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Synopsis
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A BLONDE, A BRUNETTE, and a red-head walk into a bank...

And rob it.

As Lacey waits for Baby Luzzi to make his or her appearance, she’s decided to cool her jets on the whole “chasing criminals” lifestyle at her husband’s insistence. She’s settled in comfortably as part-time help at her best friend’s bar and, though the work might be a tad boring after years of explosions and car chases, it’s a safe job, relatively sanitary, and uneventful—for most people.

Lacey isn’t most people.

Caught in the middle of a bank heist, Lacey’s priceless wedding ring is now in the hands of three ladies known to the media as the Femme Fatale. The thieves might have gotten away with three heists across the Twin Cities to date, but one hitch they didn’t count on was a pregnant lady scorned. Lacey Luzzi’s hormones are on the fritz, her sugar habits are out of control, and her tears are flowing freely. This time, the robbers picked on the wrong gal.

With a due date approaching rapidly, Lacey and Meg are bound and determined to recover Lacey’s ring and put this case behind them...before she’s delivering more than guilty criminals on the job.
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Chapter 1
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“I’M A SAUSAGE!” I WAILED into the phone. “I can’t believe you’re still married to me.”

“Lacey,” Anthony pleaded. “You are not a sausage.”

“Fine, but my fingers are!”

A few customers in the lobby of the bank turned to look at me, and I gave them the death stare in return. Most of them saw my ready-to-pop stomach and quickly averted their eyes. Apparently ready-to-pop pregnant ladies receive a bit of a pass when it comes to irrational displays of emotions in public.

“You do not have sausage fingers, either!” Anthony cleared his throat. “You are perfect! I have to have told you that a million times, and I mean it; you are more beautiful than ever.”

I sniffed against my phone and stepped forward in line for the teller. “How do I know you mean that?”

Though I couldn’t see Anthony across the phone line, I could hear his smile. “I think last night should be a pretty good indication of how gorgeous I think you are.”

My cheeks flamed red as I glanced around. “Okay, okay! Maybe you still like me. A little.”

“Lacey—”

“I’m sorry. I know I’m being crazy. I love you, I miss you—I’m headed home after the bank. When will I see you again?”

“You’re talking like I’ve been drafted for war.”

“It feels like I’ve left for war. War is running errands with a stomach this size.”

He laughed. Though Anthony had only been gone since ten this morning, I missed him already. It was now noon. As I’d warned him, I was feeling emotional and just slightly irrational. Tears seemed to pop out of my eyes these days like gumballs from a machine.  

“I’m just waiting in line.” Said tears made themselves very close to spilling over as I glanced down at the small box in my hands—my wedding ring. It hadn’t fit for a few weeks, and I was just now getting around to putting it in the safety deposit box until my sausage fingers shrunk back to hot dogs. “How embarrassing, Anthony! My ring doesn’t even fit on my finger. I’m a toad.”

“Your body is going through...things.”

“Gee whiz, thanks.” Sometimes, I suspected Anthony didn’t have the least bit of an idea about all the changes my body was experiencing. Lumps and bumps and weight moving around to all the wrong places. Sickness that should’ve been confined to the morning, but lasted all hours of the day. And the mood swings! This pregnancy business wasn’t for the faint of heart.

“It’s not your fault, and you are not a toad.” Anthony’s voice moved into that panic-stricken range that meant he was tiptoeing around my eventual fountain of tears. “You are the most gorgeous—”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Sorry,” I apologized again. I’d been doing that a lot lately. “It’s just depressing. I love wearing my mom’s ring. It reminds me of her and you, all in one go, and I’m going to miss it when it’s tucked away in that lonely little box.”

“We can get it resized if you’d prefer. I’ve already ordered you a new ring, too—handmade in Italy. It’ll be here in a week.”

“Don’t worry, I have a stand-in for now.”

Anthony frowned. “You do? From where?”

“Tony.”

“Tony? The Italian designer?”

“No.” I exhaled, trapped. I examined the fake, gaudy piece of junk on my finger with dismay. “Tony the Tiger. I pulled a ring out of my cereal box this morning.”

“I thought you weren’t going to eat sugary cereals until after the baby was born?”

“Hey, mister!” I said, my voice turning all growly. “I’m the one on this diet, not you. You don’t know what it’s like.”

Anthony didn’t have a response. He didn’t need one. His diet was practically pristine. I had vowed to eat healthier for the baby, but let’s just say my resolve had broken down a few times. I hadn’t even bothered to jump off the bandwagon this time: it’d just exploded into a fiery little pile of tinder right before my eyes.

“No,” Anthony said, slowly and all-too-agreeably. “I have no idea what it’s like to eat dessert for all meals of the day. If this child comes out with sugar instead of blood...”

“I gave up coffee, cake for breakfast except on my birthday, and sushi!”

“Have you ever tried sushi?”

“No, it sounds disgusting! But I still gave it up, and I want credit for it.”

“I’ll give you extra credit.” Anthony paused, as if testing the waters. “I have to get going, Lace—is there anything else you need?”

“How about a hug?”

“Tonight, I promise. I’ll drown you with attention.”

“Deal.”

“Call me if there’s any updates on you or the baby.  You know the special number I’ve programmed for emergencies, right?”

“You’ve quizzed me on it for eight months. I know the number.”

“What is it?”

I tried to remember, but pregnancy brain was a real thing. “Okay,” I amended. “I knew the number.”

“Number one in your speed dial.”

“Thank you, oh husband of mine, for underestimating my memory.”

He hesitated, weighing my mood.

“I’m joking,” I said on a sigh. “You know you’re a saint for putting up with me, right?”

“Sugar, I just want you happy and healthy. I want the baby to be born safe and sound, and I’d like to be there for you when it happens. You have this habit of...” Anthony struggled. “Let’s just say I want to be able to locate you when the time comes.”

“I’ve given up the business for now,” I said, referring to Lacey Luzzi Security Services. “I’ll be at Meg’s bar helping out, at home with my feet kicked up trying to deflate them to normal human sizes, or at Nora’s so she can whisper to my stomach.”

“Sure.”

“You don’t believe me.”

“I think you believe yourself, but...” he sighed. “Things come up with you.”

By the time we hung up, whispering gooey lovey things that I’d forced Anthony to murmur sweetly into his cell phone, I was still pondering his statement.

“Things come up?” I muttered to the guy in front of me. He was dressed in a business suit and tapping his toes. “Things don’t just come up for me. What the hell is he talking about?”

The man flicked his eyes back to the crazy pregnant lady, but he didn’t respond.

“Seriously,” I prompted him. “What does he mean? Things don’t come up with me. I can plan my days. I can be where I say I’m going to be. I don’t find trouble...oh, crap.”

Even as I’d stated my case, a creepy sensation slithered down my spine. I couldn’t be sure when the shivers started, but I caught on quickly enough, quicker than others around me, as the locks on the doors clicked shut, the shades on the windows were pulled down, and three women in heavy masks appeared with guns.

“Oh, crap,” I said again. “This is not helping my case. But really, I didn’t find trouble this time. It found me. Which is frustrating because I really don’t have time for a robbery today. If I don’t eat every twenty-four minutes, my blood sugar gets so low I start to cry.”

The man in front of me continued texting away, oblivious.

“Hey, buddy,” I said coolly. “Might want to take a look around. We’re being held up.”

“What?” He looked up, probably to scold me, but his eyes were drawn to the scene around him as the shouting began.

I should’ve been feeling panic, but I had so many emotions running through my body it was the Grand Central Station of emotions. I didn’t have room for a whole lot of panic, so instead, I looked down at my nails and waited, pretending the world wasn’t turning into a screaming mess around me.

“Put the phones down! Now,” one of the ladies demanded. Tips of brunette hair peeked out from underneath her mask, but that was the only defining feature I could see aside from her legs. Her legs went on for days and were supermodel slim. “You, pregnant lady! Put the phone down.”

I exhaled and handed it over. “You know, I used to have nice legs once, too. You have really great legs. My husband really used to like mine, and now...” I gestured to myself. “Wide load, you know what I’m saying?”

The robber’s face might have been masked, but confusion radiated off her as she took my phone and threw it into the center of the room.

“Put the box in the bag,” the brunette said, glancing in my hands. “Now. Quickly.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see another woman pointing a gun at the teller, hints of blonde peeking out from under her mask as she spoke. The third lady’s hair was a mystery color, but I caught a glimpse of her eyebrows and they looked orangish. I was going to guess she was a ginger.

“The box, lady,” the brunette said. “In the bag.”

“This is not valuable,” I said calmly. “It’s an old cigarette.”

“You’re carrying an old cigarette to put in a safety deposit box?”

“Absolutely,” I said, not sure where in the world that lie had come from. I’d said it, however, and had only one option: to continue with the story. “My husband smoked it. I’m preserving it for our unborn child.”

The lady looked at me like I was an idiot, as much as she could with a thick ski mask over her features. Whatever she couldn’t convey, the man before me in line did with his look of utter disgust. 

“Put it in the bag,” she said again. “Now. You don’t want to argue with me.”

I burst into tears and gently dropped the box into the bag. “Be careful with it! Please, it’s not worth anything to anyone but me.”

“A cigarette?” the businessman before me asked. “What a weird thing to preserve.”

“Shut it, baldy.” I clasped my hand over my mouth. “Sorry. I really didn’t mean to say that. Is there pregnancy Tourette’s? I think I have that.”

The lady moved on from me and gathered things from everyone else in line. She joined forces with the ginger-haired woman, and together they rounded up all of the employees and customers and nudged us into the center of the room with the ends of their guns. 

Only when the gun landed near my stomach did the panic sink in. And once the panic started sinking in, I couldn’t stop it from washing in waves over me. My hands shook with nerves, and my heartbeat pumped a million miles an hour. Sweat appeared in places I didn’t know had glands. 

“Please,” I pleaded, my hands resting on the baby elephant I appeared to be growing inside my body. “Please, this is my first baby. You can’t hurt us. Please don’t kill us. Please. I need to eat. Does anyone have saltines? I’m feeling sick. Pixie Sticks? I need energy.”

A hint of sympathy appeared in the brunette’s eyes as she sat me down in a comfy chair in the lounge area. The ginger instructed everyone else in a calm, hypnotic voice to sit on the floor. Everyone cooperated. Their guns were very big, and they worked well as a threatening tool.

“Anyone have saltines?” The brunette called out. “We’re looking for saltines or Pixie Sticks.”

The room was silent for an extended minute until one lady, an older-looking grandma type, grunted. “Fine, but don’t tell the cops. I’ve got a stash of saltines in my purse from church.”

“Which purse is yours?” The brunette uncovered the grumpy grandma’s purse, removed the saltines, and handed them over. “Better?”

“Would be better if I had my wedding ring—” I started, then remembered my lie. “Er, my husband’s old cigarette butt back, and if I wasn’t being robbed, but yeah. I’m okay. Thanks.”

We waited while Blondie disappeared with the man I presumed to be the branch manager, judging by the number of keys dangling from his pocket. The rest of us sat in silence. It was so quiet that the only sound was my tearing wrappers from saltines and crunching through the crackers. A small mound of crumbs had appeared on the lump of my stomach, and I brushed them off, feeling self-conscious.

“Anyone have weekend plans?” I asked. Everyone was staring at me since I was the only one doing something. “We were going to set up the baby nursery, but...” I trailed off as several mouths dropped open. “What? I’m just making conversation. We’re stuck here together, aren’t we?” 

“I have to grocery shop,” one woman chimed in. The business man went on to explain he’d have to work through the weekend, while grumpy grandma admitted she planned to restock her saltine stash at the church luncheon. Socializing was a full-time job when one got older, she pointed out.

“I’m going to a church thing, too,” another woman chimed in, which was completely normal until we realized it was the brunette bank robber. “It’s Edna’s eighty-seventh birthday party, and they’re going to have excellent cake.”

“Shut up, Legs,” Ginger said. “We are not here as friends.”

The brunette nicknamed Legs nodded. “Right. Sorry, I was just—”

The loud burst of a cell phone ringing cut her off mid-sentence. We all fell silent as the ring continued. Halfway through, I recognized it to be mine. Unfortunately, said phone was just out of reach in a pile of other confiscated devices.

We all waited in silence as the loud and obnoxious ring wound down to its conclusion and silence resumed.

For all of one second.

Then the same ringtone burst onto the scene again, and the brunette’s head swiveled toward the pile of devices. I sensed annoyance coming from her.

After the second ring wound down, the brunette exhaled a sigh of relief. Until the third ring started.

She exhaled a sigh. “Whose phone is that?”

I raised a hand. “I think my friend might be getting worried,” I said in a moment of pure genius. Or, as much genius as I had left in my baby brain. “You know, with the baby on the way, people are calling to check in on me left and right. If I don’t answer, they get worried and start looking for me. My husband’s in law enforcement, so—”

“He’s a cop?” Ginger asked. “Why didn’t you say that?”

“You didn’t ask for my family tree,” I told her. “But if you must know, he’s a reformed mobster.”

The phone started to ring for a fourth time, and I raised my eyebrows as if that proved my point. 

“They probably think I’m in labor right now.” I leaned back, playing up the rotundness of my body. It wasn’t difficult. “There’s GPS tracking on my phone, so it’s only a matter of time until my husband and my best friend—an ex-cop—arrive.”

“Your best friend’s an ex-cop?”

“Yep.” I breathed heavily, simulating the exercises Anthony and I had watched together online in preparation for childbirth. “She got fired for using too much force on the job.”

“Shut up,” Ginger said to me as Legs, the brunette, paled at my response. “Stop talking.”

I stopped talking because I felt no need to continue the explanation that Meg had been written up for too much force after one of the criminals she’d arrested had called her fat. Unnecessary details.

The phone started ringing for a fifth time. 

“Answer the damn thing,” Ginger said, kicking the phone toward me. “Put it on speaker so we all can hear. Let your friend or husband know you’re fine and will be home soon.”

“Will I?” I asked hopefully. “You wouldn’t believe how badly I have to pee, and I went just before you ladies arrived. It’s insanely hard work to have a small child sitting on your bladder, you know?”

A few women in the seated crowd nodded knowingly, and one of them even brought me an extra pillow from a nearby couch. The robbers watched with interest, but they made no comment.

I flicked open my phone, recognizing the number. “Hello, Officer Meg,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows at Legs. She was the nervous one—the one who would crack first from the pressure, I guessed. Let’s call it maternity instinct. “This is your BFF, what’s up?”

“Hey, BFF. I’ve never heard you call me that before, but it makes sense. Say, where are you?”

“I’m stuck at the bank.” I leaned on the word, just enough to tip Meg off, but not enough to send the robbers slamming my phone into the garbage can. “The lines were really long and I got held up here. Really feeling trapped at the moment.”

“Right. I’ve heard pregnant ladies can feel claustrophobic because of their own tummies. Would you say that’s accurate? I mean, my spleen might feel a little crowded if a kid sat around kicking it all day.”

I cleared my throat. “Meg, I’d like some help, please. I can’t get ahold of Anthony. I was supposed to call him, and I deleted his number. Do you mind?”

The bandits each took a step closer to me. I was pushing my limits. There was no way Meg shouldn’t suspect something by now. I would never ask Meg to call Anthony for me, so if she relayed the message he would know something was wrong.

“Oh, sure,” Meg said nonchalantly. “Anyway, I was just calling to tell you a piece of great news.”

“Really?” I gritted my teeth. Everyone else leaned closer, engrossed in Meg’s story. “What’s that?”

“I’m going to become a professional!”

I waited a long moment for her to finish the thought, but she never did. “A professional what?”

“A pie.”

“What?”

“A pie—you know, 3.14159...whatever. A P.I.” Meg waited for it to sink in. “Professional Investigator. I figure you got your own little security business on the side, maybe we can find a way to partner up. Whaddya say?”

“Private Investigator?” I hesitated, my fingers on my forehead. I might have been more encouraging if Meg hadn’t just missed every single obvious sign I’d given her of my distress. If she couldn’t tell something was horribly wrong from all of this, then I had little hope she’d find success as a P.I. “That’s cool.”

“It is cool, isn’t it?” Meg parroted cheerfully. “Anyway, did you drop your ring off yet? I’m hungry.”

“It’s an old cigarette,” I corrected quickly. “And I’m starving. Do you want to meet somewhere if I get out of here?”

“Oh, sure. Say, I was catching up with my pals on the police scanner—”

“Eavesdropping illegally?”

“Semantics. More importantly: guess what?! There’s a huge bank heist going on right now, so I gotta go, chickadee. Should probably study this if I’m going to be a real P.I.”

“Meg!” I called, but she was already gone.

Instead, the sound of heavy breathing replaced hers across the phone line. “Lacey, are you still there?”

“Yep. Hello, Clay.”

“I need a favor.” Clay spoke too quickly for the robbers to realize what was happening. “I want to propose to Meg.”

“Propose what to her?”

“Propose,” he said, whispering. “Meg just went in the other room. Something’s blowing up on the police scanner.”

“Gee, imagine that,” I said. “Maybe you should pay attention to it.”

“Why would I do that? I could care less about some stupid bank heist. I’m not dumb enough to trust my money with a huge corporation; it’s safe and sound under my mattress.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, how should I ask Meg to marry me? Originally, I wanted to take her to Hawaii, but that’s not panning out right now. I need an alternative. I don’t want to wait.”

“Clay, that’s great!” Despite the crappy developments of my day, this one caused a little flutter of love for my best friend and my favorite cousin. “Let’s see, you could...” I hesitated. “Christmas is coming up, how about a Christmas proposal?”

“Nope,” Clay said. “Try again.”

I frowned. “What about...”

“Como Zoo,” one of the ladies murmured quietly. When I looked over at her, she raised her eyes and shrugged. “Como Zoo! They have the conservatory open year-round. It’s almost like Hawaii.”

“Not a bad idea,” I agreed. “Did you hear that, Clay?”

“Yeah,” he said, the wheels crunching in his oversized brain. “But I don’t want it to be in public. I hate people.”

A few more members of the hostage situation chimed in with ideas, but Clay shot them all down with rapid-fire rejections. Not that I minded; this was an exercise in building camaraderie, and also a terrific distraction from my gnawing hunger and desperate need to pee. 

“Why doesn’t he just order a tropical bouquet and give it to her with the ring on it?” This suggestion came from the brunette robber. “That way it’s simple, private, and tropical.”

“Shut up!” Ginger shouted at Legs. “You’re not planning an engagement, you’re pulling off a bank heist.”

“Right,” Legs said, backtracking. “Sorry, sorry.”

There was silence on the line for a long moment. Then Clay said, mystified. “A bank heist? Lacey, where are you?”

Ginger cursed, then leapt into action. “Let’s go, ladies! We’re out of here.”

“I need a minute!” Blondie called from the back, returning to sight a second later to check out the lobby. “We’ve got the safety deposit—”

“Nope,” Ginger snapped. “We’ve been made on the scanner. Time’s ticking. Don’t anyone move, and you’ll all get out of here alive. You—pregnant lady—don’t touch the phone.”

I raised my hands. “I’m not moving anywhere until someone gets a forklift and hauls me out of this chair.”

A quiet laugh rang from the room as the three bandits headed toward the back. Along the way, they made a quick sweep to retrieve the loot they’d scored and shove it into bags. The rest of the hostages watched, frozen with fear by the sight of the big guns pointed in our direction. When the last gun slipped out of view and the women hurried out the rear of the building, I breathed a sigh of relief.

The next moment, I looked up to find a familiar figure stepping into the bank from a side entrance that had previously been locked down. Luckily, locks didn’t matter when said figure was named Anthony Luzzi. 

My husband appeared disgruntled and furious as he located the lobby, but I couldn’t help but think he looked big and handsome and strong. Strong enough to lift my behind out of this very cushy chair. 

“Anthony!” I threw my arms open wide. “You made it!”

My husband took one look toward the rear hallway, and I could sense his desire to chase down the robbers who’d held up his wife. I saw the moment he decided to let them go and, instead, check on me.

He crossed the room in two seconds flat, helping me to my feet before he gathered me into his arms and pressed a blazing kiss to my lips. His mouth was hot on mine, and I could’ve lost myself in the moment entirely until I glanced over his shoulder and saw the roomful of hostages watching us. His eyes were a buttery shade of Nutella, and despite the intensity there, a wave of self-consciousness washed over me.

“Um, Anthony?” I tapped his shoulder. “We have an audience.”

“Who the hell cares?” he murmured, pushing my hair back from my face. “Are you okay? What happened here?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said with a shrug. “Actually, I changed my mind. I’ll take one more kiss.”

“How does the size of your fingers make you cry, but when you get robbed at gunpoint you don’t shed a single tear?”

He wiped his thumb across my dry cheek, then pressed another tender kiss to my lips. His hands pulled me as close as physically possible, considering the new dimensions of my stomach. He somehow managed to get his hands around my back, down to my butt, and it was in this pleasant moment that the front doors flew open. 

“Oh, crap,” I said, as Anthony and I paused, looking into the faces of a full SWAT team. 

Behind them were rows and rows of police and emergency vehicles, surrounded by swaths of crime scene tape. Beyond the first responders waited a mob of onlookers and a slew of reporters. And not to be forgotten—Meg. She stood front and center among the reporters, elbowing her way forward for a better view.

“Hi there, Lacey!” Meg waved frantically. She tapped the foremost reporter on the shoulder. “That’s my best friend in there and her husband. Hubba hubba, am I right? I’ll give you an exclusive on all the juicy details if you want.”

Anthony sighed.

“Our baby is famous,” I said, rubbing my stomach. “He or she is on the news already.”

“So much for a quiet, normal life for our child.”

“It’s not too late,” I promised him. “We’ll give him or her the most normal life he or she could imagine.”

“It’ll be a lot easier to complete a sentence once we know his or her gender.”

“I know, but it will be so special to have it be a surprise on the day he or she is born!”

“Lady, can I get a quote?” one of the reporters shouted from across the street. “How are you feeling, being pregnant and held up at gunpoint?”

I glanced up and Anthony and shrugged. “I suppose I feel quite hungry,” I hollered back. “And I’d really like to visit the restroom.”
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Chapter 2
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“WHO NEEDS DESSERT?” Nora asks. “Nobody. That’s what I thought. Dinner’s over—time for the next activity.”

Anthony held a fork in his hand, a plate of pasta before him. He looked confounded.

“Nora, relax please,” I said gently. “Anthony hasn’t even taken a bite of his supper.”

“Not my fault he showed up five minutes late.” Nora buzzed with excitement. “Come on, come on, chow down people!”

“It is your fault,” I said, “since you made him run out to the garage to get an extra tub of ice cream. We can give him a few minutes to eat.”

“We don’t need Anthony for this. We just need you, darling.” Nora spoke directly to my stomach. “Come on, baby. Let’s go sit and talk.”

“You know I’m attached to the baby, right?” I stared at my grandmother. If I thought I had pregnancy brain, Nora had it ten times worse. “Physically, this baby isn’t going anywhere that I’m not, and I’m going to sit next to my husband for five minutes while he finishes dinner. Come on, we’ve all seen Anthony eat; it doesn’t take him that long.”

Nora sighed and sat back in her chair. Carlos was well on his way through a huge plate of lasagna. My grandmother had tempted us over here with the promise of freshly ordered lasagna from Marinello’s. Though she’d been on a cooking spree lately, there really wasn’t anything better than made-from-scratch lasagna from the best restaurant in town.

I’d polished off my plate like it’d been a race. Nora made no comment on my manners since she was anxious to skip right past dessert and move on to the after-hours entertainment. 

Somewhere online, in the dark forums of her Googles, she’d read a study that claimed babies would recognize the voices of people who talked to them while still in the womb—which Nora had interpreted to mean that she should spend the last three months of my pregnancy speaking exclusively to my stomach. 

For the first few weeks, I hadn’t minded her obsession. I’d thought it was cute—up until the night I’d caught her leaning over my bed singing songs to my baby while I slept next to Anthony. We had begun dead bolting our bedroom door after that.

“I need my baby time,” she said. “Have you picked out a name yet?”

“We’re not telling anyone,” I said for the millionth time. “It’s a secret.”

Anthony raised his eyebrows as he chewed through the lasagna, stifling a smile. I ignored him. The truth was, we couldn’t decide on a name. Nothing seemed to fit. So, technically we weren’t lying—the name was a secret, even to us.

“Lacey, you should skip dessert. You’re getting fat,” Nora said. “Let me talk to the little munchkin.”

My lip quivered. I turned to Anthony. “You liar!”

He raised his fork in question. “What did I do? I haven’t said a word since I arrived.”

“You said I wasn’t getting fat!”

“You’re not!” Anthony glared across the table at Nora. “Will you let my wife eat dessert? She is not fat! She has to grow a baby!”

Nora looked rightfully ashamed. “Of course she’s not fat. I just said that because I wanted my turn with the baby before everyone else talks to him or her.” Nora’s own eyes filled with tears. “I want this baby to know their bisnonna. Who knows how long I’ll be alive?”

“He or she will know you,” I said. “Talking to the baby is not a competition, and you are as healthy as a horse.”

“Feels like a competition,” Nora muttered, then put her hands on either side of my stomach, as if making earmuffs for the baby. “I know Meg comes over sometimes and talks to this little guy or gal when I’m not around.”

I rolled my eyes and stood. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

Nora cooed with happiness as we moved to the living area and left the men to eat blissfully in silence. I plopped myself down on the worn, squishy armchair that’d been set up for this very activity. Nora situated herself on the stool next to me and leaned forward.

“Hi, baby,” she started, then hesitated. “You know, Lacey, I’d really like to address my great-grandchild by his or her name...and gender. It’s a mouthful to say his or her, he or she, etc. Can’t you just give me a little sneak peek into the names you have lined up?”

“Nope.”

“Fine,” she said, used to the routine by now. “Hello, baby.” She glared at me. “Your momma is great, but sometimes she can be a stubborn gal. Now, I know she loves you more than anything in this world, but if she ever tells you no—to anything—sweet baby, you just come right over to Nonna, and I’ll take care of you.”

“You know I can hear everything you say, right?”

“I’m talking to my great-grandchild. Don’t listen.”

I sat back, closed my eyes, and tried to doze. This was how the past several months had gone. Dinner, discussions with the baby—that I wasn’t privy to—and more. There were definitely a few things about having a baby in my belly that I wouldn’t miss. Nora’s possessiveness over my stomach was one of them.

On the other hand, I adored being pregnant. I loved the feel of this sweet little life inside me, rolling around and playing kickball with my intestines, and I loved knowing Anthony and I had made something so precious together.

Other perks of the motherhood gig included the ability for up-front parking spots at select stores, sympathy from strangers in the grocery lines, and the ability to eat like a starved lion without judgment at every meal. 

“Okay,” I said, when I heard the clatter of espresso cups in the sink. “Your time is up.”

“But—”

“You are allowed forty-two minutes a night,” I said. “That’s more than anyone else talks to my stomach, including myself and Anthony.”

“Yes, but you can barely turn your head, let alone bend over and talk to your stomach,” Nora said sensibly. Then, she sighed. “Fine, I’ll get Carlos in here.”

“You really don’t have to. He hates doing this.”

“He will be an active grandparent this time around, I swear on my life!” Nora stood, a hand on her hip. “He’s nearly retired, and he has no more excuses. Carlos! Get in here! It’s baby time!”

“You can have my time,” he called back. “I’m busy.”

