Kiki will just make it that much better." 
 
    He nodded, bending down to kiss the top of her head. "I'm going to head out. Call you tomorrow?" Clara nodded and watched him leave.  
 
    Looking down at the puppy in her arms, Clara grinned. "So, Kiki, what are we going to do today?" She thought about her three best friends, all attending college themselves. Clara decided that the first order of business was to video-chat with her friends and show them her new puppy. 
 
    She pulled out her phone and tapped Stacy's name first, then hit the video call button. After a few seconds, Stacy appeared, her blonde hair like a halo around her face. Clara smiled, remembering that when they’d first met, Stacy’s hair had been auburn. Stacy had dyed it blonde on a whim and had loved the way it looked. Her bright blue eyes sparkled with humor when she saw Clara's face. "Clara, what's going on? How have you been? Are you liking classes?" 
 
    Clara laughed, the rapid-fire questions not taking her by surprise. "Hang on, let me get the others on here." She added Tracy and Hannah to the call, then waited until all three were looking at her. Tracy's dark eyes and red locks hadn't changed since their senior year of high school. Over Christmas break, Hannah had chopped her dark hair up to her ears—something that had shocked everyone who knew her. Her grey eyes took in Clara, then narrowed at her surroundings. "Clara, are you still in that apartment?" 
 
    Clara blushed and nodded at Hannah. "I am. I'm not going to let her take this from me. I’ll be fine here, you guys." Her friends all nodded, but Clara knew they didn't believe her. They’d spent all Christmas break trying to talk her into moving to another apartment. To change the subject, Clara held up the puppy. The furry little face took up the whole screen. Squeals and coos met Clara’s ears. 
 
    "Clara, where on Earth did you get that cutie?" Tracy's voice had gone up an octave in excitement. Her nose was as close to the screen as possible, the freckles across it the only things Clara could see on the screen. 
 
    "Anthony got her for me. He picked her up from the local shelter. All we know is that her mom was a border collie. He felt I needed someone here at the apartment with me." She paused, taking a deep breath. "It's funny because Emma and I agreed on something similar last night." 
 
    "You're still having dinner with Ms. Emma? That's so sweet." Stacy grinned at Clara, happy that her friend had someone to talk to. 
 
    Clara nestled the puppy under her chin, settling in for a talk. "I miss you guys." 
 
    Hannah snorted. "You've been gone for two weeks. Don't tell me it's that bad?" 
 
    Clara blew out a breath. "It's not bad, just overwhelming. And I may have another case." 
 
    Three sets of eyes widened. "Spill." Hannah said it as an order, not a request. 
 
    Clara laughed. "Charlie, one of the frat guys, asked me to look into the death of a friend of his. They pledged at the frat together but the kid died during pledging. It looked like a suicide and was ruled as such, but Charlie swears that his friend would never do such a thing. After some research, it turns out that the officer who investigated it was Will, so I went to talk to Will about it." 
 
    "How is Will?" Stacy smiled innocently, like it was a harmless question. 
 
    "He's good. Anthony talked him into a dog, too." 
 
    Stacy's eyebrows rose. "Oh, really? What kind?" 
 
    "Border collie. Kiki's mom."  
 
    "You named her Kiki?" Tracy's squeal pierced Clara's ears.  
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes. "Tracy, control yourself." She turned back to Clara. "What did Will say?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "That it seemed pretty open and shut. But then we went down and talked to the coroner while I was there." 
 
    "And?" Even Stacy and Tracy were leaning forward, caught up in the story now. 
 
    Clara smiled at the two of them speaking at the same time. "And there's an issue. At the time of the suicide, the coroner had an intern who did routine autopsies for him. The intern typed up his findings but lied about what he typed up. His original notes were still in the file and they don't match what he put in the computer. He was let go shortly after he did this autopsy." 
 
    "Not because of this case?" Hannah narrowed her eyes. 
 
    "No. He wasn't a good fit. The coroner had taken him on as a favor to an old friend. Anyway, the intern also happened to be the head of the frat house." Clara grinned ruefully, rubbing Kiki between the ears.  
 
    "So, do you think he hid the notes on purpose? Or just forgot?" Hannah's skepticism matched Clara's own thoughts. Hannah’s dad had been the Sherriff of their town before Clara’s dad, so like Clara she thought like a cop. 
 
    "If he was the head of the frat house, wouldn't this kid's death be important to him?" Tracy asked it innocently. 
 
    Hannah shook her head. "Not if the frat would get in trouble if it were foul play." 
 
    "Then it was a cover-up." Stacy pulled back her hair and crossed her legs underneath her. Her grey sweats reminded Clara about how cold it was up north.  
 
    Clara shrugged. "We don't know. But we're going to find out." 
 
    "We?" Tracy tilted her head, a gleam in her dark eyes. 
 
    "Will, Harry, and I. Will and Harry are partners now since Harry's last partner has retired." Clara looked everywhere but at her friends. 
 
    "Will didn't have a partner before?" Hannah took a sip of coffee, her eyes not leaving Clara.  
 
    "I guess Morgan had been his partner when he got injured. He was working solo until Harry's partner retired." Clara placed the puppy on the floor, watching as she wondered around the room.  
 
    "Have you told Anthony about it yet?" Stacy asked the question everyone else was thinking.  
 
    Clara sighed. "I was going to tell him this morning. But then he gave me the puppy and disappeared. I guess I'll tell him the next time I see him. Emma seemed to think it was a good thing." 
 
    Hannah nodded. "Solving murders is normal for you, Clara. It's part of who you are."  
 
    Clara's eyes dropped. "I know." 
 
    The three friends all nodded to each other. Hannah took the lead. "Clara, are you sure you're OK? Having someone break into your home, violate your privacy, it's scary. You didn't talk about it much while you were home and we just want to make sure you're OK. We love you." 
 
    Tears glistening in her eyes, Clara smiled at them. "I'm good guys, I promise. I still have heart-stopping moments sometimes, but every day is a little better." She rubbed her eyes. "Thank you for your concern. Keeping busy will help." 
 
    "Is that why you took on so many classes? And are now considering solving this murder?" Hannah's gaze bore into Clara, making her squirm. 
 
    "I hadn't thought of it that way, but you're right. Charlie brought the case to me, but I'm not going to solve it. I'll leave that up to Will and Harry." 
 
    Hannah shook her head, knowing that Clara was only half telling the truth. She’d try to let Harry and Will solve the case, but Clara wouldn't be able to keep herself out of it, no matter what she said.  
 
    The friends said goodbye, promising to talk again soon. Then Clara scooped up her puppy and took Kiki outside to the small yard that the apartment complex provided, to give her a chance to run around and go potty. Being a puppy, Kiki did more sniffing than anything else. After taking her back inside, Clara looked forward to a relaxing weekend of puppy cuddles and studying. She tried to set aside all thoughts of the case for now. 
 
   
  
 

 6. Meet Gabriel Pace 
 
   O n Monday afternoon, Clara walked to her car after class. There, she found Will and Harry waiting for her. Both were dressed in civilian clothes and leaning against her car. She stopped in front of them, her smile stretching to fill her face. "Gentlemen." 
 
    Will grinned. Both wore jeans. Will was in a sports jacket and blue button-up, while Harry wore a black polo shirt. Clara pulled her jacket tighter around her. The fact that Harry wasn’t wearing one somehow made her feel colder.  
 
    Will gestured to his waiting car. "We thought we could ride over together."  
 
    Clara nodded and followed them. As she got into the silver Impala, she heard her name being called. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Jaxon jogging toward her, worry on his face. Will and Harry turned as one, moving to block him. Clara pushed past them, rolling her eyes. "Jaxon, hey, what are you doing here?" 
 
    "Just wanted to see how you were doing and I saw you getting escorted away by these two. Are you OK?" Today he’d pulled his shoulder-length hair back from his face in a ponytail. His hazel eyes searched her face for answers.  
 
    Clara smiled. "Jaxon, I don't know if Anthony told you, but these are two of the cops I worked with last fall." She introduced Will and Harry to Jaxon. "Guys, this is Jaxon, one of Anthony's frat brothers." She paused, wondering how much she should tell Jaxon. Charlie had seemed pretty convinced that none of the other guys believed Clint had been murdered. "They asked me to help them with a case they’re working on." 
 
    Jaxon's eyes narrowed. "Charlie." 
 
    Clara felt her nostrils flare in surprise. "What about Charlie?" Her cheeks flamed, giving away that she knew exactly what Jaxon meant. 
 
    Jaxon sighed. "He told you about Clint, didn't he?" 
 
    Clara took a step closer and held out her hand to touch his sleeve. "Did you know Clint?" 
 
    Jaxon nodded. "I pledged the same year they did. I didn't know Clint like Charlie and Darren did, but I was acquainted with him." 
 
    Clara looked up him imploringly, willing him to understand. "Jaxon, we're just asking some questions. There were some inconsistencies in the coroner's report. It won't hurt anything." 
 
    Jaxon's frown wrinkled his forehead. "If you say so. Don't let Charlie drag you into his obsession." He turned and stomped off, the tension evident in the tightness of his shoulders.  
 
    Will watched Jaxon leave, then looked back at Clara. "Problem?"  
 
    Clara sighed. "I'll tell you in the car." They climbed in and Will turned up the heater. Once they got on the road, Clara filled them in. "Charlie, Darren, and Clint all pledged together. When Clint was found dead, Charlie was positive it was foul play but everyone else wrote it off as a suicide. Charlie asked me to look into it, just to see if I got any different feelings. He swears that Clint wasn't suicidal. He also mentioned the other guys didn't agree with him." 
 
    Will snorted. "More like downright object to it. This seemed to really upset Jaxon." 
 
    Clara looked out the window from the backseat, watching the scenery go by. "Just wait until they find out who we’re going to see this afternoon." She looked at the back of Will's head. "By the way, did he agree to talk to you guys?" 
 
    Harry nodded. "Yeah, he did. So we're going to see what he has to say." 
 
    Clara looked back out the window. She didn't voice it but she was pretty sure that Gabriel Pace was going to say exactly what he'd said when he was interviewed the first time. And she suspected it was a lie. She kept her thoughts to herself, though, deciding to keep quiet until after they’d spoken to him. 
 
    When they pulled up to the hospital where Pace worked, Clara was the first one out of the car. She clutched her purse in her hands and stood by as the boys climbed out.  
 
    Will popped his shades on top of his head and looked at the hospital. "This is a fancy place." 
 
    Clara followed his glance, silently agreeing. The building was tall and long, with windows covering the entire front of the building. "It doesn't look very inviting." She shook her head. 
 
    "Hospitals really aren't supposed to be, are they?" Harry said this quietly, stepping up beside her.  
 
    Clara nodded, then headed toward the building. Will and Harry followed, catching up to her as she reached the front doors.  
 
    Will put a hand on her shoulder before she could pull it open. "A couple of ground rules before we go in there. No talking. Harry and I will ask all the questions. Instead, I want you to take notes. Keep an eye on his body language, the way he says things, if he hesitates. Write it all down. Got it?" 
 
    Clara nodded, then let Will and Harry go inside ahead of her. She trailed them into the lobby. At the front was a reception desk. Signs next to the desk indicated the locations of the different departments. Clara realized that the emergency room had to be at the back of the hospital. Will and Harry didn't stop at the desk. Instead, they went to the sign and noted the different departments. "Pace works in podiatry." They headed down the hall in the direction that the sign indicated, their shoes squeaking on the black and white tiles. Clara noted that the walls were painted bright white with yellow trim—something Emma would've loved. Clara shook away the thought. She had to focus. 
 
    After taking a sharp right, they found themselves in another reception area, this one decorated with pictures of feet and arch supports. A plush blue carpet took the place of the tile, while these walls were bright green. A young, voluptuous blonde sat at the desk, cute little glasses sitting in her up-do. The fabric of her purple blouse seemed to strain against its buttons. As they approached, she looked up at them and batted her dark lashes. The woman smiled her best smile, showing pearly white teeth. "Can I help you?" 
 
    Both Will and Harry pulled out their badges, flashing them at her. "We're here to see Dr. Pace. He's expecting us."  
 
    The woman nodded, not taking her eyes off Will. With perfectly manicured hands, she reached for the phone at her desk. After letting Gabriel know they were there, she indicated that they could have a seat. She gave Will a lingering look as they walked away.  
 
    Clara sat next to Will, then elbowed him. "She likes you." 
 
    Will didn't look up from his phone. Out of the side of his mouth, he whispered, "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "The receptionist. She couldn't take her eyes off you."  
 
    Will shook his head, but Harry leaned over, a smile on his face. "Clara's right, dude. She keeps looking over at you." 
 
    Will refused to look up, instead keeping his eyes firmly on his phone.  
 
    Before Clara could say more, the receptionist called them back up, letting them know that they could go into the office. Clara followed Will and Harry into the office adjacent to the reception area. Will pushed open the fake wood door, then held it for Harry and Clara to step through.  
 
    Gabriel Pace sat at a dark wood desk, his framed degrees on the wall behind him. The room was sparse, even for a doctor's office. A potted plant sat in the corner of the room, next to a bookshelf stacked with medical books.  
 
    Gabriel himself looked exactly as he had two years ago when Clint had died and he’d been interviewed: dark brown hair moussed back from his forehead, dark eyes surrounded by dark lashes. High cheeks, square jaw—really, the only flaw that Clara could find was that his nose was bent at an odd angle. She wondered why he hadn't gotten it fixed. Looking around the office, she also wondered why he hadn't hired a decorator.  
 
    Gabriel stood and reached out to shake each person's hand. He lingered on Clara, his eyes taking her in. Wearing a crisp, dark blue suit and matching tie, he looked more like a lawyer than a doctor. When he sat, he unbuttoned his jacket and leaned back in the chair. "What can I do for you gentlemen?" He looked at Clara. "And lady?" He smiled at her, causing Clara to drop her eyes to the notebook in her lap. 
 
    Will cleared his throat and leaned toward Gabriel. "Ms. Young is here as an observer, taking notes on police procedure for school. Direct all your questions to me and Officer Carver, please." 
 
    Gabriel nodded and turned his gaze back to Will. "And you are?" 
 
    Will stuck out his hand. "Officer McShane." After a quick shake, Will started his questioning. "We’re here to ask a few questions about a pledge who died while you were the leader of the frat house he was pledging.” 
 
    "Clint." Gabriel didn't look surprised when he said the name. 
 
    Will nodded. "Yes. Clint's death was ruled a suicide but a few odd things have come to light since then." 
 
    Gabriel rubbed a hand over his face. "Charlie said something, didn't he?" 
 
    Will and Harry exchanged a glance. Clara scribbled in her notebook. "Yes, sir, Charlie did mention it. So, we did a little poking around. Found out you worked as an intern for the coroner." Will said this with a smile, trying to put Gabriel at ease. 
 
    Clara watched as the color drained from Gabriel's face. He hadn't expected that question. "I did. To gain some experience in the medical field." 
 
    "And you performed Clint's autopsy?" Will posed it as a question, though Clara knew he was aware of the answer. 
 
    Gabriel gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing. "I did." 
 
    "And you didn't think that may have been a conflict of interest? That maybe you shouldn't have been anywhere near him?" Will shuffled the papers in his hands, skimming what he’d written.  
 
    "Now I do. At the time, it didn't seem like a big deal. That old geezer barely let me do anything while I was there unless he considered it routine. Clint's autopsy was one of the few interesting things I got to do." 
 
    "And then you filed it? And changed what you found when you input it into the computer?"  
 
    Sweat started dripping down Gabriel's forehead. "I gave him the write-up. I thought I’d put in the computer exactly what I’d written down." 
 
    "Or you thought it’d be convenient if he never saw the findings, if the police decided that Clint had committed suicide? Sound about right? You were the head of the frat house, in your last year at that college. His death would be a black mark on you, on your leadership. Couldn't have that, could you?" Will's disgust was evident. 
 
    Harry picked up the conversation, giving Will a minute to compose himself. "You know that there would've been a longer investigation if the coroner had ruled Clint's death anything but suicide, didn't you?" 
 
    Gabriel held up his hands. "Look. Yes, I filed the paperwork and may have left out a few things. It’s not my fault that the coroner didn't catch what I’d written in the original notes. The old man didn’t notice half of what went on around him. But I really believed that Clint had killed himself. I'm sorry if that sounds pathetic, but the kid had slashed his wrists in his bedroom. What would you have thought if that had happened in your frat house?" 
 
    "That I wanted to figure out what had really happened to him. Which we could've done two years ago, with your real findings." Harry looked over at Will, who nodded in agreement.  
 
    Gabriel let out a long sigh. "Look, guys. I know it looks bad. Like I was obstructing justice or hiding evidence or whatever. But I wasn't. My dad may have mentioned that if it were ruled the way it was, it would go away. To a kid still in college, trying to get his life on track, figuring out what he really wanted to do, it was a no-brainer." Gabriel looked down at his hands, which were tightly clasped on his desk. 
 
    "Your dad suggested that, did he?"  
 
    At Will’s question, Gabriel looked up. His face was even paler. Clara was sure that all the blood had drained from it. 
 
    "He did, kind of … I mean, in a roundabout way. It was a weird conversation, all about my future and how I had to look out for myself. Dads are odd like that—always worrying about you, but they won't give you a leg up, you know? Always telling you that you have to do it for yourself." 
 
    Harry looked around the office. "So, you work here because Daddy didn't help you out like you thought he should?" 
 
    Gabriel barked out a short laugh. "Yeah, you could say that. He cares more about appearances than anything else. And this gives the impression that I'm my own man, making it on my own, like he did." Gabriel spread his hands. "Great image, isn't it?" He stood and stuck out his hand. "And that, gentleman, is all the information I have for you. Any further questions can be directed to my lawyer."  
 
    Will and Harry shook his hand, leaving Clara for last. The guys were almost to the door when Gabriel pulled Clara closer, whispering, "Call me if you're ever lonely."  
 
    Clara pulled her hand out of his, unable to keep the disgust off her face. She scurried out of the room after the guys, not bothering to look back.  
 
    In the car, Clara's first words were, "He fell apart fast." 
 
    Will turned back to look at her. "What did he say to you?" 
 
    Clara tried to look innocent. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    Will narrowed his eyes at her. "When we left, he whispered something to you. What was it?" 
 
    Clara sighed. "He told me to call him if I got lonely. Creep." She rubbed her arms. Will rolled his eyes and turned back to the steering wheel.  
 
    Harry turned back to look at Clara. "So, you think it was a lie?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "No, I think there was a lot of truth in what he said. His face lost all color the more he realized how busted he was. That bit about his dad though … I'm not sure. It seemed to fit, but he gave up his dad awful fast. Like he'd rehearsed that bit several times in front of the mirror, just in case he was ever asked." 
 
    "You think he knew this day would come?" Harry sounded doubtful. 
 
    "I'm not sure he knew, but I think he suspected he couldn't get away with it forever." Clara paused and looked between the two of them. "Wait. He basically admitted to obstruction. Why didn't you arrest him?" 
 
    Will looked at her in the rearview mirror. "Because I'm not sure he did this on his own. I don't think he killed Clint, but I think he may know who did. And I want to catch that person more than the person who covered it up. We'll get him, but I'd rather have a solid lead before we do." 
 
    Clara nodded and reached over his shoulder to hand him the piece of paper in her hand. Scribbled on it, in curly writing, was a number. Will looked at her in confusion. Clara grinned. "The receptionist, Ainsley, gave me her number. To give to you. You should call her." 
 
    Will pocketed the number, rolling his eyes. "You're hopeless." 
 
    Clara shoved his shoulder. "And you need a date." 
 
    "I have a dog. I'm perfectly happy without a date."  
 
    Clara laughed at his statement, clutching her sides.  
 
    Harry cleared his throat, trying to get the conversation back on track. "So, where do we go from here?" 
 
    Will pulled out of the hospital parking lot, signaling as they turned into traffic. "Well, from here we need to do some more digging. Look at the autopsy photos. Determine what really killed him since I'm starting to think it wasn't slashes on his wrist." 
 
    Clara nodded, following Will's train of thought. "It looked like he tried to fight off someone."  
 
    "We should also try to figure out motive. Clara, that's where you'll come in. I'm going to need you to talk to Charlie again. Pick his brain, see if there's any reason he could think of that someone would want Clint dead." Will glanced back at her in the rearview. "Think Anthony will be OK with that?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "I think so. I'll talk to him tonight, see if he can bring Charlie to my place. That way, the other guys won't overhear the conversation. I imagine they wouldn't be too happy if they found out we were looking more into this. Although, I find it odd that they don't want to know the truth." 
 
    Harry shrugged. "In their minds, they already know the truth. Clint killed himself. Case closed. They see what Charlie's doing as being obsessive."  
 
    Clara looked out the window, sadness creeping in. She really hoped they could figure out what had happened to Clint and give Charlie some peace. 
 
    *** 
 
    That night, Clara made dinner for her and Anthony. She got home with just enough time to brown some meat for sloppy joes. She was toasting Anthony's buns the way he liked them when he came in through the front door, sodas in hand. Kiki barked as he opened the door. The sound alerted Clara but didn’t scare her. She turned with a smile, spatula in hand. "Hey, babe." 
 
    Anthony walked over and kissed her forehead. "Hey yourself." He looked at the meat. "Smells good." 
 
    She grinned. "Sloppy joes." She took the offered soda, opening the can and taking a long swig. "Hits the spot." She looked over at the empty table. "Set the table?" Anthony nodded and reached over her head to grab the plates. 
 
    As he placed the silverware on the table, Anthony said, "Jaxon mentioned you left campus today with two guys. Everything OK?" 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder. "It was Will and Harry."  
 
    Anthony laughed.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "He said they looked scary. I just can't imagine Will looking scary." 
 
    Clara giggled. "I'll have to tell Will that. He'll love it." She took a breath, deciding to get it all out in the open. "Charlie asked me a favor." 
 
    "I know."  
 
    Clara looked over at him in surprise. "What?" 
 
    Anthony stopped folding the napkin next to Clara's plate and looked up at her. "Charlie told me about Clint a while back, mentioned how he’d known Clint most of his life and how he didn't think Clint would ever commit suicide. Asked me if I thought it’d be worth mentioning to you. I said it couldn't hurt. Then I orchestrated the bathroom break during game night to give him a chance to mention it to you." He took a breath. "I take it he was right?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Something’s fishy. Do you know Gabriel Pace?" 
 
    Anthony nodded. "He was the head of the frat before Darren."  
 
    Clara's eyebrows shot up. "Darren's in charge?" 
 
    "Yeah, why?" 
 
    Clara took a test bite of the meat, then grinned at the tangy taste. "He grew up with Clint, too. Why is it that he doesn’t want this solved as much as Charlie does?" 
 
    "Denial?" Anthony grabbed the toasted buns, then sat down, waiting for the meat. "In his mind, it's closed. There's nothing more to be discovered." 
 
    Clara brought the meat over to the table. "But there is." She scooped some onto his bun, then sat down. "Gabriel was working at the coroner's office as an intern during that time. He performed and wrote up the notes for the autopsy, which weren't seen by the main coroner. Turns out, there were some things that Pace had noted during the autopsy that the cops and the coroner were never told. Pace never mentioned it." 
 
    "Hiding it?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "He said today that his dad told him if it were ruled a suicide, it would go away. But I don't buy it. What father would give his son that kind of advice?" 
 
    Anthony took a bite of his sandwich, then paused to chew. "A rich one? One who doesn't want his family's name tarnished?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "I'm not sure. But I'll find out." She grinned at Anthony. "I'll need to talk to Charlie again, though, pick his brain. Think you could bring him over here?" 
 
    Anthony nodded. "That shouldn't be too hard. What night works best for you?" 
 
    Thinking of her class schedule and when her tests were, Clara realized she wouldn't have a free night until closer to the weekend. "Thursday?" 
 
    "I'll check with Charlie but I'm sure he'll be able to make time." Scraping the last of the food off the plate, Anthony smiled at her. "Dinner was amazing, babe." 
 
    Clara gathered up the plates and looked over at Kiki. "Well, thank you. Mind taking her potty for me?"  
 
    "Of course not." Anthony leashed up Kiki, then headed to the door. "Thanks for doing this for Charlie. I figured it’d be best if he asked you personally."  
 
    Clara watched him leave as she rinsed off her plate. "I just hope I don't disappoint him," she whispered to the empty room. 
 
   
  
 

 7. Charlie's Thoughts 
 
   A nthony and Charlie showed up at Clara's apartment promptly at 6 p.m. Thursday. Clara had fried up burgers on her stove. All the fixings were sitting on the table when they walked through the door. Charlie looked around her apartment, whistling with appreciation. "This is a nice place." 
 
    Clara shrugged, a blush creeping up her cheeks. "Thanks." She watched as Kiki barreled into Anthony's legs, barking to get his attention. Charlie bent down next to Anthony and scratched behind Kiki's ears.  
 
    "I wish we could have a dog at the frat."  
 
    Anthony snorted, shaking his head.  
 