“Set your limoncello down and get your squishy tush in here!”

Carlos appeared at the door. He might’ve looked embarrassed if his features weren’t made of stone. The only stand he’d made against his wife was that the glass of limoncello had travelled with him.

With a hefty sigh, he sat down on the stool recently vacated by Nora. He looked at my stomach. “What the hell am I supposed to say?”

“Carlos!” Nora leapt across the room, moving like superwoman. “That is not language to be using in front of a child! Talk to the baby. Tell him or her you love him or her.”

Carlos cleared his throat and muttered something.

“What’s that?” Nora demanded. “The baby can’t understand your mumbles like I can. I have nearly a century of experience. This little baby barely has ears.”

“He or she has ears,” I said, correcting Nora’s biology once more. “He or she will be coming out into the world in just a couple of weeks.”

“Good job, you. You did great growing that baby,” Nora said, her eyes tearing. She’d become almost as emotional as me. “I’m so proud of you, Lacey. Now Carlos, tell the baby you love him or her!”

“Dear him or her,” Carlos said. “I don’t know you, but...Nora, I can’t do this. I can’t see it.”

“Read him a book then,” Nora said. “Or her. Babies brains grow a lot when they’re read to.”

Carlos reached toward the nearest bookshelf and pulled out a well-worn novel. “The Godfather,” he began. “By Mario Puzo.”

I rolled my eyes, sat back, and waited for Nora’s clock to countdown on Carlos’s obligation. We were twelve minutes into the tale and many sips of Carlos’s limoncello when an interruption clattered through the door.

Carlos took advantage of the distraction and, in one motion, downed his limoncello, reshelved the book, and vanished to the hallway.

“Hello, people,” Meg said, her sharp eyes catching Carlos’s quick retreat. “Carlos! BFF! Where are you going?! I wanted to give you a good squeezing hug hello.”

“He’s in a mood,” Nora said. “I think we’ll let him relax in front of the television for the rest of the night.”

“Good idea,” I said, patting my stomach. “In fact, I should be heading home and doing the same thing.”

“Actually, I really need Carlos’s advice,” Meg said. “Something’s come up.”

I eased myself back into the chair. “This can’t be good.”

“Patty’s smashed.”

“Who’s Patty?” Nora frowned. “And why is she smashed?”

“Patty’s her car, Nora,” I said, explaining as Meg continued. “How’d your car get wrecked?”

“Well, you remember that bank heist earlier today?”

“How could I forget,” I said dryly. “I was there.”

“When I rushed to the scene, I parked behind this huge, creepy white van in the alley. The driver was in such a hurry to get out he totally banged up the front of my car.”

“Meg!” I sat up, wincing with the exertion and breathing as heavily as a hippopotamus. “You probably parked behind the bank robbers! Did you get a good look at their vehicle? What about the driver? Could it have been a female?”

“Yeah, I just told you I saw the vehicle—it was creepy and white. I don’t know about the driver—I didn’t get a good look at the person’s face.” A crash sounded from the hallway behind her. “You alright, Todd?”

“Did you see a license plate? Any defining features? Lettering on the side?”

“Girlfriend, I was too focused on getting an interview with the media to pay attention to that.”

“I remember,” I said frostily. “Seems like you sought out the media before you came to save me. And who’s Todd?”

“Anthony had it under control.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the next. “Anyway, when they sent documents about renewing my car insurance a while back, I sort of thought they were optional. And Todd’s my instructor. Come in here, Todd!”

“You don’t have insurance...” I said, understanding. “And you want the name of an under-the-table mechanic who, of course, Carlos would know.”

“That’s about right.”

“What’s Todd an instructor for, exactly?”

The answer to my question appeared in the doorway. Todd was a skinny little man with huge glasses and black hair greased back with what appeared to be olive oil and spray paint. 

“Todd Weably, Private Investigator, at your service.” He flipped an official looking badge out and flashed it around the room. “I’m teaching PI courses, and Meg, here, is a model student. We were just practicing the art of stakeouts in the neighborhood, and Meg wanted to swing by.”

I squinted at him. “The art of stakeouts? You mean, eating cold pizza until your butt falls asleep?”

He shifted. “Yeah, that.”

“As a matter of fact, I have the perfect shop for you,” Nora said. “Every time I hit a parked car, Carlos sends both vehicles to a guy named Chance.”

“Chance sounds like exactly who I’m looking for,” Meg said. “He does average work, charges cheap, and runs from the cops?”

Nora beamed. “Of course. Let me get the address for you.”

“If you need company, I’ll go with you to the repair shop tomorrow,” I volunteered. “But first, we should head to the police station and let them know about the vehicle. They might want to check it out.”

Meg frowned. “Do we really need to involve the police?”

I held up my swollen hand with the tacky piece of cereal jewelry still on my ring finger. Mostly because it had gotten stuck there and even butter hadn’t been able to loosen it. 

“Yeah,” I said. “We really need them. I want my ring back, and I’m in no shape to hunt it down myself. Let’s talk to Detective Rocha.”

“Fine,” Meg agreed. “But I get baby talk time for this. And you’ll need to follow me in your car.”

“Deal,” I said, relieved to find Anthony standing in the doorway. “Now, it’s Anthony’s baby talk time, and this mama needs to get some sleep.”

“Sleep.” Meg guffawed. “Yeah. When you got a husband like Anthony, a woman doesn’t need sleep.”

Anthony looked mildly hopeful at Meg’s thought.

“Sorry,” I said, clearing the air for them both. “Sleep means sleep. I’ve been robbed, assaulted by my grandmother during baby talk, and serenaded by Carlos’s rendition of The Godfather. This day is officially over.”

“Before you go, I need to check one thing.”  Nora shot both hands forward toward my chest before I even had time to respond. She grasped one breast in each hand and gave a firm squeeze. Her face bloomed with surprise while the rest of the room froze in shock. “Oh my, it’s a girl!”

“Nora, get your hands off me!” I leapt backward, horrified at being groped by my grandmother. “What the heck are you thinking?”

She looked too proud and giddy for the situation, and not enough embarrassed. Poor Todd Weably looked ready to faint, while Meg looked mildly interested in the whole scenario.

“Well?” I prompted. “Why’d you cop a feel?”

“I went back to my Googles this morning,” Nora said, looking proud. “As it turns out, there are about a hundred different ways to tell if you’re carrying a boy or a girl! If the right breast is bigger than the left, it’s a girl. If it’s the reverse, it’s a boy.”

“Oh, do me!” Meg said, raising her hand. “Squeeze me, next!”

“I think you have to be pregnant first,” I said to Meg. “So, you’re gonna wanna hold onto that for later.”

“Okay, then I’ll do you,” Meg said, her hands coming straight for me. “Look out, chesticles.”

I deflected her nosy fingers with a dodge and went to cower in Anthony’s arms. “Save me, please.”

He smirked. “Only if I get a turn when we get home.”

“You, too?” I rolled my eyes. “Cripes. I’m going home.”

“How about a backup test? Would you pee into a cup for me?” Nora asked. “Please?”

I gave her the strangest look I could muster. “I’m afraid to ask what you’d do with that.”

“If I mix Drano with urine and it turns green, it’s a girl. Blue is a boy.”

“Absolutely not.”

“But—”

“No, Nora—get your own urine!” I turned and left the room, stopping only to pause in the doorway to glare at my grandmother. “Good night, everyone.” 
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Chapter 3
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THE NEXT MORNING, I sipped a decaf coffee in bed—minus most of the sugar bomb supplies—and cranked up the volume on the television. The newscaster was babbling on about the previous day’s heist, and I was anxious to hear if they’d released any further details on the matter.

“...and that concludes our segment on the bank robbers who the Twin Cities media is dubbing the Femme Fatale. Stay tuned for more information.”

“Femme Fatale,” I said with a sniffle. “Why do they get such a cool name? I want a cool name.”

Anthony ran his hand lightly over my stomach, then up to my chest. His hands paused over my breasts before he gave a light squeeze, and then studied my face. “I think Nora might be right. Literally—the right feels larger.”

“I don’t think so. It’s a stupid old wives’ tale and highly inaccurate.”

“How do you know? Maybe it is a girl.”

I blushed as Anthony watched me for an answer. Finally, I winced, feeling sheepish. “Don’t judge me, but I peed in a cup this morning and mixed in Drano.”

“And?”

“Blue,” I said. “We’ve got one vote for a girl, one for a boy.”

Anthony sighed, then continued the journey with his hands. My buttoned-up pajama shirt was mostly wide open at the seams, thanks to its unfortunate status of not being maternity wear. 

I had decided to get by with as many old clothes as possible, since my favorite uniform of yoga pants and tank tops had been mostly wearable up until the past few months. However, just because certain items of clothing no longer fit, it didn’t mean I gave up trying. I’m not a quitter.

His hands felt nice, caressing my skin, his eyes locked on mine despite the blaring news reporter in the background. We both needed to get up and get to work, but clearly neither of us felt like making the effort to move from bed. 

Not only was there a huge draw in the form of a gorgeous man in bed, but my moving to a standing position was the equivalent of raising a Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade float: difficult, time consuming, and once it got up there, that puppy wasn’t coming back down until the day was over.

I sighed. “Can’t we take the day off?”

“I’m not sure why you’re even working,” Anthony said, a smart clip to his voice. “I’ve asked you a hundred times to stay home until the baby’s born. I don’t understand this draw you have to...Meg.”

“Meg’s bar,” I corrected him, though he looked like he’d meant what he said. “My draw to Meg’s bar is the fact that it’s something to do. Something mindless. I get out of the house, make conversation with a few people, carry a few drinks to tables. Any of the heavy stuff the cooks run for me.”

“I still wish you’d stay home.”

“Yeah, well, I wish I didn’t sound like a broken vacuum sucking air every time I walk, but that’s not happening either.”

Anthony grinned at me and shook his head. “You’re perfect, Lacey. You’re beautiful. You—”

“Ah, ah, ah...” I said, leaning forward to nuzzle against Anthony’s neck with a true grin. “This isn’t one of those moments where I am asking for sympathy. Just making a joke.”

He didn’t look convinced, but my nuzzling turned into a kiss, and that was enough of a distraction to keep Anthony’s mouth busy on mine and his hands creeping down in search of bare skin. A very romantic gesture considering how far around his hands had to go in order to reach it.

“I’m not always on the verge of an emotional breakdown, you know,” I said, when the kiss paused. Anthony’s eyes were all glazy with lust, and this gave me a flutter of excitement. “I can still take a joke and...what did they just say?”

My head swiveled as the newscaster came back on after a series of commercials, and my eyes narrowed at the reporter’s smoothly lined face and strategically monotone voice.

“Did he just say what I think he said?”

“Lacey.” Anthony squeezed my shoulder. “What was this talk about not being on the verge of an emotional breakdown at every moment?”

“I can break down if it’s for a good cause!” I stopped arguing to try and sit up in bed, but the mission was unsuccessful. “Can I get a push, please?”

Anthony did his due diligence as a human crane and situated me gently on the bed with a smattering of pillows to keep me locked in place. “How about we shut the TV off and get back to where we were? I think my hands were around here—”

“Shh, shh!”

“The Femme Fatale has held up several Bank of the Lakes branch locations. The company has facilities all around the Saint Paul area and a few expanding into Minneapolis. Here’s footage of the facility just outside White Bear Lake early yesterday afternoon...”

The blond-haired, blue-eyed, bored looking newscaster gestured to a small video on screen showing a familiar bank lobby. The security cameras had been rolled back to just before the heist began, and sure enough, there I was in line chatting anxiously on the phone and holding the box that contained my mother’s wedding ring.

I rolled my eyes. “Fine, let’s turn this off. I don’t want to see—”

“Among the hostages in yesterday’s horrific scene was one very pregnant woman who is said to have remained calm—”

“Hold your thought there, Slick.” My eyes narrowed as I leaned forward to examine the reporter. The cameras flashed to a close-up image of me hanging up the phone and the ensuing conversation with the man before me in line. “What did he just say?”

Anthony sensed the venom in my voice and responded like a 911 operator, trying his best to keep me calm.

“Now I’m very pregnant?” I burst, shaking my fist at the television because any bigger movement was just plain difficult. “What the heck does that mean? I’m not having twins.” My hands roved possessively over my stomach. “One baby in here. Is he calling my baby fat?”

“He is not calling our baby fat, he’s—”

“Well, what does a little pregnant look like, then? If you have a skinny child? I can’t help if my baby really enjoys cake and ice cream for breakfast.”

“I thought you gave up cake for breakfast.”

My hands rubbed faster over my stomach. “I did, but Sprout likes it.”

“Sprout?”

“Holding place for a name, since I can’t stand calling him or her an it.”

“So, Sprout can have cake for breakfast, but not you?” A grin tugged at Anthony’s face. “How does that work?”

I pursed my lips. “You know. I have to put it in my mouth for him or her, but pretty much, I think Sprout takes all the calories.”

“Right. Exactly.”

“Plus, I only allow myself cake on stressful days. Like today.”

“And this eating healthy bandwagon?”

“Has a broken axle.”

“Have you been playing Oregon Trail on Meg’s computer at work?”

I ignored the truths that Anthony spoke and focused back on the screen. “What a punk. I’m not very pregnant; I’m just normal.”

“Lace, I think he just meant your due date is close.”

“He could’ve just said that,” I grumbled. “And speaking of due dates, the police better get my ring back before this baby comes out. I am praying my finger deflates the second Sprout has vacated the oven.”

“Please don’t be upset about the ring,” Anthony said, looking like nukes were flying and WWIII was on the horizon. “I have a new one coming, and in the meantime, you have...”

He trailed off as I rolled my eyes and held up a finger where the cereal ring was still trapped. 

“Yep. It’s gorgeous,” I drawled. “Don’t you think?”

He tried hard to stifle a laugh, but it slipped out anyway.

“I’m going to work. My sensitive mood is back.”

Anthony grasped me—not a hard thing to do since I wasn’t Speedy Gonzales these days—and pressed a hard kiss to my forehead. His hands got a little ambitious moving all around my shoulders and back and hips, and then with finesse that came from being Anthony, he sucked me right back under the covers.

It wasn’t until I had a grin on my face and a bounce in my waddling step that Anthony let me back out of bed. 

“You’re an hour and a half late to work,” Meg said, when I arrived looking as if a leaf blower had fixed my hair. “Worst employee of the month.”

“But I had a good reason,” I said, and then gave Meg a waggle of the eyebrows and a salacious grin. “If you know what I mean.”

“Welp, okay then.” Meg picked up her keys from behind the bar and yelled a message to Jose, the chef, to take over. “I’ve got gossip to hear,” Meg said, “and an illegal mechanic to find. Let’s hit the road, shall we?”
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Chapter 4
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WE TOOK SEPARATE CARS, first stopping by my grandparents’ house—both for breakfast and because Meg had lost the address Nora gave her the evening before.

We found Nora in the kitchen pretending to cook, but really playing Words with Friends with her neighbor and having a mimosa out of a coffee mug. 

“Just adds a little sparkle to the day, doesn’t it?” she asked rhetorically when Meg questioned the contents of her mug. “If you can’t start your day with something delicious, why start your day at all?”

“I agree,” I told her, wholeheartedly reaching for the croissants instead of the charred mold of oatmeal that had been cemented into the pan. For good measure, I added a few extra chocolate croissants onto a napkin, then deposited them in my bag. “Sprout agrees, too.”

Nora glanced up. “Lacey, while you’re here, I have something for you.” Nora shuffled out of the room, then returned as quickly as she’d left. “Hi baby,” she cooed, her hands coming to rest on my stomach, which ironically worked well as a coffee cup shelf these days. “It’s your Nonna Nora! How are you this morning? Are you going with Mommy to hunt down some bad guys?”

“No,” I corrected. “We’re going to the police station to add to the statement I gave yesterday. We’re doing the right thing with the new information we have.”

“Not me,” Meg said. “I don’t want to do the right thing, and I didn’t give a statement. Plus, I hate the police.”

“You were a cop.”

“Yeah, and now I’m scarred for life. No more for me,” Meg said proudly. “I’m gonna be a PI now. Way more freedom.”

I rolled my eyes because to Meg, freedom meant flexibility with the law. “Why are you coming with me to the station then?”

“Because I need a ride back from the illegal mechanic that Nora’s going to re-give me the address to.” Meg batted her eyes. “Right?”

Nora rattled off the address of the shady mechanic with all-too-much familiarity. “If you tell Chance that Nora sent you, you’ll get a discount. I get every fifth repair free because I’m there so often. Mirrors, bumpers, totaled vehicles, you name it.”

“Wonderful,” I said. “We’re starting out Sprout’s life with an under-the-table car guy.”

“It’s good to know a car guy,” Nora said. “Vehicles aren’t cheap. And speaking of Sprout, here’s what I wanted to give you.” My grandmother pulled over a small package she’d set on the table. “Open it! Open it. Now. Please.”

I pulled the bag with tissue paper toward me, wrinkling my nose at the interesting smell. “I sure hope that’s not food.”

Nora laughed so hard she hiccupped. Either that or the mimosas were working.

“Oh, wow,” I said in a falsely high voice. “It’s a weird looking green thing and a bowl of dirt. Thank you.”

“It’s a plant!” Nora said, gesturing as I pulled the oddly shaped specimen out of the bag. “A real, living plant.”

“So, it’s not one of those dirt cakes where this is really Oreos and the green stuff is frosting?”

Nora cracked up again, shaking her head. “Baby brain has made you full of jokes. No, Lacey, it’s a Venus flytrap. It’s perfect, isn’t it?”

“Perfect for Halloween,” I said, studying the small little opening that looked like the mouth of a monster. “To scare everyone away. How is this relevant to the baby?”

“Because! You’ve been a little on edge lately, and I want to relax you. If you can take care of a plant, you’ll have no problem with a baby. Look”—Nora gestured lovingly to it—“this one even eats things.”

“Yeah, like bugs,” I said, remembering one science lesson from fifth grade. “And I mean, it needs watering what, once a month? This is not exactly like caring for a child.”

Nora narrowed her eyes at me. “Well it’s a start, isn’t it?”

“Sure is,” Meg said, putting her arm around my shoulder. “I’ll help you. Can I be Venus’s godmother?”

“You can adopt her,” I said, then at Nora’s hurt expression I shook my head and gave a wide and cheesy smile. “I’m kidding. Remember? Pregnancy equals Lacey full of jokes.”

Nora laughed all the way to the door as she walked us out. Harold, the butler with the finely tuned English accent, stared down his nose in dismay at our trio. It was difficult to tell whether his disgruntled expression was focused on Nora’s mimosa mug or the live plant sprinkling dirt across his entryway.

“What is that?” Harold asked. “And why are you leaving mud everywhere you go?”

“It’s my preliminary baby.” I raised my eyebrows. “Would you like to be the godfather to Venus? Great.” I clapped Harold on the shoulder. “Meg’s the godmother, and you two will make a fine set of godparents.”

Harold’s face went white as Meg launched into a complicated handshake that went immediately nowhere.

“Great,” Meg said, recovering from the sting of Harold’s unreceptiveness. “It’s a solo handshake.”

“Lacey, real quick before you go—” Nora leapt toward me and planted her hands on either side of my face. I stood perfectly still as she surveyed every inch of me from my forehead to my chin. “Drat. Drat! This is so difficult,” she muttered, letting me go. “You’re glowing.”

“What are you talking about?” I could still feel the marks her fingers had left on my cheeks. “What were you looking for?”

“Pimples. There’s not a single one—your skin is flawless.” Nora shook her head sadly. “That means Sprout is a boy, according to my Googles.”

“Nora, you’ve got to let this guessing game go—none of these old wives’ tales are real.”

“I suppose.” She sighed. “Have fun today, girls—and if you change your mind about donating urine, I have Drano on hand.”

I pretended not to hear the last part as Meg and I climbed down the stairs and headed to our respective cars. In the back of my mind, however, I couldn’t seem to get rid of the ticking tally.

Boy: 2.

Girl: 1.
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OFFERING TO FOLLOW Meg to the police station was a mistake I wouldn’t be making anytime again in the near future. She drove like a rabid horse in the Kentucky Derby, spiraling out of control, bumping into things, and speeding through solid red lights.

Luckily, I knew where the police station was located and could make it there on my own schedule.

“I’ve been here for ten minutes.” Meg leaned against Patty, examining her nails as I heaved myself out of the car. “Where were you?”

“Um, driving like a sane human being?” I brushed past her and headed into the building. “Are you coming with me?”

Meg eyed the police station like it was gum on the bottom of her shoe. “Fine,” she said on a sigh. “But they’d better have coffee to go with the croissants I watched you shove into your purse. I need a snack.”

I hiked my purse closer to my body, determined not to part with my loot. We made our way inside, asked for Officer Rocha, the detective who’d been the primary on Beckett’s alleged murder case, then sat down to wait.

It was two croissants and three cups of coffee later when an unfamiliar detective arrived and called my name.

“You’re not Rocha,” Meg said. “Who are you?”

The man raised his eyebrows. “I’m Detective Rankle,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m the primary on the Bank of the Lakes heists. And you are?”

“Meg,” she said simply, squeezing his hand tighter. “I’m well on my way to becoming a PI. Plus, I was also a cop. Pretty sure that makes me more qualified than you.”

I gave her a light elbow to the ribs and stepped in front of Meg. “Hi, Detective,” I said, offering an apologetic smile. “I gave a statement yesterday on the case, and I’m here to add to it.”

The detective stared hard at me for a moment, as if trying to recognize me from somewhere. I waited until it clicked.

“You’re the very pregnant hostage,” he said finally. “I’m so sorry you were involved.”

“You’ll be the one sorry you said that,” Meg said, probably feeling the temperature of my blood start to boil as my fists clenched at my sides. “Lacey doesn’t like being called very pregnant. She’s just normal.”

“I just meant...” The detective started, then stopped. “I’m sorry. You said you have new information to add to the case? Let me show you to a more comfortable place. Can I get you something to drink?”

I dared not ask for a water, otherwise I’d spend the rest of our time here running to and from the bathroom. I’d ingest my liquids later, in the comfort of my own home. Instead, I battled back the annoyance that came with essentially any physical activity and followed the detective into a small interview room.

“Sorry about the formality,” he said, gesturing around at the blandness. “We don’t have much in the way of luxury around here.”

“I know,” Meg said, eyeing him like a psycho. “I’ve been here before.”

“Used to work here,” I corrected, before he got the wrong idea. “Anyway, she’s part of the reason I’m adding to my statement.”

“I did not commit a crime—just to clarify,” Meg said quickly. “The light was yellow when my tires entered the intersection. That’s not considered running a red.” 

“Yeah, maybe the intersection three blocks back,” I muttered under my breath. Louder, I spoke to the detective. “As I mentioned yesterday, my friend called my phone while I was trapped inside the bank.”

“Do you have a new description of the robbers?”

“Unfortunately, no. I told you everything I can remember about the ladies. My point was that Meg here is the friend who called me. She...er, figured out I was in trouble and arrived at the scene of the crime right before the police did.”

The detective nodded, his eyes traveling to Meg as she reached down and pulled my purse toward her. Without speaking, she removed the Venus flytrap from my bag where I’d shoved it on the way over here, placed the pot on the table, and began to slowly drip her coffee into the dirt.

“It’s looking low energy,” Meg said. “Just needs a hit of caffeine.”

I cleared my throat. “Well, Meg parked her car—”

“Patty.”

“You named your car?” The detective’s eyes narrowed as a slight bit of coffee leaked onto the interview table through the drainage holes in the pot’s base.

“Of course,” Meg said. “She has a personality. Plus, you have to pat her a lot to get the engine started.”

I couldn’t blame the detective for looking at us like we were a pair of nuts, so I focused on sounding uber-professional for the rest of my statement. “Well, she parked behind a huge white van. She doesn’t remember many details about it, nor does she remember the license plate or any other defining features—”

“Except maybe there were a few letters on the side,” Meg said. “Possibly. Again, not sure. I was in a rush to see if I could get in on the media circus action. I’m great in front of the camera, you know.”

“Of course,” the detective said. “And this van was important?”

“It’s hard to say for certain, but possibly,” I said. “It careened out of there really quickly—so fast that it smashed up Meg’s vehicle on its way out. I’m thinking it belonged to the robbers.”

The detective leaned back in his chair. He eyed Meg, then focused on me. “Didn’t I hear you say that your friend ran a red light on the way over here? Could it be...” He gently cleared his throat. “User error?”

“I didn’t run a red.” Meg raised an eyebrow. “I strategically planned it so my tires were in the intersection as the light turned yellow.”

“Look, I know it’s not super helpful,” I said. “It could be nothing, or it could be something. I just thought you should know in case you wanted to have a look at the car. Have you checked if there are security tapes in the alley out back?”

“The bank’s security cameras were off for the duration of the heist. The only tapes we have are, ironically, the ones also leaked to the media.”

“The alley where she parked,” I began, thoughtful. “Have you looked to see if a different building around there might have security cameras?”

He digested this. “We’re handling it. Thank you for this new information. Is there anything else I should know?”

“That’s not enough?” Meg pushed herself to her feet. “Don’t you need to look at my car or something? Maybe pay to have it fixed for me?”

“I’m sorry, Miss—”

“Meg,” she said. “Miss Meg.”

“Miss Meg. We don’t provide those services, as you should know if you worked here.”

“I just thought maybe you could help a sister out,” she said. “Thanks anyway. Are you ready to go, Lacey? I think Venus is halfway dead. Let’s stop by the plant doctor after the car doctor.”

I pulled the leftover napkins from my rolled-up croissants and quickly wiped up the caffeinated dirt from the interview table. “Thanks for your time, detective.”

“Thank you for the information,” he said, removing a card and sliding it to me. “Let me know if you remember anything else.”

I nodded. At the door to leave, I hesitated. “Say, is there any real chance of the police recovering the stolen property? The ring of mine they took—it’s not valuable monetarily, but it’s priceless to me. An heirloom, really.”

Detective Rankle gave me a tight smile. “We’re doing our best, Mrs. Luzzi. You’ll be the first to know. I’m fully confident we’ll have it retrieved for you in no time.”

“What do you think?” I asked, once Meg and I made it outside the building. “Do you think they’ll find it?”

“He’s a typical cop,” she said with a shrug. “Stuffy. Efficient. The kind of cop who gets promotions. I don’t know if he’s any good at what he does.”

“I hope he’s right,” I mused as I beeped my car open. “I’d really like my ring back.”

Meg’s eyes gleamed. “Did you forget about me? I’m becoming a PI, Lacey. I need hours for my gig. What do you say we, ah, do a little peeking around on our own time?”

I rested my hands on my very large stomach. I had begun to understand why people thought I was very pregnant instead of just regular pregnant. “Probably not a good idea.”

“Come on! Nobody will suspect you looking into things. Also, how do we know Detective Rankle is really trying his best? It’s not his priceless jewelry on the line.”

I shook my head. “I’m voting no. We can ask around a bit, but no crime solving. No chasing bad guys. Nothing. If you get into that, you’re on your own.”

Meg nodded. “Sure. Okay, fine then. Let’s go talk to Chance. He’s just the guy we need to see.”

“Why?” I asked. “I mean, besides your busted-up car.”

“She has a name, okay?” Meg lightly patted her vehicle, cementing the relevance of its name. “Also, think about it. I got a busted-up car. The robbers got a busted-up car. The robbers can’t just take their vehicle down to the Jiffy Lube and get it fixed up, you know? People are bound to ask questions.”