    Charlie grinned up at him, then joined Clara at the table. They put together their burgers and enjoyed the silence as they ate. Clara wanted Charlie to get comfortable before she started probing a painful part of his life.  
 
    After dinner, Anthony did the dishes while Clara took Charlie over to the couch with a cup of coffee. As the steam curled up to their noses, Charlie looked over at her blank TV, his eyes not really seeing the dark screen. Clara pulled her notebook onto her lap and clicked her pen. "OK, Charlie, the cops agree with you that some foul play may have been going on. Gabriel Pace even admitted to not telling the coroner what he’d found during the autopsy." 
 
    Charlie nodded. "I knew it. I always knew it wasn't right." Clara watched his fist curl then uncurl. Charlie looked up at her. "How did the coroner not read those notes himself?" 
 
    Clara sighed. "In all honesty? Oversight. Pace did the autopsy and typed up his findings, leaving out the stuff that pointed to anything other than a suicide. Pace left shortly after, never mentioning that what he’d handwritten and what he’d put into the computer didn't match." 
 
    "And the coroner?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "I assume that he skimmed the notes, saw it had been ruled a suicide, and didn't look any further, as no one had brought their concerns to his attention." Clara bit her lip and looked up to meet his eyes. "Pace counted it as good luck that they’d left it that way." 
 
    "Isn't that obstruction or something?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Yes. But Will suspects there's more to it. That someone else is guilty of the actual murder and that Pace is covering for that person. Will wants Pace to lead him to them. What we need from you is motive. Who would want Clint dead?" 
 
    Charlie spread his hands, his face tinged with sadness. "I don't know. Clint didn't have any enemies. He got along with everyone, even Pace." 
 
    Clara looked down at the blank page in front of her. "Was there someone he’d started to avoid? Maybe spend less time with?" 
 
    Charlie's eyes clouded. "Darren." 
 
    Clara's eyes flew open wide. She glanced over at Anthony, then back to Charlie. "Any idea why?" 
 
    Charlie sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. "Darren and Clint got into an argument. I don't even know what it was about. Neither one would tell me. Clint started avoiding Darren. When he died, Darren looked haunted, but slowly, over time, he pushed it aside." 
 
    "And he never told you what the fight was about?" 
 
    Charlie shook his head. "One time, when he got drunk, he mentioned it was over a girl, but that was it. And I hadn't noticed a girl whom either one had seemed to be interested in. Heck, I'm not even sure how they found time for a girl during rush." 
 
    Clara nodded as she jotted down some notes, circling the word “girl” several times. "Maybe you have a good guess?" 
 
    Charlie shrugged. "Hailey would be a good one to talk to. Even back then, she kept tabs on who was seeing who." 
 
    Clara jotted down Hailey's name, internally groaning about having to talk to her. "Do you think she'll help?" 
 
    Charlie shrugged. "Why wouldn't she? It's not like she's the guilty one." 
 
    Clara nodded. "Anything else you can think of? Was Pace harder on Clint than the other pledges?" 
 
    Charlie shook his head. "No way. We were all treated the same. I very much doubt that rush was the reason Clint died." 
 
    Clara looked over at Anthony, who had finished the dishes and was leaning against the counter, arms crossed, listening to the conversation. Clara could tell he had questions of his own but wanted to wait until he had Charlie alone to ask him. Clara hoped that Anthony would get a little bit more information for her on the drive home.  
 
    She walked them to the door and watched as they headed down the hall to the elevator. Then Clara closed the door, locked it, and bent down to pick up Kiki. Looking over at her notebook, she sighed. "That's not a lot of info to go on, Kiki. And I have to talk to Hailey. Awesome." Clara went to bed, more depressed than she'd been since before Christmas break. What if Hailey refused to talk to her? Then what would she do? 
 
    Clara pulled out her journal and stared at it. She hadn’t written in it since Alice had attacked her. Maybe she was afraid to write about her experience. However, with Kiki snuggled in bed with her, it seemed like a good idea to get her feelings down. Clara wrote the date, then wrote about what had happened before Christmas break, putting in all her feelings and fears and thoughts. Then she wrote about Charlie and his refusal to believe that his friend had killed himself. She smiled as she wrote that. Clint had been lucky to have a friend like Charlie, someone who believed in him. Clara only hoped she wouldn’t let the two of them down. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next afternoon, Clara went to the library after class, wanting to catch Hailey at work. She found her at the back, restocking books, her short red skirt not leaving much to the imagination. In a black turtleneck sweater and black boots, Hailey looked like she was heading out for a night on the town rather than working at a library.  
 
    Clara cleared her throat, trying to get Hailey's attention.  
 
    Hailey looked down from where she was perched on the ladder, a look of annoyance on her face. "You need something?" 
 
    Clara shook her head, her dark hair swinging into her eyes. Pushing her bangs off her forehead, she looked up at Hailey. "I need to ask you a couple of questions."                
 
    Hailey climbed down from the ladder and turned to glare at Clara. "About?" 
 
    Clara looked down at her jeans and fleece hoodie, feeling horribly underdressed next to Hailey. "Do you remember the boy who died during rush a couple of years ago?" 
 
    "Clint?" The surprise in Hailey's voice caused Clara to look up. 
 
    Clara nodded. "Yeah, him. I'm looking into his death because it just doesn't seem like a suicide. I was wondering if I could pick your brain about him." 
 
    Hailey shrugged and looked at her cart full of books. "Sure, I've got nothing better to do." She crossed her arms and leaned against the ladder. 
 
    Clara blew out a breath, trying to decide where to start. "So, was Clint interested in anyone? One of the guys mentioned that he and another frat brother got into a fight. He thought it might've been over a girl. Do you know anything about that?" 
 
    Hailey rolled her eyes. "Of course I do. I was the girl." 
 
    Clara's eyes widened and her breathing picked up. Hailey was the reason for the rift between two friends? "You? Clint liked you?" 
 
    Hailey giggled. "He did. Darren, too. It was adorable." 
 
    "And they got into a fight over you? Why?" Clara pulled out her notebook to jot down some notes. 
 
    Hailey shrugged, tugging on a piece of blonde hair. "Who knows? Boys will be boys. Clint liked me, Darren liked me, neither wanted to give the other a shot. They decided to duke it out. When that didn't work, they stopped talking to each other." 
 
    "Who did you choose?" Clara held her breath, waiting for the answer.  
 
    "Darren, of course. Clint was dead." Hailey didn't seem bothered by the fact that a boy who had liked her had died. 
 
    "But if Clint had lived, who would you have picked?" 
 
    "Clint. Darren's a nice guy, but Clint was a sweetheart. Really knew how to treat a girl." Hailey smiled, the comment dredging up memories she hadn't thought about in ages. Clara noticed that she hadn’t even hesitated when she said that she’d have picked Clint over Darren. 
 
    "Did Darren know you were going to pick Clint?" 
 
    Hailey shook her head. "No way. I told only my best friend. In fact, I told her the day before Clint died. Then he died and the point was moot. So I dated Darren. That didn't work out." Hailey turned back to her cart and picked up another book. "That all?"               
 
    Clara stepped back. "Yes, thank you." She turned away, her thoughts swirling. Hailey had told her best friend. She halted at the end of the aisle and looked back over her shoulder. "Who was the friend you told?" 
 
    Hailey looked up from the book in her hand. "Tonya Perkins."  
 
    Clara nodded her thanks and headed out of the library, her notebook clutched to her chest, her thoughts swirling. She glanced at her watch, thinking she had plenty of time to catch the guys before they got off for the day.  
 
    About an hour later, Clara walked into Evidence. Morgan glanced up in mild surprise. "Welcome back." He looked at his computer screen. "Is this going to become a regular thing on Fridays?" 
 
    Clara shrugged and dropped her purse onto the desk next to his. She took the seat that she’d occupied for over two months the previous fall. "Maybe. Miss me yet?" 
 
    Morgan smiled at her. "Always. So, what's going on?" 
 
    Clara leaned forward, excitement lighting up her eyes. "I got some more info for the guys. I told them to meet me up here." 
 
    The door swung open just as she said that. Clara and Morgan looked up at the same time. Will and Harry strode in, smiling at the sight of Clara in her old seat. "Well, this looks familiar."  
 
    Clara grinned and pulled her notebook out of her purse. "I got some more info for you guys." 
 
    Will held out his hand. "Spill."  
 
    Clara opened the notebook and looked down at it. "OK, so I spoke to Charlie like you asked. Charlie said everyone liked Clint but that before he died, he and Darren got into a fight. Charlie wasn't sure what it was about. The only thing Darren ever said about it was that it was over a girl. Clint started avoiding Darren because of it." Clara took a breath, making eye contact with Will. "I talked to Hailey, since Charlie suggested that she might know who the girl was. Hailey says they were fighting over her." 
 
    Will and Harry exchanged a look. "OK, so Hailey was the girl. What else did she say?" Will sounded more curious than concerned. Clara had tried to hook Will up with Hailey back in the fall, but nothing had come of it that she knew. 
 
    "Hailey said that she would've chosen Clint if given the chance, but he died before she could make her decision. The only person she told about her choice was her best friend, a Tonya Perkins. The day before Clint died." Clara closed her notebook. "What if Tonya told Darren? Maybe as a way to get close to him? And Darren attacked Clint because of it?" 
 
    "Does Darren strike you as that kind of guy?" Harry didn't sound convinced. 
 
    Clara shrugged. "I don't know. I don't know these guys. They're Anthony's friends. Anthony didn't outright say anything, so I haven't picked his brain about it yet. I think we should talk to Tonya next, see what she says." 
 
    "Maybe Darren has a violent streak no one knows about? Can't hurt to ask around." Will made a note in his notebook and looked back up at Clara. "We had the coroner look at the autopsy photos again, especially at the pictures of Clint’s hands. His nails were broken, like he’d scratched at something, but there was nothing on his arms.” 
 
    Clara sat up straighter and looked between the two of them. "He didn’t scratch himself. He scratched someone else. So it was a setup." 
 
    They both nodded. "And Pace met with a woman the other night. We didn't get a good look at her, but I think they'll make contact again. She may be the guilty person." 
 
    Clara narrowed her eyes. "Clint was a bigger guy. Much stronger than an average girl. You think a girl would be strong enough to hold him down and slit his wrists?" 
 
    Will shrugged. "Don't know but I intend to find out."  
 
    Clara looked over at Morgan, who was watching them intently. "What do you think?" 
 
    Morgan nodded at Will. "I think Will knows what he's doing. Follow his lead." 
 
    Another thought occurred to Clara. "What about the assistant? I mean, the other doctor who worked with Doc Roland. Why didn't he say anything to Doc about what Pace found? Didn’t he have to supervise Pace’s autopsy?” 
 
    Harry nodded, following her train of thought. "It is suspicious. Doc says he's moved on to bigger and better things, so it can't hurt to stop in and have a chat with him. Right, Will?" Harry looked over at Will, who smiled. 
 
    "It definitely can't hurt." Will looked at Clara. "You think you could track down Tonya and talk to her, maybe get her take on what was going on between the two guys?" 
 
    Clara grinned. "It would be my pleasure." She stood and grabbed her purse from where she’d dropped it. "I have to get home. I have some studying to do and a puppy to play with. You guys have a good night." She gave them each a quick hug, then left. Their voices followed her down the hall. She prayed Tonya had some answers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8. Tonya Has a Confession 
 
   C lara spent that weekend hunting down Tonya Perkins. She’d asked around about her at the library that evening, during a study session with some students in her biology class. Denise, a girl who sat near her in class, had mentioned that Tonya had graduated the year before, making her two years older than Hailey. When Clara had shown interest in Tonya, Denise had moved to sit next to her and leaned her head in toward Clara. "Tonya’s a tough chick."  
 
    Denise's thick southern accent reminded Clara of her grandmother and hot summer nights. Denise's dark skin made Clara look ghostly pale in the bright lights of the library. Denise wore her hair short against her scalp, and her dark eyes gleamed. Looking closer, Clara could see hints of green and gold in them. When Denise smiled, her pearly white teeth sparkled.  
 
    "What do you mean ‘a tough chick’?" Clara leaned in closer, not wanting to be overheard. Looking around the table, she realized no one was paying them any mind. 
 
    "She was pretty no-nonsense. Didn't take crap from anyone, not even teachers. Lots of people were scared of her." Denise looked back down at her biology book, scribbling a note. 
 
    "But she hung around with Hailey?" Clara was unsure whether someone like Tonya—at least the way she was being described—would even like Hailey. 
 
    Denise nodded. "Oh, yeah, thick as thieves, those two. Tonya was Hailey's mentor, though there wasn't much she could do with her. Hailey doesn't listen to anyone." 
 
    "Do you know where Tonya went after she graduated?" 
 
    Denise grinned. "She stayed in town. Some people say it's because of a boy, but she's never been seen with one. She works downtown, at one of the law offices." 
 
    Clara made a note of that in her notebook, then went back to studying, happy to have a lead.  
 
    As she gathered her things later that evening to leave, Denise stopped her. "Would you like to be regular study partners? I always find it easier to study with someone else."  
 
    Clara smiled. "I'd love that. We can meet at the library in the evenings, if you like?"  
 
    Denise nodded, bouncing on her toes in excitement. The girl was loud and boisterous—exactly what Clara needed in her life.  
 
    "There's only one night a week I can't meet,” Clara said. “Tuesdays I have a standing dinner with a friend in town." 
 
    Denise nodded. "Sounds good to me. Weeknights only? I usually use the weekend to relax and unwind."  
 
    Clara agreed. The two of them exchanged numbers so they could set up a time to meet Monday night. Then Clara headed home to her warm apartment and happy puppy, a plan to find Tonya slowly forming in her mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Clara spent the following day calling the law offices downtown, trying to find Tonya. She’d attempted an online search first, but her name was so common, it was hard to figure out which person she was looking for. Considering she didn't know what Tonya looked like, she was just going to have to do this the old-fashioned way. At the third law office, a young lady answered, her voice sounding way too chipper for that early in the morning. "Hanson Law Offices, how may I help you?" 
 
    "Yes ma'am, I'm looking for a Tonya Perkins. Does she happen to work there?" 
 
    A slight pause, then, "That would be me. What can I do for you?" 
 
    Clara attempted to contain her glee. "Yes, Ms. Perkins. I'm doing an article for the local newspaper about girls who were in sororities and where they are now here in town. I've been told you were in a sorority here at college?" 
 
    A dramatic sigh leaked over the line. "Yes, I was." Clara heard a tapping sound, like fingers on a keyboard. "My lunch is at noon. Meet me at the Coffee Bistro and we'll talk." She hung up without waiting for a response. 
 
    Clara took a sip of her coffee and looked down at Kiki. "Let's go for a walk before my meet-up, OK?" The puppy wagged her tail, making Clara smile.  
 
    Clara leashed her up, then headed out into the brisk morning air. As she walked, she formulated the questions she wanted to ask. She knew she couldn't start off asking about Clint and Darren. She'd have to lead into it with some questions about what Tonya had been doing since she left college. 
 
    Clara walked into the Coffee Bistro right at noon to find that the only other person in the shop was a young woman not much older than herself. The woman sat at a booth, a cup of coffee in front of her. Clara stepped up to the counter and ordered a coffee for herself, as well as a bagel to snack on. She slid into the booth across from the woman, taking her in. Tall, thin, with red hair tied up in a bun on top of her head. A smattering of freckles covered her nose and cheeks. Tonya was a regular-looking girl—the kind of face you’d see and then forget.  
 
    Clara smiled and held out her hand. "Clara Young. Nice to meet you."  
 
    Tonya grasped her hand in a shake limper than any Clara had ever experienced.  
 
    Pulling back her hand, Clara looked down at Tonya's coffee. "Is it good?" 
 
    Tonya arched an eyebrow. "Of course it is. Now, what would you like to know?" 
 
    Looking around the cafe, Clara found that there wasn't much to hold one’s attention. Booths lined three walls, while the fourth was lined by a counter where customers ordered their coffee. A glass case next to the counter displayed pastries. The decor was coffee-themed, like in most of the coffee shops Clara had been to. The place seemed to be an odd choice for lunch.  
 
    The barista brought Clara her coffee and bagel, then left napkins on the table. Clara took a sip of her coffee, breathing in the scent of freshly ground beans. "How long have you been at the law office?" 
 
    Tonya shrugged. "Since I left college. I interned there and they really liked me, so they hired me on." 
 
    "What do you do there?" Clara took notes, only half paying attention. This wasn't what she was really after, but Tonya couldn't know that.  
 
    "I file papers, answer the phone, that sort of thing." 
 
    "Is that what you went to college for?" It seemed odd to Clara that someone would graduate from a four-year college to just go file papers and answer the phone. 
 
    "I never finished my degree." Tonya said it so quietly, it took Clara a moment to realize what she had said. 
 
    "You didn't finish your degree? So, you never graduated? Why?" 
 
    Tonya shrugged and looked at her coffee mug. "Didn't feel like it, I guess. Last year was a struggle. After everything that happened with Hailey, I couldn't do it anymore." 
 
    Clara held up a hand. "Wait. What happened with Hailey?" 
 
    Tonya rolled her perfectly lined eyes, like Clara was a moron. This conversation was going in a direction Clara hadn't foreseen. "Hailey jumped from guy to guy. She even dated the guy I liked. It was just too much for me." 
 
    Clara decided to ask about Clint before they got further off track. Hailey's love life wasn’t why she was here. "Do you remember a boy named Clint? He pledged one of the fraternities a couple of years back?" 
 
    Tonya nodded. "He died." Her eyes took on a wistful look. "He was Darren's friend. They were fighting over Hailey before he died."  
 
    Clara nodded. "Hailey said something along those lines. She also said she was going to pick Clint. And that she told you. Do you remember that?" 
 
    Tonya nodded, picking at a napkin with her fingers. "Yeah, I do. I just couldn't believe that she’d pick Clint over Darren. Darren was so perfect. Clint had nothing on him." Clara could hear the disgust in Tonya's voice and she cringed on Clint's behalf. Poor guy wasn't even around to defend himself anymore.  
 
    Clara waited for Tonya to continue.  
 
    "I told Darren that he was wasting his time on Hailey. I told him Hailey intended to pick Clint. She'd already dated one of his other frat buddies. I don't know why the others felt the need to date her too. But he ignored me and dated her anyway. She broke his heart once she realized he wasn't what she wanted." Tonya looked up at Clara. "Personally, I don't think she even knows what she wants."  
 
    Clara stored away that piece of information. If Tonya had told Darren to give up on Hailey, maybe she’d told him that Hailey intended to pick Clint. Clara inclined her head. "So you left after that? Didn't finish school because of who Hailey dated?" 
 
    Tonya rolled her eyes. "It was more complicated than that. I wasn't doing too great in my classes either. Had a hard time focusing. Watching Darren pine after Hailey nearly killed me. And he’d stopped talking to me, like I’d had a hand in her decision or something. I decided that the college life wasn't for me and left." A tear slipped down her cheek. "After everything I did for him, he wouldn't speak to me. I just don't get it." Before Clara could ask for clarification, Tonya stood up. "I have to get back to work." Then her eyes narrowed. "You didn't even ask any questions about the sorority." 
 
    Clara blushed and looked down at the table. "I'm sorry. I got so caught up in what you were telling me, I forgot to ask what I wanted to ask. Do you mind if I call you with more questions later?" 
 
    Tonya seemed to relax, then shrugged. "Sure. Not like I've got anything better to do." She walked out, leaving her coffee mug half-full on the table. Clara looked at it, her thoughts tumbling around in her head. Darren knew that Hailey was going to choose Clint. Was that a motive for murder? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9. Asking More Questions 
 
   C lara sat next to Morgan in Evidence, her homework spread out before her. As she worked through biology, Will and Harry bounced around ideas. "Would a guy really kill another guy over a girl?" 
 
    Morgan nodded. "I've seen it done."  
 
    Clara glanced up. "I just don't see Darren doing that. Sure, both he and Tonya knew that Hailey was planning to pick Clint, and Hailey was the reason why Clint and Darren were fighting. But I just don't see Darren as a killer." 
 
    Will met her eyes. "We didn't see Alice as a killer, either." 
 
    Clara rolled her eyes. "But we all knew something was off about her. Darren doesn't give off that vibe." 
 
    Morgan shook his head. "Most killers don't. Most are pretty good at hiding it. Especially if they've done it only once and don't plan on doing it again." 
 
    "And remember, he did get what he wanted, which was to date Hailey." Harry flipped a dry erase marker into the air and caught it in his hand.  
 
    Clara blew out a frustrated breath. "It just seems silly since it didn't work out anyway." She glanced at her watch. "Gotta run. I've got a study date. I'll talk to Charlie again, see if he thinks Darren is capable of killing his best friend." She gathered her things and bade the guys goodbye.  
 
    Will called out after her, "It's all circumstantial right now, anyway. We still need hard evidence." 
 
    "Like a confession," Clara mumbled as she left. With what little they had to go on, she felt that might be the only way to catch the killer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Books in hand, Denise met Clara at 6 p.m. at the library. They grabbed a table near the back and settled in for a long study session. With a test coming up on Monday, Clara felt utterly unprepared. As she pulled out her notebook, Denise spread index cards on the table in front of her. Clara watched as she started to organize them. "What are those?" 
 
    Denise looked up. "My notes. I jot down the important stuff on notecards so I can study them later. Keywords, the things the teacher emphasized, you know." 
 
    Clara nodded. "I wrote it down too, but that's so organized."  
 
    Denise smiled. "I can help you make your own. It's pretty simple."  
 
    Clara nodded, her fingers tingling in excitement.  
 
    Denise handed her some extra cards, then showed Clara how she’d written out her own cards. As Clara worked, Denise talked. "Did you find Tonya?" 
 
    Clara looked up from her cards and smiled. "I did. She was even willing to talk to me." 
 
    Denise flipped through her notebook, her eyes scanning the pages. "That's not surprising. If she thought she was going to talk about herself, of course she'd talk to you."  
 
    Clara looked at Denise in a new light. She seemed to know a lot about these girls. Maybe Clara could pick her brain. "What do you know about Tonya?" 
 
    Denise shrugged. "Only what I've heard. She's pretty notorious around here." 
 
    Clara frowned. "I hadn't heard of her until Hailey mentioned her." 
 
    Denise looked up at Clara. "In the sororities, she's pretty well known. They liked her because she challenged everyone." 
 
    "Did you know she didn't graduate?" 
 
    Denise shook her head. "No, that wasn't something I'd heard. I did hear that when she left here, she had a thing for a boy but he didn't return it. She still stuck around, waiting for him." 
 
    Clara turned that thought over in her head. "A boy. Speaking of boys, do you know anything about the boy who died during rush a couple of years back? Clint?" 
 
    Denise nodded. "Yeah, I'd heard about that. The sororities use him as a cautionary tale. Don't let the stress of college and rush get to you. If you’re feeling low, reach out." Denise blushed. "Sorry, I think we heard that speech every day our first week." 
 
    "So, you're pledging?" 
 
    Denise looked up at Clara. "You aren't?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "No. I don't have the time for it." 
 
    Denise laughed, the sound low and throaty. "You make time for things that are a priority." 
 
    "That's what I told my boyfriend." 
 
    Denise looked up, surprise on her face. "You have a boyfriend?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Yeah, he's in the frat that Clint was in." Clara lowered her voice and glanced around the library. "That's how I found out about Clint. Charlie, Clint’s best friend, asked me to look into it. I kind of have a knack for solving murders." 
 
    Denise smiled. "Really? Like, real murders?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "I've solved a couple. My dad is a sheriff back home." Denise leaned in closer, excitement in her eyes. "I'm just not sure why someone would kill Clint." 
 
    Denise scratched her chin. "Any number of reasons. I can ask the girls, see what they think. I won't ask Hailey, don't worry. I don't associate with her." 
 
    "Are you in the same sorority?" 
 
    Denise shook her head. "No, but we all co-mingle. I can ask the other girls, see if anyone has any insight."  
 
    Clara nodded her thanks and turned back to her notecards. This studying partner thing wasn't too bad. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10. Remembering Kelly Jo 
 
   C lara spent most of Saturday studying for her tests for the following week. Having taken on such a large class load, she felt like she was falling behind no matter what she did. The only time she took a break was to take Kiki for a walk. The 45-minute break helped clear her mind and refresh her for another couple hours of hitting the books.  
 
    Anthony came over around five, fast food bags in hand. He set the food on the table while Kiki ran circles around his feet. Clara looked up from where she sat on the floor, her books and notecards spread across her coffee table. She stood and stretched her arms over her head. "What time is it?" 
 
    Anthony looked up at the clock above her sink. "After five. I know you haven't eaten yet." Clara shook her head, joining him at the table. She dug into the burger and fries with a vengeance, only now realizing how hungry she was. Anthony watched her eat, a smile on his face. "How's the studying going?" 
 
    Clara rubbed a hand over her face. "Exhausting. There’s so much information. I'm not even sure I'm retaining anything." 
 
    "You are. Trust me." He took a bite and winked at her. "How about the case? Any leads?" 
 