Meg’s logic actually made sense, and I nodded along with her. “So, you figure we ask Chance if he’s heard rumors of any other under-the-table car guys getting a big busted van crossing their desks?”

“Oh, I’m not thinking of asking,” Meg said with a wink. “I have a better idea.”
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THE MECHANIC’S SHOP was located in a smallish space just inside St. Paul city limits. It smelled of grease and oil with a twist of gas, and appeared mildly clean. Everyone we ran into from the second we parked to the minute we pulled open the main office door seemed to be in great spirits. One of the guys working even waved in our direction.

We introduced ourselves to Chance and loosely explained the issues with Meg’s car. Namely, that said car was damaged pretty badly and would need a good bit of work before it looked in the realm of normal again. Chance seemed used to vague explanations and didn’t ask many questions.

“Also, I need a favor for my best friend,” Meg tacked on after sliding her credit card across the counter and plopping Venus next to the cash register. “My best friend is Carlos Luzzi. Know the name?”

“I’m, ah, familiar,” Chance said, eyeing me over Meg’s shoulder. “Hey, aren’t you that really pregnant lady from the news? The hostage?”

I rolled my eyes and let my travel mug of herbal tea rest on my very big bump. “Sure. That’s me.”

“She’s also Lacey Luzzi,” Meg said, waiting for the name to sink in. “Yep. The granddaughter of Nora and Carlos. I am thinking Nora mentioned something about a buy five get one free deal?”

Chance nodded. “For her, but this is your first visit, so...”

“We’ll pay,” I said, leaning against the counter. “But about this favor. We want to know if you or any of your buddies have seen a large, busted up white van in one of your shops.”

“I’m assuming this is a favor for Carlos.” Chance looked down and doodled on a slip of paper in front of him, the silence answer enough. “I’ll let you know if anything turns up. Between you and me, nothing’s come into the system in the last few days. Although, sometimes these things take a while. None of us mechanics want to deal with a hot vehicle. Usually the, ah, owners realize that little fact and give things some time to cool down before bringing us work.”

“I understand,” Meg said, winking unnecessarily. “Probably because I’m basically a vigilante at this point. I’m an ex-cop and current PI in training.”

Chance visibly blanched at the ex-cop part.

“Don’t worry, she’s an ex-cop. Big emphasis on the ex,” I said. I forked over my license to show him. “I’m really Lacey Luzzi. Carlos will appreciate the favor.”

The color gradually seeped into Chance’s cheeks. “I’ll give you a call the second I catch wind of something. But if you let it slip that the tip came from me, my business with the whole family is finito.”

“Of course,” I confirmed. “It’s private business, and we understand there’s a code. We are as discreet as they come.”

At that exact inopportune time, Meg stepped too close to a row of tires perched against the wall and bumped an enthusiastic hip against the end one. As it started to topple, she lurched for it, missed, and watched with mild horror as the entire row toppled over with a clatter that would wake the dead.

“Discreet,” I said dryly. “Thanks for sending that point home, Meg.”

“I think we’re about done with the car doctor,” she said, leaning over to retrieve Venus from his cozy little perch where he’d landed inside one of the tires. “Time for the plant doctor, eh? You’ll call me when Patty’s done?”

Chance had a strained expression on his face when he nodded, and I heartily suspected that if Nora hadn’t brought so much business his way, we would’ve been tossed out the second we stepped foot in the place. Thank goodness my grandmother was a worse driver than Meg and I combined. The number of mailboxes alone she’d run over was enough of a felony to put her in prison for the rest of her days.

We slunk quietly out of the mechanic’s shop, the hum of machinery lulling me into a pleasant buzz. My car sat across the lot, and as we slid into it, Meg waved over my shoulder at Chance. He ignored her.

“Yep,” Meg said with a smile. “I think he likes me.”

I clicked my car in gear. “Sure thing. Now, about this plant doctor,” I said. “What is it?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 6
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“OH, ISN’T THIS SO FITTING?” Meg squealed as I wheeled my car into the parking lot a few blocks away from home. It belonged to a little shop I’d never even noticed before, despite the fact that it was across the street from Dairy Queen. “They call it a nursery. Just like for babies! Your plant babies and your real babies.”

“I don’t think this is a nursery for real babies,” I said, sliding out of the car and holding onto the door for leverage. The door creaked dangerously under the pressure, and I shot it a murderous glare. “Definitely a plant nursery.”

“Venus is a baby, too,” Meg said with a sniff and a tilt of her nose. “Have a little tact, Lacey.”

I rolled my eyes and followed her into the store. To my surprise, it was quite beautiful. How I’d never noticed this small haven inside the city limits, tucked just between the highway and the businesses of downtown, I couldn’t say.

Greenery draped from trellises and plant stands while fall flowers bloomed in bright purples and reds and oranges. Little white blossoms sent a delicious scent wafting through the air as we made our way underneath the outdoor jungle and into the building.

“Look at all this,” Meg said, gesturing to the pots, the plants, the dirt. “Who’s the idiot who spends money on dirt? Isn’t it just what you get from your backyard?”

“Actually,” a soft woman’s voice rang out from behind us. “Not quite. Hi, I’m Marcy. Can I help you with something?”

“Yeah, are you a plant doctor?” Meg asked, extending her hand for a shake. “Because we’ve got a baby in need of some TLC.”

The woman grinned broadly. “I like that. I’ll have to start putting Dr. Marcy Berry on my business cards. What is it we have here? Aww, what a cute little guy!”

Meg nodded. “It’s for Lacey here, my second-best friend. She’s having a baby, and my first-best friend’s wife wanted her to practice caring for something.”

“I care for things,” I corrected. “It’s just...you know, extra practice.”

“Of course. They always say plants come before the babies!” Marcy laughed again. “Come, step into my office.”

Marcy was a pretty woman with long, slender legs clad in light jeans with just a dusting of dirt where she’d recently wiped her hands. She needed no makeup to be pretty, and she had a fresh, bright look about her. I immediately liked her company.

“Well, it looks like the soil might be the issue.” She frowned. “So, I’m going to make you become the idiot who buys appropriate dirt. Otherwise, this little guy isn’t going to survive.”

“We’ll buy the dirt,” I said quickly. “Whatever Venus needs.”

Meg nodded. “I suppose that’s like saying Sprout needs diapers. Diapers aren’t fun to buy, but you still gotta have ‘em.”

“Eloquent,” I said tightly. “Marcy—which, um, bag of dirt-stuff should we buy?”

Marcy detailed a few options for us, along with instructions for proper care. One of them being to water the plant with nothing but water. Coffee should not be considered water.

“You can smell the coffee, I take it?” I wrinkled my nose. “We thought he was drooping and needed a little perk.”

“Like babies,” Marcy said, ever the patient one, “plants shouldn’t be fed coffee until they’re in college.”

Meg stared dumbly at her for a long moment before she burst into laughter. “You’re funny! She’s funny, Lace. I think Marcy will be my next best friend.”

I gave Marcy an apologetic smile. She was far too kind to comment, and instead, she ducked behind the counter as an older woman with tightly curled white hair approached. This woman wore a somber expression, and as she neared the counter, Marcy’s gleam of excitement diminished ever so slightly.

“Again?” Marcy responded to an unspoken statement. “Why?! I don’t understand people.”

Meg leaned closer, eavesdropping carefully.

“I guess we’ll have to ask Billy to put up the barbed wire after all,” Marcy said, her voice a soft whisper. “What a nuisance.”

“Nuisance?” Meg prompted. “Anything I can help with? I’m a cop and a PI.”

“Ex-cop,” I clarified, “and PI-in-training.”

“Really?” Marcy’s eyes widened. “Maybe you’ll have a thought.”

“Sometimes I have a thought,” Meg said grandly. “Sometimes I have multiple thoughts. Really depends on the day.”

Marcy and the older woman froze for a second, determining whether Meg had a punchline to follow that up. When she didn’t, Marcy resumed her explanation.

“Someone’s been stealing our plants,” Marcy said. “It’s never a lot, and it’s just started recently. Mostly from the greenhouse, but sometimes it’s random things from the gardens, too.”

“Who steals from a plant store?” I asked. “I mean, no offense, but it’s a lot of work to care for living things. Wouldn’t it be easier to steal, say, a cupcake or something?”

“One would think,” Marcy said, and her shrug explained she didn’t understand any more than we did. “It’s bizarre, too. It’s got to be the same person, I’d think—we’ve never had this happen before. So far, they’ve taken a ponytail palm, some ferns, and a bonsai tree.”

“Yeah...” I said slowly. “None of that means a thing to me. Sorry. I’m a brand-new plant parent.”

“Welcome to the club,” Marcy said, leaning forward with a wink. “It’s an addiction; just wait until you get sucked in.”

“Probably won’t be a problem,” I said. “I meant it when I said a cupcake would be a lot easier to care for.”

“By care for, she means devour,” Meg said. “What did you mean about all those plant-thingys?”

“All I meant was that there doesn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to what the thief has been taking.” Marcy shrugged. “They use different soils, they’re mostly different families, some need full sun, others are partial shade...”

“You’re losing me again,” I said. “And this has never happened before?”

She shook her head.

“Don’t you worry.” Meg slapped a hand on the counter, rattling it so hard that Venus tipped right over. Meg moved quickly to right the plant and swipe the spilled caffeine-dirt off the counter. “Meg the PI is on the case.”

“Oh, that’s so nice of you!” Marcy said, clasping her hands together. “Tell you what. The dirt’s on me. Take as long as you need to look around. Ask any questions. We really want to catch this guy before he robs us blind. Again.”

Meg and I proceeded to study the gardens. However, since neither of us knew the names of basic trees, let alone fancy plants, we didn’t get very far. Neither of us could actually identify what had been taken.

“Bad idea to volunteer,” I told Meg. “I think we should just pay for the dirt ourselves and let these nice people be.”

“Don’t you have a desire to save the world?” Meg lifted her arms up angelically. “We can make a difference, Lacey Luzzi.”

“In plants?”

“Ugh, is this how indifferent you’re going to be over your own child? Here. Hold Venus. Connect with her.”

“Now it’s a her?” I asked, just as I looked down and felt my foot squish in mud. “Oh, that’s disgusting. It rained last night, and this place is like a quicksand pit.”

“That’s it!” Meg looked up at me. “It’s perfect!”

“What’s perfect?” My shoe squelched as I yanked it out of the mud, and that’s when it dawned on me. “Footprints. Oh my gosh, footprints!”

Meg nodded, proud. We scoured the outside of the plant store. Just when we’d made almost a full square around the facilities, we found a little divot near the back of the lot.

“Oh, jackpot,” I said pointing down at a shoe print that was nearly double the size of my own imprint. “We’ve caught ourselves a big one.”

“Seriously big,” Meg said, comparing her shoe size to the imprint there. “Did Bigfoot return from the dead?”

“Since when is Bigfoot dead?”

“I knew it.” Meg jabbed a finger at me. “I knew they were all rumors.”

“Maybe they are,” I said slowly. “Will you look at that?”

A hole the size of a small crater had indented the ground a few feet further, and this time, it was clear what had happened. The thief, probably a large male, judging solely by shoe size and the depth of imprint, had climbed the fence and landed with a heavy thud on the ground.

“I’m pretty sure that’s a butt imprint,” Meg said, pointing to two clearly defined smudges on the ground just beyond the shoe prints. “One cheek, two cheek, mud cheek, bruised cheek.”

“Whoever it is, they’re probably walking around with a painful tailbone,” I said, surveying the height of the fence. “Ouch. That’s a decent sized fall.”

“Great,” Meg said. “So basically, we just stroll around the Cities looking for someone walking with a stick up their ass and a pained expression.”

I winced and shook my head. “Not happening.”

“Fine,” Meg said. “Then I’m returning tonight for a stakeout. If the guy is as big as he looks from his shoes, well...” Meg paused for an evil sort of laugh. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall.”

“Oh, boy,” I said, and my hand ran soothing circles over my stomach. “Poor Sprout is going to be born with a load of knowledge.”

“Just doing my part,” Meg said with a salute as we headed back inside to relay our findings to Marcy. Before she could find the plant doctor, Meg stopped and pointed at the television. “Hey, look! It’s you again!”

I glanced up at the screen behind the counter which, of course, was blaring the news. It must have been a slow news week for the Cities because once again my image was plastered across the screen. 

This time, they even showed a clip of me being helped outside by Anthony after all was said and done. We hadn’t left the scene of the crime for quite some time, what with my having to give a long-winded statement to the police and all. Which meant some numskull reporter had stuck around for some extra footage time. Should I ever find the numskull, I’d have a few pleasant words for him.

“Oh, I thought I recognized you!” The older woman next to Marcy turned to look at me. “You’re the pregnant hostage lady!”

“That’s me,” I said, basking in the compliment. “Just regular pregnant.”

The woman shook her head in dismay. “You poor thing. When’s your due date?”

“Couple weeks away.” My hands spread across my stomach. “Coming up fast. The scare almost got me started early.”

She tsked her sympathy, and we all turned back to the TV where there was a closeup of the three robbers as they entered the building. I squinted, watching them for any sign of recognition, but there was nothing that stood out to me. They wore gloves, masks, dark pants, and black turtlenecks. Save for slight wisps of hair, they were merely matching shadows.

“Matching,” I said, deep in thought. “They’re matching.”

Meg, meanwhile, was busy putzing around on her phone. She glanced over at me, flipped her device so I could see the screen, and grinned. “I know, right? Just think if you and I matched. Look—we can get the same pants as the lady robbers. Macy’s just had a sale on them at Maple Mall.”

“Macy’s had a sale...on their pants?”

“Yep!” Meg grinned broadly. “I mean, it sucks you got held up, don’t get me wrong. But don’t their behinds just look so round and nice in those pants? I’ve been thinking of getting myself a pair.”

“Do you think the ladies went shopping together?” I asked. “They each have a pair that fits them well—and they each seemed to know one another well during the heist.”

“Well, the sale isn’t valid online, so yeah, I think they went shopping.” Meg pointed out. “They might be thieves, but they’re also women. All women are suckers for a good sale.”

Marcy and her older counterpart nodded along. “Unless one of them bought pants for the other two.”

“I’m not convinced. It’s impossible to buy a pair of pants without trying them on first.” Meg shrugged. “But what do I know? I think the only way to solve this is a trip to the mall. Let’s find us Ginger and Legs and Blondie.”

“I’m game.” I turned to Marcy as we prepared to leave. “It was nice to meet you. Thanks for your help.”

“Same to you,” Marcy said, walking beside us until we reached the car in the parking lot. “Thanks for your help. Good luck with your baby.”

“Oh, my baby’s not due for another couple of weeks.” I patted my stomach. “We’ve got ages left to worry about that.”

Marcy cringed, then gave an awkward sort of laugh. “I meant your plant, but I suppose it works for both.”

Meg and I looked at one another and spoke at the same time. “Venus!”

“Probably not a great sign we forgot our baby at the nursery,” Meg said, strolling back to retrieve the plant and our new bag of soil. “Let’s work on that. No more losing the baby. Say, what about Arnold? Wasn’t he supposed to be your practice baby, and he ended with some other family?”

Marcy looked horrified.

“The baby belonged to my kid cousins,” I said in explanation. “I mean—it was fake. Arnold was a fake baby.”

“Don’t worry, Veenie-baby,” Meg said, cuddling the plant close. “We won’t abandon you like Lace abandoned Arnold.”

“I didn’t abandon him. Come on, didn’t you want to shop?”

“Fine.” Meg shoved Venus back into my hands. “You take the baby. I’m exhausted. This godmother business is taking its toll on me!”

I lowered myself into the car, taking itty bitty movements. “Yeah,” I said. “You’re telling me.”
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THE BEST THING ABOUT needing a trip to the mall was the pretzel stand. Speaking of exhausting, eating for two was practically becoming a chore. 

“Are you kidding, woman?” Meg asked as we parked. “How can you be thinking of more food? I mean, I like to eat like nobody’s business. Literally. It’s nobody’s business how much I eat, but this is ridiculous. We ate breakfast at your grandma’s. You stole second breakfast for the road. We’re on third breakfast.”

I looked at the clock on the dashboard before opening the door. “I think we’re close enough to call this lunch.”

Meg bit her lip and considered it. “Yeah, okay. I’m on board. But no pretzel until I use my coupon at Victoria’s Secret. Clay’s been a little weird lately, and I think my spicing things up could really get him back in the game, you know?”

I covered my stomach’s pretend ears. “He’s still my cousin you’re talking about.”

“And he’s my stud muffin. You get to talk about yours, so I’m gonna talk about mine. All’s fair in love and the bedroom.”

“Love and war?”

“Why’s it gotta be war?” Meg peered at the expectant mother’s parking sign. “You know, that’s a real handy thing. I’ve used it a few times, but this time it’s legit.”

I squinted at her. “You’ve never been pregnant.”

“Nope, I sure haven’t. But I do keep a beach ball in the trunk for those days my legs just don’t want to walk very far.”

The sales clerks barely glanced our way as we brushed through the store. I found an adorable little stuffed animal, soft as cotton candy, and carried it along with me. “I have to tell Anthony where I was,” I said. “I’m not going to lie. I’ll say I was baby shopping.”

Meg raised her eyebrows. “He won’t be happy you’re looking into the heist? It’s your ring that was stolen!”

“Looking into the heist?” I gave her my own raised brow. “I’m just buying baby supplies.”

We moved into the pants section, scanning the sales racks and pretending to keep an eye out for the black pants the ladies had worn for the heist. Meanwhile, Meg was gathering an armful of clothes for the dressing room.

“When are you going to buy real baby things?” Meg asked. “You know, all the less fun stuff.”

“I am buying baby things.” I waggled the stuffed animal back and forth. “Our baby is going to be able to swim in a pool of his or her things.”

“Diapers? A crib? A stroller?” Meg bobbed her shoulders. “As a potential candidate for godmother, I’ve gotta look out for Sprout. And I have to say, you’re not inspiring confidence with Veenie-baby. You forgot him in the trunk, and it’s barely forty degrees outside.”

I swore under my breath, hoping the plant’s leaves wouldn’t be frosty by the time we returned. “Fine, fine. I’ll buy stuff. But we have plenty of time.”

“Lacey. I hate to say it, but there is a reason people are saying you’re very pregnant.”

I waited, forcing her to look at me.

“Don’t give me attitude, girlfriend! You are very pregnant. Look at you! That thing could pop out any day. You need a nursery. You need supplies. You can’t pretend it’s not happening anymore.”

I waddled over to a bench right outside the dressing room. “Oh, my gosh,” I said, sinking into the hard-as-rock cushions. “It’s really happening. I’m going to be a mom. A mom! A mother! We’re going to be parents.”

“Yeah, we are,” Meg said with a grin. “Exciting, huh?”

“I meant me and Anthony.”

“Oh, him too.” Meg sat next to me. “Lacey, you’re going to be a great mom! Venus is just a plant. It means nothing for how great of a mother you’re going to be. If everyone in this world who had a black thumb couldn’t keep a child alive, we’d have a lot of trouble. It’s different.”

“Who said I have a black thumb?”

“Lacey, Lacey,” she murmured, soothing. “Relax. You’re stressing out. You’re going to be fine. You have the support of your best friend.”

“Anthony is great. He’s been so caring, so supportive—”

“Me!” Meg snapped. “I meant me!”

“Right, you too,” I said with a wink. “I was just yanking your chain.”

“Consider my chain yanked,” she said with a sniff. “Come on—we can start small. If we grab some onesies today, we can scout out Babies R Us tomorrow. You can’t procrastinate for much longer, chickadee.”

I let my hands rest over my belly and felt the smallest kick inside. “He’s really coming out, isn’t he?”

“Or she,” Meg said, and rested a hand on my stomach, too. She gave me a smile. “I’m really proud of you. And happy for you.”

“Thank you, Meg.”

“Your mom is going to be a grandma!” Meg smiled, softer. “She would be so excited, you know. She’d be over the moon.”

I swallowed, unable to respond, sideswiped by Meg’s surprising tidbit of fact that I suppose I’d always known, but never truly considered.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said—”

“I know,” I said, the tears pricking, peeping, fighting their way into my eyes. “You’re right. I’m just sorry she never got to meet the baby.”

“Oh, but she’ll be watching over you. Don’t you worry.” Meg rubbed my back, her voice reminiscent of older, golden days. “And she’ll still be around, you know, in a little part of you.” 

Meg tapped on my chest. Really hard. When I flinched under the pressure, she apologized and resumed rubbing my back. 

“All those fun, special things she did for you—the birthdays, the Christmas, the love she had for you. You have all of that inside of you. And your baby will know her, too, through you.”

I rested my head against Meg’s shoulder, and she rubbed my back while I sniffled my way through the pack of Kleenex I’d taken to carrying in my purse. It wasn’t only a physical rollercoaster, this having a baby business, but an emotional one, too.

“Is everything okay?” One of the dressing room attendants stopped by. “Can I help you? Something not fit?”

“Oh, well, lots of things aren’t fitting her,” Meg said matter-of-factly. “She’s not really her normal size.”

The woman clucked sympathetically. “I have four kids. One set of twins. Things...” She sighed. “I’d tell you things get better, but some body parts just never go back to the way they were.”

“Thanks, lady,” Meg said. “You’re making her feel great.”

“That shouldn’t make you sad!” The woman sounded surprised. “So what, you have to wear some higher waisted jeans? When you see that sweet little face on the day he’s born, none of it will matter anymore.”

“I’m noticing a lot of the pronoun he,” Meg said, examining my stomach as if it held the answer to her questions. “Is it a boy and nobody told me? Is there a way y’all can tell from the outside?”

The lady laughed, probably thinking she was trying to be funny, but I merely patted Meg’s head and reassured her that no, gender could not be seen from outside the womb no matter how closely she looked—unless she had an ultrasound machine tucked behind her eyelids.

“Actually, I do have a question for you,” I said to the clerk. “We’re looking for someone who came in here a few days ago—maybe even a couple weeks ago? They would have bought these pants on sale.”

“A blonde, a brunette, and a redhead,” Meg said. “I know, good joke, huh?”

The woman frowned. “Why are you asking?”

Meg reached into her bag and removed a badge. “I’m a PI,” she said, then coughed and discreetly muttered the in-training part of her credentials. “We are looking for a few people.”

“Friends?”

“We were hired to look for someone’s friends,” Meg clarified. “My client hasn’t seen these ladies in a few years, and it’s essential they get in touch.”

The lady looked skeptical, but she thought back. “You said three ladies?”

“They probably looked sort of like Charlie’s Angels,” Meg said. “All badass and super cool.”

“Actually, there were three women in here just like that, and I remember because I told them they looked exactly like Charlie’s Angels.” The woman’s face brightened. “They were really nice ladies. You said they’re your friends?”

“Not exactly. We were hired to find them and deliver a package,” I added, not bothering to note that my particular package was a very terrifying husband prepared to recover my wedding ring.

“I’m sorry—I don’t have anything helpful for you. We didn’t chat much.” She frowned in thought. “I did get the vibe they worked together.”

“Did they say where?” I asked hopefully. “Or hint at it?”

“No, not really. I just remember they all wore the same sort of badges on their hips, and I heard them moaning about a man. I assumed he was their boss or something. You know the type of corporate America I’m talking about—accountants or marketing or whatnot. One of those nice, clean, boring sorts of jobs with nine to five hours. They came on their lunch break.”

I looked to Meg. Three women working together...in corporate America? I hadn’t expected that theory. What might cause three otherwise normal ladies to hold up a series of banks, given that these were the correct women? 

“Thank you,” I said, and meant it. “That’s very helpful. You said you didn’t see the name of their company?”

“No, I didn’t catch it. But I’m nearly certain they work locally because I don’t think they drove to the mall. They had hats and mittens and walking shoes, all of that. Plus, I’ve seen them before. I think some days they do laps around the mall on their lunch break when it’s too cold to go outside.”

“So weird,” I told Meg, as we headed back out to the car after purchasing my baby items and an armful of Meg’s clothes. I was so focused on the information we’d learned that I’d forgotten all about the pretzel and Meg’s Victoria’s Secret mission. “Do those ladies really fit the profile? They sound just like normal working women to me. Walks and shopping on lunch breaks. What would make them rob a bank?”

“Well, that’s the...” Meg frowned. “How much money do you think they stole? The sixty-four thousand dollar and one wedding ring question?”

“I don’t know, but I think I need to add to my statement again,” I said. “Come on—back to the station. I’m sure Detective Rankle will want to take a peek at the security tapes.”

Meg frowned. “I don’t think he liked me much.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think so either. Which is why you can wait outside.”
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WE MADE IT BACK TO the police station after a quick stop for lunch. I’d ordered an extra water specifically for Venus and was feeling like a pretty proud plant parent by the time we returned to the interview room with Detective Rankle. Meg had decided she didn’t want to wait outside, and I had decided I didn’t have the energy to argue. So, we were both back.

“Turned out Veenie-baby didn’t need caffeine,” Meg chuckled as she placed the plant on the interview table once again. “He was sitting in the wrong dirt the whole time. Hilarious, right?!”

Detective Rankle didn’t seem to find her story the least bit hilarious, so he turned to me, clearly hoping for some straight answers.

“What can I help you with, ladies?” he asked. “Again.”

“Well, we were doing some shopping,” I said, rubbing a hand over my stomach. “Baby supplies and whatnot. And we got to talking with the dressing room attendant.”

“Her name was Henrietta,” Meg offered.

“She didn’t tell us her name,” I said, turning to face her. “How’d you find out?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t. But just like Venus looks like a Venus, she looked like a Henrietta. There’s a chance I’m correct.”

I swiveled back to face the detective. “Anyway, we got to talking to the sales clerk—”

“Henrietta?” he asked, puzzled.

“No. Er—yes,” I corrected. “Maybe. We don’t know her name, but she works at Macy’s. I’m sure you can look up her name. In fact, you might want to look up some footage of the dressing rooms—or near them. I think the three ladies who robbed the bank bought their pants at that very store.”

“Right,” he said, and I could see his brain ticking away. “And you know this...how?”

“Well, the pants went on sale exactly two weeks ago,” Meg said. “There have been heists every four days since then.”

“So, you think the bank heists are about pants?” The detective frowned. “I’m not following.”

“It’s not about the pants,” Meg said. “Men. You say one thing, and that’s all they focus on.”

“Okay, it’s not about the pants.” Detective Rankle opened his arms in apology. “What is it about?”

“I have an idea,” I began. “The woman who works in the dressing room met and saw these three ladies. From what it sounds like, they match the description of the robbers. The timeline checks out.” I hesitated, watching the detective’s impassive face. “Maybe if you stopped by the store to check things out, you could pull the security footage and identify the ladies. If they shopped there, they might have used credit cards, which would allow us to pin down their identities via their spending history.”

“And apparently this is an episode of NCIS.” Detective Rankle leaned close enough to be intimidating. It wasn’t that he looked dismayed, just slightly annoyed. “I know how to do my job, and there is no we to it—not with me and the pair of you, at least.”

“We’re just trying to help,” Meg said. “You know, from the female perspective.”

“Ladies.” The detective straightened and folded his hands before his body. “I appreciate the tips and information, but I’ll handle it from here.”

“You’re going to check it out?” I asked. “I think—”

“I think that my team can handle it. I just can’t have civilians...” He hesitated, glancing at my stomach before his gaze returned to my face. “Interfering on a case. Too much of a liability.”

“We weren’t interfering,” Meg said. “We were helping.”

“It’s a fine line, Miss Meg.”

“True, but—”

“You’re telling me,” the detective said, cutting her off, “that you just happened to be in the same department store as the possible suspects, you just happened to find the right fitting room attendant, you just happened to pick the same pair of pants as the robbers, and you just happened to ask all the right questions?”

Meg scratched her chin. “When you put it like that, it feels a little more like meddling.”

Detective Rankle smiled, relaxed. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this, I promise you both. Miss Luzzi, we’ll recover your possessions and Miss Meg—why are you here again?”

“Moral support.”

“Right.” He nodded. “Moral support. Anything else for me today?”

Meg and I both hung our heads, and I was brought back to the few times I’d been sent to the principal’s office.

“No, sir,” I said eventually. “Thanks for listening.”

“Take it easy,” he said, extending a hand for a shake. “Does Anthony know you’re poking your nose into police business?”

I froze. “How do you know my husband?”

“We’ve met in, ah, very loose circles. I don’t know him well.”

My shoulders stiffened. “I see.”

“I do happen to know he’s...how should I say it? Possessive. He wouldn’t be happy with me if I didn’t instruct you to stay away from the case. For your own safety.” He gave me a tense smile, a small dose of fear on the side. “You’re a smart woman, Mrs. Luzzi. I imagine you’re catching my drift.”

I knew the look. It was the look of someone who knew, respected, or feared my husband and our family’s far-reaching exploits. “Ah, I see. I’ll make sure he knows you instructed me to stay away and that you didn’t encourage my involvement.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

The detective led Meg and I from the room, and we exchanged one more round of handshakes and a promise to let him know of anything else we remembered.

“Damn,” Meg said as we climbed into the car. “That’s cool.”

“What’s cool?”

“Anthony’s got detectives quaking in their boots. I think he’s my hero.” Meg gave a firm nod as she slid into the passenger’s seat of the car. “With Carlos as my BFF and Anthony as my mentor-slash-hero, I’m gonna make an unstoppable PI.”

“Have you asked either of them for their help?”

“Chickadee, it’s implied. I’m one of the family. Luzzis are all about the family.”

I turned the car on and pulled away from the curb. My phone buzzed, saving me from a response. I tossed the device to Meg and asked her to read me the name on the caller ID.

“Memo,” she said. “Who’s memo?”

I stared at her. “It’s a memo. Read it.”

“Oh, I see.” Meg flicked the phone open and read aloud. “Says you were supposed to meet Dr. Gambino twenty minutes ago.”

“Oh, crap!” I turned the car toward home and accelerated. “This pregnancy brain business is real.”

“Maybe,” Meg said. “But I think it’s just your real brain. It’s not like you remember anything even when you’re not pregnant.”

“Fair,” I said, flicking on a blinker and jumping onto the highway. “But it’s a great excuse, and I plan to use it for the next eighteen years of this baby’s life.”
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ANTHONY HELD MY HAND, I held my breath, and Dr. Gambino held the door open as we entered a small sitting area after our appointment.

“Well?” I asked. “How does everything look?”

“Lacey, I told you. I don’t know plants. I just do humans.”

With a sigh, I took back the proffered Venus flytrap from Dr. Gambino’s hands. The little guy had begun to look droopy all over again, and I’d hoped the good doctor would have advice. He didn’t.

After relieving himself of the plant, Dr. Gambino took an extended moment to study Anthony. And fully appreciate him. It was just my luck that the highest paid and most renowned doctor in the state had a crush on my husband.

Anthony cleared his throat. “The news?”

Dr. Gambino, unbothered by Anthony’s discomfort, gave a low laugh as he sat in an armchair of the neat little office and flipped his file open. “Everything looks perfect for Baby Luzzi.”

“Really?!” My breath rushed out in a waterfall of oxygen. “Everything? He’s not scared? Or she, of course. Do you know the gender? Don’t tell us—no spoilers.”

Dr. Gambino laughed. “I do know, and I will not tell. For fear of losing my job,” he said, his eyes glancing quickly toward Anthony once more. “But I can assure you everything is on track. Not long to go, now.”

“And then what?” Anthony asked. “Not long until what?”

I reached over and patted his shoulder. Mr. Big & Strong still found himself quite speechless and all together clueless over most aspects of the pregnancy lifecycle.

“Until Mrs. Luzzi gives birth to the baby, of course.”

Anthony’s face paled. “A couple weeks?”

“Less than that, most likely,” Dr. Gambino said. “As you know, I’ve taken to wearing a pager round the clock. Don’t hesitate to beep me with any emergencies, questions, or concerns. I’m here for you.”

I ran my hands over my stomach. “Anything else we should be doing to prepare?”

“Medically speaking, just keep taking care of yourself. Get lots of rest. Keep doing what you’re doing, unless it’s dangerous. Then stop at once.” He spoke with a grim smile; the Luzzis had hired him for a reason. The reason being he wasn’t an idiot nor was he naive about the family business. “You two will make wonderful parents.”

I smiled at Anthony, squeezed his hand tighter. He barely moved.

“I would pack a small suitcase,” Dr. Gambino said. “Just in case. Change of clothes, things to make you comfortable for a night away from home, etc.”

“A suitcase?” I repeated, dumbfounded. When Dr. Gambino looked at me with surprise, I attempted to save face. After all, this was probably information I could’ve found on all the baby blogs I’d bookmarked to read at a later date. “Right, right. A suitcase.”

Dr. Gambino stood. “I think that’s all for today. I’ll see you again soon, Lacey. By the way, did you choose a theme for the nursery?”

“Nursery?” I asked, still behind the times. “Right, right. We’re on it. No theme yet.”

Dr. Gambino shifted his weight from one foot to the next. “Mr. and Mrs. Luzzi,” he said, speaking in his most practiced calm, soothing bedside manner. “If you don’t mind, may I say something?”

“Pretty sure you’re the doctor,” I said. “You can say whatever you want.”

“I believe Nora and Carlos hired me for a reason, and that reason is because I’m blunt,” he said, sounding apologetic in advance for whatever came next. “And this is one of those times where I need to exercise my strengths.”

“Be blunt,” I said, waving a hand. “We can handle it. We welcome it.”

“Perfect.” He took a deep breath, probably sizing up his chance of staying alive after this announcement. He must have determined the risk to be worth it because he continued. “This baby is coming. Whether you like it or not, it’s happening. Whether you’re ready or not.”

“We’re excited!” I squeaked. “It’s just very fast.”

“I don’t know that you realize just how fast I’m talking.” Dr. Gambino looked me directly in the eyes. “I’m telling you this because I recognize the nerves and the fear you’re feeling at the moment.”

“Fear?” I squeezed Anthony’s hand so tightly he yelped. “We don’t have fear. We’re excited for our baby to arrive. Right, Anthony?”

Anthony twisted away from my hand, his eyes cringing. “No fear,” he muttered. “But a broken knuckle, maybe.”

Dr. Gambino kept a straight face. “All parents go through this. At the moment, you’re probably thinking to yourself: What did I get myself into? I’m not fit to be a parent. I’m barely fit to be an adult myself. This little human being is going to depend on me...for everything.”

My jaw dropped. “How did you know?”

“This isn’t my first rodeo,” he said, reassuring. “It’s common. The fear, the excitement, the emotions. It’s all common. But it is also happening, Lacey. Pack a suitcase. Put an infant carrier in the car. Set up a crib in the spare bedroom. And the Lamaze class Nora scheduled? Don’t miss it.”

“But—”

“This child is very lucky to have two parents as loving and attentive as I’m sure you will be. There’s nothing I can say to make you less nervous, but I can try and make this more real.”

I bowed my head, looked toward my feet, and realized again that I was no longer able to see them.

Dr. Gambino followed my gaze, then reached a hand out and waited for permission to rest it on my stomach. I nodded, and he put his palm there.

“Go home, be together, and enjoy this time with just the two of you,” he said, looking to both of us. “Soon enough, your little family will be three. I don’t have kids myself, but I hear it’s wonderful and chaotic and life-changing.” He winked. “You can let me know soon enough.”

Anthony and I found ourselves in a sort of haze as we walked back home after the visit to Dr. Gambino’s office in Carlos’s main estate. I carried Veenie-baby under one arm and held Anthony’s hand with the other. He carried my purse without complaint, which told me just how dazzled and confused he’d become from our visit.

“It’s really happening,” I said, after the near-silent walk. The stretch of the legs had felt good, the fresh air crisp and invigorating. “It’s really happening.”

Anthony paused on our front steps and turned to face me. The light glinted off his eyes in the most beautiful way, a raw crystal burst of it that sent my pulse pounding and my breath speeding through my lungs.

“I know,” he said softly, and he meant it.

I could see it in his eyes, in the way his huge hands stroked gentle brushes against my face, pushing the hair back. He unlocked the door, grasped my hand and led me inside.

We set our things on the counter, and I took an extra moment to position Veenie-baby so the sunlight would hit his leaves, and hopefully get the party started in his pot.

When I turned around, Anthony had me pressed against the counter, that sweet, tender look in his eyes gone, replaced with the glint of lust and desire.

“I thought about what Dr. Gambino said,” he murmured, relieving me of my jacket. His fingers danced around the bottom of my shirt and pulled it over my head before I knew what was happening. “I can think of one thing we won’t be able to do with kids running around.”

“What’s that?” I asked, pulse pounding in fear. “We can still have sex, Anthony. Parents do that.”

He laughed. “I figured that one out all on my own,” he said, an evil sheen to his eye. “I was talking about running around naked.”

“When do we ever run around the house naked?”

“There’s always a first time for everything,” he said, circling his arms around my body and bending his knees to lift. “What about making out on the kitchen counter? I’m not sure we’ve ever...”

He trailed off as he attempted to lift me onto the counter. He mostly jostled me around and grunted a lot, and only after I felt thoroughly like a beached whale did I tap his head and request he stop before he broke his back.

“Sorry,” he said, trying to cover for his lack of ability to lift me. “I don’t want to hurt the baby.”

I rolled my eyes. “Right.”

“Lacey...” 

I cut him off with a finger pressed to his lips. I put some extra effort into swinging my hips as I swept past him into the living room. As I moved, I let my hands swiftly unhook my bra. The fabric fell away, dangling from my arm as I stood with my back to Anthony in the middle of the room.

“You might not be able to lift me onto the counter,” I said with a cheeky grin, turning slowly around to face him. A burst of satisfaction warmed my skin at the sight of Anthony’s wide-open jaw at the view. “But I don’t see any reason we can’t run around naked.”
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“LACEY.”

I moaned, lifted a hand to my forehead, and turned over.

“Lace, sugar,” Anthony’s voice persisted, a low, rumbling sound. “Wake up, sweetheart.”

Pulling a pillow over my head, I fought off the sleepiness accompanying my crash nap. “No. It’s bedtime.”

“I brought food.”

A streak of interest skittered through me at the notion. “What sort of food?”

“Something hot and fresh.” He jiggled a paper bag in the doorway. “Marinello’s.”

That got me sitting up a little faster. “Would you say it’s more on the pizza or pasta side of things?”

“I’ll tell you, right after I hear about the tornado that went through this place.”

“The tornad...oh.” I wiped sleep from my eyes and what I pretended wasn’t drool from my chin. “Yeah, about that. I was packing.”

“I thought the doctor said we’d only have to pack for a night, maybe two?”

“Sure. I was thorough, just in case.”

“I can see that. Thoroughly destructive.” Anthony’s gaze scanned the room, and I could see his point. “That’s a nine on the Richter scale.”

I bit my lip and studied the damage. A pair of yoga pants hung from the top of my closet door, and a few pairs of socks sat on the windowsill. In an embarrassing twist of events, my grade school uniform had somehow unearthed itself from the back of the closet and landed on the foot of the bed in my haste to prepare for Sprout’s arrival.

“What’s this?” Anthony eyed it the same time as I did. I reached for it, but since I was dealing with a watermelon-sized human in my stomach, he moved faster and picked up the itsy-bitsy skirt. “Do you still fit into this?”

That did it. The tears came. They burst forth like a phoenix into flames. An unstoppable wash of them that I hadn’t seen coming from a mile away.

“What?” Anthony dropped the skirt like it was on fire, and he set the warm bag of food on the bedside table. “What did I say? I thought it’d be sexy to see you in this!”

“Anthony!” I shrieked. “I don’t fit into anything! My hips...I could fit one hipbone into that skirt. A baby has to fit through there, you know!”

“What’s the commotion?” Another voice joined the party, and this time, it was Meg. “What’d you say, Anthony?”

He shrunk back. “I didn’t—I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything.”

“Hey, our grade school skirts!” Meg said, picking up the skirt with a grin. “I still fit into mine.”

The tears came like a lava flow from a volcano. Hot and fast and out of control. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I don’t even know why I’m crying. I don’t know where the uniform came from—must have been from one of my mom’s old boxes.”

“You’re worried you don’t fit into it?” Meg said. “Pop your baby out and you’ll be back to normal in no time.”

“You think so?” I sniffed. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I’ll ever be back to normal.”

“Of course you will, sugar.” Anthony chimed in.

“How would you know, Anthony?!” I snapped at him. “When the doctor said not long now, you asked until what.”

“Maybe take a hike, buddy,” Meg said, turning to Anthony. “It’s not you. It’s her. But it’s probably best if you leave the food here. Maybe we can take it to go.”

“Go where?” Anthony halted in place. “She’s not going anywhere. She needs to rest.”

“We have a stakeout scheduled for tonight at the nursery. Someone’s stealing the plants, and Lacey offered to help.”

Anthony’s lips were zipped. “Nope. She’s staying right here. She’s exhausted.”

“I can speak for myself!” I said. “I’m right here. Pregnant, not deaf, remember? Anthony, it’s no big deal if I go sit in the car for a few hours. I’ll do some laps around the parking lot. It’ll be good for me.”

“You heard Dr. Gambino,” he argued. “If it’s dangerous—”

“Watching over plants is dangerous?” I asked. “Look, I’m not chasing anyone. A palm tree moves faster than I do. I’m just giving Meg some company.”

“You’re not going to win this one,” Meg said. “So maybe we should let it go. And by we, I mean you, Tony.”

“Don’t call me Tony.”

“What happened in here, anyway?” Meg glanced around. “It’s a mess.”

“I packed for the hospital.” I gestured to the door. “My finished suitcase is over there. Do you mind moving it to the front door, Anthony?”

He glanced down to the suitcase and reached out a foot. He nudged the top open with his toe. Then he considered the contents for a few long moments before he sighed.

“Um, sweetheart?”

“Yes?” I asked sweetly.

“There’s nothing in here but sugar.”

“I beg to differ,” I said. “There are other nutrients, in addition to sugar. I packed Snickers for protein. Pixie Stix are to give me energy. The Lucky Charms are so I don’t go into withdrawal while we’re away.”

“Yeah...” Anthony ran a hand over his forehead, struggling. “How about the things the doctor suggested? Practical things. Clothing. Socks. Underwear.”

“Like you said, it’s only for a night,” I told him. “I don’t need much in the way of things.”

“Just candy,” he said on a sigh. “I don’t think they’ll let you eat all this in the hospital.”

Meg laughed, then let out a low whistle. “I don’t want to see the poor nurse who steps between Lacey and her sweets during the birthing process, do you?”

Anthony winced. “I’m going to just pack this up. Maybe I’ll throw a few of your things in my bag, how about that?”

I sank back onto the bed. “Sorry. I am feeling a little crazy. I’m nervous, and I’m clueless, and—”

“Probably low energy,” Meg said. “Anthony, you move the suitcase, I’ll bring the food. We can eat before the stakeout.”

“Let’s discuss this stakeout further,” he said through gritted teeth as he bent for the suitcase. “In the kitchen.”

“I’m right here!” I called through the mostly-closed door while Meg and Anthony disappeared to discuss. “Hey, come back!” 

I gave up as plates and forks and knives started clinking in the kitchen, and by the time Meg and Anthony had come to an agreement on the stakeout and prepared dinner, I was fast asleep.

The need to pee woke me at 2:30, 3:14, 3:18, and 4:02.

By four a.m., I figured I was awake. After all, I’d slept through dinner the night before and made good progress on my zzz’s up until Sprout started punching my bladder.

My stomach growled in annoyance. It’d been years, maybe a lifetime, since I’d skipped a meal, and both my stomach and the baby’s were revolting at the outrage.

I tiptoed into the kitchen, praying desperately for one little leftover square of lasagna. I’d just barely pulled the fridge open when a spotlight landed on my face.

“There you are,” Meg said, holding a flashlight directly into my eyes. “About time. I figured you’d be up sooner or later.”

“Put the light down!” I hissed, holding a hand in front of my eyes. “What are you still doing here? And why are you awake?”

“I’m not still here,” Meg said, and I noticed she’d gone home and changed into her infamous camo vest. She also held two huge Styrofoam cups of coffee in front of her body. “I’m back. Anthony and I discussed. He said he didn’t mind all that much if you hang out at a plant nursery, but not if it interferes with your sleep, and only if you don’t do anything dangerous.”

“Okay...” 

“What with you falling asleep at the senior citizen’s dinner hour, I figured you’d be ready to go to the stakeout first thing in the morning. For most of us not-lame folks, it’s still the middle of the night, not the start to the morning, but I’m splitting hairs.”

“Great. Can I eat now?”

“I brought you coffee.”

“You know I gave up caffeine.”

“Right,” Meg said, unsurprised. “Bummer. Guess I got two for myself.”

I hauled out the mangled leftovers of the Marinello lasagna and shoveled it into my mouth. Meg watched, looking impressed.

“I’ll buy you breakfast if you come hang out with me,” she offered. “Mickey’s diner.”

I squinted at her. “Are you actually paying this time?”

She nodded. “Grab some toilet paper, your jacket, and a book.”

“Toilet paper?”

“Woman, you pee every two seconds. I’m not responsible if you run the nursery clear out of their supply. Now let’s go, chop chop, or we’ll miss the criminal. And bring Veenie-baby. He needs some time around his friends, or else he’ll be in danger of becoming anti-social.”

I rolled my eyes, but did as she suggested. We loaded up the car with snacks, toilet paper, and warm clothing before climbing into the vehicle Meg had borrowed from Clay.

“I can’t believe Clay let you borrow his baby,” I said, looking around at the inside of the spaceship level van. “He doesn’t let anyone touch it.”

“Oh, he doesn’t know I touched it,” she said. “But I figure, what’s mine is his, right? And what’s his is mine.”

I swallowed. “I am not taking the blame for this one.”

“Sure thing,” Meg said as we pulled into the parking lot for Mickey’s diner. “By the way, do you have ten bucks?”

I narrowed my eyes at her, stomped to the counter, and ordered my own breakfast buffet.

“That’s enough to feed a family of...yeah,” Meg said, backing away. “I didn’t say anything. Your hash browns smell delicious.”

I smacked her hand away as she leaned over, angling for a sample. “Drive.”

We settled into place by a quarter to five. The world was still dark, though my body was now wide awake. A novelty to me, seeing as the only time I’d seen five a.m. before was on the other side of things.

“Just think,” I told Meg, once she’d parked the van in a clump of trees near the rear of the nursery grounds. “If I got up at this time every day, I could actually do things. I could exercise and run errands and...I don’t know, read a book or something. All before lunch.”

“Don’t be silly,” Meg said. “Morning people don’t actually exist. They’re like unicorns.”

I nodded, agreeing. In silence, we munched our food and watched some plants grow. It was dull business. It was especially dull trying to watch Venus grow in his little pot on the dashboard because he kept drooping over.

“You think he’s dead?” Meg asked.

“No, he can’t be,” I said, leaning closer. “If I can’t even care for a plant, what sort of mother will I be?”

“We’ll find out soon enough.” At my horrified look, she shrugged. “I guess that was too honest, huh? You’ll be great, Lacey. Nobody’s worried about you. And Veenie-baby is definitely dead.” 

“Gee, you are one shining beacon of inspiration today.”

“I try. You’re not going to burst into tears again, are you? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Not feeling the tears.” I munched on a hash brown. “Feeling the annoyance. And speaking of annoyance, I’m really annoyed at Ginger and Legs and Blondie.”

“What’d they do to you?”

I gave Meg a moment to think about it on her own time.

“Oh, right. They stole from you,” she said. “Carry on.”

“And Detective Rankle, do you get the feeling he’s not taking us seriously?”

Meg nodded. “Why do you think I resigned from the force? He’s not the first male in a position of power who thinks a woman’s place is in the kitchen. Or the bedroom resting, like he told you.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t resign.”

“No, but I might have if they hadn’t fired me first,” she said. “I’ve been saying this all along, Lacey. If we don’t do the job ourselves, nobody’s going to do it right. We have to go after the Femme Fatale if we want to get your ring back. Your mother’s ring,” she corrected, going for the sentimental punch.

It worked. “I would agree with you, normally. But what am I supposed to do about this?”

Meg eyed my stomach as I gestured to it. “Use it to your advantage. We got pregnant parking advantages. You don’t look the least bit suspicious. Plus, you pee all the time. You could go into any building and ask to use the restroom—who’s gonna say no to you? Lacey, just think. You have access to anywhere you want to go.”

“That doesn’t help if we have nowhere to go.”

“I see your point, and I raise you one.” She lifted a finger valiantly. “We were under the impression the ladies work near the mall where they shopped, right? It makes sense. Three ladies working, head out for lunch break. You don’t cross the city to walk laps around the mall. My new friend Henrietta said they frequent the place; it’s not a one-time deal.”

“So, if we go back to the mall and search the nearby area...”

“It might jog something in our brains.” Meg tapped her noggin and it thunked hollow. We both ignored it. “And it’s not exactly dangerous to walk laps around the mall—it’s good for you. In fact, I’ll bet you Dr. Gambino would agree with me.”

I licked the last of the ketchup off my spoon. Then I opened up another packet and squirted it into my empty Styrofoam container as Meg watched me, disgusted.

“That is so gross,” she said. “Of all things you could crave, it’s ketchup with a spoon?”

“Oh, that’s not new,” I said, licking a stray bit from my fingers. “I’ve loved ketchup since we were little. It just grosses people out, so I mostly eat it privately. What do you say we give this plant-napper until sunrise to show up? He or she can’t be stupid enough to try and rob the place in daylight. Then we can head to the mall and do a little reconnaissance. If we eat in the food court over the lunch hour, who knows? Maybe we’ll spot the ladies.”

“You know, they’re probably not all that different than us,” Meg said, considering. “Three ladies making their way in the male dominated world.”

“Criminal world,” I corrected.

“Um, have you looked at your grandfather?” Meg asked. “You aren’t the picture of a straight and narrow family. The detective peed his pants at the mention of your last name.”

“Okay, fine. Maybe they are nice ladies wrapped up in something...bigger,” I admitted with a pout. “But I still want my ring back.”

“We’ll get it. After the mall, we can—” Meg broke off mid thought. “There he is! Plant-napper! Go get him, Lacey!”

I stared at her. “Uh, unh. No way. I get heartburn after ketchup. Also, I told you that anything dangerous, and you’re on your own.”

Meg threw the door open and slid out from behind the steering wheel. She took off flying after the culprit, a big fellow—likely male, judging by the size of his body and the shoe prints we’d found—halfway up the fence. 

Meg’s delay in climbing from the van turned out to be a good thing. When Meg hollered for help, I jumped in to play the role of active partner by holding up my phone and zooming in to snap photos. The photos were mostly dark blurs of movement on a dark background, so I set it down and cracked open another packet of ketchup.

“You plant thief!” Meg screeched. “Get your behind down from that fence. You are ruining the world, mister! You tree killer.”

I rolled my window down to hear better. I wasn’t sure where Meg had gotten the tree killer line from, but the whole show was entertaining. Especially when she grabbed onto a pant leg of the intruder and began to tug.

I dialed Anthony’s number, since I wasn’t sure this was technically a police matter. I was doubly sure that Detective Rankle, the only detective’s number I had currently plugged into my phone, wouldn’t want to hear from me about the theft of a plant before most coffee shops opened for business.

“Oh, you little turd! Come back here!”

“Hello?” Anthony’s sleepy voice rang over the phone. “Lacey? Where are you? When did you leave?”

“Long story. The short story is that Meg’s in the middle of a chase right now, and—”

“Are you okay?”

“Oh, absolutely. I’m eating ketchup in the car. I’m just not convinced the thief is going to be okay after Meg gets through with him. Do you feel like sending one of your guys down here?”

Anthony waited a long beat. “Ketchup?”

“Don’t judge me,” I said. “This is a serious situation.”

“No, I would not like to send one of my men down there.” Anthony heaved out a depressed-sounding sigh. “I’ll be down there in a few minutes.”

“No, it’s not a big deal. Just send one of the new guys.”

“Lacey.” Anthony’s voice sounded distracted, as if he were dressing while talking. “I refuse to make that phone call, and I refuse to put one of my men through this painful ordeal. I’ll be there myself.”

“Thanks, honey.” I couldn’t help a small smirk once he hung up. 

Apparently, I’d found the only thing in the world that embarrassed Anthony Luzzi.

“Yo, Lacey!” This voice came from outside. “A little help?”

My eyes swiveled back to the chase. I’d missed exactly one second of it while on the phone with Anthony, and in that time the situation had deteriorated rapidly. The thief was long gone. Also gone, was Meg.

Setting down my beloved packet of ketchup, I pressed the door open and stepped gingerly outside. I really did need to find another bathroom. “Meg? Where are you?”

“Over here!”

I heard a spitting noise and sensed a movement in the blackness. “What happened to the other guy?”

Another spitting noise. “Yeah, you should see him. He’s a disaster.”

“Where is he?” I glanced around, listening. All was silent save for the trickle of water splashing from the fountain in the middle of the nursery gardens. “I called Anthony—he’s on his way.”

“Yeah, he probably doesn’t need to see this,” Meg said. “I’m over here. Beyond the fence.”

“Well, I can’t climb any fences,” I said, inching closer toward it. “Oh wait, here’s a door.”

“Are you kidding?” Meg said. “There was a door?!”

That’s when I caught sight of her. Standing knee deep in the fountain with a lily pad hanging off her shoulder. “Oh, Anthony is going to love this,” I said. “Any chance you can wait just where you are?”

“No need,” Anthony said, out of breath, which surprised both Meg and I. “Do I want to know how she ended up in the fountain?”

“It’s a funny story,” Meg began. “I started yanking on the guy’s pants, and they started to slide down. Well, he went over the top, and I climbed up, too, and then he pulled his pants up, and I lost my grip and fell.”

“Can I assume this unidentified man ran away?” Anthony asked. “Did you catch what he looked like?”

“I saw the top of his booty-crack when his pants slid down, but that wasn’t enough to identify him.”

“Huh,” I said, mystified. “Yeah. Who would’ve thought?”

Meg brushed the lily pad off her shoulder. “What do you say we head back to my place, Lacey? Anthony, you can hop on back home. You probably didn’t get the chance to shower this morning, and you could probably use one.”

Anthony stared at Meg, dripping scum and who knows what other pond bacteria, and nodded. “Sure,” he said. “I probably do need a shower after this. Lacey? Could I talk to you a moment?”