    Clara lifted her head in surprise. While Anthony supported anything she did, he’d never openly asked about her cases before. It had always felt like he’d rather forget she was working on them. Clara swallowed, choosing her words carefully. "What do you know about Darren?" 
 
    Anthony tilted his head to the side, a confused look on his face. "Darren? He's a pretty laid-back guy, always willing to help. Been really nice to me from the start. Why?" 
 
    Clara wiped her mouth with a napkin. "Darren and Clint were both vying for Hailey's affections. According to Hailey, she would've chosen Clint had he lived. She says she only ever told her best friend about her decision." Clara took a breath. "But when I spoke to the best friend, she said that she’d told Darren he was wasting his time on Hailey. She told him that Hailey was going to pick Clint." Clara popped a fry in her mouth, giving Anthony a minute to follow her train of thought. When his eyes darkened in understanding, she continued. "Let's say for a minute that Darren knew before Clint died that Hailey was going to pick Clint. And they got into a fight. Maybe Clint's death was an accident and Darren freaked out after it." She let the words hang in the air, waiting for Anthony's response. 
 
    Anthony shook his head. "No way." He stood and tossed his wrappings in the trash. "Darren wouldn't hurt a fly. The guy might've gotten angry, but he doesn't do anything without carefully thinking it through." 
 
    Clara shrugged and finished off her fries. "Just a theory." She pursed her lips. "I'll need to talk to Charlie again." 
 
    Anthony nodded. "My money would be on Pace, since he covered it up." Anthony sat down across from her, taking her hands. "What do Will and Harry think?" 
 
    "That we don't have enough evidence. I agree." Clara sighed and looked down at their clasped hands.  
 
    "I was wondering if you'd want to come to the diner with me tomorrow." 
 
    Clara looked up, surprise on her face. "Wait. Why?" 
 
    He smiled. "They're doing something for Kelly Jo. Remember I told you about how they’d set up something in the back corner in her memory? Well, now that her murder has been solved, they're going to let her go in peace. A little send-off. They asked if you’d like to be there, since you're the one who made this possible." He paused, rubbing the back of her hand. "I know I didn't follow through and ask them about her like I said I would. I got distracted. Maybe if I had, Alice wouldn't have come here." 
 
    Clara's shoulders slumped. "Anthony, that wasn't your fault. There was nothing we could've done to change it. Alice was going to hurt me whether I knew more about Kelly Jo or not." 
 
    Anger sparked in his eyes. "I should've been here." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "Again, it wouldn't have changed anything. I'm actually glad you weren't. You saved my life." 
 
    Anthony's brow furrowed. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "If you’d have been here, she might have killed you first, to hurt me. But me missing our date prompted you to call Will, who took your worry seriously. It gave him the chance to get here and stop her." Clara smiled at him. "You're my hero."  
 
    Anthony returned her smile, but Clara could still see the anger in his face. This was something he would have to work out on his own. Clara couldn't do it for him.  
 
    He stood and pulled her to the couch, then turned on the TV.  
 
    "I have to study," she said. 
 
    Anthony shook his head. "You've been studying all day. Break time." He pulled her down onto the couch and tucked her into the crook in his arm. Clara snuggled down, enjoying the feel of being pressed against him, happiness seeping into her core. She felt that she was exactly where she needed to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    At the diner the next day, Clara sat behind the people whom Kelly Jo had worked with, watching as they each said goodbye to her. The diner reminded her of those old roadside places: red booths, black and white tile floors, the walls all windowed. An old fifties jukebox sat by the register, playing oldies around the clock. Even the register was older than Clara was used to seeing. In the back corner, a photo of Kelly had been hung on the wall. Her waitress apron was folded neatly on the table beneath it. Her co-workers had placed items on the table that reminded them of her: pens, an old pad on which she’d taken orders. They were things that wouldn't have seemed like much to others but that meant the world to them.  
 
    Clara watched as person after person talked about how bright and happy Kelly Jo had been. When they’d finished, the general manager stood up, tears streaking her pudgy face, her mascara darkening her pale cheeks. "Kelly Jo was the best thing to happen to this diner in a long time. She was a bright light in an otherwise depressing place. We’re going to miss her dearly." She paused, taking a deep breath. She was wearing a black dress, over which she wore her apron. She looked over at Clara, smiling slightly. "I'd like to introduce someone who helped make all this possible. Someone who didn't even know Kelly, but who worked hard to bring her killer to justice. Ms. Young?"  
 
    Clara stood and stepped up to the front to stand next to the woman. Her perfume, a strong overpowering floral scent, suffocated Clara as she stood there, looking out at people she didn't know. Clara cleared her throat as she looked for Anthony's face in the crowd. He had slicked back his hair and was wearing dress pants and a white button-up popped open at the collar. Clara licked her lips. "Kelly deserved to rest in peace. She deserved to have her murder solved. I couldn't just sit by and not give that to her." 
 
    She nodded as the crowd clapped. Then she headed back to her seat. Clara pulled down the hem of her black dress and crossed her legs.  
 
    Anthony leaned over and peered into her green eyes. "You did great."  
 
    Again, Clara nodded, then looked down at the floor. Now that her part was over, she felt like an intruder at their private ceremony. 
 
    As people started to get up and walk away, Anthony pulled Clara over to a booth, where he ordered drinks for them. The general manager brought them both coffees and waved off Anthony's attempt to pay. "On the house. For Kelly."  
 
    Clara nodded her thanks and wrapped her hands around the coffee mug. As the steam rose into her face, she sighed. "They really loved her." 
 
    Anthony looked around, then back at Clara. "I'm told she made quite an impression." He reached over and rubbed her hand. "What you did for those who cared about her, it was amazing. I never really realized that before." He looked down at his own mug. 
 
    Clara gulped, her hands turning clammy. "I think that's maybe because the last time I solved a murder, the guilty party was your brother. So, you were on the receiving end of the negativity. You didn't get to see the closure that the families got once he was caught." 
 
    Anthony nodded. "That's true." He met her eyes. "He called me again."  
 
    Clara sighed, closing her eyes. Anthony's brother Andrew had been in prison for going on two years. He had no chance of getting out, thanks to Clara. "What did he want?" 
 
    "For me to visit. To tell me to dump you. The usual." Anthony shook his head. "I just can't do it, Clara. I can't go see him. He's my little brother and he’s hurt so many people."  
 
    Clara nodded her understanding and gave him a small smile. "You don't have to. You're not even in the same state. He can't just expect you to drop everything." 
 
    "He says he's trying to appeal, hoping for a lighter sentence." 
 
    Clara sat back and pulled her hands into her lap. "No." 
 
    Anthony shrugged. "I don't think he'll get anywhere, but he says he's going to try anyway." 
 
    "Anthony, he killed innocent girls. And wasn't even sorry about it." 
 
    "I know."  
 
    Clara could hear the sadness in his voice. She decided to change the subject. "I'm going to need to talk to Charlie again."  
 
    Anthony raised his eyebrows.  
 
    "Look, I know you don't think Darren did anything to Clint, but Charlie is the one who brought this to me, so I want to ask what he thinks."  
 
    Anthony shrugged. "It's your investigation." He stood and held out his hand to her. Clara took it, letting him pull her out of the booth. He waved to the general manager as they left, then held the door open for Clara.  
 
    They rode to the frat house in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Clara kept trying to think about what she wanted to ask Charlie, but everything sounded lame in her head. Charlie would probably laugh at her if she asked if he thought Darren had killed Clint. 
 
    When Anthony pulled up to the frat house, he turned to Clara. "I'll go grab Charlie. You guys can go for a walk around the block. Jaxon is pretty mad at him."  
 
    Clara quirked an eyebrow. "Over this whole Clint thing?" 
 
    Anthony nodded. "From what I've gathered listening to the arguments going on in the house, when Clint died, it caused a lot of drama and problems." 
 
    Clara snorted. "Of course it did." 
 
    "Not like that. From what I can gather, Charlie went on a rampage, accusing everyone of hurting Clint. Obsessed about it for a good six months. It wasn’t until they’d come back from the summer that things seemed to go back to normal." 
 
    "But Charlie didn’t let it go?" 
 
    Anthony shook his head. "Buried it. I guess Darren had a talk with him, asked him to back off the other guys. This is the first time he's brought it up since, and then he didn't even bring it up to them. He brought it to you—someone who could actually solve it." 
 
    "And they're worried?" Clara tried to keep the excitement out of her voice. 
 
    "Maybe? Or annoyed. Most believed it was suicide, so for them to find out it wasn't … well, it's thrown them all for a loop." He climbed out of the car. "I'll go get Charlie." 
 
    Clara watched as Anthony walked up the front walk. The porch was bare except for a single chair in the corner. It was an older home, with bay windows in front. Clara again admired the immaculate lawn.  
 
    Charlie stepped out onto the porch and looked over to the car. Clara climbed out and pulled on her backpack. In a yellow polo shirt and beige shorts, Charlie looked more ready for a day at the beach than a stroll around the neighborhood. He fell in step next to Clara and looked down at her. "Anthony said you had more questions?" 
 
    Clara nodded and pulled her hair up off her neck. Her heels weren't really made for walking but she didn't think they’d be out there very long. "It's about Darren."  
 
    Charlie nodded.  
 
    "Did you know that he and Clint both wanted to date Hailey?" 
 
    Charlie shrugged. "Most of the guys did then." 
 
    "But they fought over it. It came between them. That's why Clint was pulling away." 
 
    "I guess. Neither one said who it was who came between them." 
 
    "Hailey said she was going to choose Clint."  
 
    Charlie's eyes widened in surprise.  
 
    "She said she told only her best friend, Tonya." 
 
    Charlie grinned. "Ah, Tonya. Followed Darren around like a puppy dog. It was kind of sad but in a cute way." 
 
    "She told Darren."  
 
    Charlie stopped walking and turned to look at Clara. They’d made it only halfway around the block, so Clara could see into the frat house's backyard. Again, another immaculate lawn stared back.  
 
    "She told Darren what?" 
 
    Clara looked up at him, seeing the worry in his eyes. "She told Darren what Hailey said." Clara looked down at her feet. "Before Clint died, she mentioned to Darren that Hailey wasn't worth it. She told him that Hailey didn't intend to pick him." 
 
    "Darren wouldn't hurt Clint."  
 
    "Maybe not intentionally. But what if he was angry and hurt and took it out on Clint?" 
 
    Charlie shook his head. "No way. We grew up together. They were friends. He wouldn't do that to his friend." 
 
    Clara held up her hands and took a step back. "OK, I believe you. I had to ask." 
 
    Charlie nodded and then started walking again. "I just can't believe that Darren would do anything to Clint over a girl. Hailey, at that." 
 
    "She dated someone else in the frat before him, right?" 
 
    Charlie nodded. "Yeah. She and Jaxon had a thing for a bit. It didn't last very long. Then, after Clint died, she picked Darren. They broke up right before summer and I spent the summer trying to put him back together. During that time, he told me about Clint, about how they’d been fighting over a girl." Charlie frowned. “Helping him get over her helped me accept Clint’s death. Not how he died, mind you.” 
 
    "That would be the summer that Darren convinced you to drop this whole thing?" 
 
    Charlie nodded. "He made me realize that I was tearing the frat apart. Clint wouldn't have wanted that." 
 
    "So, you guys helped each other."  
 
    Charlie shrugged. "Yes."  
 
    Clara didn't say anything more. She walked next to Charlie in silence. Once they’d returned to the house, he thanked her and then went inside to get Anthony. When Anthony came out, Clara was leaning against the car, looking at her toes.  
 
    Anthony stopped in front of her and looked down at her. "You OK?" 
 
    Clara shook her head, then met his eyes. "I'm so confused. None of this makes sense." 
 
    "Do these things ever make sense?" 
 
    Clara shrugged and looked up at the house. "Sometimes. I don't know." She got into the car, closing her eyes as her head hit the headrest. Anthony drove her home, letting her sit with her thoughts. Clara just couldn't put the pieces together the way she wanted. She could feel the headache starting, the pounding at her temples. This case wasn't getting any clearer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11. Emma Meets Kiki 
 
   C lara leashed Kiki the following Tuesday. The puppy jumped up on her legs in excitement. Clara smiled, knowing someone else who was going to be just as excited. She couldn't wait to make her night. In the car, Kiki curled up in the front passenger seat, her paws tucked underneath her. Clara hoped that, eventually, she’d get comfortable in the car.  
 
    When she pulled up in front of Emma's house, Clara smiled at the brightness of the porch lights. Emma’s house always looked so inviting. Clara walked Kiki up the front steps, her excitement causing her to bounce up them. She knocked on the door and held her breath to keep from giggling.  
 
    Emma opened the door. Her eyes lit up at the sight of Clara and the puppy. "Oh, my goodness, what is this?" 
 
    "Remember that surprise I told you about?"  
 
    Emma nodded and held the door open for Clara to step past her.  
 
    "Well, here she is." 
 
    Emma laughed and bent down to rub Kiki behind the ears. "She's precious. Where did you get her?" 
 
    "Anthony got her for me. Picked her up at the local shelter." Clara laughed as Kiki jumped up to lick Emma's face.  
 
    "She's perfect, Clara." Emma stood and headed into the kitchen. Clara followed, Kiki at her heels. As they piled food onto their plates, they talked about their week and what they’d done. Clara told Emma about her classes, trying to keep the dinner conversation light. Kiki lay down at Clara's feet, her head between her paws. That night, Emma had put together a chili with crackers. She poured fresh lemonade into two glasses. Clara smacked her lips at the tartness of the lemonade.  
 
    After dinner, they headed into the living room and settled in on Emma's bright yellow couch. Clara still marveled that she’d managed to find a yellow couch in the first place. Tucking her bare feet under her, Clara absently rubbed Kiki's head from where the dog sat on the floor by Clara. Emma watched her for a minute before speaking. "Something's on your mind. Tell me." 
 
    Clara sighed. "It's this case, the one about the dead frat boy."  
 
    Emma nodded.  
 
    "Well, I don't know where to go from here. Normally, I have a clear direction. But this one, I don't know. I'm missing something. I just don't know what." 
 
    Emma tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. "Well, what do you have so far?" 
 
    Clara lifted her hand, counting off what she knew on her fingers. "Clint and Darren, the head of the frat house now, were fighting over a girl, Hailey. Hailey has dated just about everyone in that house. At the time of Clint's death, Hailey was planning to choose Clint. She even told her best friend so. Her best friend, in turn, may have mentioned this to Darren, the day before Clint died." Clara sighed. "But would Darren have killed Clint for a girl? A girl, mind you, who ended up breaking his heart?" Clara shook her head. "I just don't know." 
 
    Emma rubbed her chin and looked down at Kiki. "My first question would be for the friend. Why did she tell Darren anything?" 
 
    Clara looked up, meeting Emma's gaze. "Well, that's easy. She had a thing for him." 
 
    "And telling him achieved what?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "You know, I'm not sure. It didn't really seem to matter at the time, but now that you mention it, that does seem kind of odd. Like, why tell him? What was she hoping to accomplish?" 
 
    "Do you think she thought he’d turn to her if the other girl was no longer a viable option?" 
 
    Clara snapped her fingers. "Ms. Emma, you’re good at this. That's brilliant." 
 
    Emma smiled. "I watch a lot of crime shows. They give you ideas." 
 
    Clara laughed, the sound filling the room. She looked around and noticed a new picture on Emma's mantle of Emma and Harry. Clara stood and walked over to examine the picture more closely. "This is such a good shot of the two of you." 
 
    Emma smiled. "Harry insisted we take it together. He framed it for me." 
 
    Clara looked over at Emma. "Have you told your children about him?" 
 
    Emma's smile faded. "No, not yet. I'm not sure they’d understand." 
 
    Clara reached across the couch to touch Emma's hand. "What is there to understand? You have another grandson. It's not a big deal." 
 
    Emma sighed. "My kids are, um, odd. They see anyone who’s not them as a threat. To their inheritance, I suppose." 
 
    Clara's eyebrows shot up. "Inheritance?" 
 
    Emma chuckled. "Not that there is one. They assume there is. But there isn't. Their daddy was good at keeping us afloat, but he wasn't rich. I'm comfortable, but they won't be getting a huge sum." 
 
    "But they’d see Harry as a threat to whatever they thought they’d be getting?"  
 
    Emma nodded.  
 
    Clara snorted. "That's just unfair." 
 
    "I know Harry wants to meet them. And I'd love to introduce him to them, but I don't want him to get his hopes up and then have it not work out. My second husband was a shrewd man, and his children all inherited that from him." 
 
    Clara smirked. "Not a bad thing to inherit, most of the time." 
 
    Emma looked down at Clara's hand on top of hers. "Sometimes I wish they were more like me."  
 
    Clara squeezed her hand, trying to make her feel better. Emma smiled, squeezing back.  
 
    Looking at the clock, Clara stood, realizing she had to get home if she wanted to get a good night's sleep. Emma walked her to the door and wrapped her in a hug as she left. "Thank you for coming over. And bringing this joy with you." 
 
    Clara hugged her back. "Thank you for the lovely meal. And the talk. It always helps." 
 
    As Clara walked down to her car, Emma called out, "Bring her again." Clara nodded, unable to keep the grin off her face. At least one thing had worked out today. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12. Denise Finds a Clue 
 
   C lara spent the weekend focusing mostly on her classes and her homework. Anthony stopped by on Saturday to take Kiki to a puppy training class. Briefly, he told Clara that Charlie and Darren were now not speaking to each other. Clara thought it was silly for them to get so mad at each other. Then she considered the idea that Darren may have killed Clint and was mad at Charlie for pursuing the murder. Clara shook off the thought, remembering that Charlie had been pretty adamant that Darren wasn't the killer. Clara still thought that Gabriel Pace may have had something to do with it. She wondered if the boys had figured out which girl he’d met up with. She thought about calling them for an update but decided that giving them more things to speculate about wasn't going to help the case.  
 
    Monday evening, Denise and Clara met in the library, biology books in hand. They spent the better part of two hours quizzing each other, flipping through notecards, and discussing the upcoming test. Clara rubbed her eyes and yawned. "I think we need a coffee break." 
 
    Denise looked at her watch. "Oh, yeah, it's getting late. We can grab a coffee off-campus." She looked around the library, then back at Clara. "I've got some info for you. But I don't feel comfortable talking about it here."  
 
    Clara nodded and gathered up her study stuff. They headed out the door, not looking back. 
 
    The coffee shop to which Denise led Clara was dimly lit, with jazz music playing softly in the background. Unlike the place where Clara had met Tonya, this shop had a welcoming vibe. Decorated in browns and greens, it had a more homey feel. Pastries sat cooling by the front counter, ready to melt in your mouth. Clara ordered a coffee and a slice of coffee cake, while Denise got a Frappuccino and a bagel. They found a booth in the back, near shelves full of coffee mugs for sale. After taking a bite of her coffee cake, Clara looked at Denise. "What did you learn?" 
 
    "Tonya is crazy." 
 
    Clara's mouth fell open. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "She's obsessed. With Darren, from what I could gather. She wanted him more than she's ever wanted anything in her life. Tried super hard to take his attention off of Hailey. To the point where she ended up naked in his bed one night. He had to call the sorority girls to come get her." 
 
    Clara took a sip of coffee, processing the information. "So, Tonya was crazy about Darren but he wasn't interested. Any idea why?" 
 
    Denise shook her head, her gold hoop earrings swinging gently. "No. You've met her. She's not ugly or anything. But he was hung up on Hailey for some reason and Tonya wasn't her." 
 
    "What did Tonya do?" 
 
    Denise rolled her eyes. "This is going to sound pathetic. I'm embarrassed for her." She took a breath. "She decided that if she couldn't have him, she’d help him win Hailey. At least, that's what she told the other girls. It's mainly why she and Hailey got so close, because she was trying to get inside info for Darren. Telling him what Hailey liked, what she wanted to do, that sort of thing. Even with her help, Darren wasn't going to win Hailey." 
 
    "Did this upset Tonya?" 
 
    Denise nodded. "Immensely. She couldn't figure out what was so special about Clint. In her mind, Darren had it all." 
 
    Chewing on another bite, Clara thought about this. “Do you think Tonya had it in her to kill Clint? If she thought it would help Darren, make him appreciate her, do you think she would have?" 
 
    Denise shrugged, taking a swig of coffee. Her eyes met Clara's. "No idea. How would that help her accomplish her goal? He’d still date Hailey. It wouldn't get her any closer to him." 
 
    Clara sighed. "You're right. This is just so muddled." 
 
    "Aren't most murders?" 
 
    Clara smirked. "You're the second person to ask me that. And, yes, they are, but normally they really start coming together the more you poke at them. This one isn't. There doesn't seem to be a motive for Clint to have been killed." 
 
    "Not yet anyway. Maybe you need to talk to Tonya again?" 
 
    Clara laughed. "I like the way you think." She drained her coffee cup. "Thank you for this. And for studying with me." 
 
    Denise smiled, flashing her perfect teeth. "No problem. This is fun. All of it." She said it so sincerely that Clara believed her. Maybe she’d found a friend here. They walked out together, enjoying the company and the evening chill. 
 
    *** 
 
    Clara decided the next day that her next visit to Tonya would be at home. Get a feel for her, see how she lived. She looked up Tonya in an online directory to get her address and phone number. Clara dialed her phone and held her breath. When Tonya answered, Clara plowed forward. "Tonya, hey, it's Clara, the girl you spoke to last week?"  
 
    Tonya grunted an acknowledgment.  
 
    "Well, I really loved our talk and was wondering if you’d mind having another? I can come to you? Bring desert?" 
 
    "Sure, fine, whatever." Tonya rattled off her address, confirming what Clara had gotten online, and told her to be at her place by 7 p.m. Clara stopped at the store to grab a key lime pie before heading over to Tonya's. Anthony had already picked up Kiki for a training class and Clara expected to make it back to the apartment before he did.  
 
    She rang the buzzer for Tonya's apartment, then took in the weeds in the sidewalk, the brown grass in front of the apartment, and the rundown condition of the building. Grey paint cracked and peeled on the wall. Some of the windows had screens, but many didn't and those that did had holes in them. Against the wall near the door, several plants grew up toward the lowest window, their leaves the only green Clara noticed.  
 
    The second time Clara buzzed, Tonya answered. "Yeah?" 
 
    "Tonya, it's me, Clara. I'm here with dessert." 
 
    "Come in." Tonya buzzed Clara in and the front door clicked. Clara pushed it open and walked up two flights of stairs to Tonya's apartment. She knocked on the door and held the pie out in front of her like a peace offering. Tonya yanked open the door, the hinges screeching in protest. "Hey." 
 
    Clara stepped in and looked around the apartment. None of the furniture matched. It all seemed to have come from different places. The only nice thing in the whole place was the big-screen TV in the living room. Tonya also seemed to favor bean bags for chairs and she didn't have a dining room set. Not that there was much space for it in her small place.  
 
    "So, what did you want to ask me?" Tonya crossed her arms over her ample chest—something Clara hadn't noticed when Tonya was in business attire. Now, here in her home, she wore grey workout shorts and a black sports bra, leaving almost nothing to the imagination.  
 
    Clara set the pie on the counter and toyed with the edges of the container. "Did you try to help Darren win Hailey?" 
 
    Tonya rolled her eyes and blew out a breath. "Seriously? That's what you're here about? I thought you were doing an article on the sororities or something." 
 
    Clara blushed. "Yes, that's what I told you." Clara's mind raced as she tried to come up with a reason why she’d be so interested. "Look, I'll be straight with you. My boyfriend is in this frat now and I'm just worried that these guys are a bad influence. And Hailey is always there and I just don't know if I can trust her or not." She gave Tonya her most charming smile. 
 
    Tonya smiled back, a chuckle escaping her lips. "You can't, I'll tell you that right now."  
 
    Clara inclined her head.  
 
    "I thought I could, I thought I was her closest friend, and she stabbed me in the back." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    Tonya pulled two mismatching plates out of her cupboard. Her all-white kitchen was the only freshly painted part of her apartment. She cut two pieces out of the pie, then handed one to Clara. Tonya walked over to one bean bag and gestured toward the other one for Clara. Clara sat, trying not to dump the whole pie in her lap. Once settled, she nodded for Tonya to continue.  
 
    "Hailey kept telling me that if it didn't work out between her and Darren, if she chose Clint instead, I could have Darren. Come to find out, that was never the case. The night before Clint died, she told me she was going to pick Clint, but she also planned to keep Darren on the back burner, just in case." 
 
    Clara's eyebrows shot up. "Just in case?" 
 
    Tonya nodded. "She had a really good feeling about Clint, or so she said, but she also said you could never be too sure about these things." Tonya snorted. "Anyway, I told her I’d tell Darren the truth and she laughed in my face. I was mad. I went over to the frat and told Darren." Tonya blushed. "Well, mostly told him. I told him she intended to pick Clint. Before I could get any further, he told me to butt out and mind my own business. Then he said that he never wanted to see me again." 
 
    "That's it?" Clara tried to hide her confusion. So, Darren hadn’t believed Tonya about Hailey. Big deal. Hailey wouldn't let Darren go. Sounded like typical Hailey. 
 
    Tonya snorted. "That's it? That was my whole life. I’d spent most of that year living and breathing Darren. I helped him with homework, helped him with Hailey, did everything I could to get his attention. Then he turns on me, and all because before I even got to the frat house, she’d called and told him I was obsessed and crazy about him. He wouldn't speak to me after that. I left college that summer, never to return." 
 
    Clara shoved a bite of pie into her mouth, trying to sort it all out. She swallowed as she chose her words wisely. "So, Hailey set you up to look stupid?"  
 
    "Hailey's evil." Tonya took another bite of pie. "She cares only about Hailey. She takes what she wants, no matter how much it hurts another person."  
 
    Clara set down her plate, her pie half-eaten. She leaned forward and wrapped her hands around her legs. "And Darren believed her over you."  
 
    Tonya nodded.  
 
    "Which hurt you?" 
 
    Tonya sighed. "I thought that at the very least, Darren and I were friends. That he’d see that Hailey was lying and believe me. He didn't. It broke my heart." Tonya glanced up at her clock over her TV. Clara followed her gaze, catching the hint.  
 
    "Thanks for the info. So, I'm not wrong in my suspicions about her?" 
 
    Tonya shook her head. "Definitely not. Honestly, when Clint died, she wasn't even that broken up about it. Moved right on to Darren. Clint heard me tell Darren that Hailey wouldn't choose him. He had seemed elated at the time." Tonya stood, brushing off her shorts. "Between you and me, it always seemed kinda fishy that he offed himself. Didn't strike me as that kind of guy." 
 
    Clara thanked Tonya and headed to her car. Once inside, she called Anthony.  
 
    "Hey, where are you?" he asked. 
 
    "Heading home now. Wait for me? I wanna talk." Clara prayed he didn't have other plans. 
 
    "Of course. See you when you get here."  
 
    Clara drove to her place, ideas tumbling through her mind.  
 
    After pulling into her parking spot, she hopped out of her car and rushed up to her apartment. She could hear Anthony playing with Kiki on the other side of the door and it brought a smile to her face. When she walked inside, she was rushed by a very happy puppy, who wasn't really a little puppy anymore. Kiki had started to fill out, growing taller every day. "How did she do?" 
 
    "Wonderful, as always. She's a smart dog." Anthony bit his lip. "What did you want to talk about?" 
 
    Clara took his hand and led him over to her couch. "I spoke to Tonya again tonight. Trying to get more info out of her. Clint overheard her tell Darren that Hailey was going to pick Clint. If he rubbed that in Darren's face, maybe it made him snap." 
 
    Anthony shook his head. "Darren is too calm for that." 
 
    Clara groaned. "Tonya is still pretty pissed at Hailey. She had a thing for Darren, and Hailey ruined any chance she had of being with him." Clara bolted upright, her mouth hanging open. Anthony gave her a concerned look. "Tonya!" 
 
    "What about her?" 
 
    Clara grabbed Anthony's hands. "What if Tonya did it? For revenge?" 
 
    Anthony narrowed his eyes. "Revenge?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "She said today that Hailey ruined her life when she turned Darren against her. What if she decided to ruin Hailey's life by taking Clint out of the equation entirely?" 
 
    Anthony pulled one hand free and scratched his chin. "You think she’d do that?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "It's the best theory I've got. This isn’t an easy one to solve. Not having a clear motive makes it super hard." 
 
    Anthony looked down at his hands. "Not like my brother." 
 
    Clara blushed. "Anthony, Andrew made it easy. He wasn't a nice person to begin with. He didn't hide it very well." 
 
    Anthony nodded. "I know. Part of me just always wonders if there was something I could've done to help him." 
 
    Clara moved closer and cupped his face in her hands. "There was nothing. You were the best big brother anyone could ask for. That's why he admired you so much." She kissed him and he wrapped his arms around her. They stayed like that for a bit, enjoying each other. Then Anthony pulled away and looked over at the clock. 
 
    "I gotta run. Have some studying to do. I'll run your Tonya theory past Charlie." 
 
    "I'll need to talk to Darren eventually. Get his impression of Tonya."  
 
    Anthony nodded and gave her one last kiss before heading to the door. Clara gathered up Kiki and headed to bed, not completely satisfied with her theory. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13. Clara Asks for Advice 
 
   M onday afternoon, Clara slipped into the Evidence room to see Morgan. If anyone could help her figure this out, it’d be him. He was bent over a crossword puzzle, a steaming cup of coffee next to his elbow. He didn't even look up when she walked in. "Bored at college?" 
 
    Clara sat at the desk next to his and crossed her legs. Her pleated black skirt and matching black flats made her feel exposed next to Morgan's primly pressed suit. "I wanted to get your take on this case. You worked it with Will. You don't seem as upset as he is." 
 
    Morgan smiled. "I let Will take point. This was the first case where he called all the shots. So it rubs him wrong that he didn't get it right." 
 
    Clara tapped her chin. "So, what's your take?" 
 
    "I don't think the kid killed himself. Back when we investigated it, it seemed like a pretty open-and-shut case. But the friend was always pretty adamant that he didn't." 
 
    "Only one friend? What did the others say?" 
 
    Morgan opened the drawer of his desk and pulled out a worn-out notepad. He looked over at Clara. "I keep all my notes." She nodded, not bothering to mention that her dad was the same way. He flipped through the pages, skimming the lines he’d written. Finally, he stopped and set down the notebook. "One other friend did seem pretty concerned and agreed with Charlie." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "A Darren Konklin."  
 
    Clara's mouth fell open. "Darren agreed that it wasn't suicide? Why didn't Charlie tell me that?" 
 
    "Hard feelings?" At Clara's confused look, Morgan continued. "That was Darren's initial interview. He was just as adamant as Charlie that it wasn't suicide. Then, about two weeks later, when we went back to interview them again, Darren had come around to everyone else's way of thinking. The only one still saying that Clint didn't kill himself was Charlie." Morgan read some more, then looked back up. "Everyone seemed pretty mad at him about his stance, too." 
 
    "They still are." Clara stood and paced in front of the desk. "I'm just not sure why. Why does this bother them so much?" 
 
    "Maybe they don't like the idea that one of them might be a killer." 
 
    Clara stopped and looked at Morgan. "Good point." She slumped into the chair and leaned back to look up at the ceiling. "I spoke to the girl who was obsessed with Darren. I get the feeling she would've done anything for him. I'm just not sure she would've killed someone for him. I want to talk to him to see what he thinks." 
 
    "Can't hurt, right?" 
 
    "No, but it might make him mad at Charlie. If he's not already mad at him." 
 
    "Won't know until you try."  
 
    Clara smiled at Morgan and stood up. She pulled on her backpack and headed to the door. "Thanks for letting me pick your brain."  
 
    He raised a hand in goodbye. "Anytime."  
 
    Clara headed out to the car, her eyes on the ground in front of her. In her car, she called Anthony. "Hey, I need to talk to Darren. Wanna bring him by my place tonight?"  
 
    Anthony agreed, saying they'd be there at 6 p.m. Clara stopped and got pizza on the way home, not really feeling in the mood to cook anything. This whole case was setting her on edge. She hated not knowing who the bad guy was. 
 
    *** 
 
    Darren strode into Clara's apartment at 6 on the dot, glancing around as he walked in. Kiki ran circles around him and Anthony, barking up at them. Grinning, Anthony bent down to scratch behind her ears. Darren joined him, then looked up at Clara.  
 
    "Welcome to my place. I've got pizza." Clara gulped down her nervousness. Darren wasn't as laidback as Charlie was. Tonight, his smile didn't reach his green eyes and his dimples stayed hidden. 
 
    After they’d stuffed themselves on pizza, Darren looked Clara straight in the eyes. "I'm here because you want to talk about Clint, aren't I?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "I'm sorry. I know that you want to keep it in the past, but he deserves justice." 
 
    Darren's shoulders sagged. "I knew it wasn't suicide." He looked down at the table. "I told the cops that initially. There's no way Clint would kill himself." 
 
    "What made you change your mind?"  
 
    Darren's eyes narrowed.  
 
    "I spoke to one of the officers who worked the case. He said you changed your story after two weeks." 
 
    "Pace convinced me it was in my best interest to do so."  
 
    Clara's eyebrows shot up.  
 
    "He said that if I wanted to one day be in his position, I had to play by the rules." 
 
    "Which meant going against your own instincts and claiming you thought your friend had killed himself?" 
 
    Darren nodded. "I hated it. Every time I said it, I could feel Clint's disappointment. And Charlie. He’d look at me with such anger." 
 
    "So, why didn't you just take it back?" 
 
    "I did, at least in private, to Charlie. It's how I got him to calm down that summer. I admitted that I agreed with him but we had to bide our time. If we were right, we might be living with a killer. Really, I needed Pace out of the house before I could do anything. Then Charlie jumped the gun and got you involved." Darren looked over at Anthony. "And you let him." 
 
    Anthony held up his hands. "Charlie asked if Clara was really as good at this as it seemed. I said she was. He asked me to give him a chance to talk to her, so I did. End of story." He winked at Clara, making her grin.  
 
    "What about Tonya?" 
 
    Darren looked confused. "Tonya? What about her?" 
 
    Clara bit her lip, uncertain. "Well, she had a crush on you. Did you know that?"  
 
    Darren nodded.  
 
    "She resents Hailey. Claims Hailey ruined her life. I think she may blame Clint as well." 
 
    Darren rolled her eyes. "Tonya had a crush that didn't go the way she wanted. I was always nice to her. Then she shows up at the house one night talking about how Hailey is using me and is planning to choose Clint over me and how I need to believe her. I decided that it had gone a little too far and told her to leave me alone." 
 
    "Did Hailey call and warn you?" 
 
    Darren nodded. "Yeah, she did. Said that Tonya was on a rampage about something. Girl stuff. I really didn't want to be involved." 
 
    "Do you think Tonya would've taken her anger out on Clint?" 
 
    "Clint was a big dude. Tonya's tiny. I'm not sure she'd have the strength to hurt him." 
 
    "He fought back but not very hard. Maybe he was drugged?" 
 
    Darren tapped his fingers on the table, thinking. "I mean, he'd been sick for a couple of days when he died. Throwing up a lot, having a hard time keeping anything down. Charlie tried to make him go to the doctor, but he kept saying he was fine, that it would get better. Then he died, so I don't know if it would have." 
 
    "Sick? That wasn't mentioned in any of the reports." Clara jumped up and rushed over to her backpack. She pulled out the autopsy report that Will had copied for her and scanned the sheets. “It’s not in the autopsy, either.” 
 
    Darren shrugged. "I don't think anyone thought it was a big deal. People get sick all the time." He stood and stretched his arms over his head. "Thank you for looking into this. I know everyone seems pretty upset about it but, really, we'd all like to know who did this to Clint." He nodded at Anthony, then headed out the door.  
 
    Anthony looked at Clara. "So, what do you think?"  
 
    She settled back at the table, the autopsy spread out in front of her. "I think I may now have a lead." 
 
    Anthony's eyebrows shot up. "How?" 
 
    "Clint was sick. No one mentioned it. Which means either it wasn't a big deal or Clint got sick a lot." 
 
    "Which means what?" 
 
    Clara shrugged. "Not sure yet. But I wonder what his toxicology report says." 
 
    Anthony cleared the dishes, giving Clara time to think. She jotted down notes in her notebook, humming to herself. This felt important, as though a piece of the puzzle she’d been missing had finally fallen into place. She wasn't sure how it tied into everything, but she’d find out. Anthony stood behind her, hands on her shoulders. "Have you started writing again?" 
 
    Clara looked up at him, confusion on her face. "Writing?" 
 
    "In your journal. You said that you hadn't since Alice got in here. I was just wondering if you'd taken it up again." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "Only a little. Not like I used to."  
 
    Anthony nodded, but Clara could see the worry in his face. Keeping a journal was something she’d done her whole life. Not keeping one felt weird. She’d started to write in it again, but it didn’t feel safe anymore. It felt forced. Until she felt natural doing it again, she wasn’t going to try.  
 
    Anthony kissed the top of her head. "I'm heading out. Keep me posted on what you figure out." Clara nodded, watching as he left. Then she picked up Kiki and took her to bed, knowing that she'd have to call Charlie in the morning. 
 
    *** 
 
    Clara gave Charlie until 8 a.m. before calling him. Curled up in bed with Kiki, she held the phone to her ear, her notebook beside her. Charlie picked up on the third ring, sounding groggy. "Hmph." 
 
    Clara tried to hold her laughter in. "Charlie? You awake?" 
 
    "I am now." She heard him moving around. "What's up?" 
 
    "Was Clint sick? Like, a lot?" 
 
    Clara heard him sigh. "Not as a kid. In fact, he was pretty healthy until we started college. Once we all pledged, he was getting sick all the time." 
 
    "Why didn't you say anything to the cops?" 
 
    "I didn't think it was a big deal. People get sick all the time." He paused. "Do you think he was poisoned or something?" Clara noted that both Charlie and Darren had said the same thing. Like they’d been told it over and over again. 
 
    "I'm not sure yet. I keep coming back to the idea that if someone killed him, he had to be pretty weak to let them just slit his wrists like they did. What were his symptoms?" 
 
    "Vomiting, headaches, shortness of breath. He was fatigued a lot, too. Slept all the time." Charlie snorted. "I remember him one time complaining of losing his strength. I just laughed at him. I thought he was joking." 
 
    Clara scribbled down what he said, nodding. Realizing he couldn't see her, she spoke out loud. "OK, perfect. I'm going to run down to the precinct today and see what the coroner thinks of these symptoms. Hopefully they have some blood they can run tests on." 
 
    "Thanks, Clara."  
 
    She smiled as she hung up, glad she could help. Then she dressed and grabbed a cup of coffee to sip while she took Kiki out. Knowing she wouldn't be able to head over to the precinct until that afternoon, she shot Will a text with the list of symptoms, asking him what he thought. Then Clara went to class, dreading another day of tests and work. She wanted to get to the precinct as soon as possible. 
 
    When Clara walked into Evidence that afternoon, Will and Harry were sitting with Morgan. All three looked up at her, smiles on their faces. Clara set her stuff down and hugged each one of them. "OK, so what do we got?" 
 
    Will looked down at his pad, then back up at her. "I talked to Doc. He still has some blood and tissue samples he can run tests on." 
 
    Clara looked surprised. "Why?" 
 
    Will shrugged. "Who knows? He's kind of eccentric and keeps everything." He looked up. "What are you thinking?" 
 
    Clara bit her lip, worried that her theory was wrong but deciding to put it out there anyway. "Tonya’s pretty mad at Hailey for what she said about her to Darren. What if Tonya wanted to get back at Hailey by taking away the one guy she liked? What if she was poisoning him, but it wasn't working fast enough, so she went over there the night he died and finished him off?" 
 
    Harry leaned forward, excitement on his face. "That's an interesting thought. The poison would make him sick enough that he'd end up not being able to fight her off." 
 
    "But how did she pull it off in a house full of people? And how did she manage to make only one person sick and not everyone else?" Will didn't seem to be shooting down Clara's idea, just adding to it. 
 
    Clara nodded. "Good point. I mean, she would've had to have been slipping it to him and only him. But she wasn't mad at Hailey until the day before he died. So, why would she have poisoned him before that?" 
 
    "Why don't we ask her?" Will said. 
 
    Will's phone rang, making them all jump. He answered and listened for a few minutes before hanging up. "Doc said he's going to run some more tests on the samples he has. According to him, it may take a while. Guess we'll have time to ask Miss Tonya a few more questions." 
 
    Clara nodded as she paced the floor. "Maybe being here will make her more nervous. Mind if I watch?" 
 
    Will looked at Morgan, who nodded. "Of course not."  
 
    Clara grinned and clapped her hands together. She loved watching them work.  
 
    Will raised an eyebrow at Morgan. "You wanna watch too?" 
 
    Morgan nodded. "It's always better to get outside observation. I want to see what the young lady has to say." He smiled at Clara. "I agree that our victim was probably poisoned. I'm curious as to the reason why." 
 
    Will looked at his watch. "If we bring her in now, we'll catch her off-guard. You think she's off work for the day?" 
 
    Clara glanced at her cell phone and nodded. "Definitely."  
 
    Will and Harry left, agreeing to let the other two know when they got back.  
 
    Clara settled into the second desk and pulled out her homework. She shot Denise a text, letting her know that she wouldn't be able to make it to study group that night. The response she got back seemed kind of sad and Clara vowed to make it up to her tomorrow night.  
 
    Poring over her homework, Clara didn't notice a young police officer slip in with food. Not until she smelled the grease did she look up, her stomach grumbling. "Where did that come from?" 
 
    Morgan smiled. "I figured we'd be here a while. I had one of the guys bring it up." He passed her a bag. "Enjoy."  
 
    Clara scarfed down the tacos. After wiping her mouth, she pulled out the chips, then smiled at Morgan. "I didn't even know I was hungry." Clara relished the food, realizing it had come from the taco truck that frequented the police station. 
 
    He leaned back, resting on hand on his stomach. "Your stomach did. It's been growling since the boys left." Clara blushed, making him chuckle. "It's OK. I get distracted and forget to eat sometimes, too." 
 
    Clara nodded, popping another chip into her mouth. "Hopefully we'll get some answers today." 
 
    Morgan sipped his coffee, watching her. "It's good to see you getting back to normal. It helps, trust me." 
 
    Clara looked at him in surprise. "With what?" 
 
    "The fright. The constant heart racing you've been feeling." At another blush from Clara, Morgan shook his head. "It's OK to feel those things. Having someone break into your home and hold you hostage, threatening to kill you? That would scare the most resilient person." He took another sip. "Will still has nightmares." 
 
    Clara's forehead wrinkled, her confusion evident on her face. "About Alice?" 
 
    Morgan shook his head. "About you. He never gets to you in time. And about me. The night I got stabbed." Morgan scratched his chin. "Will and I were partners. He was pretty green and I was showing him the ropes. The stabbing wasn't his fault at all, but he still has nightmares about it. Will takes things to heart. He stresses over them. He feels he could've done things differently for both of us."  
 
    Morgan’s phone chirped, bringing the conversation to a close. He stood and motioned for Clara to follow him. They stepped out of Evidence. Morgan locked the door behind them, then headed across the hall to one of the interrogation rooms. Stepping into the room, they looked through a two-way mirror to see Tonya sitting at a simple steel table, her hands resting on the cool surface in front of her. The room was dark, the floor a dark brown color, the walls painted a slightly lighter shade to match. The only other thing in the room was a camera mounted on the wall. Will and Harry were standing in the observation room, watching Tonya.  
 
    "Has she said anything yet?" Clara looked at them, then back at Tonya.  
 
    "No. Quiet as a church mouse on her way over here. We're giving her a few minutes to think about why she's here." Will shot her a smile.  
 
    Clara smiled back, then stepped up next to Harry. "She looks nervous." 
 
    Harry headed to the door, Will right behind him. "That's the point," Harry said. He winked and then stepped out, with Will pulling the door closed behind them.  
 
    Clara and Morgan turned to watch as the boys entered the other room. Will held a file, which he set down on the table before sitting across from Tonya. Harry stood, arms crossed, leaning against one of the walls. Today they both wore their uniforms, their shirts neatly pressed. Tonya looked from one to the other, then settled on Will.  
 
    "I know you," Tonya said. 
 
    Will nodded. "Yes, ma'am, you do. I talked to you a couple of years ago when Clint Howard died." 
 
    Tonya nodded. "That's right. You thought it was suicide." She looked over at Harry, then back to Will. "I take it he didn't kill himself?" 
 
    Will opened the file and set out a couple of pictures. He looked up at her. "That would be correct. Our initial assumption was wrong. Now we want to find out what really happened. We've been hearing some interesting things about you. You didn't like Clint very much, did you?" 
 
    Tonya snorted. "What was there to like? He was soft, such a baby at times. Got sick a lot, which made him seem kind of useless." She shrugged.  
 
    "Maybe you were making him sick? On purpose?" 
 
    Tonya's eyebrows shot up. "Why on earth would I do that? I didn't like him but I certainly didn't want him any sicker than he already was. Hailey was always over at that house, feeding him soup and taking him drinks to try to make him feel better. All she ever seemed to do was nurse him." Tonya sighed. "It's partly why she liked him so much. He needed her more than anyone else ever had." 
 
    Will leaned back and looked over at Harry. "So Hailey was taking him special food and drinks?" 
 
    Tonya nodded. "Oh, yeah, all the time. It made her feel so special." Tonya pulled out her purse and rummaged through it. "She wouldn't let anyone else eat anything she brought him, either. It was really strange." Tonya's head snapped up. She held a piece of gum in her hand. "Do you think she poisoned him? Maybe just enough to make him sick?" 
 
    Will looked at Harry, then back at Tonya. "That's what we're trying to find out. Do you really think she’d do that? Make him sick just so she could take care of him?" 
 
    Tonya shrugged, shoving the gum into her mouth. "Who knows? Hailey has a weird way of thinking."  
 
    Will stood and gathered the file. He looked down at Tonya, watching her chew. "Do you think Hailey killed Clint?" 
 
    Tonya shook her head. "Hailey is a lot of things but she’s not a killer. She loved taking care of Clint. Why would she end that?"  
 
    Will nodded, then motioned for Harry to follow him out of the room. They stepped back into the room where Clara and Morgan waited, looking to both for their thoughts.  
 
    Will sighed. "Would Hailey make Clint sick on purpose?"  
 
    Clara nodded. "I think so. Hailey loves attention. Imagine how much she’d get for being such a good girlfriend and always taking care of him." 
 
    Will scratched his chin. "And you wanted me to date her." 
 
    Clara laughed. "Thank goodness you never did." She paused and looked up at Will. "Wait, why didn't you recognize her?" Will looked confused, so Clara explained. "At the party. If you’d interviewed her, why didn't you recognize her?" 
 
    Will scratched the back of his neck, his face turning red. "Well, I thought I knew her from somewhere but I wasn't sure where. And I kept getting a bad feeling, which is why I never followed through. Guess this was why." 
 
    Morgan stepped forward and looked over his shoulder at Tonya through the mirror. "Might be a good idea to bring in Hailey. Now, while her friend is still here." 
 
    Will nodded. Harry followed him out of the room. Clara sat in one of the two chairs in the room, crossing her arms. "Hailey makes Clint sick so that she has to take care of him. But who killed him? Who saw Clint as a problem?" 
 
    Morgan scratched his bald head and looked back at Tonya. "I'm not sure. That part doesn't make sense. I agree with you that Hailey poisoning him would get her what she wanted. So, who would take advantage of his weakness and kill him?" 
 
    Clara looked up at Morgan. "I guess it's up to us to find out, right?"  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    While they waited, Clara pulled out her biology book and flipped through her notecards. An hour later, Harry walked into the interrogation room and pulled out Tonya. Will brought in Hailey, sitting her in the seat that Tonya had just vacated, ensuring that they saw each other passing in the hall. Clara looked up at Morgan, who winked, a grin on his face. Clara chuckled, then watched as Will went over the same spiel with Hailey, only this time with added suggestions. 
 
    "So, did you like that Clint was sick all the time?" 
 
    Hailey's head popped up. "What?" 
 
    "Clint, you know, the guy who died while he was seeing you? He was sick a lot, wasn't he?" Will shuffled a couple of papers around, trying to make it look like the report was in front of him. 
 
    Hailey paled, her eyes returning to her hands. "I was just being nice. I'd bring him soup, feed him when he couldn't feed himself. He appreciated it. We talked a lot while I took care of him. We got close." Clara watched as Hailey's chest heaved. The girl looked like she was going to cry. When Hailey looked back up at Will, tears were shimmering in her baby blues. In her low-cut red top and short black skirt, she looked like a sad cheerleader.  
 
    "Close enough that you were the only one caring for him every time he got sick. Why didn't you tell the cops how sick he was?" 
 
    Hailey shrugged. "Gabriel said it wasn't a big deal. That people got sick all the time and it wasn't something the cops would be interested in. Even Charlie seemed to think it wasn't a big deal." Hailey's eyed hardened. "No one seemed to care that my Clint was dead."  
 
    Clara pulled out her notebook, showing Morgan that Darren and Charlie had said the same thing. Now they knew where they had all gotten it from. 
 
    Will leaned forward. "Oh, we care. And we know he was murdered. What we want to figure out is by whom and why." 
 
    "And you think I had something to do with it? I loved him." Tears started slipping down Hailey’s cheeks. She was really laying it on heavy. 
 
    Will pulled out his notebook and skimmed what he’d written. "And yet you told Tonya you were keeping Darren on the back burner, just in case it didn't work out?" 
 
    Hailey snorted. "Tonya? Really? Is that why she was here?" Hailey sighed, laying her hands flat on the table. "Look, Tonya had a thing for Darren. Real obsessed with him. Can't blame her, he's handsome. But she had it in her head that by feeding him info on me, she was getting closer to him, like they were becoming pals or friends or something. And then one day I'd break his heart and he'd turn to her." Hailey flipped one of her two braids over her shoulder, rolling her eyes. "Like that would ever happen. Darren wasn't interested. All I did was push her over the edge so she could reveal to him how truly crazy she was. It wasn't hard to do. One sentence from me and she stormed over to that house like a banshee. Easy, peasy." 
 