“I didn’t do anything dangerous. I was wide awake and bored,” I said, as Anthony’s hand slipped around my arm and dragged me off to the side. “Please don’t argue with my spending the day with Meg.”

“You’re not going to chase after anyone?”

“Nope.”

“Do anything stupid?”

“Now, you know I can’t promise that,” I said. “That’s just a hazard of being me.”

Anthony grinned, gave a shake of his head. “I love you. Call me if you need anything.”

Then he disappeared, leaving me wondering if I should be offended.

“Do I do that many stupid things?” I asked as Meg rejoined me, locating a towel from the back of the spaceship van before setting it down on the driver’s seat. “You know, just normally.”

“Yeah,” Meg said. “But that’s why you hang out with me.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because I do stupid stuff, too. I guess it helps us feel better about ourselves.”

I settled into the passenger’s seat as we headed toward my old apartment, aka Meg’s new one. “Never thought of our friendship like that before.”

“That’s why I’m the smart one,” Meg said with a wink. “Don’t fight it. Here. I saved you a packet of ketchup.”
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WITH MEG FRESHLY SHOWERED and changed, we headed back to the mall. We’d swapped out Clay’s van for my own car, so as not to anger my cousin should he have noticed it missing. 

“Do you think Clay noticed I took the van?” Meg asked. “It smells like a swamp, but I don’t know if he actually saw me drive it off.”

I shrugged. “Not my problem. Where do you want to start once we get to the mall?”

“Todd says to always trust your hunch. I think my hunch is telling me to start at the beginning.”

“And where’s that?”

“Macy’s dressing room,” Meg said. “We’ll circle our way out from there. Keep an eye on buildings where we see people needing to get in and out with an ID badge. Most places around the area are little local stores, so it shouldn’t be that hard to narrow things down to a few buildings.”

“That’s...” I hesitated. “Really smart.”

“I’m telling you, take a PI class with Todd. He knows his stuff. Did you see the badge he made me?”

Meg flipped open her wallet and showed me. I’d seen her flash it before, though I’d never taken the time to really look at it. Up close, it was plenty professional to fool me. Then again, I was probably ranked pretty high on the world’s list of most gullible people. 

“Neat, huh,” she said. “Oh, dang. Pregnant parking is full. Can you believe that? What a joke.”

I parked one spot further and we made our way back into Macy’s. We spent only a few minutes around the cookie displays, debating which one would be a midmorning snack.

“Can you believe all we’ve done already this morning?” I asked, twirling the cookie bag before me. “And I haven’t even had lunch. Speaking of lunch...”

“I know it. We took a dive in a pond, annoyed Anthony about four times, stopped at a diner, showered, drove around, totally screwed up the search for the plant-napper because now he knows we’re onto him, and...” She hesitated. “And I got to see Anthony without his shirt on when he least expected it.”

“When?”

“Never you mind,” Meg said. “We’re here. Hey, isn’t that Henrietta?”

I squinted, and sure enough, it was the same dressing room attendant from yesterday. “We don’t know her name, remember. You made that up.”

“Henrietta!” Meg called, and before I knew it, the dressing room attendant looked up and found us.

It took a long minute for her to place us; I could see her brain working double time as she did, and I could sense the exact moment it clicked. “Girls, hi!”

We made our way toward her as she set down the pair of pants she’d been folding and offered us a confused smile. “What are you doing here?”

“We, uh—” I hadn’t thoroughly prepared for our story, and my brain scrambled until she cut us off.

“You’re just the ladies I wanted to see.”

“Really?” Meg preened. “Yeah, I’m pretty memorable.”

“You did jog my memory,” she explained. “It got me thinking about the day the ladies you’re looking for were here. I don’t know why they were on my mind; they seemed like such an unlikely group of friends, so different, but things just worked for them—you know what I mean?”

I glanced at Meg and smiled. “Yeah, I think I know what you mean.”

“Well, they were still on my mind all day yesterday, which is probably why I noticed this man’s badge. See, he almost walked into the ladies dressing room. I stopped him and offered to help get him a room on the men’s side, and that’s when I noticed it.”

“Noticed what?” Meg asked. “The same badge?”

She nodded vigorously. “It was for Bank of the Lakes. That must be the reason I thought they were accountants or something corporate. Most shops around here are—”

“Are small and local, mom and pop type shops that don’t require employees to carry a badge,” I said, parroting Meg. “Which is why their IDs stood out.”

The dressing room attendant nodded, then frowned. “I obviously didn’t get your names and numbers yesterday, otherwise I would have let you know. But then, I realized the truth.”

My heart thumped at her sudden change of subject. “The truth?”

“The truth,” the lady said, leaning forward, her eyes glazing over with excitement. “You’re FBI agents.”

“What?”

“You’re on the hunt for the Femme Fatale!” She grinned and fanned herself proudly. “Are you really even pregnant? I mean, what an excellent cover. Who doesn’t trust a pregnant lady?”

“Exactly,” Meg said. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell my fellow agent, here.”

“We’re not agents,” I said. “Impersonating agents is a federal offense.”

“But you must be working on the bank heist case?” She frowned. “That’s why you were here asking around, wasn’t it? You weren’t really trying to deliver a package to someone. And the ladies—I saw the footage played over and over again, and it clicked. You think they’re behind the heists.”

“You’re right, there is no package,” Meg said, heaving out a sigh. With it, she pulled her wallet from her pocket. “Like I told you yesterday, I’m a professional PI—”

“In training,” I grumbled.

“And this here is my partner.” Meg gestured to me. “We are working sort of with the police on the matter, but if you called and asked about us, they would deny knowing anything about it. We’re their best kept secret, you know.”

“Ahh.” The woman nodded in understanding. “That explains why they didn’t put me through to you when I called this morning.”

“You called the police?” I balanced my weight against the wall of the dressing room. Why?” 

“I’d been thinking about this all day yesterday and all morning. I finally decided I had to do something about it. It all makes sense, see. It’s been different branches of Bank of the Lakes that have been robbed, and I’m almost certain that’s what their IDs said. The robbers wore the same pants, their heights and weights are about right, and...hang on, aren’t you the super pregnant lady who was at the bank during the heist?”

“Ding, ding, ding,” Meg said. “And I’m her best friend, hence my involvement in the case. We’re trying to get back the wedding ring they stole from her. It’s an heirloom.”

“Oh, you poor thing.” The woman nicknamed Henrietta sat me down on a bench and curled a blanket—one with the tag still on—around my shoulders. “Rest. You poor baby.”

I didn’t mind the coddling, but I wanted her to continue the story. “What did the police say?”

“That’s the thing.” She shook her head, mystified. “They wrote me off like I was a crank caller. I explained everything, my theories, etc., but nobody wanted to listen.”

“Here.” I pulled Detective Rankle’s card from my purse and punched the number into the phone. “I have someone you can talk to that’ll know what to do—he’s the primary on the case.”

“Oh, okay,” she said. “Sure. I just feel like I need to pass this information along to someone.”

“It’s him,” I assured her with a smile, passing her the phone as it dialed. “You can tell him we sent you. We’ve already notified him that the women shopped here, and any additional information you have about the badge should really help.”

All three of us heard the moment he picked up with a short, deep-voiced greeting. “Hello?” he repeated, when Henrietta didn’t say anything. “Who is this?”

“Go on,” I whispered, waving at Henrietta to speak. “That’s him.”

Weakly, the dressing room attendant lowered her hand, dropping the phone into my outstretched palm. 

“Sorry, butt dial,” I muttered, then hung up. “It’s okay, Henri—uh, ma’am. There’s nothing wrong with being nervous, but I can assure you we’ve talked to this detective ourselves, and though he’s intimidating, he seems like he wants to help.”

“No,” she whispered. “No, he doesn’t. That’s the man I talked to earlier. He told me that I was a nut, and if I didn’t stop calling him, he’d take action against me.”

“No,” I said, “I don’t think that can be right.”

“Detective Rankle,” she said, rattling off the rest of his title. “I hadn’t recognized the name, but the voice—it was definitely him.”

“What did he say, exactly?” I asked. “And by the way, call me Lacey, and this is Meg.”

“I’m Harriet,” she said, then swallowed while Meg beamed with pride. “He told me that there’s no way it could be the three girls I’d seen in my store, and that I should stop watching cop shows in my spare time and get a real job.”

“Yikes, wow. I am really sorry,” I said. “That’s a horrible thing to say to anyone.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not your fault,” she said. “I just...I thought I had something to contribute, you know?”

“Oh, you did have something to contribute, and you contributed it to the right person.” I took a long moment to heave myself to my feet. Resting a hand on her shoulder, I gave her a squeeze and met Harriet’s gaze. “Meg really is the best PI in training this side of the Mississippi river and before the Wisconsin border,” I said, giving Meg at least a twenty-mile range. “We’ll be using your information. Thank you.”

Meg nodded solemnly, as if I’d just knighted her Queen of England. “I am the best,” she said. “Thank you, Henrietta, for your services.”

“Harriet,” she corrected. “And, ah, thank you.”

Meg produced a business card that preemptively labeled her as the Best Licensed PI in the Twin Cities area and handed it over. “That’s my card. Give us a call if you can think of anything else, or if you see the girls again. Call me anytime, day or night. Ask for Meg. If you get an assistant that sounds just like me, well, her name is Alicia. She’s real, I swear.”

We left Harriet to continue folding pants. I grabbed the cookies and paid for them.

“You have an assistant, huh?” I asked, turning to Meg. “That sounds exactly like you?”

“Uh-huh,” she said. “And if you want to hang out with me from here on out, you’ll have to schedule time with her.”

“Great,” I said, and turned to Meg. “Say, Alicia, how about we bother your boss’s boyfriend and see if he can fetch us some information on Rankle?”

“My boss’s boyfriend?” she snapped. “Oh, Clay. Right. But what about checking out the rest of the mall?”

“The most urgent thing on our plate is figuring out what’s up with Rankle. I’ve got a weird feeling about him, and I think we should do some digging before we trust him with anything else.”

“Yeah, sure, let’s go,” she said, looking longingly at the food court above us. “Maybe on the way we should pick up a car deodorizer. My boss’s boyfriend hates when his van smells like swamp.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 12

[image: image]


WE REACHED MY OLD APARTMENT complex loaded down with gas station deodorizers. After Meg decorated Clay’s van like a Christmas tree, we made our way up the path to the front door. En route, Meg’s phone began to buzz.

“Hi, this is Alicia,” she quipped. “May I ask who’s calling?” She waited a beat. “Sure, I’ll get her. Please hold.”

I rolled my eyes and swiped her keys to unlock the door.

“Hey, this is Meg,” she said, lowering her voice to a manly octave. “Can I help you? Oh, oh, you could tell? Alicia is my, ah, never mind. Is my car ready?”

I tried to listen as we climbed the stairs, but I couldn’t make sense of Meg’s mmms and ahhs. When I reached out to unlock door number seven of my old, saggy apartment complex, Meg put her hand on my arm and hung up. “They found it.”

“What?”

“The van!” Her eyes flashed with excitement. “You were so right. The girls are in deep doo-doo. They brought the vehicle to a friend of Chance’s.”

“Let’s go over there! We can be there when the girls pick it up. We could call Detective...” I trailed off. “We could call Anthony.”

Meg shook her head. “No can do, unfortunately. The ladies picked up their van this morning. They needed a rush job on it, which is top dollar.” Meg rubbed her fingers together to send a spendy signal my way. “Chance’s friend was bragging about it.”

“Did he get any information on the women’s identities?”

“Ironically, the vehicle was rented by a corporation.” 

I studied Meg, noting the satisfied gleam in her eye. “Let me guess. Bank of the Lakes.”

“It’s an inside job!” Meg swiped her hands back and forth. “We’re onto something, Lacey! Can’t you feel it clicking into place? Click, click, click.”

“Yes, sure,” I said, “but we sort of already knew that. Is there nothing else we can go off?”

“Chance said his buddy didn’t get their names, but he’d heard two of the girls whispering about someone named William Bean while they were waiting. Only remembered because it was a weird name.”

“Paid in cash?”

She nodded. “No records of anything else.”

“William Bean,” I said, twisting the handle to my old apartment and letting myself inside. “Let’s see if your boss’s boyfriend can find any information on him.”

“Who’s her boss?” Clay asked. He looked to me, then Meg. It wasn’t until I averted my eyes that Clay looked down and realized he was only in a pair of Santa boxers and not much else. He yelped a sound that should have come from a chihuahua, not a full-grown man, then ran down the hallway and slammed the door to his room.

“I’m going to change, too,” Meg said. “Todd is always telling me to dress for the job I want, not the job I have. I’m pretty sure I look like an archaeologist. I want to look like a PI.”

I waited until Meg had gone off to my old bedroom, the space she used for an extended closet. Then I hurried down the hall and knocked on Clay’s door.

“Go away,” he snapped. “Now.”

“I need to talk to you,” I whispered. “It’s what we were talking about the other day on the phone. Can I come in?”

“No!” He opened the door just a pinch and squeezed his not-exactly-tiny body out of the hole. Despite his size, he moved like a fat old cat that’d crammed himself into a soup bowl. “What is it?”

I shot a confused look at his door, wondering what strange and scary things were trapped inside, before I lowered my voice and leaned close to his ear. “I’m really sorry I dropped the ball on your question the other day. About, you know, her.”

I nodded toward Clay’s room, and his eyes lit up at my gesture.

“I figured it out,” he grunted. “Don’t worry—leave it alone. I’ve been preparing all morning.”

“Oh. Oh! That’s great, Clay.” I tried not to look like a beggar, but I really wanted a scrap of information about his engagement plans. “Want to run it by me? I can tell you if she’ll like your idea.”

“Nope.”

“Come on, Clay! I’m your favorite cousin.”

“You’re the only cousin who doesn’t want to cut me out of the family.”

“So? It counts for something.”

He gave a massive eye roll. “I’m already giving you something today, apparently. You never come over here just to say hello. What do you want?”

“Sure I do,” I said, but before I could launch an argument I’d most definitely lose, Meg appeared in the hall and shot us a curious look.

“Whatcha talkin’ about?” She tried for casual, but moved as naturally as a fish out of water. “Me?”

“I was just telling him about our crazy morning,” I said. “Right, Clay? It was bizarre.”

“Totally,” Meg agreed. “Did she tell you I saw a bit of crack? Don’t worry, it wasn’t as nice as yours.”

Clay appeared to have swallowed his tongue.

“Well, in other news, we have a request for you,” I said, adding quickly, “but we also did stop over just to say hi.”

Marching around the traffic jam, Clay led us down the hallway to the living room where his space station setup had been toned down to a medium-sized video edit bay. “Whose privacy am I invading today?”

“It’s not so much a who,” I said, “as it is a what.”

Clay goggled at me. 

“Well, there’s a who, too, I suppose. The what is a company. The who is a police officer.”

Spinning his chair around, Clay glared at me. “No. I’m not investigating a police officer. You know I hate getting involved with any branch of the law. Even if I’m breaking the law.”

“I think he’s breaking the law,” I said. “And he treated your girlfriend and me like idiots.”

“If I tried to get revenge against everyone who treated you like an idiot, Lacey, I’d have a full schedule.”

“Whether or not you have a point doesn’t change the fact that there’s something off about Detective Rankle. He’s supposed to be leading this bank heist case, and he’s not following up with leads. He’s dismissing anyone who wants to help him—”

“Like you?” Clay argued. “Have you considered the fact that many people consider unwanted help—from civilians—to be a nuisance, not to mention dangerous?”

“Yeah, of course,” I said. “But it’s not just us. And, I was a witness. In addition to me, there’s another woman who sold some pants to ladies who might be the Femme Fatale. We are already involved in the case whether he likes it or not. Also, he hates Venus. Who hates a baby plant?”

At this, I removed Venus, slightly squashed, from my purse and set him on the table. 

“Can you help us? Please?”

Clay’s gaze strayed toward Venus. He looked skeptical until Meg reached forward, took Clay’s hand, and smiled. 

“Please?” she pleaded. “I might be able to help navigate around the cop computer system once you get into it.”

“We wouldn’t start with the system,” Clay said, the wheels already turning. “We’d want to start with his personal things, fake names, accounts, things like that. The system—he’ll try to keep things clean in there, but I suppose I can check it after...”

Before Clay realized what he was doing, he’d spun back around to the computer, his fingers clicking away as the backdrop of his thoughts.

Meg winked at me, and we sat back, waiting.

We waited for a good twenty minutes, not chancing a move for fear of jerking Clay out of his data-haze. Eventually, he popped his headphones on, seemingly oblivious to the fact that we were still there, and began humming along to the beat.

“If we sneak out now,” Meg said, “we’ll be back before he finds gold. And even if we’re not, he’ll let us know. You know how he is with information; once he has it, it’s impossible for him not to share.”

“Where to?” I asked. “We can’t get much from the mechanics, so we can skip Chance. We don’t know which building the lady or ladies work in—there are plenty of Bank of the Lakes in the area, so we’re stuck there. Or at least, we’re guessing.”

“Maybe not. There are only three branches within walking distance of the mall,” Meg said, making her way to the kitchen and removing a small jar of some unidentified substance from the cupboard. “And it turns out I need to withdraw some cash. Wanna ride along? We can probably get through three without breaking a sweat. “

“Sure. After you tell me what you have in that jar.”

“Oh, this?” Meg held up a spice canister filled with an ugly shade of powder. “Drugs.”

“Naturally.”

“Not those sorts of drugs,” Meg said. “The good for you kind.”

“Care to explain?”

“I mixed all the vitamins Clay and I could find into the blender. I added some protein powder and Tylenol—those liquid gel things. A little dash of Gatorade for some electrolytes. It’s basically a health concoction.”

I looked at Meg’s outstretched hand as she offered the jar to me. “No way I’d ever drink that.”

“Well, then it’s a good thing it’s not for you. Clay and I have been taking it every day, and look at us. We’re a superhero team over here. I figured maybe a pinch into Veenie-baby’s pot would get him looking alive.” “I don’t think human vitamins are for plants.”

“The thing is practically dead, Lace. Do you have any better ideas?”

I winced. “Fine, let’s try it. Where is he?”

“Veenie-baby? I have no clue. Where’d you leave him?”

“I just saw him!” I spun around. “How could we have lost him all over again?”

“It’s like he grew legs and walked away,” Meg said, clapping me gently on the back. “Kids do that, you know. It’s good practice. Ah, there he is—standing on the table again.”

I waited as Meg retrieved the plant, dusted the dirt with her miracle concoction, and then declared him right as rain.

“Okay, now let’s go find your wedding ring,” she said. “You drive, I’ll hold the baby. We really should invest in a car seat.”
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“WHICH BANK YOU WANNA head to?” Meg asked. “Any idea if William Bean is in any of these buildings?”

I shrugged. “Why don’t we give them a call? Not that I think it matters; I’m willing to bet he knows nothing about it. The ladies don’t seem to be stupid. They wouldn’t have linked themselves with the van in any way if they could help it.”

Meg dialed the first bank after Googling the number. “Can I speak to Willy Bean?”

I stared at her. “Willy?”

“What? It’s like we’re old friends. I’m playing a role here.”

“Yeah, but they might not recognize his name.”

“Good point.” Meg cleared her throat. “Also known as William,” she added into the phone. “You know, in the professional world. Oh, you don’t say? Great. Thanks.”

“Well?” I asked when she hung up. “What’d they say?”

“Willy got transferred to the store off White Bear Ave.” She grinned. “Closest branch to the mall—coincidence?”

“I still don’t think William had anything to do with it, but...” I spun the steering wheel and pulled a U-turn. “I suppose he could’ve been transferred, and maybe one of the girls worked with him at some point. They could have stolen his credit card or something...which would mean the girls are nearby, too.”

“Whabam,” Meg said. “You think the girls framed him?”

“Seems like it to me. I don’t think someone would be that clueless to rent a getaway van in their own name—with their corporate card.”

“Makes sense to me,” Meg said. “Also, while we’re here, I have to withdraw some money from the bank.” She shifted in her seat and handed me the plant as I pulled into a parking space outside the branch. “I think I brought my debit card...”

We made our way into the building, me toting Venus while Meg dug around for her bank card. I probably could’ve left the plant behind, but I was beginning to feel protective of the little leaves, and the sun through the windshield was too hot, while the temperature of the air was too cold. So, Veenie-baby came with me.

“Here we are,” Meg said, pulling an old gum wrapper, a tampon, and finally the bank card out of her purse as we stepped through the front doors. “I knew I had it in there. Alright, where can we find a Willy around here? Anyone got eyes on a William Bean?”

I flinched and took a step further away from her. I might have been acting a little crazy carrying a plant everywhere with me, but I had an excuse: hormones. Meg’s excuse was a clogged filter that didn’t hold any thoughts back from between her brain and her mouth.

A few customers waiting in line turned around, got an eyeful of crazy, and returned their gazes toward the three tellers working at the front. 

A few slightly fancier bankers in stuffy suits occupied the larger, central desks. Most hid behind stacks of papers and forms that gave me a headache just looking at them.

A man hurried toward us, either to greet us or kick us out, so I grabbed Meg’s arm and pushed her toward the restroom so we didn’t have to find out. As luck would have it, the first turn led us face to face with the name William Bean—printed in block white carved letters—on the door nearest the restroom.

“Meg, look!” I nodded at it. “Found him.”

“Can I help you?” The large man, a greeter who took his job much too seriously, huffed over to us. “Let me know if I can show you to one of our personal bankers, or...” He glanced at my plant. “Are you lost?”

“We’re just visiting,” I said, and thumbed at the doorway. “We know William.”

“Willy’s an old friend.” Meg couldn’t hold back her grin as I turned toward her and shot darts out of my eyes.

“Oh, Willy,” the greeter said at Meg’s amendment. “Sure thing. Is he expecting you? Can I grab you something to drink?”

“We’re good,” Meg said. “Though if you have those personal-sized bottles of wine, I would take one for the road. If you don’t have those, I’d take the full bottle.”

“She’s such a joker,” I said, resting my hand on Meg’s arm and steering her away from the slack-jawed greeter. “Thanks for your help, we’ll just be going now.”

“Hi, Willy!” Meg said, toeing the door open. “It’s me, Meg.”

As the greeter watched, we slipped through the doorway without waiting for an invitation and closed it behind us. We found ourselves face to face with a man who couldn’t look more like a Willy if he tried.

“Er, hello?” William Bean looked up, his expression bland. He couldn’t even muster a full shot of confusion. “May I help you ladies?”

“Sure.” Meg leaned against the door with a flourish, and before I could take charge, she flipped open her wallet and brandished her PI badge. “I’m Miss Meg. This here is my partner, Lacey. I’m the best PI the Twin Cities has ever seen, and we’re the police department’s best kept secret. We have a few questions for you.”

“Your resume gets longer and longer by the minute,” I muttered under my breath. Turning to Mr. Bean, I gave my brightest smile. “We are here unofficially, off the record, and we were just wondering if you wouldn’t mind answering a few questions. We’re hopeful it will help with the safety of your bank.”

“Uh, sure,” he said. “But I can’t give out any information, numbers, bank accounts—that sort of thing. Is this about the finances?”

“Oh, jeepers no,” Meg said. “I’d hardly know a finance if it hit me in the face. We’re here about the Femme Fatale.”

“This branch hasn’t been hit,” Mr. Bean said, frowning as he contemplated. “I’m not sure I could be much assistance to you.”

“Have you used a corporate card to rent a vehicle?” I asked. “A van, maybe? Has one ever been registered to you?”

Mr. Bean spread his arms wide. “I drive my Honda Accord to and from work every day. I don’t travel for the job, except that one time seven years ago when they sent me off for manager training. I have no need for a company car.”

“Is there ever a reason your name might be associated with one?” I asked. “Maybe a friend from within the company needed a car?”

“Friends?” He wrinkled his nose. “No, I don’t think so. A few people call me Willy, but I think they’re messing with me. That’s the closest thing I have to a friend at work.”

Meg nodded solemnly. “What horrible people would call you Willy?”

“Is there anyone you can think of,” I started quickly, “here at the company, that would be considered a disgruntled employee?”

Mr. Bean’s brain kicked around a few numbers. “Hold on a minute, are you suggesting this is an inside job?”

“We’re running through all the possibilities,” I said, barely holding back a wince as the baby kicked at my intestines. Apparently, Baby Luzzi was bored and ready to dance a jig down below.

“Hmm...” He puzzled, his eyes narrowing. “Like I said, nobody really talks to me about their issues. We did have Michael Darling complain to me when I wrote him up last week. But he was late four days in a row. Severely late.”

“Nope, doesn’t sound like the women we’re looking for,” Meg said. Turning to me, she lowered her voice to a whisper. Unfortunately, the whisper was quite loud. “Lace, I think he’s just a schmuck like you said.”

“I didn’t say he was a schmuck!” 

“Maybe that was me,” Meg admitted. “But you agreed. Anyway, I think we’ve got everything we need here.”

“Wh-what do you mean I’m a schmuck?” Mr. Bean asked. “Me?”

“You’re not a schmuck.” I leaned forward as far as my belly would allow and gently patted his hand. “What my friend was trying to say was that we believe you have nothing to do with the heists.”

“W-well, I don’t. I just work here. I got transferred to this branch a few months back, and I don’t even know anyone all that well.”

“I think you got set up.” Maybe I shouldn’t have shared the information with him, but he was looking so sad I couldn’t help it. “There was a van rented in your name that was at the scene of the crime.”

“T-the police haven’t talked to me! I’m not involved!”

“We know.” Meg clucked soothingly. “That’s why we think you’re a pansy.”

“Not a pansy.” I reached over and gave Meg a light flick to the shoulder. “A patsy.”

“Oh! Oh, I just learned that right this very second.” Meg turned to face William Bean. “I’m sorry, Willy. That’s why I’ve been calling you a schmuck. I thought the term was pansy.”

“Patsy,” I corrected again. “You’ve been set up to take the fall for the getaway vehicle. But don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll get this straightened out. It’s not your fault; the women are smart, and they’ve covered their bases. That’s all.”

William nodded in relief. Meg and I exchanged silent signals, stood, and prepared to leave.

“Hold it right there,” he said in a shaky command. “Sit down.”

We sat.

“Isn’t the patsy always the idiot in the movies?”

“Yea—”

I interrupted Meg. “Not always.”

William looked at me, eyes narrowed, likely determining the probability I’d spoken the truth. “I didn’t even know I was the patsy.”

I gave him a tight smile. “Of course. That’s exactly the point.”

“You’re not the idiot,” Meg added, grinning. “You’re the lovable guy. Who doesn’t love Willy Bean? Even your name is lovable.”

“Yeah,” he admitted. “I guess so. Is that all? I really don’t know anything about this. Am I being arrested or anything?”

Meg looked positively gleeful. “I could take you down for some questioning—”

“Nope.” I stood quickly, so quickly that I went lightheaded and saw stars. I clamped a hand on Meg’s shoulder for balance. “Thank you for your cooperation and time. The, ah, PI business is appreciative of your hospitality.”

“Anytime.”

We made it into the lobby where Meg promptly turned and whispered. “He doesn’t have a clue what’s happening.”

“No,” I said. “But it could be someone who knows him. He wouldn’t be the worst target—manager level, relatively clueless, decent guy...”

I scanned the lobby of the bank with a new interest. Could it be someone in this very building? None of the tellers fit the profile, save for one slender female, but even she was a hair too short. Most of the employees behind the desks were either overweight bald guys or men with shiny muscles manufactured from careful gym time meant to combat the rest of the hours they spent sitting on their butts. No slender, leggy females, bright red heads, or their brunette friend.