    Will looked up at the camera, his eyebrows raised.  
 
    Clara shrank back in her chair, a blush creeping up her neck. "I get it. No more matchmaking."  
 
    Morgan snorted from where he stood by the window, indicating he didn't believe her.  
 
    "Did Clint say anything to you about her coming over to the house?" Will asked. 
 
    Hailey nodded. "Oh, yeah. It was pretty funny. She spent most of the night after Darren kicked her out on the front porch, begging and pleading for Darren to talk to her. Gabriel took her home when it finally got to be too much. She left school shortly after that. She couldn't take it." 
 
    "Couldn't take what?" 
 
    "All the teasing and looks and whispers. She really made a fool of herself, all over some guy." 
 
    Clara looked over at Morgan. “Gabriel took her home? I thought the girls came and got her?”  
 
    Morgan squinted and looked back at Hailey through the window. 
 
    "But you’d never do that?" Will asked. Hailey looked up at him. He stood with his hands placed on the table. "You would never lose it over some guy?" 
 
    Hailey crossed her arms and leaned away. She looked over at Harry, who was watching from his spot on the wall. "Look, Clint is the only guy I ever bent over backward for. After he died, I decided to look out for me and me alone. No one else was going to do it." Again, those tears appeared but she blinked them away. Clara realized for the first time that Hailey must have really cared about Clint. Especially if she was still this worked up after all this time. 
 
    Harry stood up straight and walked toward Hailey. "Would Gabriel Pace have any reason to get rid of Clint?" 
 
    Hailey seemed to think about that for a moment. "I mean, maybe? Gabriel wasn't happy that Clint made it as a pledge. I mean, at first he was fine, but then Clint started getting sick all the time, which made it hard for him to do anything around the house, or really even participate. Gabriel had mentioned wanting to kick him out but the others had told him he couldn't do that. Discrimination and all that." 
 
    Will looked to Harry, who nodded as he jotted something in his notebook. Will continued his line of questioning. "So, you weren't the one making Clint sick?" 
 
    Hailey laughed, her whole body shaking with it. "Wait, what? Me, make him sick? I wouldn't even know how to go about that. I was just taking care of him." 
 
    "But you were bringing him soup and stuff. That only he could eat."  
 
    Hailey's eyes grew wide as saucers.  
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "That evil, conniving, stupid-" 
 
    Will held up a hand. "Be more specific." 
 
    "Tonya. Tonya was the one who liked to cook in the house. She was always making something. I'm not good in the kitchen at all. Burn stuff all the time. So, I asked Tonya to make extra helpings for Clint whenever she cooked. She didn't seem to mind, always had a bowl or something waiting for me to take to him. I never asked what was inside it. Why would she do that to him?" Hailey's voice went up an octave as she realized that the person she believed to be her best friend may have poisoned the man she loved.  
 
    Will looked up at Harry. "Tonya still here?" 
 
    Harry shook his head. "Nah, I let her head home. We can pick her up again."  
 
    Will nodded, letting Hailey know she was free to go.  
 
    Hailey looked up at him, her eyes narrowing. "I know you, don't I?" 
 
    Will nodded. "Yes, ma'am. I investigated this case the first time around." Without waiting for a reply, he and Harry headed back out to Tonya's place. Hailey sat in the room, staring at the mirror. Clara knew she couldn't see through it, but she still felt like Hailey was looking right at her.  
 
    "Clara, you're in there, aren't you? I know he was at that party. That's where I recognize him from. Why are you hiding?"  
 
    Clara groaned and looked up at Morgan. "Do I have to go in there?" 
 
    He shook his head. "No, but maybe she'll talk to you." 
 
    Clara sighed and slowly stood. Then she walked out one door and into the other, stopping in the doorway. Hailey turned to look at her, anger in her eyes. Her hair had come loose from its braids, blonde tendrils surrounding her face. With smudged makeup and the lighting in the room, she looked much older than she actually was.  
 
    "I wasn't hiding. I'm not allowed in interrogations." 
 
    "But you put them up to this."  
 
    Clara walked over to the vacant seat and plopped down across from Hailey. "I didn't put them up to anything. Tonya mentioned you. She's the one who said that you were bringing food to Clint that only he could eat." 
 
    Hailey threw her hands up. "But she's the one who made it. Every time I asked her to teach me how to cook, she'd tell me that she'd do it later. She even had her own little herb garden in the back. She was very into growing her own stuff."  
 
    Clara turned to look through the mirror, her mouth falling open. If Tonya had been poisoning Clint, maybe the plants were still at the sorority house. Then she turned back to Hailey. "Did you guys keep the herb garden?"  
 
    Hailey shrugged. "I think so. We don't use it but it's good character-building for the younger girls to maintain it." Her eyes met Clara's. "Do you think the poison she was using is still there?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "I sure do. And I think someone should go collect some samples before Tonya remembers that garden and tries to destroy it." Clara pulled out her phone and dialed Will's number. When it sent her to voicemail, Clara left a brief message about the garden and the address of the sorority. She glanced at Hailey. "Do they have permission to collect samples?" 
 
    Hailey nodded. "I want to get her as much as they do." 
 
    Clara set down her phone and looked at her hands. "Why would Tonya poison Clint?" 
 
    Hailey shook her head. "I don't know. It doesn't make any sense. I’d say she did it because she thought she was helping me and Clint get closer so that she could have Darren. But he started getting sick before I even showed an interest in him." 
 
    Clara couldn't help but look confused. "But how? Using you to make him sick was easy. How did she do it before that?" 
 
    Hailey bit her lip. "We do a lot of events with that particular frat. It could be that during those events, she was giving him a drink with whatever poison was in it. It would be a lot of work to make sure he didn’t hand it off to anyone, but it’d still be possible. But if it got Tonya what she wanted, she’d do it. She's very persistent." Hailey stood and grabbed her keys off the table. "I'm heading home. Keep me posted on what happens?"  
 
    Clara's brow furrowed.  
 
    Hailey sighed. "Just because I moved on and dated other people doesn't mean I don't still care or think about Clint. To be honest, if he’d lived, I don't think I'd be dating anyone else right now." She walked out, not looking back.  
 
    Clara followed her out, then headed back to the other room to talk to Morgan.  
 
    He sat in the chair she’d vacated, arms crossed. "See, told you she’d talk to you." 
 
    Clara rubbed the back of her neck. "Yeah, that was a good tip. If we can identify the plant, it’ll be easier to find it in the samples." 
 
    Morgan nodded. "Instead of searching blindly, we'll know what to ask for." Morgan's phone buzzed, making Clara jump. He raised an eyebrow at her as he pulled it out of his pocket. After listening for a couple of seconds, he said goodbye and looked up at Clara. "Tonya's gone. Looks like she packed a bag and took off. One neighbor said she pulled up some plants by the front entrance before heading to her car." He stood, heading to the door. "We're going to put out an APB on her car, but I don't know that we'll have any luck finding her. She might stay low until she thinks this has all blown over." 
 
    Clara followed him out of the room. "I still don't understand why she was poisoning him. It wasn't for Hailey, so why?" 
 
    Morgan looked over his shoulder at her. "Some people do things just because they're evil, Clara." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "I get that. I've met someone like that. But it just doesn't make sense to me. I don't think Tonya is that kind of person." Clara glanced at her watch. "Anyway, I gotta head home. Keep me posted." Morgan nodded and headed back to Evidence while Clara went in the opposite direction, to the elevators. She drove home in silence, with everything Tonya and Hailey had said running through her head. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, Clara called her dad while getting ready for school. He sounded way too chipper for so early in the morning. "Dad?" 
 
    "Good morning, sweetie. How is college treating you?" 
 
    In her mind's eye, Clara could picture her father, sitting at the desk in his den, surrounded by bookshelves full of old cop books and crossword puzzles, clicking away at his computer while drinking his morning cup of coffee. His dark hair would be unruly, having not yet been combed for the day. When she was last home, she’d noticed that streaks of grey now ran through it. The laugh lines around his hazel eyes would be prominent in the early morning light. "I'm not dead yet, so I guess it's OK." 
 
    He barked out a laugh. "I guess that's one way to look at it. What's on your mind?" 
 
    Clara smiled, happy that he was so to the point. "I've been helping out with a case and something is irritating me about it."  
 
    Her dad waited while she gathered her thoughts.  
 
    "There's no clear motive, Dad. A boy is dead. He was being poisoned, but that's not even what killed him. Someone slit his wrists to make it look like suicide. But there were abrasions on his arms and I just don't know how to figure out why he was even killed. I mean, nothing seems to make sense. And some random girl was poisoning him, but not even for the reasons that I thought she was." Clara sighed. "I feel like I'm losing my touch." 
 
    Her dad chuckled. "We all feel like that sometimes. Some cases just don't make sense. Evil is evil." 
 
    "But Dad, I know there's a reason. I can feel it. I just can't see it." 
 
    "So, map it out." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    She heard her dad adjust positions in his chair. "Map it out. Map out all the information you do have and see where it leads you. On a board, like we used to do here. It’ll help you see what you’re missing once all the pieces are together in front of you." 
 
    Clara grinned, her toothbrush in her hand. "Dad, that's brilliant." 
 
    He chuckled. "That's why I get paid the big bucks. Now get to school. I'll talk to you later. Love you."  
 
    Clara hung up and continued brushing her teeth as she thought about what her dad had said. Mapping it out shouldn't be too hard. She already had all the information to do so. She decided that after studying that night with Denise, that's exactly what she’d do. Feeling her spirits rise, she headed out to class, unable to keep the excitement from her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14. Denise Offers to Help 
 
   C lara bounced in her seat, barely keeping her excitement under control. She couldn't stay focused on biology, and Denise kept looking over at her, confusion on her face. Clara tapped her pen on the table and looked down at her watch. Denise pushed her book away from her and turned her full attention to Clara. "What is up with you? You haven't been focused all evening." 
 
    Clara looked down at her book, then back up at Denise. "My dad gave me some advice on how to put together the pieces of this case and I can't wait to get home to do it." 
 
    Denise smiled. "Really? What did he suggest?" 
 
    Clara leaned in, her eyes bright. "He suggested I map out everything. Put together all the pieces I have to see what they give me." 
 
    Denise rubbed her hands together, her eyes dancing. "We could put it on a board and everything." 
 
    Clara sat back. "We? You want to do this with me?" 
 
    Denise nodded. "Oh, Clara, this is so exciting. I want to help." She started shoving her books and papers into her backpack, not noticing Clara's mouth hanging open. Turning back to Clara, she stopped. "Is it OK if I help?" 
 
    Clara nodded as she threw her stuff in her bag. "Definitely. Let's go back to my place." They left the library, unable to keep their voices low. They didn't notice Hailey peaking around the corner of one of the shelves, her eyes following them out the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    Back at Clara's place, while Clara set up a whiteboard in the middle of her living room, Denise started sorting out the information that Clara had printed out. When she saw the whiteboard, Denise grinned. "Where did you get that?" 
 
    Clara laughed. "My dad. He knows me too well." She held up the markers. "And my mom. Team effort." 
 
     Denise chuckled, looking around the kitchen. "Got any tape?"  
 
    "And string. So we can connect the dots." Clara pulled tape and string from a drawer, then paused to start a pot of coffee. "We might need that, too."  
 
    Denise looked around at everything scattered on the table. "Oh, we definitely will."  
 
    Clara stared at the board, her eyes narrowed. "What do we label this?" 
 
    "Justice for Clint." Denise stepped up next to Clara and passed her a blue marker. "For him."  
 
    Clara nodded and wrote the title on the board. Denise stepped up beside her and taped a picture of Clint underneath. Clara's heart hurt at how young he looked—his dark hair brushed back from his face, a dimpled chin his most discerning feature.  
 
    Denise passed Clara two more pictures, ones she’d printed out from the internet. "Hailey and Tonya, the two women who rocked his world." 
 
    Clara taped both underneath his picture, then used pieces of string to connect Clint’s picture to each of the girls’. "Hailey was taking care of him, but Tonya was making him sick. Why?" 
 
    "We’ll figure that out,” Denise said. She passed over a picture of Darren, one that Clara had taken while she was over at the frat. Clara taped his picture under Hailey's, connecting him to Hailey and Tonya.  
 
    Stepping back, Clara sighed. "There's so much missing." She pulled out a red marker and started writing notes under each picture. Under Tonya, she wrote, "loves to cook, poisoned Clint." Under Hailey's picture, she wrote, "took care of Clint, friends with Tonya." She looked at Darren's photo, pausing before writing "friend of Clint's, dated Hailey" under it. She looked at Denise. "Anything else?" 
 
    "Gabriel Pace." She handed Clara a picture of Pace from the newspaper. Clara taped it on the board, in the bottom right corner.  
 
    "I'm just not sure how he fits yet. Maybe connected to Darren?" Denise nodded, so Clara attached the strings to the pictures. Both girls stepped back and looked at the board. "Why did Tonya poison Clint?" Clara asked. 
 
    Denise looked at Clara, her confusion matching how Clara felt. Clara wrote a red question mark under Tonya's picture.  
 
    "That's the thing that's puzzling me,” Denise said. “She was poisoning him before Hailey showed interest. Honestly, you could say she was poisoning him for Hailey." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "No, that doesn't feel right, either. Hailey was completely in shock when she realized that was why Clint was always so sick." Clara started pacing in front of the board. "But what was she making him sick with?" 
 
    Just then, her phone rang, pulling her away from the board. Clara grabbed it, mouthing an apology to Denise. "Hello?" 
 
    "Hey, Clara. It's Will." He paused, sounding out of breath. "We made it over to the sorority house. Dug up a bunch of plants. Doc is going to take a look at them for us, give us his thoughts before we get some tests done on them." 
 
    "Thanks, Will. Keep me posted." She hung up and looked over at Denise. "So, we may know what plant she was using. That's something." Clara bit her lip. "I know we’re missing something. A piece that might make this clearer." Her eyes fell to Gabriel Pace's picture. "There's more to his story. To him, this is more than just protecting the frat." 
 
    "I could ask around about him, find out what the girls know." 
 
    Clara grinned. "That would be awesome. Thank you."  
 
    Denise nodded and looked over at Clara's clock.               "I should head home. Got an early start tomorrow."  
 
    Clara helped Denise gather up her stuff, then walked her down to her car. She wrapped her arms around herself as Denise climbed into her car.  
 
    "Thanks for coming over to help me. This was fun," Clara said. 
 
    "I didn't realize how exciting all this could be. I can see why you love it."  
 
    Clara smiled at Denise as she drove away. Then Clara went back inside to leash up Kiki for a potty break. Once back in the apartment, she shot Will a text, letting him know about her suspicion of Gabriel Pace. Not expecting a response, she went to bed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15. Anthony Pops the Question Again 
 
   C lara awoke the next morning to her phone ringing by her head. She reached for it blindly, grumbling into her pillow. Pulling it to her ear, she mumbled out a hello, keeping her eyes closed. Her mother's voice brought a smile to her face. "Hey, baby girl. Why aren't you getting ready for school?" 
 
    Clara peeked over at the clock next to her bed. "I have 10 more minutes, Ma. Good morning to you, too." 
 
    Her mom's laugh jingled through the phone. "Well, sorry I woke you up, sweetie, but I wanted to check on you. See how school was going." Clara heard the unasked questions in her voice. She wanted to make sure Clara was OK, that she was adjusting to being back in her apartment.  
 
    "Everything is getting better, Ma. Anthony got me a puppy. And I've got a new case I'm helping out with." Before her mom could protest, she continued. "I'm not solving it. I'm just helping the cops gather information." 
 
    "Oh, honey, I gave up trying to stop you a long time ago. I just want you to be happy." 
 
    Clara laughed and sat up in bed, running her fingers through Kiki's fur. "But you'll always be worried about me, won't you?"  
 
    "Part of being a parent. But are you really doing OK?" 
 
    As she got ready for school, Clara found herself talking about her classes, her new study partner, and what she and Denise had done the previous night. She drank her coffee and grabbed her purse as she ran out the door. "It's been so good being back here, at school, getting back into my routine." 
 
    Her mom sighed, her relief evident through the phone. "I'm so glad, sweetie."  
 
    Clara pulled her car door shut. "I've gotta go, Ma. Talk to you later, OK?" 
 
    "Love you, baby. Drive safely." 
 
     Clara hung up and headed off to school, her spirits flying high. A talk with her mom always did that for her. She could feel that today was going to be a good day.  
 
    *** 
 
    Halfway through the day, Clara got a text from Anthony, asking her out to dinner that night. She gladly accepted, her smile spreading wide. She couldn't wait to see him and tell him everything that had happened in the last couple of days. When she called to tell Denise that she wouldn't make it to study group, Denise laughed. "You sound so happy, I can't even be mad." 
 
    Clara laughed and thanked her for her understanding.  
 
    She drove home that afternoon, excited for dinner. Clara barely paid attention to anything that afternoon, taking Kiki for the fastest walk she’d done yet. She showered, using Anthony's favorite body wash. After tying her hair back in a ponytail, she pulled a couple of dark tendrils around her face. She ran her hands down her dark green dress, and did a quick spin in the mirror. Then Clara heard the door open. Kiki's happy bark brought a smile to her face.  
 
    "Clara, where you at?"  
 
    She stepped out to Anthony’s whistle. He grinned and grabbed her wrist, spinning her around. "How about I take you dancing, too?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Dinner and dancing? That sounds amazing." She laughed as he pulled her out the door.  
 
    Anthony drove her to a nice restaurant in the middle of town, where he treated her to a candlelit dinner. Clara ordered the salmon, and the fish melted in her mouth. Anthony kept one hand in his pocket all through dinner, smiling at her as she told him about her week, including what she and Denise had done the night before. 
 
    "Is that what the board was in the living room?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Really, the two things that don't make sense are Gabriel Pace’s involvement and Tonya poisoning Clint."  
 
    Anthony looked surprised.  
 
    "She was making him sick before Hailey showed an interest. Hailey started caring for him because he was already sick. But why?" 
 
    Anthony shook his head. "I'm not sure. But that's a good question. I can ask Charlie if you want." 
 
    "Would he know? He was only a pledge at that time." 
 
    Anthony pointed his fork at her. "Good point." He looked down at his empty plate, then back up at Clara. "Clara, I want to ask you something." 
 
    She met his eyes, noticing his change in demeanor. Her stomach clenched, afraid of what his next words might be. "Go on." 
 
    He took her hand, keeping his other hand in his pocket. "I love you. That hasn't changed since I asked you to marry me. I know I've made some mistakes but I was hoping that you’d consider marrying me again. If it's not the right time, I understand, but I wanted to ask." 
 
    Clara blew out her breath, her anxiety evaporating. "Oh, Anthony." She looked at his hand in his pocket. "It's in your pocket, isn't it?" 
 
    He nodded, a blush creeping up his neck. He set the small velvet box on the table. "I've been carrying it since you gave it back to me. I'd love to put it on your finger again." 
 
    Clara reached across the table to take the box in her hands. So much had happened since she’d given him back the ring. She just wasn't sure she was ready to go back to being his fiancée. "And I’d love to wear it again, but I just feel like I have more growing to do." Before he could protest, she pulled the box close to her chest. "I'm not saying no, I'm just saying I don't know when. Ask me again. I'll say yes one day." She placed the box in her purse. "In the meantime, I'll keep this with me." 
 
    Anthony laughed, relief flooding his face. "That's fine by me." He motioned for the check and pulled Clara to her feet. "Dancing?" 
 
    She nodded, laughing as he paid in cash, then pulled her out the door. The night couldn't have gone better if Clara had planned it herself. A night out was exactly what she needed to start fresh in the morning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16. The Truth About Gabriel 
 
   D enise slid into the seat next to Clara’s in the library, her whole body vibrating with excitement. Clara looked at her, unable to keep the smile from her face. "I know it's not biology that you're excited about, so spill." 
 
    "Gabriel and Tonya are related." Denise covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes darting around the library.  
 
    Clara grabbed her free hand and bounced in the chair. "Related? How?" 
 
    "Brother and sister." Denise rolled her eyes. "Half-brother and sister." 
 
    Clara's mouth fell open. She searched Denise's dark eyes but could find only the truth there. Denise was sure they were related. "How?" 
 
    "How did I find out?"  
 
    Clara nodded.  
 
    "Well, apparently, it was something that came out her first year here, before she joined a sorority. She went to a party, where Gabriel was at. They hit it off, started hanging out, spending a lot of time together. He took her home for the weekend and almost gave his father a heart attack. The truth came out in a rather dramatic way and Tonya left that weekend a wreck. She and Gabriel had to stop seeing each other and his father had to finally acknowledge the daughter he’d been hiding. Rumor has it that Gabriel resented Tonya for that." 
 
    "Resented her? But it wasn't even her fault. She didn't know." 
 
    Denise shrugged. "Who knows why people think the way they do. Does this help?" 
 
    Clara felt like this was the missing piece she’d been looking for but she just wasn't sure. "Gabriel met with someone after the police talked to him. They never got a good look at her. Could it have been Tonya?" 
 
    Denise nodded. "Maybe he was warning her?" 
 
    "OK, but why? Tonya poisoned Clint, sure. But did she kill him? And why?" 
 
    "Maybe Gabriel killed him to cover up that Tonya was poisoning him." Clara could see that Denise was really getting into the whole thing. Clara smiled, happy that someone else enjoyed it as much as she did.  
 
    "But why not just tell her to stop? Threaten to tell Daddy about her dirty deed?" 
 
    "We'd have to ask Gabriel." 
 
    Clara nodded her agreement and pulled her book out of her bag.  
 
    As the girls settled into studying, Clara's thoughts swirled. Gabriel and Tonya were related. They’d also dated. Did either one harbor residual feelings for the other? The rumor was that Tonya had stayed in town for a boy. Clara had originally thought it was Darren but could it have been Gabriel she’d stayed for? Could they have been secretly conducting an affair, no matter how gross it was? Could Tonya’s obsession with Darren been an act? Clara shook the thoughts away, trying to focus. Her notecards sat untouched as she tried to read the same paragraph for the third time.  
 
    Denise pushed away her book. "I can't focus." 
 
    Clara smiled at her. "Me either. Nothing is sticking." 
 
    "Coffee?"  
 
    Clara nodded and the two headed out, lugging their books with them.  
 
    At the coffee shop, Clara ran her theory by Denise. The disgust on Denise’s face matched Clara's feelings. "You think they kept up the relationship even after finding out they were related?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "They might've. And then Darren shows up and pulls Tonya away. What if Gabriel had asked Tonya to poison Clint so that Darren would be too busy taking care of Clint to pay Tonya any mind?" 
 
    "And then Hailey stepped in, taking Clint off Darren's hands." Denise stirred her coffee, following Clara's train of thought. "So he decides to off Clint, thinking it would throw Darren into a deep depression, maybe make him leave college altogether?" 
 
    Clara dropped her spoon. "No, that doesn't seem plausible. Darren’s not really the mother hen type. That would be Charlie." She chewed on a hangnail, trying to think. "What if he thought he was killing Darren but it ended up being Clint?" 
 
    "How would you mistake those two? They don't exactly look alike." 
 
    Clara held up her hands. "Hear me out. He goes into the room that they share. Clint, for whatever reason, isn't in his bed, he's in Darren's. Gabriel slits Clint’s wrists, thinking it's Darren, only to later find out it's actually Clint. So, he covers up the killing, hoping to hide the fact that it was actually a murder." Another thought popped into her head. “Wait. Maybe Clint was the target all along. Not to kill him, but to make him sick. What if Pace wanted to kick him out of the frat but needed a reason to do so? Being constantly sick might be what he needed to justify that.” 
 
    Denise took a sip of her coffee, nodding. "That actually makes more sense. I like it. You really are good at this." 
 
    Clara blushed. "Thanks. The only thing I don't get is, why did he slit his wrists? There are so many other ways to kill someone that are way easier." 
 
    "I mean, if you want to make it look like a suicide, that would be the easiest way, right? Most common or something like that?" 
 
    "I guess." Clara chewed on the inside of her cheek, feeling like the whole puzzle was almost in place. "Thank you for letting me bounce all this off you. It's really helped." She smiled. "We make a great team." 
 
    Denise smiled back. "I find this all so fascinating. I'm glad I could help."  
 
    When they parted ways, Clara headed home to update her board. She connected Tonya to Gabriel, indicating that they were siblings and had a past. After snapping a picture of the board to send to Will in the morning, she and Kiki went to bed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will called her at lunch the next day. "Want to watch us talk to Gabriel Pace this afternoon?" 
 
    Clara almost jumped up from her seat on the bench where she’d just opened her lunch. "Do I ever. What time?" 
 
    "As soon as you’re out of class. Same interrogation room. Morgan will be there, too."  
 
    Clara thanked him, then hung up and shoved her lunch down her throat as fast as she could. The day couldn't go by quickly enough. They had to be close to getting answers. Otherwise, bringing in Gabriel Pace would tip their hand.  
 
    Her afternoon class went by at a crawl. Clara kept glancing at her watch, barely hearing anything the teacher said. She doodled in her notebook, unable to pay attention. If she was honest with herself, she would've been better off skipping the class entirely, but she didn't have it in her to just walk out. She looked behind her at the other students, deciding that she'd have to ask someone for their notes later to catch up. A boy at the back, with dark hair and piercing grey eyes, winked at her, making her blush as she turned back to the front. Maybe him, if he didn't wink at her again. 
 
    After class, she drove to the precinct as fast as was safely possible. Getting a ticket on the way to the precinct would've been the wrong message to send. The guy at the front desk didn't even look at her as she strode by, a smile on her face. Clara took the elevator up, bouncing on her toes. When she opened the door to the room, Morgan waved her in. She slid into the seat next to him and stared at the empty room through the two-way mirror. "He's not here yet?" 
 
    "On his way up now." Morgan pulled out his phone to show her the picture of her board that she’d sent Will earlier that day. "This is some good stuff. How did you put all this together?" 
 
    "I had some help. A girl in my biology class has a knack for getting information when I need it. She's the one who found out the connection between Gabriel and Tonya." 
 
    Morgan smiled. "That was something we didn't even know. Best-kept secret, it would seem." 
 
    Clara nodded. "Especially now that both are no longer attending college. I wonder why it never came up the first time around?" 
 
    Morgan shrugged. "Most people wouldn't think this was relevant. There was no connection between Tonya and Clint at first, either. We didn't know Tonya was the one making him sick until recently. And with this being ruled a suicide the first time around, I really think that no one thought any of this mattered." 
 
    "Charlie didn't think it was a suicide. Darren claims he didn't, either." 
 
    Morgan shook his head. "They were the only ones."  
 
    They both turned back to the mirror as Harry and Will led Pace into the room. Gabriel looked worn out, his shirt half untucked, his hair sticking up at odd angles. The man looked like he hadn't shaved in three days. He kept running his hand over his chin, like his face itched. He coughed, barely managing to cover his mouth. "Look, guys, can we make this quick? I'm not feeling too good." 
 
    "Did you happen to get a visit from your sister this week?" Harry leaned over the table, his nose inches from Gabriel's. Will sat back, letting Harry do the talking. 
 
    "My sister?" Gabriel looked confused, his eyes red-rimmed and puffy. 
 
    "Yeah, Tonya."  
 
    Gabriel paled. "Oh, yeah, her." He shook his head. "Look, guys, we don't count each other as family. She's a girl I used to date until my dad ruined that." He sighed. "But, yes, I saw her this week. She crashed at my place last night. Made me breakfast this morning." 
 
    Clara looked up at Morgan. "Do you think she’d poison him if he knew something?"  
 
    Morgan nodded, confirming Clara's fear. 
 
    "And now you're sick. Funny coincidence, isn't it?" Harry stood up straight, then started pacing back and forth.  
 
    Gabriel visibly swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing. "Now that you mention it, yeah. Never occurred to me she’d poison me." 
 
    "So, you know she's done this before?" 
 
    Gabriel sighed and laid his head in his hands. When he looked up, his face had taken on a darker hue. "Yeah, she poisoned Clint." He shrugged. "What can I say? She said she knew what she was doing. I just didn't want the kid in the frat. Darren and Charlie, they fit in just fine. Clint was an oddball, pledging because his best friends did. If he was always too sick to participate, eventually we could kick him out of the frat." He looked down at his hands. "No one was supposed to get hurt." 
 
    Harry stopped pacing and glared at Gabriel. "No one was supposed to get hurt? You were making that boy sick, constantly. That takes a toll on a body." 
 
    Gabriel met his eyes. "I know that. I asked her to stop. She promised me that she would."  
 
    Will leaned forward, his hands resting on the table. "And?"  
 
    Pace's eyes hardened. "And that's all I'm going to say. I'd like to speak to my lawyer." Will and Harry exchanged a glance, then left the room, closing the door firmly behind them.  
 
    When they stepped into the room where Clara and Morgan were waiting, Harry slammed his fist on the table. "We were so close. He was going to admit to it." 
 
    "Well, he's an accessory, at the very least." Will's phone pinged, pulling away his attention. He stared at it for a few seconds before turning it to the others, showing them a picture of a leafy green plant. "Doc’s looked through the plants. He found the one he thinks she used. American pokeweed." 
 
    Clara's eyebrows shot up. That plant looked so familiar, but she just couldn't place it. "I've seen that somewhere." 
 
    Will shrugged. "It's around a lot of places. Grows pretty good." He scanned the screen. "Can cause weakness, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea. Pretty nasty stuff." 
 
    "So, that's what Tonya poisoned him with, at Gabriel's request. But who killed him?" Harry's calm had returned, leaving him standing with his arms hanging loosely at his sides.  
 
    Clara looked through the mirror at Pace. "He knows what happened. He's protecting someone." Her eyes met Will's. "He's protecting her." 
 
    Will nodded. "I agree. That whole 'we just used to date' act was bogus. Something’s there between them." He rubbed his chin. "I just don't know how to break him. And he's lawyered up, so we can't even talk to him anymore." 
 
    Morgan stood and headed to the door. "No, but we can try to get his DNA. See if it matches what we found on Clint." Morgan left, closing the door behind him. A few minutes later, Morgan entered the other room without a word and set a bottle of water in front of Gabriel. He left, leaving Gabriel alone in the room. Will and Harry exchanged a glance. 
 
    "Guess we better let him call his lawyer." Harry left, leaving Clara and Will alone. 
 
    "What is your gut telling you?" Will looked at Clara out of the corner of his eye, waiting for her response.  
 
    Clara sighed. "I'm not sure. This feels right. He's definitely involved. I just feel like he's more guilty than just asking her to poison some kid." She glanced at her watch. "I need to head out. Study group." She looked up at Will. "Can I tell Charlie? It’ll make him feel better to know we're closer."  
 
    Will nodded.  
 
    Clara stood and hugged him before leaving the room. She felt like she was missing something, but kept the thought to herself. That plant was bugging her.  
 
    *** 
 
    In the library, Denise was waiting for her. Clara sat next to her and quietly filled her in on what had happened so far.  
 
    "So, Tonya did poison him. Because Gabriel asked?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "It seems my thought that they still cared about each other was dead-on. Why else would she do what Pace asked her to do?" 
 
    Denise nodded. "That's so demented." She pulled out her notecards, preparing to ask Clara questions.  
 
    As Clara leaned back, she heard a sniffle behind her. Turning, she spotted Hailey peeking around a bookshelf at her and Denise. Gritting her teeth, she waved the girl over.  
 
    Slowly, Hailey walked toward them, her arms wrapped around herself. Her hair was falling out of its high ponytail and her makeup was smudged. She sat next to Clara and leaned over the table. "Did Tonya really poison Clint?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Yeah, she did. She was making him sick because Gabriel Pace asked her to. Clint didn't fit his ideal pledge, so he wanted him gone." 
 
    "That's so wrong." Hailey wiped at her eyes, smearing her makeup more. "But that's not how he died." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "No, it's not. We don't know how that happened yet." An idea came to Clara and she snatched it, excitement bubbling in her stomach. "Do you think Tonya and Gabriel were still seeing each other?" 
 
    Hailey shrugged. "I’m not sure. Gabriel was always finding excuses to talk to her or see her, even when she started showing an interest in Darren. Honestly, I would’ve thought he’d want Darren out of the way, not Clint. The way he used to watch her, it was like he had eyes only for her. It was hard to miss." Hailey visibly shook. "And creepy. The way he followed her every move, any time they were near each other. You could just tell he wanted her and only her." 
 
    Clara nodded. "So, he’d do anything for her, wouldn't he? Even lie for her?" 
 
    Hailey nodded. "Oh, yeah. She was his everything."  
 
    Denise and Clara shared a knowing look. If he’d lie for her, would he kill for her, too? Clara thought so, and it seemed that Denise agreed with her. "So, if Tonya already had Gabriel, why did she want Darren too?" Denise asked. 
 
    Hailey looked at Denise like she'd grown a second head. "You're kidding, right? Darren's hot. He was the most sought-after guy in our year. Tonya saw a chance to raise her popularity. It was out that she and Gabriel were siblings, so she couldn't continue seeing him." 
 
    "Or they wanted to hide that they were still seeing each other. The only way to do that is if they both found someone else to be with." Clara's eyes met Denise's over Hailey's head. "And dating Darren would've been the perfect cover." 
 
    Hailey shrugged. "I guess. Might explain why she got so mad at me over him." She stood, not looking at either girl as she walked away. Then Hailey stopped by the bookshelf and looked over her shoulder. "At least now I know why Clint was so sick. And who to blame." Hailey walked away, leaving Clara and Denise to look after her.  
 
    Denise looked back at Clara. "So, Darren was just a cover? Then why did Tonya get so upset? I mean, she went over to that house and freaked out." 
 
    Clara nodded. "We're missing part of the story from that night. More happened than just her going over there to see Darren. Something else had to have set her off." 
 
    Denise tilted her head, her eyes lighting up. "Do you think Gabriel was seeing anyone at that time? As a 'cover'?" She used air quotes, her fingers dipping as she said "cover." 
 
    Clara grinned. "That would make sense. I think it's time I talk to the boys as a group about this. All this tiptoeing around their feelings is really getting annoying. I'll get a better picture of what happened if I have the whole story." Clara looked at her watch. "They'll still be awake. Wanna come?"  
 
    Denise nodded. She gathered her things and followed Clara out the door. They took Clara's car, a comfortable silence enveloping them as they drove. Before they left, Clara had shot Anthony a text, giving him a heads-up. When she pulled up in front of the house, all the lights were on and the front door was propped open, like they were all waiting for her. Clara and Denise strolled up the front walk, Denise taking in everything with wide eyes.  
 
    Anthony met them at the door, his eyes filled with worry, his mouth turned down in a frown. "This is a bad idea."  
 
    Clara shook her head. "I think we need to lay it all out. Get all the information. Getting it in bits and pieces has made this much harder than it should have been." 
 
    Anthony sighed and led her into the main room, where the fireplace was roaring. Clara stepped up to stand in front of the hearth and turned to face them all. Darren and Charlie sat on one couch, Jay and Jaxon on another. Anthony settled in between Darren and Charlie. Clara's eyes met Charlie's and she winced at what she saw. He looked like hell, his hair uncombed, his shirt wrinkled, bags under his eyes. This whole thing was really taking its toll. Jaxon looked angry, his arms folded over his chest. He watched Clara, not bothering to look over at Darren and Charlie. Denise stood behind them, clutching her bag to her side. Clara smiled at her and gave her a wink before turning back to the boys.  
 
    "OK, gentlemen, I have a murder I'm trying to solve and I need your help. There are a few things that just aren't making sense and I think we need to hash this out." 
 
    "If there even was a murder." Jaxon's words could barely be heard over the crackling of the fire behind Clara.  
 
    Clara spun to face him, her hands on her hips. "Oh, there was a murder. Tonya was poisoning Clint for weeks for Gabriel Pace. Gabriel figured that if Clint were always sick, he would have to drop out of pledging. Or he could kick him out."  
 
    Jaxon raised an eyebrow, the only sign that he was even remotely surprised.  
 
    Clara continued and turned away from him. "Gabriel and Tonya had a fling before they found out they were related. It was serious enough that Gabriel took her home to meet his parents—where it all blew up in their faces." She started to pace, moving her hands from her hips to her back. "So, now they have a choice. Stop seeing each other and move on. Or, continue seeing each other in private, having other relationships to hide what they're doing. Which do you think they did?" 
 
    Jaxon snorted. "They moved on. At least Gabriel did. He had a new girl in here every week." 
 
    Clara scrunched up her nose. "Seems odd, doesn't it? The guy who’d been so serious about one girl, not being able to settle for another?" She stopped in front of Jaxon and leaned forward. "What happened the night Tonya came over here? What really set her off?" She looked over at Darren. "It wasn't you, not really. She was trying to maintain her cover while still being upset. What did she see here?" 
 
    Charlie leaned forward, his eyes meeting Clara's. "We were having a party. Tonya walked in to find Gabriel lip-locking with some girl." 
 
    Clara held up a finger. "But she knew he had to do that. It was the only way to maintain the façade that they weren't seeing each other." 
 
    "The girl looked like Hailey." Jay spoke up for the first time, making Jaxon glare at him. Jay ignored the glare and looked up at Clara. "She had blonde hair and light skin and was in a short skirt, something Hailey always wore. Tonya thought he was making out with Hailey and lost her mind. Started yelling at him, then yelled at Darren, which led him to believe what Hailey had told him about Tonya, that she was crazy. Gabriel had to walk her out, she was so upset." 
 
    "And then Clint died. Doesn't that seem fishy to anyone?" Clara paused for effect. “Hailey calls Darren, warns him that Tonya is crazy. Tonya comes here, finds Gabriel in a lip lock with a girl who looks so much like Hailey, it sets her off, making you all think that Hailey was right. Gabriel escorts her out. So, she decides to get back at Hailey by taking away the one thing Hailey wanted more than anything: Clint.” Another pause.  
 
    Charlie nodded, following her train of thought. "We still don't know why his wrists were slit. That part doesn't make sense." 
 
    Something came to Clara then, something she hadn't thought of before. "What if it was a cover-up?" She bounced on her toes, excitement zinging through her body. "What if Tonya tried to overdose Clint as a way to get back at Hailey? But Gabriel found him first, realized what Tonya had done, and, to protect her, slashed his wrists, hoping that everyone would assume it was a suicide?" 
 
    Six pairs of eyes stared at her. Charlie's mouth hung open. "Gabriel killed him, thinking that it would hide what Tonya had done." 
 
    Clara held up a finger. "And it did. It hid what they'd both done for several years. Guys, this makes sense. This is what I've been missing." She spun back to the hearth and grabbed her phone out of her purse. She called Will, knowing he'd want to know her theory. When he picked up, she jumped right in. "Will, I think Tonya tried to overdose Clint and Gabriel found out. I think Gabriel slashed Clint’s wrists to hide that he'd been poisoned." When Will agreed that her theory made sense, Clara grinned. "Any luck finding her?" 
 
    "No, not yet. We're still looking. I'll keep you posted." They hung up. Clara turned back to the group.  
 
    "Will agrees. Tonya overreacted and Gabriel covered for her."  
 
    Charlie slumped against the couch, his energy drained. "So, now we know. Gabriel killed him. After he didn't want him here in the first place." 
 
    Clara could see that this was going to get ugly really fast. She nodded to Denise and they walked out, leaving the boys to hash out their issues. Anthony followed her, closing the door behind him. "I think they're going to need a minute." 
 
    Clara looked up at him. "Why is Jaxon in such denial?" 
 
    "He admired Gabriel. Idolized him. You just told him his idol is a murderer. It's going to take time for him to accept that."  
 
    Clara nodded and hugged Anthony. Then she turned to Denise, her cheeks reddening. "Denise, this is my boyfriend, Anthony. Anthony, this is Denise, a friend of mine." 
 
    Denise shook Anthony's hand. Her eyes met Clara’s. "We study together. Hopefully, we'll be able to focus after this."  
 
    Clara laughed, her body shaking with it. Anthony walked them down to the car and opened the doors for them. 
 
    "You ladies drive safe. And keep me posted, OK?"  
 
    Clara nodded and headed off into the night, feeling that she’d finally put together all the pieces. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17. Harry's World Is Changed Forever 
 
   C lara spent the next several days waiting for word on Tonya or Gabriel. Both had apparently disappeared without a trace—something Clara hadn't expected. Maybe Gabriel, yes. But Tonya wasn't rich, so where would she go? Unless Gabriel had spirited her away to protect her yet again. That whole relationship gave Clara the heebie-jeebies.  
 
    On Friday, she decided to head to the precinct after class to see if there had been any new developments. She was sitting at the desk next to Morgan's, going over some of her homework, when Harry burst into the room, his face crumpling. His hair looked like he’d run his hands through it a dozen times—not as neat as he usually kept it. His eyes were bloodshot, making him look twice his age.  
 
    Clara stood and looked from Harry to Morgan. "Harry, are you OK?" She took a step toward him, her hand out.  
 
    He grabbed it, squeezing hard. "I'm never going to get to see her again." 
 
    "Who?" Clara's forehead wrinkled as she tried to think of whom Harry might be talking about. 
 
    "Emma." 
 
    Clara looked up into his eyes, her shock matching his own. "What do you mean? I just had dinner with her last week. Is she OK?" 
 
    He nodded. "She's fine health-wise but-" He looked away, trying to take deep breaths. "Her kids know. About me." 
 
    "And?" Clara still couldn't see where this was going.  
 
    "They're going to put her in a home and not let me see her. They claim I'm after their inheritance or something." He moved over to the chair that Clara had vacated and dropped his head into his hands. "We were getting so close and they're taking that away from me." 
 
    Clara's eyes burned with unshed tears. The nerve of those people. "Not if I can help it." She grabbed her purse and backpack, then stormed out of the room, leaving Morgan to care for Harry. She drove to Emma's place, cursing herself for not calling Emma sooner. Clara had been so wrapped up in the murder that she’d put off dinner with Emma this week. She felt terrible about it now. Tapping her fingers on the steering wheel, she willed traffic to move faster.  
 
    When she pulled up to Emma's house, another car was in the drive, one that Clara hadn't seen before. A beige minivan, with dark-tinted windows. The drivers-side corner had a dent in it—something Clara noticed way too often in cars these days. She climbed out of her own car and looked at the house. She didn't know how they’d receive her but she had to try. Emma didn't need to be in a home. She was perfectly fine where she was. Clara knew that if Emma’s children put her in a home, she’d die there. Clara couldn’t let that happen to her friend. 
 
    Clara strode up the walk and rang the doorbell, something she hadn't done in ages. Emma treated her like part of the family, so it felt awkward to wait for someone to come to the door. When the door did open, it wasn't Emma who answered it but a middle-aged woman with grey streaks running through her dark brown hair. Her red-rimmed, blue eyes were a shade brighter than Emma's and she had a stocky build. The woman’s face reminded Clara of Emma if she’d been 30 pounds heavier. The woman put her hands on her ample hips, barring Clara's way into the house. "Can I help you?" 
 
    Clara clutched her purse, trying to look around the woman. "Yes, I'm looking for Emma. I'm a friend." 
 
    The woman raised one perfectly stenciled eyebrow. "You are, are you? And which friend would that be?" 
 
    "Clara Young. Emma and I have dinner together every week." 
 
    "I've never heard of you."  
 
    Clara's heart fell. If the woman wouldn't let her in, how could she see Emma? 
 
    "But, Mama does like her secrets. She's in the sitting room." The woman stepped aside to let Clara in, watching as she walked right into the living room. Emma was sitting on the couch, holding a throw pillow in her lap and watching a tall man pace in front of her TV. He kept running his hands through his hair, worry lines standing out on his thin face.  
 
    "I just don’t understand why you didn't come to us, Mama." He stopped when Clara stepped into the room. His eyes were Emma's eyes, Harry's eyes. Clara guessed this must've been Emma's other son. His eyes were the only thing he shared with Emma. Everything else had to have come from her husband, from his high forehead and broad chin to his wide, flat nose. "And you are?" 
 
    Emma stood, the pillow falling to the floor at her feet. "Oh, Clara." She turned to the man. "Hank, this is Clara, my friend. She comes and has dinner with me every week. She's a sweetheart." Emma held out her hands to Clara, who stepped forward to take them into her own. Emma's hands were cold and clammy. They shook slightly as Clara held them. "Clara, this is my son, Hank." Emma looked to the woman standing in the doorway. "And my daughter, Michelle." She sat back down on the couch, pulling Clara with her. "My children think I need to be in a home." 
 
    "Yes, Mama, where other people can't take advantage of you." Hank looked at Clara as he said this, like he thought that's exactly what she was doing.  
 
    Clara narrowed her eyes. If he wanted a fight, she’d give it right back to him. 
 
    "And where no one can see her but you two?" 
 
    Both looked at her in surprise.  
 
    "Because you both already visit her so much as it is."  
 
    Clara could feel Emma's hands tighten on hers but she wasn't going to stop. They weren't going to take Emma away if she could help it.  
 
    Before Clara could continue, the doorbell rang again. Michelle stepped out to answer it. Hank continued his pacing, not looking at Emma or Clara.  
 
    From the hall, Clara heard raised voices, a shout. Then Harry pushed into the room, Michelle yanking on his arm. He had changed out of his police uniform, probably not wanting to give them any ideas. Michelle was yelling at him, trying to pull him out of the room. He stopped next to Clara and looked over at Emma. "Grandma, you OK?" It was the first time Clara had heard him call Emma that and it warmed her heart. Emma nodded, smiling up at him.  
 
    "Grandma? You don't even know her." Hank's anger seemed to be rising, his fists clenched at his sides.  
 
    "Know her? Of course I know her. I've been spending more time with her than you have." Harry took a step toward Hank, his fists clenched as well. Clara stood and pulled her hands out of Emma's, to step between them. 
 
    "Boys, stop. Sit down, both of you." Harry sat, but Hank refused, crossing his arms over his chest and glaring at Clara. She put her hands on her hips, returning the glare. "Now, let's talk about this like normal, calm adults. First off, you're more mad that she didn't tell you about Harry than anything else, am I right?"  
 
    Both kids nodded, not looking at Emma.  
 
    "Thought so. Guess what? This is why she didn't tell you. Because she knew you'd overreact. Yes, she has another grandson. Yes, she kept it from you. But guess what? This is her life. She doesn't have to tell you every little thing about herself. And shipping her off to some home won't make her tell you anything either." Clara sighed. "If you have questions, just ask her." 
 
    Hank turned to Emma, his anger reigniting. "You lied, Mama. To us, to Dad. Why?" 
 
    Emma picked up the throw pillow from the floor and picked at its fringe. "What else was I supposed to do? Admit I'd had a baby with that man? Tell your daddy I put up my first child for adoption? There was nothing we could do at the time, anyway. It didn't matter." 
 
    "So, you just expect us to sit back and let this kid get part of the money Daddy left you?" Michelle's voice held more steel than anger. Clara didn't like her tone at all. 
 
    Emma looked over at Michelle, sadness in her eyes. "What money, baby?" 
 
    Michelle's mouth fell open. She looked at Hank, then back at Emma. "What money? All that money he worked so many years to save. Everything he left you." She waved her hands around the room, like that were proof enough. 
 
    Emma shook her head. "There is no money. Your father, God rest his soul, was a thrifty man, but he couldn't keep money to save his life. When he died, I had just enough to pay for the funeral and this house. That was it. I'm living off my own money now. Of which there isn't much." 
 
    "No money! There's nothing?" Michelle's voice got higher in pitch as she talked. Clara thought any minute she’d pop like a balloon.  
 
    "Mama, why didn't you tell us?" Hank's anger seemed to have disappeared. He looked at Emma more with sadness now. 
 
    "Tell you what? I'm not struggling. I live very comfortably. If you’d visited more often, you’d see that."  
 
    Hank winced like she’d slapped him. He ran a hand over his face. "You aren't wrong, Mama. We have been very neglectful. But did you have to go out and find another person to fill that hole?" 
 
    Harry looked up at Hank. "She didn't run out and find me. Clara brought us together. A case she helped solve last year led her to Emma, who, in turn, told her about my father. Emma only knew the last name of the family the baby had gone to. That happened to be my last name. When Clara asked me about it, I told her my dad had been adopted. It just fell into place after that." He smiled at Emma. "She's a wonderful woman. I love spending time with her." Harry looked back up at Hank. "I don't want her money. I'm perfectly fine without it. I want her company. I want to spend time with her. What's wrong with that?" Harry didn’t mention that his dad’s adoptive parents already had money—more than enough money to keep him comfortable if he so chose. 
 
    Clara heard Michelle suck in a breath but Hank held up his hand. "Nothing. We didn't know. I think the whole thing just took us by surprise." 
 
    "So, you won't put her in a home?" Clara looked up at Hank and held her breath while she waited for his answer. 
 
    He sighed. "No, we won't put her in a home. That was Michelle's idea, anyway. I wasn't entirely on board." From behind them, Michelle huffed and stomped out of the house, slamming the door behind her. Hank watched her leave, then shook his head. "Always one for the dramatics." 
 
    Emma looked from Hank to Harry, a smile on her face. "Hank, this is my grandson, Harry Carver. Harry, this is my son, Hank." The men shook hands, the tension gone from the room. Emma stood, clapping her hands together. "Anyone hungry? I can make dinner." 
 
    Clara's stomach rumbled in response. Emma laughed and headed into the kitchen, with the other three right behind her. As they chopped and cooked, they talked. Harry filled Hank in on the case that had brought them all together. Hank was surprised to find that Harry was a cop. Harry was interested in what Hank did as an electrician. By the time the food hit the table, they were all talking like they’d known each other for years. After dinner, Clara made coffee for everyone, then sat and watched as Harry got to know his new uncle. Hank seemed really sorry about threatening Emma with going to a home and helped out with dishes, making Emma sit in the living room while he and Harry cleaned up. Clara joined her, two steaming cups of coffee in hands. She handed one to Emma and smiled at her.  
 