“I actually have to withdraw money,” Meg said, offering a fond smile as she retrieved her bank card once again. “Todd. That guy loves to be paid in cash. Brown paper bag,” she added. “What a character.”

I grasped Meg’s wrist. “What’d you just say?”

“I called Todd a character. He even prefers his payments all cloak-and-dagger-like. I have this theory, see, that he’s actually a secret agent sent to seek me out and train me in the art of professional investigating. Maybe that’s his true mission, and his being a PI is just a cover.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, thinking that more than likely, Todd was a scam artist with the cover of a private investigator. I let go when Meg tugged her arm away and hopped in line. “I’m going to make a quick call while you do that.”

As Meg crawled forward in line, I leaned against the glass windows to the entrance of the lobby, holding my plant in one arm and the phone to my ear. 

“Clay?” I whispered when he answered. “Yeah, I’ve gotta make this quick. I’m at the bank. Stop asking questions—I need you to look up Meg’s PI instructor. Todd—whatever his last name is—have you heard her talking about him? He must have a last name since he had a badge. I just don’t know what it is.”

“You’ve already tricked me into peeling back the layers of Detective Rankle,” Clay argued. “No, I don’t have the information yet, but I will, and soon. This afternoon. I’ll see you at Nora’s.”

“For what?”

“For what? Lacey, we’re all recruited there for you. If you don’t show, I will strangle you myself.”

“Hey, don’t let the baby hear your threats. You don’t want to be the scary uncle, do you? You already have the market on the creepy uncle who knows everything.”

“I don’t want to be the creepy uncle,” he moaned. “I want to be the cool one. You know, the Batman uncle with all the cool equipment and toys. Not the creep.”

“You will be very cool and not at all creepy if you can get me the information on this Todd fellow,” I said. “Do it for your future wife.”

That brought Clay to a dead halt.

“That’s right,” I said, softer, understanding how foreign the word sounded at first mention. “You’re thinking of proposing to Meg. Which leads to marriage. Which leads to you being husband and wife. You’re going to have to get used to the term.”

“Wife,” Clay echoed, dazed. “Sure, sure, I’ll look into Todd. Call you in a...bye.”

Meg returned just as I’d hung up and slipped the phone back into my bag. She brought an envelope thick with cash and a glass of water with her. The envelope got shoved in her purse, the glass of water dumped on Venus.

“Look, ladies, I’m sorry—I know you’re friends with Mr. Bean and all...” The professional door-greeter had returned, pulling at his tie and looking sweatier than usual. “But lady, you’re dripping dirt all over the floor, and you...” He turned to look at Meg. “You talk very loudly. It’s causing a bit of a scene.”

“We’re leaving,” I said. “I just need—”

“Please leave faster,” he begged. “I’m sorry to be rude, what with you being with child and all, but the regional manager is on the way here, and I can’t get points knocked off the cleanliness of my lobby because you’re hauling around...what is that thing?”

“It’s not a thing,” Meg corrected. “It’s a he. His name is Venus. Fine, we’ll get out of your stuffy old lobby. And sorry about my beautiful voice that carries.”

“Thank you, thank you.” The man wiped sweat from his brow. “They should be here any second and, oh, sweet baby cheeses...”

The parade had already begun. Several men in suits and two women in business suit attire clicked their shiny black shoes up the front walk toward the door. They all wore severe business faces, and more than one of them held a tablet. A man who looked to be in charge led the way, his hair crisp and combed, his face serious. The rest of the group huddled after him like little ducklings.

“Welp, guess that’s our cue to leave,” Meg said. “Nice meeting you.”

I followed Meg through the front door, but our timing couldn’t have been worse. I watched horror spread across the door-greeter’s face as Meg and I found ourselves trapped in the narrow entryway with the entire corporate party—at least six of them plus us: a large pregnant woman, her boisterous friend, and a dripping plant—as we shuffled to find paths in and out of the building.

“Hey,” Meg said, as one of the corporate folks opened the door and held it there. “How’s it going?”

“Oh, that looks like a Venus flytrap!” One of the women nodded at my plant, giving us a broad smile. “I have one myself. Neat little guys, aren’t they? I think you should probably change his soil—he’s looking peaked. They’re finicky little buggers.”

“Yeah, so we’ve heard,” I said, realizing that, although we’d stuffed Veenie-baby full of vitamins, we’d never actually repotted him like Marcy had instructed. “Thanks for the suggestion.”

She nodded and continued on her way with the posse. Her hair was brunette, I noted, but she didn’t show an ounce of recognition when I met her gaze, so I mentally ruled her out of the game. Her blonde counterpart looked even more bored, and was a few pant-sizes too large to be the real Blondie.

The greeter exhaled a sigh of relief as the group stepped into the building. Once the corporate squad had passed him by, he proceeded to stare us down until we’d climbed into our car and pulled away from the curb.

“Weird place,” Meg said. “Anyway, do we still have that dirt for Venus? Maybe we should really replant him. I forgot about that whole thing.”

“Meg!” I slammed the brakes and brought us to a full stop at the parking lot exit. “What if that’s the key?”

“Yeah, I really think it is the soil. That’s why I just said that. Don’t go stealing my ideas, Lacey Luzzi.”

“No, no—I mean, yes. Sure. Whatever. I’m talking about the corporate squad that just blew past us.”

“What about them? Bunch of schmucks.”

“You’ve got to stop calling everyone names. It’s going to get us in trouble.”

“I thought schmuck just meant an office worker.”

“Corporate. That’s what I’m getting at—we’re looking at the banks in terms of the actual branches. But if the ladies all had ID badges, that’d probably come from a corporate building.”

“The corporate squad did have badges,” Meg said. “I noticed Veenie-baby dripping onto one of them when you brushed a little too close. Hold on a sec, and let me see if the corporate office is walking distance to the mall.”

A quick Google search told us that, sure enough, Bank of the Lakes corporate building was only a few blocks away. Easily walkable on a nice day. Even in the bitter winter months it would be a doable hike with a facemask and gloves.

“We have to get into that building,” Meg said. “You’re going to have to turn on your charm. I know it’s hard, what with all your oddball hormones these days, but maybe you can get us through the gates.”

“I think I have a better idea,” I told her. “But I have one stop to make first. You feel like rattling some cages?”

“Animal or human?”

“It’s a saying,” I said. “We’re not actually rattling any cages.”

“Oh.” Disappointment flocked to Meg’s gaze. “I knew that. Then yes, let’s rattle some cages!”
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Chapter 14
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“LADIES.” DETECTIVE Rankle didn’t bother to show us to the interview room this time. “You’re back.”

I nodded, foregoing my usual smile and greeting in response to his open lack of warmth at our visit. “We have some new information.”

“By new information, I’m assuming you mean you’ve been poking around like I asked you not to?”

“Poking is such a...” Meg made a few jabs with her finger. “Such an annoying word. I definitely wouldn’t call what we do poking.”

“What would you call it, then?”

“Hey, buddy, don’t love the attitude.” Meg stuck a hand on her hip. “After all, I have both cop and PI on my resume now, which means I’m basically—”

“More qualified than me, right.” The detective faced me and offered a heavy sigh. “What can I do for you?”

“You don’t want to sit down?” I asked. “It’s sort of a big reveal.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing my team hasn’t already uncovered. I apologize for rushing you, but I have some meetings to get to shortly.”

“We think it’s an inside job.” I let my theory sit out there, studying him, watching for any reaction. Though I had no facts to back this up, nor had Clay confirmed my suspicions about Rankle’s character, I had to test it. I had to try my theory on for size.

It paid off. The detective’s face flicked through a few colorful expressions before landing on his former stony one. “Why would you think that?”

“Oh, let’s just call it our poking.” I smiled. “We’re very good at poking.”

Meg reached out a finger and gave me a little poke on the arm, as if to demonstrate.

“Well, enough with the poking.” His voice was layered with gravity, and his eyes notched darker with frustration. “My team can handle the investigation—alone. Without the help of...” He turned to Meg, a dig in his words. “Civilians.”

“Oh, you did not just call me a civilian,” Meg said, snapping her fingers for lack of a more intimidating gesture. “I am an almost-certified—”

“You’ll be declared certifiably insane if I have to take out a restraining order against you,” Rankle said, his voice a warning hiss. “Get out of my station. I don’t want to see either of you around here again. Are we clear?”

I looped my arm through Meg’s and backed away. She wriggled free, made her way to the coffee machine and poured two full Styrofoam cups, and then headed outside.

“I miss this crap,” she said, taking a sip of the piping hot liquid. “Anyway, do you think we hit a nerve?”

“I think so,” I said, unable to hide my grin. “He was not happy to see us there. Did you see his expression when I suggested an inside job?”

“He was racking his brain to find out how much we knew.” Meg bobbed her head in agreement. “While we’re on the subject, what more do we know? We don’t have proof that it was an inside job, do we?”

“I’m hoping we’ll have proof by the time we get home,” I said. “Clay’s gotta be close to cracking that information we need.”

“My home? No, girlfriend—nuh-uh. Not happening on my watch.”

“What watch are you talking about?”

“I am required to deliver you to your afternoon Lamaze class at Nora’s! Your grandmother put me in charge of getting you there. If you don’t go, I don’t get dinner.”

“Harsh.”

“Come on; let’s go practice your breathing,” Meg said, tailing me to the car. “In and out, chickadee, in and out. “Nora’s got pizza ordered, and if you think I’m risking my slice to get you out of this class, you’re dead wrong.”

I yawned. “I’m tired already.”

“That’s what happens to morning people,” Meg said. “You’re all used up by lunchtime. You miss all the fun hours of the day.”

“Maybe you can drive home?”

Meg took my keys in answer and cruised us to the Luzzi estate. I must have fallen asleep the second my head hit the seat rest because we made it lickety-split. In fact, when I woke, Meg wasn’t even in the car any longer. She’d simply parked me outside of the estate and left me in there with the windows cracked.

I did notice, however, that she hadn’t abandoned Venus.

That’s also when I noticed the set of gorgeous abs visible through the glass and the black long-sleeved shirt. I must have woken from the rap of Anthony’s knuckle on the window.

“Oh, hey,” I said, popping the door open, blinking to get my bearings. “What time is it?”

He shot me a quizzical look. “I spend all that money on a mattress, and you prefer to nap in the car.”

“I don’t prefer it.” I leaned against him, thankful I had a big, strong husband who didn’t mind the few—scratch that, many—extra pounds sagging against him. “I’m just exhausted.”

“That’s what happens when you head to a stakeout at four a.m. when you’re nearly nine months pregnant.”

I yawned again. “What time is it, anyway?”

“Three,” he said. “Judging by the drool stain on the seat, you’ve been out for a while.”

“Drool?!” I spun around, but Anthony caught me mid-twirl and clasped my chin in his hands. 

“I’m joking, sugar.” He planted a kiss on my lips, decidedly drool-free, and then pulled back, his eyes flashing. “You look sexy, by the way.”

I glanced down, realizing that my shirt had shifted all weird, and the top of my breasts spilled out of my now-too-small maternity tank top, and my zip up sweater was all but a memory on the car seat. 

“I really need to have this baby ASAP,” I said. “Otherwise, I won’t be able to afford to stay clothed.”

“You say that like it’s a problem.”

“It is when we have a group Lamaze class where Carlos is invited,” I said, linking my arm through Anthony’s as we strolled toward the house. “By the way, what did Nora bribe you with to get you here? You even have a smile on your face. I’m suspicious.”

“Sweetheart, you’re having a baby. Our baby. It’s a team effort.”

“Really? You’re going to be pushing a baby out of your private parts, too?”

He frowned. “I just mean I don’t want to miss a second of the miracle of life. It’s our first child, Lacey. I want to be there for you.”

“Nora bribed you with pizza, didn’t she?”

“I got to pick the toppings.”

I rolled my eyes just in time for Harold to open the door.

“Wow, Mrs. Luzzi,” he admired fondly. “That is an impressive eye roll. You’ll want to tone that down for the general public as it can come off offensive.”

“My husband’s only accompanying me to Lamaze class for the pizza.”

“Pardon my honesty, Mrs. Luzzi,” Harold said, “but everyone’s only here for the pizza. Including yourself.”

“Excellent.”

“They’re in the second-floor ballroom. Oh, and you’ll be interested to know...no, I shouldn’t say it.”

“What?”

“The instructor for the class...” Harold paused, glancing at Anthony. “Never mind, you’ll see soon enough.”

“What is it, Harold?” Anthony’s voice came out level, but the threat behind it was obvious. “I think I should hear this.”

“The instructor of the class has been here before. Ira Bliss.”

“Is that the yoga guy who looks like Jesus?” Anthony asked. “The one who hit on Lacey while she was all bent over in downward dog?”

I averted my eyes, remembering the uncomfortable class. For so many reasons. 

“Sounds like the one to me, sir,” Harold said. 

To my surprise, Anthony didn’t turn around and disappear. With a more determined slant to his expression, he marched ahead of me up the stairs of the Grand Entryway and straight into the ballroom. I was half a mile behind within the first few seconds and out of breath by the time I reached the doors.

“There you are, Lacey.” Nora clapped her hands. “Everyone’s here now. Let’s get started.”

“Lacey—” Clay barged toward me. “I need to talk to you...”

“Lacey, our guest of honor!” Ira Bliss stepped forward, his hair longer than ever, his face deeply tanned and smooth. “It’s been so long, Miss Luzzi.”

“Mrs.,” Anthony growled, appearing by my side and slipping his arm around my shoulder.

“Of course.” Ira raised the back of my hand and brushed a light kiss against it. Though I retracted it quickly, Anthony’s glare pinned Ira Bliss against the back wall of the room and roasted him alive.

“Let’s get started,” Nora said. “Everyone in their positions!”

“What position?” I asked. “What is this class about?”

“Preparing for the birth of your little human,” Ira said, his hands gesturing toward my stomach. “Bringing forth a free spirit into the world is mystical business.”

“It’s medical business,” Anthony said. “One you won’t be involved with. Also, it’s a baby. You can call it a baby.”

Ira ignored Anthony. “Lacey, let’s get you situated right up front.”

Someone had wheeled what looked like Dr. Gambino’s exam table into the room. 

“Oh, no,” I moaned. “Please don’t make me do that. I’m not taking off my clothes. Are you sure we have to do this?”

“Climb aboard,” Ira said cheerfully. “This is the practice run. Only a couple weeks until you’ll be separated from the little hum—er, baby that’s been connected to you for months. Physically, mentally, spiritually—er, medically.”

I glanced around the room. Nora had recruited Meg and Clay, myself and Anthony, herself and Carlos, to join us in the ballroom. Nicky was there with his twins running around, though I had no clue why they needed to be involved. 

“He’s been through a few children,” Nora explained at my curious glance toward Nicky. “I thought he might have input.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said. “I think I’m okay without input from pretty much everyone here.”

“Lacey, come on now.” Ira clicked his tongue. “The miracle of childbirth is nothing to be ashamed about.”

“No, of course not,” I said. “But practicing it in front of a roomful of my family members is plenty to be embarrassed about.”

Carlos stood as far away from the action as possible. In fact, he stood in the corner with his face turned to the window and his hands clasped behind his back so tightly his fingers looked like little red balloons.

I wanted desperately to join him.

“Come on,” Clay said, taking my hand and pulling me forward. “Let’s get this started.”

I slapped Clay’s hand away. “I think that’s my husband’s job. Also, the table is overkill. Maybe we can just breathe together, or—”

“You have a family who wants to help you, Lacey. We’ll all be there when the baby is born. You’ll be in the best of hands,” Nora said. “The best facilities, the best doctors, the best cheerleaders.”

“I don’t doubt the latter,” I grumbled as Anthony’s hands reached out and helped me onto the table. “Okay, this is officially weird.”

“You’ll be laying similarly to this,” Ira said. “But of course, your knees will need to separate some, so the baby has room to—”

I slapped his hand from my knee. “Tell me to open my legs and you’re dead.”

Ira nodded, unfazed. “Of course. I think it’d be best if you just rested your legs straight down for now. We’ll focus on the breathing.”

“I think that’d be best.”

I pushed my legs out straight before me. Then I lay back on the pillow and closed my eyes, willing sleep to come and take me away from the horror.

“Anthony, do you mind if I take over for a minute?” Clay’s voice was rushed, excited. “Maybe you can watch first, you know, from the outside.”

Anthony was too surprised to have much of a response. 

Ira jumped on board, nodding enthusiastically. “I’m loving the energy, Clay. Just loving it. Let’s get you in here so Anthony can take notes.”

Clay grasped my hand as Ira came around to stand behind my head. I watched his every movement, wary.

“Let’s practice your breathing,” Ira said. “One-and-two-and—”

“Sorry,” I said, when he wound down. “I didn’t catch that. Could you do it again for me?”

Ira closed his eyes, pushed and pulled the breaths from his body like a deflating balloon. Clay spotted my distraction, leaned in, and began to talk.

“You’re right,” he whispered. “Detective Rankle’s as crooked as a weather vane.”

“Are weather vanes crooked?” I asked. “I thought they were supposed to be straight.”

“So I suck at analogies. Anyway: Rankle has been accepting payments from one Jonathon Fidge for the last few months.”

“Big payments?”

“Big enough to afford his new yacht.”

“Oh, my gosh,” I said, sucking in a deep breath. “But how—”

“There you go,” Ira said. “Maybe not such a sharp inhalation. That sounded more like a gasp. How about we work on smoothing out your breaths. Can I get a who-who-hee?”

“What am I, an owl?” Clay snapped. Then he realized Ira was talking to me. “Oh, yeah, go ahead Lacey. Who-who-he.”

I rolled my eyes and made little breathing noises. “Sound good? Can we call it a day?”

“No, dear,” Nora said. “I hired Ira for the hour.”

“Sounds like I’m going to be all out of breath after an hour.”

“Honey, sometimes labor lasts many hours, let alone days. We’re all hoping yours will be quick and easy, but you never know.”

I felt some of the blood drain from my face, and watched Anthony’s mirror the effect. “Well then, Ira,” I said. “Let’s get to work.”

I puffed a few more routines while Clay clasped my hand. Ira instructed me to continue breathing, then sidled his way over to Anthony and began setting up the father-to-be with some coaching tips.

“What else did you learn?” I demanded of Clay. “Who is this Jonathon Fidge?”

“Someone affiliated with Bank of the Lakes. Someone big: the CFO.”

“The CFO is paying off a cop to bury an investigation into his own company?” I blinked, forgetting all about the breaths. “Why would he do that?”

“WHO-WHO-HE, Lacey,” Ira snapped. “Not ha-ha-ha.”

I pushed out a few super quick breaths to make him happy as Clay shook his head.

“I have no clue,” he said. “Unless they’re both involved in it.”

“But he wasn’t at the crime scene. Unless...” I racked my brain. “There were some men there, hostages like me. Maybe Jonathon was there undercover, and I didn’t know who he was.”

“His picture is on the company website,” Clay said. “It’s not hard to find.”

“Find it then, will you?” My mind scrolled through its memories as I scoured each moment of the heist trying to picture all the men who’d been stuck with me. There’d been baldy who’d spoken to me in line, then some of the bankers, and the miscellaneous guys who I’d have to see to remember. “I need to see it to jog my memory.”

Clay pulled up the website for Bank of the Lakes corporate and pointed out the man’s face. “Recognize him?”

I gave a hard look to the sharply dressed, tailored man smiling from Clay’s phone. Then shook my head. “I don’t recognize him. Not to say he wasn’t there, I just don’t recall him from the day of the heist.”

“Well, he’s got to be involved,” Clay said. “There’s no other reason he’d be paying off the cop. Maybe he hired the girls to keep his hands clean?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But if they did, or do, work at the bank...isn’t that weird? I feel like most people in corporate companies don’t go looking at their co-workers and wondering if they’d join them in heisting their own company. That’s got to be grounds for termination.”

“One would think,” Clay said. “But I’ve never worked for The Man. I don’t know what working in an office is like, unless you count the TV show.”

I bit my lip in thought. “What if—”

“Lacey, gossip is not going to get that baby out of you,” Ira chastised. “Breathe, girl, breathe.”

I resisted the eyeroll and continued breathing as I huffed to Clay. “What-who-ha-he-do-he-ha-who-you-ha-ha-ha—”

“It’s who-who-he,” Clay said. “Haven’t you been paying attention?”

I stopped, dumbfounded as Clay demonstrated.

“What?” he snapped at my expression. “I’m the only one in this family who’s prepared for things. Of course I watched a few birthing videos in preparation.”

“Oh, gross,” I said. “Thanks, Clay, but no thanks. You’re my cousin.”

When Ira turned away, Clay dropped the act. “I don’t think you should go and face this Fidge guy yourself. Not yet. Not if he’s paying off cops. That’s generally something to avoid as your water is about to break.”

“Maybe not, but—”

“But nothing,” Clay said, grinning. “I did you one better.”

“Really?” I tugged Clay closer as Anthony began his march toward us. “Where do I find Fidge?”

“There’s a charity gala tomorrow. Huge, ritzy ball. If you can find yourself passes to it, I’d suggest you get yourself there.” Clay spoke quickly, quietly. He knew as well as I did that if Anthony overheard him plotting with me, it would not end well. “As it turns out, Detective Rankle will be there, too. Both in one place—coincidence?”

“Oh, Clay, I love you.” I pulled my cousin close and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “Thank you so much.”

Anthony stopped dead a few feet away. “So, it looks like you don’t even need me to be there? The two of you seem to have things handled.”

I laughed. “Come here, honey. I was just thanking Clay.”

“It’s not HA-HA-HA!” Ira shouted. “Anthony, we discussed this. Make sure Lacey is doing it correctly: Who-who-he.”

“By the way...” Clay leaned in even further. “Is Meg’s ring size an 11?”

“Where’d you get that?”

“It’s her shoe size.

“No, she’s a six and a half.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you,” I parroted, and we shook hands. “Nice doing business with you, sir.”

“What did Clay do that brought on a thank-you?” Anthony narrowed his eyes. “This wouldn’t be about the bank incident, would it?”

“Hasta la vista,” Clay said, ducking away from us. “No, Lacey—don’t ask. I can’t get you tickets.”

“Tickets to what?” Anthony asked, moving a step closer.

“Give me your hand.” I took his outstretched fingers and squeezed. “Who-who-hee...Who-who-he...”

Anthony didn’t look amused.

“I’m not going to break your fingers by squeezing too tight, am I?”

Anthony gave a dark chuckle. “Try, sugar. Now, what are these tickets?”

I frowned. “You don’t give things up easily, do you?”

“Where are you going, Lace?”

“A charity ball,” I said on a sigh. Then, in a surge of brilliance, I grinned at him. “Tomorrow night. Want to come with? Really splashy thing. Black tie. Rich people and their friends.”

“Since when are you feeling charitable?”

“Do you want to come?”

Anthony shifted. “You know I hate those things.”

“Great. I’ll take Meg.” I waited under his stare, but then broke down. “Fine, there’s someone there who I think is involved with the heist. I just want to watch them interact with another guest.”

“I’m sending men with you.”

“Please don’t do that.”

“I can have them tail you discreetly without your agreement, or you can accept my offer of help and they can drive you.”

“Can I accept your offer of your checkbook?” I asked. “Just in case I have to be charitable.”

Anthony waited a long beat. “You’re taking two men with you.”

“And your checkbook.”

He leaned forward and pressed his mouth to mine in a hard, fierce kiss. It sucked the breath out of everyone in the room, including me. There would be no more who-who-he’s available for the rest of the day after that kiss.

Anthony broke it, pulling away just far enough so that his whispers reached my ears, and no one else’s. “You’re lucky I’m madly in love with you, Lacey Luzzi.”

“Fun fact,” Ira said, recapturing the attention of the crowd. “A little bit of lovin’ is said to be great for moving the baby along. I see we’ll have no problem with that in this household.”

Nora clapped. “Yay, baby!”

I climbed down from the exam table. “Done. We’re done here. No more. This baby is coming out when it’s ready and however it wants, whether or not I’m breathing correctly. Now, where’s my pizza?!”

Anthony buried his grin, then pulled me close and let his hands freestyle across my backside. I swatted him away, but my little slap was useless against his firm grip and lack of self-consciousness in front of a crowd. 

He gave a mischievous wink. “I’m looking forward to my role in all this.”

“Watch yourself,” I warned him. “Or I’ll break your fingers.”
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THE CROWD DISPERSED quickly after that, and I managed to slip away after Anthony disappeared for work things. Clay took Meg home, and Carlos retreated to rinse his brain of whatever he’d just witnessed in birthing class.

“Where are you going, Lacey?” Nora raced after me down the hallway to the front door. “Whatcha up to?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Just running errands.”

“Baby things? I’d still like to help you set up the nursery when you’re ready.”

I relaxed a moment, offering a smile to Harold who waited patiently at the front door, one hand on the knob, ready to move at a moment’s notice.

“Actually,” I said. “I’d like that. I really would.”

Tears gleamed in Nora’s eyes. “I knew you’d come around. I really did. I just knew it, Lacey. Don’t you worry. Do you want to go shopping?”

“Actually, I have a work-type errand to run.”

“Great, I’ll come along. I actually had a nursery prepared upstairs for the baby, you know, just in case you sort of forgot about it. I know you’re a busy baby mama, a working woman, my modern gal.”

“Hmm,” I murmured in mild agreement. “Maybe.”

“Come on, let me ride along. I’ll detail everything I have, and who knows? Maybe you won’t even want to shop for anything else. Maybe you’ll like the nursery as is, and we can have the men move it over to your house.”

“This errand, Nora...”

“Is it dangerous?” she interrupted. “Carlos bought me a new pepper spray since my last one got empty.”

I hesitated. “How did it go about getting empty?”

“You know, here and there, this and that.” She grinned. “Let me ride along with you. It’s been ages since I’ve seen any sort of excitement.”

“I can’t promise you this is exciting,” I said, “though it is rather personal. And the fewer people who find out we went, the better.”

“Hand me my coat, please, Harold. And the mittens. And boots. The pair with the steel toes in them and the fancy little knuckles that are great for socking people.”

I winced as my grandmother outfitted herself for Fight Club.

A ninety-year-old MMA wannabe and a pregnant lady whose water might break at a moment’s notice. We were one helluva crime fighting duo.

“Alright,” I said with a sigh as she climbed into my car. “We’re paying a visit to a friend of Meg’s. I think he’s scamming her. Do you remember Todd?”

“That odd little man who came with her to dinner a few nights back?”

“That’s the one.”

“Great.” Nora rubbed her hands together. “I’m confident I can take him.”

“We’re not taking anyone,” I clarified. “Just giving a little nudge in the right direction.”

“I can nudge.” Nora wiggled in her seat. “I was born to nudge.”

“How about you just let me do the talking, and you can provide the good looks.”

“I’m also excellent at that.” Nora flicked down the mirror to resume her primping. “Now, about that nursery...”

My head swam with baby items as Nora detailed an entire nursery during the drive to Todd’s address. He lived on the outskirts of the city in a little apartment complex not unlike my last one. A little saggy, unkempt, mostly safe for folks who minded their own business.

“Let’s hope he’s not a runner,” I said, as I surveyed our duo once more from head to toe. “Because we’re not pursuing anyone today.”