    "Didn't turn out as bad as you thought it would."  
 
    Emma laughed, the sound like tinkling bells. "It almost did. My daughter was dead-set on putting me away." 
 
    Clara shook her head. "I don't understand why." 
 
    Emma sighed. "She was a daddy's girl her whole life. Worshipped the ground he walked on. From her perspective, I’d wasted all of her daddy's hard-earned money and was probably giving it to some stranger she didn't even know. Hank will talk to her and fix it. She'll come around eventually." 
 
    "Has she always been like this?" 
 
    "Her whole life. My husband spoiled her."  
 
    Clara took a sip of coffee to hide her smile. She thought of her own parents and could never imagine trying to force her mom into a home, not after everything she’d done for her. Yes, Clara was a daddy's girl, but there was a special place in her heart for her mama and she couldn't imagine being in a spot where she felt that she had to force her mother to do anything. Clara glanced at Emma, who smiled as she heard the men talking in the kitchen. She caught Clara's glance and her smiled widened. "What?" 
 
    Clara shook her head again. "You look so happy. It's so good to see." 
 
    "I love my babies. I'm so glad they're getting along so well." Emma took a sip of coffee and looked at Clara. "How's the case going?" 
 
    Clara smiled. "Well, I figured out some things. Tonya and Gabriel Pace were half-siblings but didn't find out until after they’d started dating and Gabriel brought her home to meet the family. After that, they kept their relationship a secret, even though it was pretty obvious to everyone else that they still had feelings for each other. Then, Clint pledged Gabriel's frat like his buddies did. Gabriel didn't feel like he fit in, so he asked Tonya to poison Clint, to make him sick so that he couldn't continue pledging. She did as he asked, but one night ended up overdoing it in a fit of rage. The boys claim that she walked in to find a girl sitting on Gabriel's lap who looked similar to a girl whom Tonya had thought was her friend until that night. Tonya lost it, started yelling at one of the other boys, and got herself kicked out of the house. Gabriel found Clint the next morning, and we think he slit his wrists, hoping to cover up the poisoning. Since he worked at the coroner's office at the time, it was pretty easy for him to do." 
 
    Emma sat back, nodding. "I knew you'd figure it out. Have they been arrested yet?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "Not yet, but the police are looking for them. This is the first break Harry's had in a while." Clara thought a moment. “Most of it is circumstantial, but if Gabriel’s DNA matches the DNA found under Clint’s nails, that will prove he murdered him.” 
 
    Emma watched as both men walked in from the kitchen, holding their own cups of coffee. "Harry deserves a break every now and then." Clara agreed, taking another sip of coffee. The conversation turned to family matters, with talk of the holidays and whether Harry would be able to join them.  
 
    "Are you sure Michelle will want me here?" Harry sounded doubtful, probably remembering the look on her face earlier that day. 
 
    Hank snorted. "Michelle won't have a say. I love her, but she's not the reigning queen of this family that she thinks she is." 
 
    "No, that would be your wife." Emma couldn't keep from laughing as she said this. Clara looked from Hank to Emma, as Emma continued to laugh. 
 
    "You aren't wrong, Mama. Susie really is the queen." 
 
    "Is that a bad thing?" Clara was uncertain whether or not Emma was picking on Hank's wife. 
 
    "No, no, no. She's wonderful,” Hank said. “She's just a very take-charge kind of person and my sister has a hard time with that. It makes family dinners interesting." Hank looked down at his cup. "Probably part of the reason we haven't been by like we should. Michelle always wants to fight." 
 
    "Do you have to invite her?" Harry blushed as soon as the question was out of his mouth. 
 
    Hank shrugged. "Not really. We always do to be nice, but really it's more trouble than it's worth." 
 
    "Maybe set some ground rules for her? And if she doesn't follow them, don't invite her the next time. It might be the only way she'll learn." Clara glanced at Emma, hoping she hadn't offended her.  
 
    Emma smiled at her. "That's a wonderful idea. Michelle won't like it but I don't want the rest of my family unhappy because she's unhappy."  
 
    They settled into lighter conversation and the hours slipped by. When Clara finally glanced at her watch, she saw that it was almost midnight. She jumped up and set down her empty cup. 
 
    "I'm really sorry, guys, but I've gotta get going. I have to spend this whole weekend studying for tests next week. Midterms are coming up fast."  
 
    Emma walked her to the door with Harry right behind her, admitting that he had to work the next day. They all hugged, then waved to Hank before stepping out into the cool night air.  
 
    Harry walked Clara to her car and opened the door for her. "Thanks for coming over here." 
 
    Clara smiled up at him. "I love her, too. I was going to do whatever I could to stop them." 
 
    He nodded and closed the door for her, then waved as she pulled away, heading to his car only after she had driven off.  
 
    Clara drove home, wondering if she’d be able to get in some study time this weekend. She decided to invite Denise over to at least make the attempt. With that thought in mind, she drove the rest of the way with a smile on her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18. Hailey goes Missing 
 
   C lara called Denise the next day to invite her over. She put on a strong pot of coffee and pulled out bagels and cream cheese so that they could have snacks. When Denise arrived, she looked more agitated than excited. She set down her bag and accepted Clara's offered cup of coffee. She seemed to buzz with energy and Clara couldn't help but ask what was going on. 
 
    "Hailey's gone." 
 
    Clara's eyes widened. "What do you mean, gone?" 
 
    Denise shrugged. "Exactly what I said. She's gone. Hasn't been seen in a couple of days." 
 
    "Has she been reported missing?" 
 
    Denise took a sip of coffee and looked at the table. "I'm not sure. I assume that her sorority reported it. But no one seems to be overly worried about her." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    Denise reached for a bagel. "They all assume she's run off with a guy. Or that everything with Clint has finally put her over the edge." 
 
    "What if she hurts herself?" 
 
    "Nah, Hailey wouldn't hurt Hailey. She may try to hurt someone else, though." Denise’s hand stopped mid-air, cream cheese on the knife. "You don't think she'd go after Tonya, do you?" 
 
    Clara gulped. "I don't know. Would she? And would she know where to find Tonya?" Clara thought a moment. “How would she even know to go after Tonya in the first place?” Their eyes met and a thought crossed their minds at the same time. “The library!”  
 
    Denise nodded in agreement and dropped the knife. "If she overheard us, she’d know what Tonya had done. She might go after her for revenge. They were pretty close before. She may know of hiding spots that no one else does." 
 
    Clara slammed her fist on the table. "Well, crap." She looked at the bagels and coffee, sadness seeping in. "I need to let Will and Harry know." She stepped away from the table and gave Will a call. When he didn't answer, she tried Harry. Getting voicemail for both, she left a message, then headed back to the table. "Well, the cops are busy. Let's study until we hear something. Maybe Hailey just went home. All this has to have been hard on her." 
 
    Denise nodded her agreement and pulled her books out of her bag. They settled into a companionable silence, with the only sounds being the turning of pages and the chewing of bagels. Still, Clara struggled to focus. Her thoughts drifted to Hailey and Tonya. She wondered if Hailey had found Tonya and Gabriel and was now in danger. Maybe they'd already killed her and Hailey’s body would never be found. Clara felt bad. Hailey wasn't the nicest person in the world, but no matter their history, no one deserved to die.  
 
    Looking down at her book, Clara realized that she was reading the same page again for the third time. She pushed away the book and sighed. "This is useless. I can't focus. I'm sorry." 
 
    Denise smiled and pushed away her book, too. "Neither can I. I keep thinking about Hailey. Worrying about her, actually." 
 
    "Me too. I wish there was something we could do." 
 
    Denise held up a finger. "There is. We can find where Tonya and Gabriel are hiding." 
 
    "But how?"  
 
    Denise looked around the room. "You got a laptop?"  
 
    Clara nodded and went to her room to grab it. She set it down in front of Denise, who pulled up the internet and started typing. "I took a bunch of computer classes in high school, so I'm pretty good at finding information when I need it." 
 
    Clara leaned over her shoulder, her hair falling into her face. As she brushed it aside, she asked, "What are we looking for?" 
 
    "Right now I'm looking at the society pages. Trying to see if there's any mention of cabins or retreats that Gabriel preferred." She shook her head. "Nothing here. Let's try real estate records." 
 
    "You can look at those?" 
 
    Denise nodded. "Purchases are public knowledge. Now, if he didn't buy the place himself, that would be harder to find." 
 
    Clara bit her lip. "Try looking under his father's name. I doubt Gabriel is in the habit of buying houses." 
 
    Denise nodded her agreement. She typed and clicked. Clara got tired of leaning over her, so she went into the kitchen to get a glass of water. As she leaned against the counter, watching Denise work, she thought of everything that she’d learned about Gabriel and Tonya. Would their father have tried to protect them? Did he even play a role in Tonya's life at all? No one seemed to know the answer to that, except that Tonya had dropped out of college and still managed to land a pretty decent job. Clara decided that she had to talk to Tonya's employer. She pulled out her phone, looked up the office's number, and dialed it. The phone was picked up on the third ring.  
 
    Clara didn't wait for the lady to finish her spiel before plunging ahead. "Yes, ma'am, I'm Clara Young and I work with the police department. I'm trying to find some information about an employee of yours." 
 
    The woman paused before asking, "Which employee?" 
 
    "Tonya Perkins. I was hoping to speak to the person who hired her." 
 
    "That would be Mr. Conroy and he's not in today. What would you like to know?" 
 
    Clara looked up at the ceiling, praying this woman had the answers she was looking for. "When I spoke to Tonya, she told me that she didn't finish college. Is that normal for people whom you hire?" 
 
    The woman snorted, a very unladylike sound. "No. Normally we hire people with degrees. Tonya was a special case. Mr. Conroy was doing a favor for a friend of his." 
 
    "That wouldn't happen to be a Mr. Pace, would it?" 
 
    "Actually, yes, it was. Mr. Pace told Mr. Conroy he wouldn't regret hiring Tonya." The woman's voice dropped lower, the sound more muffled, like she was covering the phone with her hand. "Between you and me, Tonya's a crappy worker. She didn't want to do the filing, she didn't want to do the typing or anything else he asked her to do. He only kept her around because her brother asked him to." 
 
    "Wait, her brother? Gabriel?" 
 
    "Yes. After his father got her the job, Gabriel begged Mr. Conroy to keep her on. Even though he knew she was bad at it, too. I overheard him in here begging her to try harder, to be patient just a little longer, then they’d get everything they ever wanted. Not sure what that meant, though." 
 
    "You’ve been a huge help. Thank you so much." Clara hung up just as Denise's voice rang out.  
 
    "Found something."  
 
    Clara rushed to her side and peered over her shoulder once again. On the screen, a cabin sat back in the woods, trees obscuring most of it. A gravel drive led from the road to the front porch of the cabin, where two rocking chairs sat.  
 
    "Well, that's a cute little place." 
 
    Denise nodded. "Yeah, it seems that Gabriel's dad bought it for his mom several years ago. But this article mentions that Gabriel goes there often, himself. Alone." 
 
    "Why would that be in an article?"  
 
    Denise laughed. "Gabriel is the most eligible bachelor in town. Of course an article is going to describe where he spends most of his alone time." 
 
    Clara nodded, blushing at her mistake. "Makes sense. So, you think they're hiding out there?" 
 
    "It's as good a place as any."  
 
    Clara grabbed her purse off the table and turned to look at Denise. "I'm going out there. If they’re there, Hailey is probably with them. She may be hurt. I need to try to convince them to let her go." She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. "Maybe even convince them to turn themselves in." 
 
    Denise stood. "You aren't going alone. You're taking me with you." 
 
    "Denise, this could be dangerous. They could have guns." 
 
    Denise crossed her arms over her chest. "And? You need back up." 
 
    "I'm going to call Will and Harry as I'm driving over there." 
 
    "You still need back up."  
 
    Clara sighed. "Fine, you can come. But do as I say and stay low. If I tell you to run, you better listen to me, OK?"  
 
    Denise nodded and grabbed her purse, then followed Clara out the door.  
 
    In the car, Clara left Will another message, telling him where she was going and why. Denise looked at Clara as she hung up.               "Do they normally not answer your calls?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "No, usually they pick up. Or call me back. Something’s going on that I don't know about yet." She smiled. "Maybe they already found the cabin." 
 
    Denise blew out a breath. "One can only hope." 
 
    Clara glanced at her, then back at the road. "Sorry about this. Our studying has really taken a hit over this case. I’m a terrible study partner." 
 
    Denise waved a hand. "I'm not failing. Honestly, the studying was an excuse for me to get to hang out with you more. You seemed like a cool person and I wanted to be friends. I'm just not very good at making them." 
 
    Clara smiled. "Well, all you had to do was ask. But I'm glad you wanted to study with me. It's lonely when you don't know anyone." 
 
    Denise snorted. "Knowing people doesn't make it any better. Especially if you don't fit in." 
 
    Clara bit her lip. "You fit in with me."  
 
    Denise smiled at her, then looked back at the road. "How far away are we?"  
 
    Clara glanced at the GPS on her phone. "Ten minutes, tops." 
 
    Denise nodded and pulled out her phone. "I'm going to tell the girls where we're going, just in case. No sense going into this without someone being aware." She looked up at Clara. "Should you tell your boyfriend?" 
 
    Clara shook her head. "No way. He'd just try to stop me. He's way overprotective." 
 
    "In a bad way?" 
 
    "No, just in an annoying way. It's sweet, but he can't protect me from everything. I need to be able to do things on my own." 
 
    "So he's a knight in shining armor?" 
 
    Clara laughed. "I guess you could describe him that way. He does like to save the day." The girls giggled as they drove, imagining Anthony in armor and chainmail.  
 
    Clara knew they were getting close to the cabin when they hit gravel. She looked over at Denise.  
 
    "We’re going to park and walk from here. I don't want them to hear the car and take off. Or worse, shoot us."  
 
    Denise nodded and climbed out of the car seconds after Clara, then closed her door as softly as she could. Clara didn't bother to lock the car, knowing that it wouldn't do them any good anyway. If someone wanted to steal it all the way out here, they would. Plus, she didn't want the beep of the alarm to alert anyone to their presence. They headed toward the cabin, sticking to the grass next to the gravel to keep their approach as quiet as possible.  
 
    "Before we go in, we need to get an idea of what the situation is inside the cabin," Clara whispered as they walked. Denise nodded, not bothering to respond.  
 
    Through the foliage ahead, Clara could make out the roof of the cabin: slanted tin with leaves scattered across it. Moving aside a branch, she got her first good look at the side of the cabin, as a corner of the porch was in view. The windows were darkened, no light slipped out. Clouds drifted overhead, blocking the sun.  
 
    Clara looked up, then back at Denise. "It's going to rain. I can smell it."  
 
    Denise nodded her agreement, her eyes never leaving the cabin.  
 
    Clara looked back at it, not seeing any signs of life. "Let's move to the back, see if we can get a look inside."  
 
    The girls kept low to the ground, slipping around to the back of the cabin, their backs pressed against the rough wood. The back sported a deck that was a different shade of brown than the rest of the cabin—newer, most likely. A grill sat on the deck, its lid closed against the inclement weather. In the back corner of the yard was a wooden shed, its doors shut. Clara peeked through the back window but couldn't see anything inside. Moving to the deck, she glanced through the sliding glass door. Here, she had better luck, as the sheets that had been used to cover the door didn't touch the ground. By looking underneath, Clara could see into the room. Both girls pressed their cheeks to the rough wood and looked into the room beyond. 
 
    What they saw took them by surprise. Instead of Gabriel and Tonya torturing and killing Hailey as they’d imagined, Hailey was pointing a gun at both of them. Tonya was on her knees, tears streaming down her face. Gabriel stood slightly behind her and to the left, his hands behind his back, never taking his eyes off Hailey. Hailey's back was to Clara and Denise, but Gabriel was facing them. He didn't give any indication that he’d noticed them. Clara didn't know whether or not that was a good thing.  
 
    Hailey swung the gun wildly, waving it in the air. Her hair hung down past her shoulders, a ponytail holder hanging from the ends. A glimpse of her face revealed tears and mascara. She’d really lost it. 
 
    Tonya said something, making Hailey shriek at the two of them. Gabriel took a step forward, hands raised. Clara reached up to the door and slid it open just an inch so that she could hear what was being said.  
 
    "You took him from me." Hailey's words came out in sobs. 
 
    "I didn't realize he meant that much to you. Tonya said you were keeping Darren on the back burner, in case it didn't work out with Clint." Gabriel tried to make his voice as soothing as possible. 
 
    Hailey snorted. "I did that to torment her. I knew what was going on with you two. Darren was her cover. If she couldn't get him to date her, you couldn't keep seeing each other." 
 
    Tonya and Gabriel looked at each other, then back at Hailey. "That was all about us?" Tonya sounded more angry than upset.  
 
    Hailey laughed. "You think no one knew about you two? That you were so good at hiding it? We all knew. We all laughed about it together. You're a good actress, Tonya, but no one bought that explosion at Darren that night. Everyone knows you were mad at Gabriel for that girl in his lap." She smirked. "She was my idea, by the way. Friend of mine. We always got told we could be sisters. Thought she’d be the perfect person to get you riled up. Just a little friendly fun." 
 
    "But I'm the evil one? After everything you did, I'm the bad guy here?" Tonya stood and took a step toward Hailey. "I don't think so, Hailey. I think you're the bad one. I think you're evil. You wanted the attention that being with Clint would give you, constantly playing the ‘good girlfriend’ card. When he died, that went away. You could never hold a man after that, not even Darren." 
 
    Gabriel stepped between the two girls, arms spread wide. "Ladies, we can talk about this like adults, without guns. Hailey, give it to me."  
 
    She shook her head. "I don't have to listen to you, Gabriel. You can't smooth-talk me anymore." 
 
    Tonya looked at Gabriel, hurt spread across her face. "Smooth-talk her? Gabriel, what is she talking about?" 
 
    Hailey chuckled. "Think you're the only girl he's been hanging around with, Tonya? The only girl he ever talked into bed? Give me a break. You weren't the first and you won’t be the last." Hailey winked at Gabriel, making Tonya gasp.  
 
    Tonya grabbed Gabriel's outstretched hand. "It's not true, Gabe. Tell me she's lying. You said it was just the two of us against everyone else." 
 
    Gabriel looked at her, his face crumpling. "I tried, Tonya, I really did. But I couldn't help myself. She was right there for me to take. She offered herself to me. I couldn't say no." 
 
    "But Gabe, you promised." Tonya fell to her knees again and wrapped her arms around herself. 
 
    Hailey sighed. "Tonya, you're his sister. Do you really think there was any kind of future for the two of you?" 
 
    Tonya didn't respond, just looked at the ground. Gabriel took another step toward Hailey. "Leave her alone, Hailey. You've done enough. I'm the one you want. I'm the one who killed Clint." 
 
    Hailey sucked in a breath at the same time that Clara did. Clara glanced over at Denise, who was holding her phone, recording the whole thing. Clara grinned and turned back to the drama.  
 
    "To cover up for her, like Clara said?" Gabriel's eyes flickered to Clara's face and away. So he did know they were there. Clara slid the door open farther, then slipped into the room. Before going any farther, she passed her phone to Denise, mouthing “Run” before slipping all the way inside. Everything had been covered with sheets, a fine layer of dust over it all. The kitchen counter, near where Clara now crouched, was bare except for a coffee pot and a block of knives. Clara pulled a knife and slipped up behind Hailey. Someone had to stop this now. 
 
    "I couldn't just let them arrest her. If they found him dead in the morning the way I found him, they'd assume it was murder and try to figure out why. I made it look like Clint did it to himself. No one was the wiser," Gabriel said. 
 
    "And let my heart break." Hailey's body shook with sobs. 
 
    Gabriel stepped closer and reached his arms out to her. "Hey, didn't I make it feel better? Didn't I comfort you in your time of need?"  
 
    Hailey nodded, stepping into his embrace, the gun hanging loosely in her hand. Before Clara could reach for it, Tonya grabbed the gun, then pointed it at Gabriel and Hailey. 
 
    Gabriel turned, releasing Hailey. "Tonya, what are you doing?" 
 
    She cocked the gun. For the first time, Clara noticed that the gun Tonya was holding a 1911. "Ending this. Like I should have. Killing all of you."  
 
    Clara stepped into view and held up the knife. Tonya swung the gun in her direction, her eyes widening. "What are you doing here?" Annoyance dripped from every word. 
 
    "Trying to stop you. Although for a minute there, I thought I was going to have to stop Hailey. I was surprised to find her holding you hostage. I would’ve thought it would be the other way around." 
 
    Tonya snorted. "She found us. She was the one with the gun." 
 
    "She’s been here with you this whole time?"  
 
    Gabriel and Tonya looked confused. "What whole time? She's been here only a couple of hours." Tonya pointed the gun back at Hailey, deciding that she would be the first target. 
 
    Clara shook her head. "Then, Hailey, where have you been for the last couple of days?" 
 
    Hailey looked over at Clara, one hand still on Gabriel's chest. "Doing some digging of my own." She looked over at Tonya. "They have a kid."  
 
    Tonya's shock made her whole arm shake. "Shut up." 
 
    "That's why you took her home that weekend, wasn't it, Gabriel? You knew she was pregnant and wanted to break it your family, ask their blessing to do the right thing by her. Except your dad drops the biggest bombshell of your life and ruins everything. How do you recover from that? And what do you do about the baby?" Hailey’s self-satisfied smirk made Tonya’s hands quiver. The gun wobbled in Hailey’s face. 
 
    Tonya took a step forward, her fists clenched. "I said shut up, Hailey."  
 
    Hailey looked at Gabriel, then back at Clara. "So, you have the baby. And you hide it. Give it to someone to take care of it. How do you think dear old dad would react to finding out about that baby?" She laughed. "It's not deformed, mind you. They managed to have a perfectly healthy little girl." From underneath her shirt, in a holster Clara hadn’t seen, Hailey pulled out a second gun, which she pointed at Tonya. Both girls faced each other, guns in hand. Gabriel looked between them, his hands raised, not sure whom to jump first. 
 
    Clara set the knife on the counter, hoping that Denise had run off to call for help. Someone else with a gun needed to get here fast. She decided her next purchase would be a gun. She spoke up. "Hailey, that's all well and good, but killing them won't change anything. It won't bring Clint back, it won't change what Gabriel did to you. How he used you. Let the law handle them."  
 
    Hailey snorted and aimed the gun. "Screw the law." She pulled the trigger and her arm swung up with the force of the kickback. Clara dove, catching Hailey around the waist as she lost her balance. They both tumbled to the floor. Clara heard a groan and a scream but ignored both as she wrestled the gun from Hailey's hands. Hailey tried to scratch Clara's face and reached up to yank on her hair. Clara elbowed her, knocking her head against the floor. Hailey moaned, then brought her hand up to wrap it around Clara's neck, trying to get a grip. Clara batted the hand away, not realizing that Hailey's other hand was coming in for a mean right hook, which slammed into Clara's eye. Clara felt pain and saw stars, then blinked to clear her vision. She brought the gun to bear on Hailey. "Stop struggling."  
 
    Hailey froze and looked down at the barrel of the gun. Clara stood and stepped back. After two steps, she ran into something solid: an arm coming up around her waist and a knife held at her throat.  
 
    "Drop the gun." Gabriel's breath tickled her neck, causing the hair there to flutter.  
 
    Clara let the gun fall from her hand. Her stomach flipped. One wrong move and she could die. She closed her eyes, flashes of Alice's face showing behind her eyelids. Her heart raced and her hands were clammy. She wouldn’t go out like this. Not today, not ever. Without waiting for a second thought, she slammed her foot down on Gabriel's toes, making him grunt. Then, swinging her leg backward, she caught him in the crotch, causing his grip on the knife to loosen enough that she could grab the weapon with one hand, then elbow him in the nose with the other arm. Gabriel bent over, clutching at various body parts, blood spilling from his nose.  
 
    Clara picked up the gun and looked at the two girls on the floor. Hailey had managed to hit Tonya, who had dropped the other gun as she hit the floor. "Enough is enough."  
 
    Denise stepped through the slider, phone in hand. "Will and Harry are on their way with the cavalry."  
 
    Clara nodded her thanks and looked around the room. "Everyone to the couch, now." She picked up the second gun and handed it to Denise, who clutched it steadily in her hand. Clara tried to hide her look of surprise. Denise could certainly handle herself. 
 
    All three picked themselves off the floor. Tonya held her arm as blood gushed from it. Clara leaned in and looked at the wound. "Looks like Hailey grazed you with the bullet. Good thing she's not a good shot." Tonya didn't even laugh, just sat hunched on the couch. "Now, we’re gonna talk. Denise here is going to play something for you first." 
 