Nora punched one hand into the other, wincing at the brass knuckles in them. “I’m getting really warm in this outfit. I didn’t realize it was forty-five degrees outside. Maybe I’ll leave the jacket behind.”

We tramped to the door, Nora in a short-sleeved tee-shirt with mittens and boots and pants, while I wore a parachute for a shirt and the only yoga pants that didn’t crackle at the seams when I pulled them up to my waist.

We found the apartment number Clay had listed in his notes, and with a final glance at Nora and a deep breath for confidence, I knocked.

“Coming,” a man shouted from the inside. “Hold your horses.”

I stepped back from the door, trying to look like a girl scout. Hopefully Todd wouldn’t run at the first sign of two probably-unarmed ladies, but one never knew for certain.

“Hi, Todd,” I said when the door opened. “It’s me, Meg’s friend. And Nora.”

“Meg’s adopted aunt.” Nora stuck her hand out for a shake, stared at her brass knuckles, and retracted her hand before Todd noticed her hidden arsenal. “How are you today?”

“Fine.” Todd looked at us warily. He wore a pair of ratty old sweats with unidentified stains and holes spattered across them, and a loose white tee-shirt that did nothing to buff up his slim figure. “Do you need something?”

“Actually, yes.” I stepped forward and positioned myself fully in the doorway. “You’re taking advantage of my friend.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, I am not sexually attracted to Meg.” Todd raised his hands. “She’s nice enough, but she’s not my type. And she’s got a computer geek for a boyfriend who probably knows how to rig bombs in his basement. He freaks me out.”

“He’s actually the one who gave us your address,” I said with a sly smile. “And yes, he does know how to rig bombs. On people. Trust me on this.”

Todd finally began to comprehend the nature of the visit. And it’s lack of pleasantry. “What’d I do?”

“You’re a phony! You are not a licensed PI, nor are you a cop. You’re a lowlife scam artist stealing my best friend’s hard-earned cash. She’s paid you almost a grand, Todd! You told her to pay you in cash in a brown paper sack? How obvious could you get?”

“It’s part of the training,” He backtracked, arguing. “You know, under the table type payments. Maybe you just can’t find my certifications, or maybe—”

“Cut the crap, Todd. I need you—”

“Actually, Lacey,” Nora interrupted. “I’m going to need you to listen to me. Can I get a who-who-he?”

“What? Nora, later, please.”

“Ira gave me a job: I’m supposed to keep you from getting worked up if possible. Todd, do you mind if my granddaughter takes a seat on your couch? If she gets too stressed out, she might have her baby right on your floor, and no offense, dear, but I don’t think your floor is sanitary enough for my great-grandbaby.”

Todd waved his hands, confused and annoyed. “Okay, whatever. Sure. Don’t go having babies here. I don’t have insurance.”

“Go figure,” I muttered, letting out an unwilling who-who-hiss as I eased myself onto the couch. “Please, Todd,” I panted. “Don’t make this difficult. You’re probably a fine enough gentleman, and I would never bother you under normal circumstances. But you’re taking my best friend’s money, and worse, you’re getting her spirits up for no reason.”

“It’s not for no reason.” Todd eased himself into the armchair across the room. “She’s good at what she does! Look at the two of you with the bank heist. You’re running circles around the cops, or so she’s telling me.”

“Yeah, not because of you. Because she’s smart sometimes.” 

“I’m here to boost up her confidence. She doesn’t even need a real license if she’s doing a good job!”

“Uh, yeah, she does,” I said, my fingers digging into the fabric of the couch as a wave of something hit me right in the stomach. I hesitated, did a few deep breaths, and then bit through the pain. “If she wants to open up a shop, she’ll need a license. You might not care for legalities, but I do. Once in a while.”

“Once in a while.” Nora patted me on the hand. “You didn’t much care about that red light you flew through on the way over here, now, did you?”

“Not now, grandmother,” I snapped, and that shut her up quickly. “If Meg advertises her PI license and the cops look into her and find out she’s got a fake, she’s going to get in trouble—not you. I assume you’ll be long gone by then, scamming someone else.”

“I believe in Meg. She’s my friend.” Todd appeared surprisingly sincere. “I didn’t do any of this to hurt her.”

“I don’t know why, but I believe you. Which is why I have a deal for you.”

“A deal? What sort of a deal? You know, I don’t typically make deals with any member of the Luzzi family.” Todd steepled his hands together. “As a member of the, ah, underground society, as I’m going to call it, I know your grandfather’s reputation. And your husband’s. I don’t think I’m going to want to deal.”

“You’ll take this one,” I said. “When you messed with Meg, you messed with my—ungh—family.”

The last word was a pained grunt.

“Lace, are you okay?” Nora leaned over. “Are you going into labor? Was that a contraction?”

“Nope. I’m not ready to have this baby.” I gritted my teeth. “Here’s the deal, Todd. I saw that fancy badge you flashed around. I believed it, Meg believed it, my family believed it. I saw Meg’s little badge—you’re good at what you do.”

“Please don’t have your baby on my couch,” Todd said. “I found that one at a garage sale. Do you know how difficult it is to find couches for cheap that aren’t disgusting?”

“Then agree to the deal quick,” Nora chirped, cheerful. “Because I’ve had a baby myself, and it ain’t pretty. Sure, the miracle is all beautiful and whatnot, but whoever waxed poetry about that wasn’t holding the placenta when they did so.”

Todd’s face was green by now. “Yeah, yeah. I made the badges. I have a way with...documents.”

“Perfect. I hoped so,” I said, still gasping for air. “I’m going to need a few things from you. Here’s my list, non-negotiable. I want two invites, passes, whatever it takes to get into the huge charity gala that’s happening at the Blitz hotel tomorrow. I know it’s closed door, and I know it’s exclusive, so find a way to get me and Meg inside.”

He pursed his lips, unsurprised. “Fine.”

“I also want two badges to Bank of the Lakes corporate building.”

“I don’t do ID badges—”

“You do now,” I said. “They’re electronic. They need to get us into the corporate building and have our faces and fake names on them. I’m sure you’ve got friends with the skills you lack, so use them if the electronics are too hard for you.”

Again, my voice turned into an ugly squeak. It was probably a good thing Anthony wasn’t around. He might panic before we even got to the hospital. I knew I was panicked enough for two, and if we both panicked, we’d be in trouble.

“Third, and last, request,” I said. “Once you get me those two items by tomorrow morning, you’re going to return Meg’s money to her—all of it. Tell her you can’t complete the training because you’ve been called off on some super-secret mission for the ambassador to Peru or something, and you wouldn’t go, except you need to save the world.”

“She won’t believe me,” he scoffed. “She...yeah, okay. She’d buy that.”

“Yep,” I said, heaving myself to my feet. “Do we have a deal? Say yes, and I’ll leave before baby makes four.”

Todd couldn’t shake my hand fast enough. “Tomorrow by ten,” he confirmed. “Unmarked package on your doorstep.”

“Nice working with you, Todd,” Nora said, giving him a swift punch to the shoulder as she turned to leave. When he crumpled over in pain, gasping with surprise, Nora gave a wry grin. “Whoops. Forgot about these bad boys.”

When we reached the hallway and Todd had clicked the door locks shut behind us, I raised an eyebrow at Nora. “You didn’t forget about your arsenal.”

Nora laughed. “I couldn’t go home without giving them just a teensy tiny bit of use. But let’s not concentrate on me. How are you feeling?”

She aimed for nonchalant, but I could see the worry etched between her brows.

“I’m fine, the party in here has already calmed down.” I rested a hand on my stomach. “I’m not due for a couple more weeks.”

“The weeks are ticking by since you’ve been saying that,” Nora said. “Do you have a bag packed?”

I thought back to my candy-case. “Yep,” I confirmed. “All the essentials.”
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“YOU’RE MAKING ME WANT to reconsider all my priorities.” Anthony raised his eyebrows from his perch on the bed. “You look incredible, Lacey.”

I ran my hands over my hips, the soft, silky fabric skimming my oversized body in a mostly flattering way. “Oh yeah? What exactly are those priorities?”

He coughed as I spun around to face him. “My number one priority is normally avoiding charity galas at all costs.”

“And you’re reconsidering?”

“I think getting you out of that dress might inch that priority down the list a little.”

I squinted at him. “You’d be willing to come to the charity gala with me just to get me naked?”

“I would,” he hesitated. “But if I play my cards right, I still have a good chance of getting you naked tonight.”

“Aren’t you cocky, Mr. Luzzi?”

He grinned his fine grin. “Do I have anything to be worried about?”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe I’ll be so tired after the event I’ll just fall into bed and...okay! Okay!” I broke into a fit of giggles as Anthony reached for me and pulled me onto the bed next to him. “I’ll let you undress me tonight. Especially my shoes. I can’t reach my feet anymore; did you know that?”

Anthony situated the pair of us so I laid flat on the bed, my head resting on the pillow as he pulled my feet onto his lap. He dragged off the low heels I’d opted to suffer in for the evening and dug into the bottom of my foot with the most blissful rub on the face of this planet.

“Oh, don’t stop, Anthony. Don’t you dare stop,” I moaned. “You’re amazing. Incredible.” My groans devolved into muted grunts and sounds of pleasure as Anthony continued, looking mildly bothered by the noises coming from my mouth.

“I’m going to have to ask you to stop that, Lacey, or else—”

“Or else what?” I crooked an eyebrow, daring him. “Who says two can’t play at this game?”

“Is that right?” Anthony’s hand slid under my dress, his fingers walking their way up my leg. He reached my knee, stroked softly underneath in a way that sent jolts straight up my spine, and then carried on with his pleasant little march until he felt around my bikini line.

He groaned. “Are you wearing...”

“Yep,” I said with a grin. “I’m wearing those.”

Anthony’s eyes rolled back in his head. “I can’t let you leave the house with those on. Knowing you’re out there, walking around in this gown...” He bit his lip. “That’s it. I’m coming with you.”

“Or,” I said, with a devilish grin. “You could take them off.”

Anthony sat bolt upright. He didn’t need asking twice. His mouth was on mine then, hot and demanding as he dragged kisses from my lips. I might have provoked him, but he took complete control as he pulled me against him.

“I have to admit,” he murmured, his fingers dancing lazily at the nape of my neck while he dusted kisses across my collar bone. “You’re starting to scare me a bit, Lace.”

“How so?” My back arched ever-so-slightly at his touch, my breath coming in softer waves. 

“I adore you, you know,” he whispered against my ear. “I’d do anything for you.”

“I know.” My hands raked through his hair; my lips savored the taste of his neck. “I would do the same for you.”

“I know it, too,” he mumbled, “but damn, you’re getting good at this business.”

“What business is that?” I raised an eyebrow, thinking it an innuendo. “You’d win sex. If it were a sport, you’d be the champion.”

He gave a hearty laugh. “Well, you’ve always been good at that, but it’s not what I meant. I was talking about work—business. Those tickets you scored for the gala.”

“Tickets?” Anything outside of our bedroom was a distant thought for me, not even a consideration. All I cared about were Anthony’s hands on my skin, his lips on mine, his body next to me. 

“To the gala,” he said. “You know I’m sending Toby and Paul with you.”

I groaned against his mouth, nipping him lightly on the lip. “I thought you’d given up on that.”

“With a wife who looks like you in a roomful of rich old men? Hell no.”

I laughed. “I’m nine months pregnant, in case you haven’t noticed. Not that you’d have anything to worry about even if I wasn’t, but I think that speaks volumes. Literally.”

“They’re going with you,” he said again, “but they’ll be waiting outside. It’s the funniest thing, you see, I couldn’t buy my way into this one. Who was your source?”

I saw where he was going with this. “Interesting. Good thing I got a head start on finding my, ah, invitation to the gala.”

“A head start—yesterday?” Anthony’s dark eyes glittered as he studied me. “Don’t even try, honey. I’m impressed. He or she must be good.”

“It was...personal,” I said darkly. “Let’s call it a huge favor that I hadn’t expected.”

“I try not to underestimate you,” Anthony said. “I know better than that. But still, you continue to surprise me.”

“Don’t want you to get bored now that we’re old married folks.”

“Old married folks,” he scoffed. “Do old married folks do this?”

I opened my mouth to ask what exactly he meant, but I didn’t get much farther than a sigh. As it turned out, by the time Meg arrived half an hour later, I definitely didn’t feel like an old married fart, and my hair also didn’t look like it’d been fixed in years.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” I touched up my lipstick in the mirror as Anthony lay sprawled on the bed behind me. “Maybe we could find an unused coat check and make out in between the silent auction events.”

“You’re insatiable,” he said, flicking on the television and forgoing a change into proper clothes. “Are you sure you don’t want to stick around here?”

I stared at him for a long moment. Really, it was an unfair question. With a husband who looked like Anthony sitting tucked in bed wearing nothing but boxers and holding half a slice of chocolate cake, I was an absolute nut to have agreed to venture out into the cold evening to make boring conversation with strangers and crooked cops.

“Lacey, did you order the Chippendale guys to come with us as dates-for-hire?” Meg singsonged her entrance. “Because they’re here.”

Anthony closed his eyes. “Remind me to give Toby and Paul a bump on their next paycheck.”

I grabbed my purse with a huff. “You wouldn’t have to pay them at all for tonight if you didn’t send them along as babysitters.”

“Hey, darling,” Anthony said, and then leaned over the side of the bed and dangled the underwear that’d started this whole thing from one finger. “You forgot something.”

I flushed, having changed into something more comfortable. “Yeah, keep it. See if I bring you home my leftovers from dinner.”

Anthony raised his slice of chocolate cake. He rarely ate dessert, but apparently sex gave him a sweet tooth.

I stomped over and gave him a chaste kiss on the mouth. Anthony grabbed hold of my hips and traded the chaste kiss for a long, lingering one, and then sent me on my way with a delightful little pat on the rump.

“I’ll keep the bed warm for you,” he called as I stomped toward the front door. “Hurry back, sweetheart.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I called over my shoulder. “By the way, keep an eye on Venus for me. I can’t bring him to the gala since we’re technically not supposed to be there. Don’t want to draw any unwanted attention to us.”

“And Venus is...” He looked skeptical. “A planet?”

“Our plant. The practice baby. No pressure, but he’s holding onto his roots by a thread. Mind him, will you?”

I took Anthony’s exasperated sigh as an agreement and blew him a kiss before closing the bedroom door behind me. I passed through the kitchen, grabbed my jacket and purse and miscellaneous items, and popped open the front door with Meg in toe.

“Hey, boys,” I greeted Anthony’s two men out front. “Any chance you want to sit this one out?”

I’d seen both of them before. Toby was short, squat, and looked like a bouncer. Paul was tall, beefy, and looked like a bouncer. Both of them wore sharp black suits and stern expressions.

“No, Mrs. Luzzi,” Paul said. “Shall we drive you?”

“Sure,” Meg said. “You have access to one of Carlos’s fancy limos? Anthony said we could take it.”

Paul hesitated, then nodded. “If the boss said so, then sure.”

My phone rang. Anthony. I picked it up. “Hello?”

“You’re taking the limo?” Anthony asked sweetly. “When did I give that order?”

“Ugh!”

“One wrong move, one step too close to that crooked cop that puts yourself or our child in danger, and I’ll hear about it.”

“This is very annoying.”

“I’ll make up for it later, sugar. I’m already dreaming about it.”

My body flushed all over, and I gurgled some sort of response as I hung up. “That was Anthony,” I clarified. “He said okay to the limo.”

“Score,” Meg said. “I love when that works. Oh, by the way, Lacey, did you and Anthony just do the naked tango?”

“What? Why?” I straightened, embarrassed, as Toby and Paul’s backs went rigid up ahead. “Is it that obvious?”

“Double score!” Meg said. “I didn’t know; I just figured you’d give it away. Plus, Anthony can’t resist you in a dress.”

“How and why do you know that?”

She shrugged. “Men.”

We slid into the limo. Paul took the wheel and Toby rode shotgun. Conversation was limited from the front, so Meg and I closed the window and gabbed in the back.

“Do you want to marry Clay?” I asked out of the blue. “You guys have been dating for a while now.”

Meg gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I don’t know, we’ll see.”

“What does that mean?” My heart thumped, and I tried for nonchalance. “You guys love each other, right? You live together? Isn’t that what tends to come next?”

“I guess so. I haven’t really thought about it.”

“Don’t most women think about it? Not all, sure,” I admitted. “It’s not for everyone. I’m just curious. I love you both and want to see you happy.”

“Is Clay not happy?”

“No, he is,” I said quickly. “Or, I mean, as much as I can tell. It’s not like we gossip over Cosmos.”

“Yeah, he prefers to gossip over meat.”

“What?”

“You know, a pronto pup. A bratwurst. Cosmopolitans just don’t do it for the guy.”

I bit back my first response and forced a nod. “So, you haven’t thought about it?”

“Nope, and we’re here,” Meg said. “You got the tickets? How’d you score them, anyway? Clay was annoyed he couldn’t buy an extra one. This gala seems like a hard nut to crack.”

“An interesting nut,” I said. “Did you bring your PI badge, by the way?”

“Yeah! That reminds me. Did you know that I seriously learned from the best? Todd called me this afternoon and said he was going to be dropping all the cash I’d paid him back off in a brown sack tomorrow morning.”

“No way. Why’s that?”

We shuffled toward the entrance, the two big men trailing behind us—our bulky, solid shadows. 

“Turns out the dictator of Peru called him down to investigate some crazy drug cartel murders. He’s going to be out of the country for over a year, and he is absolutely not allowed to talk to anyone from home. In fact, if I run into him, I’m supposed to pretend I don’t know him. For my own safety, you know. I’m high risk because of all the knowledge I gathered.”

“Gee, he sounds like a caring guy.”

“I told him he didn’t have to return all the money, but boy did he seem anxious to get rid of it. I mean, what am I supposed to say if he’s forcing it on me?”

“Take it!” I agreed, just a bit too eagerly. We approached the front door, and I withdrew the tickets Todd had scored for us. “So, um, are you bummed?”

“About what? His leaving? No, I’m stoked!”

I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “You are? But you won’t get your PI badge.”

“Who needs a badge?” Meg grinned and tapped her forehead. “A badge will just give away all the knowledge that I have up here. It’s like signaling to the enemy. That’s also why I don’t use my blinker when I drive.”

“Interesting,” I said. “And also very unsafe.”

“I learned from the best, and now he’s off to save the world.” Meg sighed dreamily. “I feel like I’m in a Marvel movie.”

I decided not to spoil her fantasy with commentary on the whole, he’s actually a dirtbag thing, and let her have her bliss. While she floated next to me, I handed over the tickets to two real bouncers outside of the ritzy looking hotel high rise.

Meg and I slipped through easily, and I wondered if maybe having Todd as an acquaintance wasn’t so bad. Maybe I should return some of the money he’d given to Meg with that checkbook Anthony had forked over after our little pre-dinner romp.

“Should we ditch them?” Meg asked as Anthony’s guys were detained by the hotel’s bouncers. “We can be upstairs before they catch a whiff of us.”

I debated. “Nah, let’s play nice. I don’t want to hear from Anthony again.”

“You guys had a nice...” Meg waggled her eyebrows. “Dance party, huh?”

The blush returned to my cheeks. “Anthony is very generous.”

“I knew it,” Meg said, clucking with delight. “Ah, I’m so happy for you, chickadee. You seem happy, too. Except, I am still nervous about you having this baby. I just don’t believe an entire head can fit through your hoo-ha.”

Toby’s eyebrows raised as he entered the lobby at exactly the wrong moment.

“Drink?” Paul asked him.

“We’re not supposed to—” Toby argued.

“One won’t hurt,” Paul said, and headed to the lobby bar, giving us our privacy.

“Well, upstairs we go,” Meg said. “But when you have a second, I am really curious about the physics of this whole childbirth business.”

“Let’s call it the miracle of life.” I tucked Meg’s hand on my arm as we hit the Penthouse button on the elevator. “I’ll spare your dinner appetite.”

Paul and Toby returned just before the elevator doors closed and slid inside, their hands drink-free. Either they’d gone straight for shots, or they’d merely opted to give us time to girl-talk by ourselves.

“Have either of you seen babies being born?” Meg asked. “I’m just curious—”

Toby swayed violently back and forth, and Paul reached out a hand to steady him. Thankfully, the elevator doors cut Meg off before she could knock out Anthony’s guards with little more than her musings.

“This is where we’ll wait,” Paul said, standing just outside the ballroom doors. “If you need anything, and I mean anything, let us know.”

We nodded our thanks, showed our invitations to a new round of spiffy doormen, and slid into the glittery gala. High top cocktail tables were covered in white linens, and bright gold fleeced everything in sight. A hint of gaudiness—the truly expensive kind—lived under the sheen of elegance and glamour spritzed throughout the room.

Meg grabbed the first canape off a passing tray, and I grabbed the second. She took two glasses, and so did I.

“You can’t drink that,” Meg said with a cheeky smile. “Is that for me?”

I grinned back and nodded. “I’ll hold onto them until you get a free hand. What do you say we mingle? Let me know the second you spot our rich benefactor to the police, or Detective Rankle himself.”

“Well, I haven’t found the humans, but I have found their names,” Meg said, making her way around the tables. “And I believe I’ve found a party game.” She picked up the name plates and waggled them before me. “Wanna play musical chairs?”
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Chapter 17
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MEG AND I HAD SOMEHOW stuffed ourselves full to the brim before the rest of the gala attendees had even checked their coats. However, thanks to our early arrival at the venue, we’d been able to shuffle name plates around so that Jonathon Fidge, Detective Rankle, myself, and Meg, were all seated at one table near the wall. We had a nice view out the windows, as well as a perfect vantage point to watch the rest of the guests.

We’d put the detective and Fidge next to one another and were prepared to watch their interactions closely. It’s not that I expected them to break out in a loud discussion over the money Fidge was transferring to the offshore account in Rankle’s name, but it could be telling to see if they appeared friendly, hostile, or something in between. The reasons behind the payoffs could be anything from blackmail to personal business to covering up bank heists. I was hoping for a clue in the right direction.

“Steak,” Meg said as we eased into our formal seats, and the servers began to circle with the first round of appetizers. “I can’t wait until the steak gets here.”

“How are you still hungry?” I whispered, scanning the room for the rest of our table. Meg and I were the only ones seated out of eight total places. “We polished off an entire tray by ourselves.”

“I have an excessively overachieving digestive system,” Meg said. “I metabolize things like it’s my job.”

“There he is,” I whispered, pointing discreetly with my knife across the room. “That’s Fidge.”

“Oh, must be his wife with him,” Meg said, then squinted at the nameplates. “Crap. Did we forget to move Fidge’s wife’s nameplate to the table? That’ll be a dead giveaway. I hadn’t realized he was married.”

I met Meg’s panicked gaze. “You get the nameplate,” I told her. “I’ll distract the couple. Move it!”

Meg practically galloped across the room, which wasn’t exactly what I’d meant when I told her to move it, but it worked. She pawed through the tables for nameplates while I watched the stately couple work their way towards us.

Pushing myself to my feet, I waddled to the middle of the aisle and parked my body there, directly into the route of Mr. and Mrs. Fidge. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as Meg located the nameplate, waved it once, and began galloping back across the room. 

“Hi there,” I said sounding out of breath; it came naturally with almost every movement. I threw out my arm for a handshake. “I’m Lacey. How are you? I don’t think we’ve met.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Mrs. Fidge gave me a stiff smile. “It appears congratulations are in order. When are you due? I’m Leonora Fidge. This is my husband, Jonathon.”

Jonathon seemed to shrink away from her, and I noted with surprise that he recoiled from her touch. “Jon Fidge,” he muttered, shaking my extended hand after his wife finished. “Who do you work for?”

It was then that it clicked. I did recognize him. I’d seen Jonathon before!

Since he looked different from his photo online, I hadn’t recognized him until now, but I knew I wasn’t mistaking him for someone else. He’d been the man in charge of the corporate group who’d entered the bank branch as Meg and I had been shooed out. 

“My husband works for Bank of the Lakes,” Leonora said in the silence, frowning as her husband pulled away from her once more. “He’s been feeling a little under the weather lately, so apologies if he’s quiet.”

I felt a tinge of sadness for Mrs. Fidge. She seemed like a nice enough woman, polite and straightforward. If I had to guess, her husband hadn’t shared any of his sizeable deposits into the cop’s account with his wife—or else, she was something of an actress.

“Do you have any kids?” I asked lightly. “I’m due with my first. I don’t actually work, at the moment. I’m here on behalf of my husband. He’s in...er, business.”

“Of course,” she said, her eyes flicking ever so briefly over to her husband. “No, we never had children. My husband has always been so busy with his work, and I’m—you know, I have a career, also. I actually head up the sister foundation to this one. Do you make the gala circuits often? I don’t recall seeing you before.”

Meg signaled that the seating arrangements were complete. Leonora and Jonathon Fidge were next to one another, our little game of musical chairs dangerously close to destroyed. I figured it was my time to duck away before we ruined anything else.

“No, I don’t usually,” I said, working my way back to my seat. “Unfortunately, as I mentioned, my husband couldn’t make it tonight, so I brought a friend instead. Though he did send his checkbook with me.”

“Isn’t that what really matters?” Mrs. Fidge leaned forward and winked. “Girlfriends are more entertaining to have at these events, anyway.”

I gave a light laugh of agreement, relieved when Mrs. Fidge’s attention was pulled elsewhere.

“I hope Duncan Woods isn’t that silver fox by the door,” Meg whispered, leaning close as she joined me at the table. She pointed to one of the last guests standing. “I had to sort of dump his name card on the ground. Does he look lost?”

“Meg!” I looked under my chair and, sure enough, Duncan’s name stared up at me. “Okay, I’ll fix it. Do you see the detective yet?”

“Yeah, he was at the bar grabbing something to drink. Don’t know where he went after that.”

I ducked away from our table, located an empty setting near the back, and slapped Duncan’s nametag there with a whisper of apology to the confused group. I migrated closer to the bar on my way back to my own seat, figuring I’d take a quick peek. However, the detective was nowhere to be found.

I checked on Anthony’s boys next. Toby and Paul looked attentive and bored as they leaned against the wall near the entrance doors. Toby was checking out a leggy older woman arriving late to the party, while Paul stared directly at the bouncers guarding the door.

I hurried back to my spot. As I sat next to Meg, my stomach flipped. The detective was approaching from the other side of the room, seemingly oblivious to my presence. I had no clue how he’d react to finding Meg and I at his table, but if I had to venture a guess, it wouldn’t be pretty.

“Oh, look,” I said, greeting the Fidges with a smile and ducking behind Jonathon’s head so Rankle wouldn’t see me until the last possible second. “We’re at the same table. How lovely.”

Detective Rankle stopped dead about three feet from the table. He looked up, his gaze scanning over my shiny red dress and the baby bump beneath it before landing on my face. The blood left his face as I gave a happy little finger wave.

“Have we met?” Detective Rankle asked, extending his hand to meet mine. “You look familiar, but I can’t place you.”

Meg barely held back a groan. My stomp on her foot seemed to help her get quiet. I shook the detective’s hand firmly, giving no sign of our frequent recent encounters, and sat back in my chair.

“I’m Lacey,” I said. “Lacey Luzzi. You look familiar too. Aren’t you...don’t you work for the police department?”

“Detective Rankle,” he said tightly, still looking stunned at his bad luck.