    Denise played back the recording. Everyone looked surprised as Gabriel's voice admitted to Clint's murder. Denise smiled. "Already sent it to Will. I got his number off your phone, Clara. Hope that was OK?" 
 
    Clara nodded and looked at the three people in front of her. "Now, we’re going to get all the facts, right now. Tonya, you first. Were you poisoning Clint because Gabriel asked you to?" 
 
    Tonya nodded, fresh tears streaking down her face. "Gabe said that Clint didn't fit what he was looking for in a pledge but that he didn't really have a valid reason to not accept him. However, if he were sick all the time, he wouldn't be able to finish." 
 
    "And when did Hailey start taking care of Clint?" Clara directed this question at Hailey, who had perched herself at the end of the couch, as far from the other two as possible. 
 
    "We had a party at the frat house. Darren and Charlie mentioned that Clint was upstairs sick. I offered to take him something to eat and they agreed. When I got up there, Clint looked so sad and lonely that I decided to stay and keep him company. We really hit it off that night." 
 
    Clara paced, taking in all the information. She lifted her head as the sound of sirens reached her ears. She looked at Gabriel. "The night before Clint died, what happened?" Her eyes moved to Tonya. "What set you off?" 
 
    "Hailey was being selfish as usual, picking at me,” Tonya said. “I suspected that she may have known about me and Gabe but I didn't know for sure and I couldn't ask her without hinting that something was actually going on. Darren was my cover. If Hailey took that away, I’d be screwed. I’d have no excuse to be over at the house. When I stormed over there to talk to Gabe about it, he was already preoccupied. Since I couldn't blow up at him in front of everyone, I blew up at Darren." She snorted. "Got myself kicked out of the house." 
 
    "You convinced everyone else."  
 
    Tonya and Gabriel looked at Hailey.  
 
    "After that night, all the other girls really did think you had eyes only for Darren. I couldn’t convince any of them it was really Gabe you wanted.” 
 
    Tonya's face reddened. Before she could respond, the door flew open. Will and Harry stepped in, their guns out, their eyes sweeping the room. Clara held up her hands, the gun dangling from one of them. "Hey guys."  
 
    Will's shoulders slumped in relief. He took two steps forward and wrapped Clara in his arms. "I was so worried when Denise called. I thought something really bad had happened to you." He looked over at Denise. "Then I got the recording." He glanced at the couch where all three sat. Harry moved toward them, motioning for all three to stand. As he read them their rights, slapping cuffs on each one, other officers stepped in to take them to the waiting police cars. Will searched Clara's face. "Are you sure you're OK?" 
 
    She nodded. "Yeah, I think so. I know what happened. Clint can rest in peace."  
 
    Will nodded. He hugged her again before stepping back, a blush darkening his face. He looked over at Denise and gave her a nod. "Follow me back to the station. We'll need to get your statements."  
 
    The girls followed him out as crime scene technicians stepped in, securing the scene. Denise got behind the wheel, deeming Clara too shaky to drive. Clara agreed. On the way back to the station, she leaned her head against the window to watch the scenery go by. All her energy was gone.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "And you think Gabriel and Tonya have a child together?" Will's doubt stung, but Clara could see why he was questioning it. There was no mention of the child anywhere. 
 
    Clara nodded and looked at Denise for confirmation. Both girls were sitting at Will's desk, Styrofoam cups in hand, steaming coffee sharpening their senses. The cubicles around them were empty, most of the cops having left to secure the scene. Only a couple remained behind and they were in the break room, giving Will and Harry time with the girls. Harry stood behind Will, taking notes as Will asked the questions.  
 
    Denise leaned forward, the gold chain around her neck flashing in the light of the lamp on Will’s desk. "Tonya mentioned it. Gabriel didn't deny it. They have a daughter, somewhere out there. Tonya was already pregnant when they found out they were related. That's why Gabriel was taking her home to meet his family." 
 
    "And the child is OK?" 
 
    "If by ‘OK’ you mean normal, they seemed to think so." Denise looked to Clara, who nodded her agreement. "Personally, I think Gabriel was using the child to get Tonya to do anything he wanted. If he needed a booty call, all he had to do was mention the kid. Need a guy poisoned, bring up the kid. Tonya isn't the one with means, Gabriel is, so if anyone is footing the bill for the daughter, it's going to be him." 
 
    Will leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. "You know, that's not a bad theory. Might have to mention that when we question them. Mention of the child just might make Tonya crack. If she turns on Pace, we're set." 
 
    The girls exchanged glances. "What would happen to Tonya?" Clara asked, looking down at her hands.  
 
    "She'll probably go to prison. But if she cooperates, she may not get as much time. Be out in time to see her kid graduate high school." 
 
    "In the end, it’ll come down to who rolls on who. Gabriel could blame it all on her, say that he was only doing it to protect her." Harry tapped his notepad and looked at both girls. 
 
    Clara slammed her hand on the desk. "You know that's a lie. He didn't want Clint there in the first place. He asked her to poison Clint. And he openly admitted to killing Clint for Tonya." 
 
    "We can get him on the murder part. But the poisoning is going to be hearsay unless he confesses to that, too." Harry looked to Will, who nodded his agreement. 
 
    Before Clara could respond, she heard someone call her name. Leaning out of the cubicle, she spotted Anthony over by the elevator, his eyes sweeping the room. Clara stood and walked toward him, her head down. Anthony’s eyes brightened when he saw her, and his arms reached out to her. He pulled her against his chest and pressed his lips into her hair. "Thank God you're OK."  
 
    Clara could feel the tears, but she blinked them away. "I'm fine, Anthony. Really." 
 
    He pushed her back so that he could look into her dirt-streaked face. He reached up a hand to gently touch her eye, where a bruise was starting to form. "They really did a number on you." 
 
    "You should see the other guy." She tried to smile, but he didn't return it. 
 
    "Clara, you shouldn't have gone there alone." 
 
    She rolled her eyes. "I didn't. I took Denise with me. And we told several people where we were going." 
 
    "Except me." She could hear the hurt in his voice, but, really, this wasn't about him.  
 
    "It wasn't like that. There was nothing you could've done if I’d told you except try to talk me out of going and that wasn't going to happen." 
 
    Anthony could see the determination in her eyes. "Baby, I’d never be able to talk you out of something you had your mind set on. But I’d appreciate being aware of what you’re doing, in case something like this happens. After Alice, I just worry about you. That's all." 
 
    Clara felt the tension leaving her shoulders. She thought he’d be mad but she hadn't expected him to be this worried. "I can take care of myself." She mumbled the words, only half believing them. 
 
    He tilted her chin so that she was looking into his eyes. "I know you can. But you don't have to all the time. It's OK to let others help you." 
 
    Clara heard footsteps behind her and turned to find Will standing some distance away, looking at his shoes. When he realized they’d stopped talking, he looked up, trying for a smile. "If it's any consolation, she did great. She managed to get a recording of a confession and take down the bad guys. Not too bad." 
 
    Anthony nodded and placed a hand on Clara's shoulder. "That doesn't surprise me one bit."  
 
    Harry leaned out of the cubicle, phone in hand. "Hey, Will, they're ready in interrogation. Gabriel lawyered up but Tonya didn't."  
 
    Will rubbed his hands together. "Time to get to work. I'll let you know what happens." Clara nodded, watching as Will and Harry walked around them to the elevator.  
 
    Denise stepped out of the cubicle, still clutching her cup of coffee. "Are we good to go?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "I think so. Come on, I'll drive you back to campus to get your car." 
 
    Denise shook her head. "Nah, I'll leave it there tonight. It'll be fine. Just take me home."  
 
    Clara tossed an arm around Denise's shoulders and looked over at Anthony. He smiled and followed her out of the building and into the night, just glad she was OK. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19. Charlie Gets His Answers 
 
   T he next afternoon, Clara showed up at the frat house, a box of donuts in hand. She figured she’d need a peace offering after the last conversation she'd had at the house. The door was unlocked when she tried the handle, so she stepped inside. At the smell that confronted her, she wrinkled her nose. From the looks of the place, no one had cleaned in a while. At least, not since she'd been there last. From where she stood in the hall, Clara could see dishes stacked at the sink. She heard footsteps and looked up the stairs, watching as Jaxon walked toward her. He smiled and looked from her to the donuts. "Clara. What are you doing here?" 
 
    She held the box toward him. "I bring food. And news." He nodded, then shouted up the stairs to the others.  
 
    Clara had considered telling Anthony ahead of time that she was coming over but figured he’d know she had to do this. She went into the sitting room and set the donuts on the coffee table, then took the seat closest to the hearth, even though the fire wasn't lit.  
 
    The boys gathered around the donuts, each reaching into the box and grabbing one. Charlie, Anthony, and Darren grabbed seats on one couch while Jaxon and Jay grabbed seats on the other. Clara waited until they were all settled before starting. She stood and held her hands in front of her. "First, I want to apologize for what my visit caused last time. I hated seeing you guys fight." 
 
    All of them shrugged, sharing smiles. "We just had some things to hash out." Jaxon looked at Charlie, who nodded in response.  
 
    Clara smiled, twiddling her thumbs. "Well, good. I'm glad you guys are better now. Um, thing is, there's been a development." She looked at Charlie. "We know who killed Clint." 
 
    Charlie's mouth fell open and the donut in his hand dropped to his lap. Darren groaned and grabbed a napkin to clean off Charlie. Charlie didn't even care that Darren was treating him like a child. He kept his eyes on Clara. "Who? Who did it?" 
 
    She shook her head. "Not just one who, but two." She watched as Darren gave up the attempt to clean up Charlie and turned his attention back to her. "Do you guys remember that Gabriel and Tonya dated at one point?" 
 
    They all exchanged glances. "We heard something about it but that happened before our time." Jay said this, leaning toward Clara. Today all of them were dressed down. Shorts of varying colors adorning their legs. Each boy was barefoot, with a white V-neck t-shirt clinging to his body.  
 
    Clara nodded. "Right. Well, Gabriel had taken Tonya to his parents to meet them. Apparently, she was pregnant." Clara thought over everything Will had told her that morning over the phone. He had given her permission to let the guys know what was going on, as Charlie had been the one to ask Clara to look into the case to begin with. "Tonya and Gabriel both learned that weekend that they were related, half-siblings. Gabriel's dad had an affair many years ago with Tonya's mom, and Tonya was the result. He paid her off and never heard from her again. But when Tonya walked through the door, he knew immediately who she was. He made a couple of calls to confirm, then dropped the bombshell on them at dinner, right before Gabriel could announce the pregnancy." Clara took a breath, organizing her thoughts. "Gabriel knew then that Tonya couldn't keep the baby. At least, not near where his parents were. If they found out, they'd cut off Gabriel and he couldn't have that." 
 
    "What about Tonya? She was Mr. Pace's kid, too. Did he offer to pay anything for her?" Jay seemed to think that any decent man would want to support his daughter. 
 
    Clara sighed and looked down at her hands. "No, he didn't. In his mind, he’d taken care of that a long time ago, with the money he’d given her mother. It didn't matter to him that she was biologically his. He hadn't raised her and didn't see her as such. So, it was up to Gabriel to provide for and hide the child."  
 
    "Which he did, right?" Darren asked this, looking to Clara for confirmation. 
 
    "He did." She held up a finger. "But he had full control. Tonya basically gave up all her rights and could see the child only when Gabriel agreed she could. He actually kept the child himself, if you can believe that. Told his parents he’d gotten some girl pregnant, she didn't want the baby, and he was going to raise it himself. Of course, they couldn't have that, so they arranged for someone else to take the baby, letting Gabriel have visitation whenever he wanted." 
 
    Charlie threw his hands up. "What does any of this have to do with Clint?" 
 
    Clara smiled. "I'm getting there. Anyway, if Tonya wanted to see the child, she had to go through Gabriel. And he used that to his advantage. Got her to do anything he wanted, even poison someone."  
 
    The guys exchanged looks.  
 
    "Yes, the poisoning was Gabriel's idea. Clint didn't fit his image for the frat house but Gabriel had no valid reason to not accept his pledge. Tonya was good with plants. She had her own garden at the sorority house. Gabriel used the child as leverage to get Tonya to make Clint sick." 
 
    Jaxon snorted. "But he didn't die by poisoning." 
 
    Clara nodded and started pacing again. "No, he didn't. Though he would have if Gabriel hadn't found him." She took a deep breath. "The night before Clint died, Hailey pushed Tonya a little too far. Tonya had been trying to get closer to Darren, to use him as her cover for why she was over here, even though she was really here to see Gabriel. Hailey suspected that it was Gabriel whom Tonya really wanted, so she told Tonya that she was going to keep Darren on the back burner, just in case it didn't work out with Clint. Tonya lost it and ran over to the house to talk to Gabriel, only to find a girl who looked just like Hailey sitting in his lap. She blew up at Darren because she couldn't yell at the person she really wanted to yell at. She got herself kicked out of the house." 
 
    "So, she wasn't even obsessed with me?" Darren sounded a little hurt.  
 
    Clara laughed. "Sorry, Darren, but no, not obsessed with you. However, with that act of hers, she convinced everyone but Hailey that this was the case. Then Tonya decided to get even with Hailey. If she couldn't see Gabriel, Hailey couldn't see Clint. Tonya snuck back into the house that night and poisoned him. They think she put so much of it in the soup that he would’ve been dead by morning, whether or not Gabriel had found him.” 
 
    "What kind of poison was she using?" It was the first time Anthony had spoken up. 
 
    Surprised, Clara spun to face him. "American pokeweed. It's a plant. It can cause nausea, vomiting, convulsions, fatigue, all kinds of nasty stuff. It takes a lot to kill someone, though. After Hailey left, Gabriel went in to check on Clint and found him half unconscious, lying in a pool of his own vomit. Freaking out that Tonya would get herself caught, Gabriel slashed Clint’s wrists, attempting to make it look like a suicide." 
 
    "Gabriel was the one who found him. He was covered in blood by the time we got to the room." Jaxon looked over at Charlie. "Charlie, man, I'm so sorry I didn't believe you." 
 
    Charlie shook his head and looked up at Clara for her to continue.  
 
    "Exactly. He told the police that he had found Clint already dead from the slash wounds and had covered him with a sheet. Then, the coroner had Gabriel perform the autopsy, not realizing it was a conflict of interest. Gabriel was let go that day, after he’d finished, and he failed to mention any abnormal findings to the coroner. The coroner, having expected the autopsy to be a routine suicide, hadn't gone back to look over Gabriel's notes too much, just making sure he’d entered the paperwork correctly in the computer. Gabriel thought he'd gotten away with it." 
 
    Jay looked at Clara. "What happened to your eye?"  
 
    She smiled and reached up a hand to touch the swollen skin, wincing at the pain. "Hailey punched me. After the police pulled Tonya in for questioning, she went to Gabriel, begging him to get her out of town. If anyone were going to go down for this murder, she thought it’d be her. Gabriel agreed and spirited her away to a cabin that his family owned." Clara looked at Anthony. "I think he still loved her, deep down, and was willing to do just about anything to protect her." 
 
    Anthony nodded and leaned back against the couch. "And that's where you found them?" 
 
    Clara nodded, a small smile appearing. "With Hailey."  
 
    All the boys looked surprised.  
 
    "Hailey had overheard Denise and me talking about the case at the library. We had tried to comfort her. What we didn't realize was that she’d put two and two together before we did and figured out where Tonya and Gabriel had gone. She went to the cabin with a couple of guns to confront them. I think she meant to kill them once they admitted to what they’d done." 
 
    "But you stopped her?" Now it seemed like Anthony was the only one asking questions. The guys looked back and forth between him and Clara.  
 
    Clara nodded. "I did. Denise and I went to the cabin after Denise deduced that they were probably hiding there. We honestly thought they were holding Hailey hostage, not the other way around. When we got there and found Hailey holding a gun on them, it was a little surprising. I had to slip in and get the gun away from her. That wasn't easy. Then Gabriel attempted to overpower me but I managed to get out of that, too. We got them to start talking once Denise played the recording for them."  
 
    "And now?" When Charlie spoke, his voice was raw. Tears filled his eyes.  
 
    "And now they'll go to prison. Gabriel lawyered up but Tonya didn't. She rolled on him so fast once she was told that they’d cut her time short if she did. She'll serve a lesser sentence, while he's going to be in there for a very long time."  
 
    Charlie stood and stepped up to Clara, holding out his arms. "Thank you. I really appreciate that you did this for him." He hugged her, pulling her close, his tears dropping into her hair. Clara held him as his whole body shook with sobs. She couldn't imagine the pain and relief he was feeling. The other guys seemed to understand, as they all stood and wrapped their arms around Charlie and Clara, holding them in a circle.  
 
    When Clara finally managed to break free, she walked toward the door, leaving the guys standing together in the middle of the room. Now they had closure and could move on. She stepped out and headed to her car, knowing that Anthony would understand.  
 
    As she reached for the handle of her car, a voice stopped her. Clara turned to find Charlie behind her, worry on his face. "Do you think it was my fault?" he asked. 
 
    Clara's brow knit in confusion. "That what was your fault?" 
 
    "That he died? I talked him into pledging. He didn't even want to. He did it because I convinced him to. If he hadn't, maybe he'd still be alive." 
 
    Clara stepped forward and touched his arm. "No, Charlie, don't think that. It wasn't your fault. Bad people did bad things and Clint suffered for it. Don't torture yourself with what-ifs. Ask Anthony how well that works out, if you're curious." She climbed into her car and looked up at him. "Don't live in the past, Charlie. Charge toward the future. Clint would want you to."  
 
    He nodded, then watched as she drove away, waiting until her car was out of sight before heading back inside the house to his friends and his future. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20. Second Chances 
 
   C lara and Denise were sitting in the library the following week, their heads bent together as they reviewed their notecards. With midterms coming up, they had to make sure they knew as much information as possible. Clara took another sip of coffee and blinked. "I'm starting to see double. How about you?" 
 
    Denise shook her head. "Yeah, but we can't stop. I feel like we're so behind."  
 
    Clara blushed, feeling that this was her fault.  
 
    Denise looked up, her face darkening, too. "And don't start blaming yourself. I asked to help you out." 
 
    Clara chuckled. "More like demanded. But that's OK. I appreciate it." They went back to their notecards, switching off asking each other questions.  
 
    They’d gotten about halfway through the stack when a squeaky wheel alerted them to someone else's presence. Looking up, they watched as Hailey approached them, pushing a cart full of books. She stopped by their table and looked at the two of them. 
 
    "How are you holding up?" Clara tried to smile but the look on Hailey's face didn't seem friendly.  
 
    "I'll be fine. I got slapped with probation. They were pretty understanding about the whole thing. Shouldn't hurt me any." She turned to walk away but Clara reached out a hand to stop her.  
 
    "I meant emotionally. How are you doing emotionally?"  
 
    Hailey shrugged. "I'll live." She walked away, her hips swinging as she moved.  
 
    Denise and Clara exchanged a look. "I guess that's the best we can hope for, right?" Denise sounded optimistic, but Clara sighed. 
 
    "I wish there was more we could do." 
 
    Denise covered Clara's hand with her own. "I think we've done enough."  
 
    Clara nodded, then turned back to her notes.  
 
    They spent the next three hours studying, heading home only when they couldn't make sense of the words on the notecards anymore.  
 
    Clara stepped through her door just as her cell phone rang, the sound breaking the silence. Kiki met her at the door, barking in excitement. Clara leashed her up while answering the phone. "Hello?" 
 
    "Clara, hey, are you busy?"  
 
    Clara smiled at the sound of Jasmine's voice. "Hey, little sister. No, I'm not. What's up?" 
 
    "Hey, Clara, can you hear me?"  
 
    Clara's smile grew even wider when she heard Rodney, her older brother, on the phone, too. "Rod, what are you guys doing?" 
 
    "Three-way call, duh. Don't you do that with the girls all the time?"  
 
    Clara laughed, admitting that Rodney had a point. "So, why the call?" 
 
    "We just wanted to see how you were doing. We hadn't heard from you in a while." Jasmine's voice sounded odd, like she had a stuffy nose.  
 
    "Jaz, are you OK?" 
 
    Jasmine sniffed. Clara could just imagine her perfect little nose, red with a cold. "Yeah, just fighting off a cold. No big deal." She took a breath. "Now, answer my question. How are you?" 
 
    Clara stepped outside with Kiki, letting the puppy do her business in the yard. "I'm better. Anthony got me a dog, which has helped. I solved another case, which was cathartic. I'm getting there." 
 
    "Have you talked to anyone yet?" Rodney yawned, making Clara suspect that Jasmine had woken him up for this phone call. 
 
    "I've talked to Emma, my friend out here. I'm not really sure that a therapist would say anything different from what she did. I just need time to heal." 
 
    "What about you and Anthony?"  
 
    Now Clara was suspicious. "What about me and Anthony?" 
 
    Jasmine snorted. "Cool it, sis. I'm not trying to pry but he did propose again, didn't he?" 
 
    Clara sighed. "He did, yes. I said no." Her mind wandered, not to Anthony, but to the hug Will had given her when he’d found her in the cabin. Being in his arms had felt so natural. Clara shook herself, brushing away the thought.  
 
    It took her minute to realize that Jasmine was still talking. "I can't believe you said no to him. Clara, you're out there because he asked you to marry him. What’s going on?" 
 
    Rodney tried to talk over Jasmine. "Jazzy, give her a chance to answer. You do what you feel is right, little sis."  
 
    Clara sighed. "Hey, listen to me."  
 
    Both stopped talking, waiting for her to continue.  
 
    "I didn't say no as in, 'I’ll never marry him.' I said no as in 'not right now.' Anthony understood that. I took the ring back. I'm just not sure I'm ready to put it back on yet." 
 
    "Well, don't expect him to wait around forever." Jasmine's voice had taken on an annoyed tone.  
 
    Clara rolled her eyes. "Jaz, if he gets tired of waiting for me, he'll let me know." She paused and gave them both a chance to take a breath. "So, Rodney, you and Stacy are pretty serious, huh? When are you popping the question?" 
 
    Rodney coughed, sounding like he was choking on something. "Um … well … I … uh..." 
 
    "Sis, he's afraid of commitment, you know that."  
 
    Clara laughed. "Yeah, well, you don't want to let something that amazing slip through your fingers."  
 
    Rodney agreed before begging off, claiming he was tired. Clara and Jasmine talked a little longer, mostly about Jasmine's love life. Clara was happy that her sister had been able to move on with her life and feel normal. It gave Clara hope that, eventually, she’d feel normal too. If her sister was any indication, there was definitely a chance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue Clara Seeks Help 
 
   E mma looked at Clara from her spot on the couch. Clara sat, Kiki at her feet, holding a cup of steaming coffee in her hands. Emma watched Clara, gauging her feelings. "I really think you should talk to a professional, dear. What could it hurt?" 
 
    Clara bit her lip. "You think?" 
 
    "You say you had a flashback during the fight, when he had the knife to your throat?"  
 
    Clara nodded.  
 
    "Then, yes, I do think you should talk to someone." 
 
    Clara sighed. "I thought so. I just wanted confirmation. If I’d hesitated any longer, I might not be here right now. I can't have that happen again." 
 
    "Any more nightmares?"  
 
    "No, and no new ones. What happened in the cabin doesn't bother me the way Alice's attack did." 
 
    "Well, the cabin wasn't your home. You went there knowing there would be danger. You didn't expect danger in your own apartment." 
 
    Clara looked down at the mug. "There's something else. Something I haven't told anyone yet."  
 
    Emma waited in silence for Clara to continue.  
 
    "When Will got to the cabin, after he’d cleared the room, he hugged me." 
 
    Emma narrowed her eyes. "Hugged you? Don't friends hug each other?" 
 
    Clara nodded. "Yes, but this was different. It felt different. He held me so tight. Emma, it felt so good. I liked it." Clara's cheeks burned with embarrassment. "I love Anthony, but when Will hugged me, I realized that I might have feelings for him too." She looked up at Emma. "What do I do?" 
 
    Emma snorted. "Oh, honey, you do nothing. Anthony is the one you’re dating. If you want to date Will, that's when you make a move. If you want things to stay as they are, then you do nothing."  
 
    Clara nodded and took a sip of coffee.  
 
    Emma pulled her purse out from under the coffee table and fished out a card. "Here, take this. This therapist was recommended for my daughter a while back. She refused to go but maybe they can help you."  
 
    Clara took the card, smiling. "Thanks, Emma." She stood and Kiki followed her to the door. Clara hugged Emma, then walked to her car, Kiki at her heels. When she’d climbed inside, she looked at the card and her watch, trying to decide if it was too late to call. If it was, she could just leave a message. Clara picked up her phone and dialed the number on the card. After listening to the answering machine, she left a brief message. "Yes, Dr. Hooten, my name is Clara Young. Your card was given to me by a friend. I had a traumatic experience a while back and I'm ready to talk about it. Call me?" Clara left her number, then hung up and pulled out of Emma's drive. As she headed home, it felt like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. The tension that had been there since Alice's attack had finally started to dissipate. Clara had taken the first step toward getting her life back the way she wanted it—and it felt good. 
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