Little did he know we’d orchestrated it. He’d probably have that bit figured out before the appetizers came and left, and that gave me heart palpitations. Had Meg and I played our cards a little too well? Would he figure out that she and I were onto his little shenanigans with the CFO—even if we didn’t understand all that was happening? 

“I’m Meg,” she said, offering her hand around the table. “I’m here in place of Lacey’s husband. He’s the one with the big checkbook.”

The table tittered with laughs of the upper class and the wealthy. Apparently, we played the part well enough to fool everyone for now. Give Meg a glass of wine and a few minutes in the spotlight, however, and our cover would be blown.

“Detective Rankle,” I said, “Have you met Mr. and Mrs. Fidge? I just ran into them across the room.”

“No,” Mr. Fidge said quickly. “I don’t think so.”

His wife poked him in the ribs. “Of course we have, Jonathon. Isn’t he the detective who swung by the house that one time?”

Mr. Fidge’s face pinched. “Right, right. I forgot about that. How are you?”

“That’s right,” Detective Rankle said. “You served fresh bread and cookies—excellent. Not something I could forget.”

Meg and I gaped at one another. Bad enough he pretended not to know us, but pretending not to know one another? There were more secrets stuffed into this table than candy in a piñata.

“Actually,” I said, feeling my stomach churn as the baby shifted his or her weight inside me. “I think I’ve met both of you before.” I wagged my finger, taking in the pleasant aura of complete shock on the faces of both men. “Nope, I’m positive.”

Jonathon Fidge looked genuinely stunned, which didn’t surprise me. He’d led the group from corporate into the Bank of the Lakes branch yesterday, and to him, I was just one little ant in the way of his very big hill. Meg and I had been little bugs on the windshield as he’d headed into the building to do whatever corporate stuff needed doing. I truly believed he had no clue he’d ever seen me before.

Meanwhile, the glint in the detective’s eye had turned a shade murderous. It might’ve made me nervous had I not been surrounded by high profile people in a very public place. I was beginning to worry about the lengths Rankle might go to shut us up, especially after our show of bravado coming here tonight. It had either been a very brave choice, or a stupid one. Or, perhaps, both.

“You don’t say,” Mrs. Fidge jumped in, saving her husband from the embarrassment of admitting he couldn’t remember me. “How lovely? When did the two of you meet?”

I gave a polite laugh. “I’m sure you have no clue who I am, Mr. Fidge, or even that we briefly met in passing. In fact, I don’t think we spoke. Were you at the Bank of the Lakes branch off White Bear Ave yesterday with a group from corporate?” I turned to Mrs. Fidge. “My friend and I were actually there finishing up some personal banking business, and I remember seeing a group of folks walk through the door just as we were leaving. Maybe I’m remembering incorrectly, but—”

“No, that was me,” Fidge said quickly. He looked mildly miffed, but not suspicious. “We’d been asked to perform a sweep of local branches recently. An audit, if you will. Ensure everything is up to code, customers are being treated with respect, etc. Quality assurance, one might say.”

“How’d it go?” I dug into the salad a server had plopped in front of me, trying to sound like a bored housewife making conversation. “Everything quality assured?”

Meg laughed next to me. “Good one, Lace.”

Mr. Fidge gave a tight smile. “It’s fine. We run a tight ship at Bank of the Lakes. Simply put, we take pride in being the best for our local clients. We wouldn’t dream of being anything but the top of the line bank facilities for the Twin Cities area.”

I waited for Fidge to finish vomiting up his sales pitch, and when he finally did, I nodded, smiled, and decided to really push my luck. What the heck, I thought. The detective already wanted to kill me, Fidge looked like a terrified little mouse, Mrs. Leonora Fidge would soon find out her husband was blackmailing a cop. It appeared there wasn’t a way to salvage the night even if I tried.

“Speaking of that, it’s a shame about the Femme Fatale,” I said, using the name the media had given to the three ladies who’d robbed me, along with many other bank clients. “Sort of ruins that whole best in the business theory, doesn’t it? I mean—of course, it’s not your fault. It’s just unfortunate timing.”

“Certainly is,” Fidge said through gritted teeth. Even he couldn’t help a quick glance toward the detective. “But the police are on top of it, and I’m sure we’ll be bringing justice to the culprits in no time. We’ll do our absolute best to set things right, returning all the items stolen in their proper condition, or replacing them.”

“And if they can’t be replaced?” I asked innocently.

“Whatever’s insured will be covered.”

“What if the heirloom was more important?” I pressed, feeling a growing sense of dissatisfaction with the CFO’s tap-dancing around my questions. “You know, like a wedding ring from your dead mother that can’t ever be replaced with cash.”

“Oh, oh!” Mrs. Fidge rested delicate fingers on her forehead. “You’re talking about yourself, aren’t you? I was racking my brain all evening trying to put things into place, and now I’ve got it! You were at the bank on the day it was robbed—the most recent one,” she clarified, cringing at her husband’s glare. “You poor thing! So very pregnant! I hope it didn’t cause you too much distress.”

“Nope,” Meg said. “It mostly causes her distress when people call her very pregnant so I’d maybe tone that down. I mean, once you’ve done the deed, aren’t you just regular old pregnant?”

Mrs. Fidge rested a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, it’s—”

“She’s making a joke,” I said, resting a hand on my stomach for show. “I don’t mind at all. If I were any more pregnant, I’d be having twins.”

We shared a dainty laugh that mostly wiped away the awkwardness.

I took advantage of the lack of direction for the conversation and spoke toward Detective Rankle. “That’s where I know you from!” I smacked my forehead as if I’d just remembered. “You looked so familiar. You interviewed me the day of the robbery. Aren’t you the primary on the case?”

“No,” Mrs. Fidge said with a delicate snort. “If he were in charge of the case, my husband would know of him—isn’t that right, Jon? They’ve asked you to interview with the detective several times, and...Jon?”

“That’s where I know you from,” Jon Fidge said, weakly and unbelievably. “We have chatted. You came around to all the offices and took statements. Sorry, I’ve been under a lot of stress these past few weeks and my memory is not what it used to be.”

Mrs. Fidge managed to close her mouth in surprise. “Oh, well then. I mentioned my husband hasn’t been feeling well.”

“You’ll have to forgive me, as well.” Detective Rankle pursed his lips together and looked first to me, then to the CFO. “I have interviewed and taken statements from so many people over the course of the last few days that names and faces are blurring together.”

“I’ll bet,” Meg said under her breath. “Funny you don’t remember—”

“Potato?” I offered Meg a bite of baked potato that’d come with my steak, shoving it unceremoniously into her mouth to shut her up.

“That is really excellent,” Meg said, eyes widening. “That might be the best potato I’ve ever had. Can I eat yours?”

The rest of the table devolved into chatter, the others around us pretending they hadn’t heard a word. The silent auction came up, and the group entered a safe ground of non-explosive conversation topics.

“Oh, I can’t eat this.” I frowned, cutting into my steak. “It’s so bloody I’m wondering if the rest of the cow isn’t still limping around alive somewhere.”

Meg offered a complimentary sound effect. She poked around the meat for a bit, but eventually wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, that’s better left for vampires.”

I sighed, glanced outside. Our table was situated not too close to the front, not too far to the back. We were pushed up against one side of the room, closest to the windows, where I happened to catch the first snowflakes of the year beginning to spiral down outside. The windows were so clear it was almost as if they didn’t exist at all. The big, fat flakes floated down in mesmerizing patterns, and I stared into them lost in thought until Meg elbowed me.

I shook myself to attention. Fidge had excused himself from the table, claiming a need for the restroom. Detective Rankle stood shortly after, declaring himself off to the bar for another drink.

“Do me a favor,” I said to Meg, sliding back my chair once both men were out of sight and pushing my steak to her. “Can you get rid of this? Ask a server or someone to take it back—it’s giving me an upset stomach.”

“Are you headed to throw up?”

“Something like that,” I said for the benefit of the table. I caught Mrs. Fidge’s sympathetic eye, then patted Meg on the shoulder while trying to look ill. “I’ll be back soon. I’m going to see if I can find...”

“Ah,” Meg said, following my gaze to the empty place settings. “I’ll take one of whatever you’re drinking if you’re swinging past the bar.”

“A water?”

“Okay, then a Long Island, if you’re feeling adventurous. Make it two.”

I slipped away from the table, scanned the bar, and struck out in my search for Rankle. My senses tingled, and I had the feeling if I got lucky, I might find Rankle and Fidge with their heads together, whispering over their sneaky little plan. If luck was on my side, I might even catch a whiff of the subject matter.

I eased into the hallway, peeking around corners as I went. I preferred to have the element of surprise on my side and plenty of time to eavesdrop, if possible.

It wasn’t a stretch to think I was looking for the restroom, since in all actuality, I could use a bathroom break. In the back of my head, my brain was already sending signals that it was time to make that a priority, so I made a show of asking one of the servers for the route to the restroom. He directed me back toward the front doors, and I headed that way, brushing past Toby and Paul who waited, still as statues, in their designated locations.

“Mrs. Luzzi,” Paul said, leaping to attention. “Is everything alright? Are you ready to leave? Feeling okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said, offering a smile. “Pretend you don’t know me. Pretend we just met and we are making small talk.”

“Absolutely Mrs. er—sorry, what did you say your name was?”

I grinned at Paul. “I’m Lacey, and you are?”

Toby joined the conversation. “I’m Toby. Didn’t I see you here with a friend?”

“Yes, she’s inside devouring our steaks. Say, did you see two men come this way—a few minutes apart? One of them’s older, a banker type.”

“Sweetheart, everyone’s a banker type,” Toby said. “I couldn’t tell Jack from Joe.”

“What about Jon?” I asked. “Or his friend, Detective Rankle. He’s a little younger, stockier. Probably looking really annoyed. They both would be, actually.”

Toby nodded. “They went that way. One after another, two minutes apart?”

I nodded. “Yes! Thank you!”

“I just thought they were...” Toby gestured with a nod. “You know, an item.”

“They’re an item all right,” I agreed. “On the black market, maybe. I’m going to go find them.”

“We’re going with you,” Toby said. “Boss’s orders.”

“You don’t know me, remember?” I hissed. “Give me some space.”

“You don’t know us,” Paul snapped back. “So stop telling us what to do.”

I rolled my eyes, wondering how I’d gotten the husband who had employees as loyal to him as German Shepherds. Though I rolled my eyes, there was a small bubble of pride inside: Anthony did inspire confidence, and though annoying, I didn’t actually mind the added muscle trailing at a distance behind as I wormed my way down the hallway. 

Until I heard the voices.

Two voices, male, familiar. Arguing.

I gestured for Anthony’s guys to stay back, and slid myself into an outcropping that housed a drinking fountain. The two men had slipped into a tiny conference room just beyond the restrooms. They’d left the lights off and the door open just a crack. Most of their words were mere murmurs, but as their frustrations rose, so did their voices.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Fidge said. “The charges were dropped years ago. I was never booked with anything.”

“I know a few women at your office who would like to see otherwise, so watch yourself, Fidge.”

I could feel the flames crackling between the two men. They appeared held together in a toxic bond, neither friend nor foe, enemy nor team. 

I leaned just a bit closer, listening for the hint that’d tip me off. That’d give me the push I needed to take this information somewhere, anywhere. Confirmation that Fidge was paying off Rankle, that they were involved in something dirty together. So far, I had nothing more than I already suspected—except a hint about some old charges.

The door to the conference room flew open. Fidge made his way back first. He stomped down the hall in a rage. He’d been in such a panic that he’d walked right by me as I’d ducked down to the water fountain and taken a sip. He hadn’t looked twice. Through the cracked conference room door, Rankle expelled a sigh of frustration.

I glanced at the restroom doors, just a few feet away. I took one step toward them, the safety of the cement walls and air fresheners calling to me like a mermaid’s song. Just another step, and I could disappear until Rankle returned to the table, and—

“Lacey.” His voice, smooth as silk, stopped me in my tracks. “Funny running into you again.”

“Detective.” I turned around slowly, casting a glance behind me. My heart raced when I realized Anthony’s men were nowhere to be seen. Either they’d followed Fidge back to the entrance, or they’d ducked into hiding somewhere along the bland hallway. I hoped for the latter, though I didn’t put my heart into it since there weren’t a ton of options for hiding.

“What brings you around here?” He shoved his hands into his pockets, his eyes gleaming with malice. He made no effort to hide his feelings this time around. “You have a habit of popping up...in the way.”

“And you have a habit of lying,” I said. “What was that little act in there pretending to not know me?” 

“I’m undercover, Luzzi,” Rankle spit. He reached out for emphasis, his skin hot against mine as he grabbed my wrist with just a little too much pressure. I winced, and he let go. “I know you found the payments between Fidge and me, so don’t play it cool. That husband of yours, or your creep of a cousin, has been digging in my background.”

“Clay’s not that creepy.”

“Ah, I see–so you have found them already.” He crossed his arms and watched me carefully. “Tell me, did your oaf of a cousin happen to mention that the account in my name is run by the police department? Or did he miss that little fact?”

“What? But, no...” I shook my head. “If that’s the case, then why didn’t you call back the dressing room attendant from the mall? Or follow up on the leads we suggested? You were trying to bury information on the bank heists to protect Fidge.”

“That’s insane—of course we followed up on them. Do you seriously believe it’s my duty to keep any civilians—let alone a Luzzi—apprised of the police’s movements?”

I sucked in a breath. “Whoa, whoa. So what I’m a Luzzi?”

“You may be one of the family, or married into the family, or whatever the hell goes on over there, but you’re part of it now. Whatever Carlos and Anthony have going on—you’re involved up to your neck, pretty lady. It’s basic knowledge that the cops don’t trust the Luzzis—they teach you that when you join the damn academy.”

“Then why are there payments in the first place if not to cover the heists?”

“We’re nailing Fidge for something unrelated. Bribing a cop is one of his lesser charges—and before you ask, no. I’m not at liberty to share confidential information with a civilian.”

“We were just trying to help,” I said, my heart pounding as I realized the gravity of my error as the detective’s dark gaze pinned me. “I’m really sorry. We didn’t...we weren’t trying to interfere.”

“You’re just like the rest of your family. You don’t think the rules apply to you.” His lips curled into a sneer. “And if you try to argue with that, then show me your legal tickets to the gala tonight.” 

When I didn’t budge at his challenge, his eyes gleamed. 

“You couldn’t even bother coming here alone tonight. Your husband’s thugs—yeah, I see them,” he said, nodding down the hall. “One of them dipped into the restroom, the other is behind the statue that doesn’t hide his fat ass!”

Rankle called the latter loud enough for Toby to hear. Toby stepped out, properly chastised, from behind the statue, feigning indifference. From where we stood, I could see the embarrassment flushed on his cheeks.

“I don’t...I wasn’t trying to break the law. I wanted to help. My wedding ring was stolen and—”

“And hundreds of other people had their precious things stolen. Articles worth a helluva lot more money than your little bling, and they’re not out busting up laws and playing super woman to get it back.”

“I only came here tonight because you were ignoring us. You weren’t following up on my leads, you were getting lump payments from—”

“Payments you’d have no legal way of finding,” he said, adding a smirk to my misery. “And you think you don’t break laws. That cousin of yours, I could arrest him for the websites he visits before breakfast. Don’t think I haven’t read the file on your family, Luzzi. I know about all of you. If you think you can intimidate me with the Luzzi muscle, you’re wrong.”

“I wasn’t trying to threaten you. It just...” My lip quivered, and I hated the display of weakness. I’d stepped in over my head, and I had no place to go but backward. “I’m not a bad person, detective. Neither is my family.”

“Then leave me to do my work, and I’ll ignore most of yours,” he said. “It’s my understanding that the Luzzis and the police have arranged some sort of truce. But the second you—or anyone in that little mobster family of yours—steps a toe out of line, heads will roll. And I can guarantee it won’t be mine.”

I backed away. My hands trembled as I reached for the door to the restroom and pushed myself inside. I stumbled toward the sinks, leaned my hands against the porcelain, and stared at my face in the mirror.

What was I thinking? Who had I become? Me, little old Lacey, threatening a cop when I didn’t even have the full story. I had been so wrong on this case, veered so far out of my league that I’d gone entirely out of bounds.

Because my bladder really did need relief, I quickly used the restroom, washed up, and resumed my staring contest with the mirror. Was the detective right? Had I gotten cocky in my time spent with Carlos and Anthony?

It was true the men in my life had a way of getting what they wanted. A way of making things happen for them, for us, and I’d gotten used to it. When I needed something, it appeared. When I needed access to a place, I had contacts to get inside. When I needed information, my cousin pulled through for me. Heck, if my car broke down and I wanted it fixed on the sly, I knew where to go.

Having been a stripper for a night in my former life, a very short-lived night that had ended in a dramatic fall from my stilettos, it wasn’t as if I had a hard and fast moral code that always landed in the bright side of goodness.

But I also hadn’t grown up thinking myself above the rules. I hadn’t purposefully planted both shiny stilettos on the wrong side of the law. In fact, my mother had done everything she could, sacrificed a relationship with her family, so that I would have a chance at a normal life. And what had I done? Thrown it all away and gone back to them. The very people she’d left, the very ones she’d abandoned so I wouldn’t find myself here.

I slid onto the little bench near the doorway and rested against the wall. I wondered about the idea of fate. Wondered if I’d been born destined, despite my mother’s best efforts, to end up right where I belonged. 

“Hey, what are you doing in here?” Meg popped the door open. “Is this about the raw steak? Because I have a plan to get rid of it. Lace, you look really pale. Are you gonna have that baby tonight?”

“I’m not in labor,” I said, my hands resting over my belly where a poor, unsuspecting baby waited to enter the world with the Luzzi name attached. “Am I a bad person?”

“What? No. I’m ten times worse than you, and you don’t seem to think I’m all that bad. Where’s this coming from?”

“Forget it.” I gave her a wry grin. “Anyway, I ran into Rankle.”

“Ah.”

I filled her in on the small bit of conversation I’d heard in the conference room, then my follow up conversation with Rankle. “He told me he’s undercover, trying to nab Fidge for bribing a cop, among other things.”

“Couldn’t he have arrested him already? We all know there were payments made to him.”

“I don’t know. I can’t believe I was so wrong about everything.”

“Lacey, give yourself a break. We all make mistakes. And you weren’t wrong–the situation just wasn’t what it seemed.”

“I don’t know.”

“Why’d Rankle shake you so much?”

I knew the answer, deep down. “Because he was telling the truth. My mom raised me to stay away from all...all the Luzzi stuff. And I didn’t only walk right back into it, I married it.”

Meg put a hand on either side of my face and tilted it upward by my cheeks. “Is Anthony a good man?”

“Yes.”

“Does he love you more than he loves pizza? He loves pizza a lot, you know.”

“Yes,” I said again, feeling the edges of a smile.

“Do you have any doubts about that? Or the fact that your grandmother is a little old sweetie who wants nothing more than a growing family, or that your grandfather—and my personal BFF—is mostly an annoying old crank, but a guy who cares about you, too?”

“No,” I said, exhaling. “I don’t have any doubts, but—”

“So what Rankle doesn’t like you. He wasn’t exactly being warm and friendly either, and if he’s got such a stigma against your family, well, it’s an old prejudice and he needs to give it up. Sure, you’re a Luzzi, but you’re Lacey. You don’t carry Carlos’s sins, nor do you take responsibility for Anthony’s actions. Whether Rankle’s an honest asshole or a crooked one, it doesn’t matter. He’s still a jerk.”

I gave a weak smile. “Thanks, Meg. You’re a good friend.”

“Oh, I know it.” She grinned and gave me a light clap on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s head back to the gala so I can properly dispose of the cow they put on your plate.”

Because the baby seemed to be antsy, I used the restroom again while I was already there for good measure. On our way back to dinner, we checked in with Toby and Paul and explained we were planning to stay for just a while longer.

“What I don’t understand,” I said quietly to Meg as we moved toward our seats, “if I was wrong about Rankle—if Rankle is a good cop—then what am I missing about Fidge? There’s still the bribing issue: Fidge must have done something worthy of bribing a cop in the first place.”

“So, we’re back to square zero?”

“I don’t know,” I repeated grimly, wincing from another one of those painful little squeezes happening in my stomach. “That’s exhausting to think about.”

“I don’t know that we’re going to get all that much more here,” Meg said. “Maybe we should just focus on eating and enjoying ourselves. Then we go home, tell Anthony everything, and let him handle it. We can do the nursery or something instead.”

“Crap, the nursery!”

“There’s time.” Meg patted my hand and offered the table a warm smile as we sat down. “And, we’re back! Lacey had some of those painful squeezie things. You know, babies.”

“Contractions?” Mrs. Fidge’s face grew concerned. “Should we call someone? Your husband? An ambulance?”

“No, no, I’m fine,” I said, forcing a smile. “Just going to finish up dinner and then we’ll probably call it an early night.”

“Yeah, it’s a little stressful,” Meg said, leaning on the word as she turned a dirty stare at Rankle, “to be around this many people.”

“Well, I’m amazed you came,” Mrs. Fidge said to me. “When my sister had her baby, she was on bedrest for a month before my nephew was born!”

“Oh, boy,” Meg said. “Lacey doesn’t do well sitting still. It’s a good thing the baby likes when she moves around.”

I nodded in agreement and tuned in to the conversation swirling around us. As a heated statement about politics roped six of the eight members of our seating arrangement into a loud and frenzied discussion, I stood, moved around the table, and paused behind Rankle.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, only loud enough for him to hear. “About the things I said. About everything. I didn’t—I didn’t mean anything by it. And I’m sorry if I interfered with your investigation.”

Rankle turned, a look of surprise in his eyes. “Did a Luzzi just apologize to a cop?”

“I hope this doesn’t disturb any truce that’s been created over the years.”

“Fine.”

I nodded, swallowed, and hurried back to my seat. I plunked myself down just in time to see Meg lining up half the steak on her spoon. 

“What are you doing?” I asked. “You really shouldn’t eat that. It’s practically raw, Meg.”

“Oh, I’m not eating this,” she said. “I have an idea. I hate wasting food, so I figure I might as well feed the birds. Or the dogs. Or whatever. See that open window?”

I looked up, but it was too late.

“Whoops,” she said, as her finger slipped. “There she goes.” 

The steak went flying, launched from her spoon like a grenade, and it sailed, sailed, sailed through the air toward the window. Time seemed to stop as bits of sauce and meat trailed behind it like the tail of a firework. 

Miraculously, Meg hit her target.

With one exception.

The window wasn’t open. Just spectacularly clean.

“Oh, crap,” Meg said at the sound of a soft thud. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

The rest of the table stopped dead, forgetting all about the grievances with the political landscape, and watched as the steak slid in a soggy red line down the window. Eventually, it flopped onto the floor. 

“Well, that was an accident,” Meg said. “I think it’s probably time we head out, don’t you Lacey?”

I gaped at her, then stammered some mix of apology toward the other guests. As a man dressed halfway between a security guard and a butler began making his way with a purpose across the room, I stood, yanked Meg’s hand into mine, and bowed out.

“What were you thinking?” I hissed as we beelined directly away from security. “We’re not even supposed to be here, let alone make a scene!”

“Yeah, well, I know how you hate to waste food. Seemed like a shame to dump it into the trash.”

“Hey, Toby,” I said, giving him a wry grin as we appeared outside the hall. “Remember I said we were planning to stay awhile?”

He nodded.

“How about we cancel those plans,” I said in a low murmur. “Something’s come up, and it’s best if we get out of here. Quickly.”

“Yeah,” Paul muttered. “We saw your steak launcher from here.”

“Then we need no further explanation. Preferably the fastest route out of here, seeing as we aren’t actually supposed to be here in the first place and would prefer not to be questioned by security.”

Paul and Toby didn’t need telling twice. There may be downsides to working with those who have experience on the wrong side of the law, but there are plenty of upsides as well. For example, a lack of nagging questions.

All four of us stood shoulder to shoulder outside the elevators, ready to bolt the second it arrived. Which led to an awkward standoff when the doors opened, and the car turned out to be occupied. A gorgeous woman stood inside, her eyes widening in surprise as she saw the four of us ready to charge her.

“Hello,” she said in a musical little voice, and Toby’s jaw dropped halfway to the floor. “Excuse me, this is my stop.”

She had bright blonde hair done up in a bun, and a silvery dress that skimmed over skin so pale it had an almost ethereal glow to it. She wore long dangling hoops in her ears and a swatch of red lipstick that made Toby’s mouth water, judging by the sounds he made to lick his lips.

“Excuse us,” I said, elbowing Toby to the side in order to let the woman pass. 

Paul was laughing as we stepped inside the newly vacated elevator car, but it was Meg who hesitated, looking after the woman. “Doesn’t she look familiar?”

I studied her retreating back and realized that, sure enough, she did. All dolled up without a business suit, it’d taken me a moment to put two and two together. “That’s the woman who was with Fidge the other day! She’d walked right past us in the Bank of the Lakes branch as we were leaving—she complimented Venus!”

Meg nodded. “I wonder what she’s doing here? Any chance you wanna sashay on after her and see if she and Fidge have a little pow wow in the conference room?”

I stared hungrily after her, wanting desperately to return to the party for just an hour. An hour to talk to her, to watch her interactions with Fidge, and to find out if this was the Blondie who’d taken my mother’s ring.

I stepped one toe back into the hallway, ready to try my hand at sneaking back into the gala. At the same time, one of the fancy security guards came around the corner and spotted the four of us arm to arm, waiting for the doors to close. He didn’t look happy.

“Maybe another time,” I said, withdrawing my foot back into the elevator. “How about you jam that close-door button a few times, Toby?”

Toby, still entranced by the swing of the blonde’s backside, reacted only when Paul gave him a good bruising to the ribs with his elbow. 

“Get it together,” Paul said.

Toby nodded, jammed the close-door button until the panels slid shut, and then stared blankly ahead. I could feel the embarrassment dripping from him.

We found the limo and climbed inside without a further visit from the gala’s security detail. Meg was giving Paul instructions to swing by the plant nursery for a quick check when my phone rang.

“Hello, honey,” I said warmly. “How are you?”

“I’ve heard of pigs flying,” Anthony said, not to be deterred. “But cows?”

“Oh.”

“Fill me in on your evening, darling.”
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Chapter 18
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SINCE IT WAS ONLY ANTHONY’S men who’d been wired to listen in on our conversations, I ran Anthony through any events he’d missed during the evening. 

“By the way,” I told him. “We’re quickly swinging by the nursery to check on a few things.”

“This plant thief needs to get a life,” Anthony grumbled. “There’s no money in plants. What the hell is he thinking?”

I frowned. “Actually, that’s a good question. Meg, what is this plant thief after? If he’s so broke he has to steal, why is he stealing plants? Shouldn’t he steal food or clothing or...I don’t know, entertainment? Even an apple tree would make more sense than some lousy little ferns.”

“Plants are loving life partners,” Meg said, defensive. “Maybe he’s lonely and wants some friends.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, then turned back to my call with Anthony. “I guess we’re just dealing with a nut. Hopefully we’ll catch a glimpse of him, call the cops, and wrap this case up. Meg offered to help back when she was becoming a PI, and we can’t leave the ladies high and dry. They helped save Venus.”

Anthony exhaled. “Sure. But keep Paul and Toby with you—understood? No running or chasing or throwing your steak.”

“You’re hilarious,” I said, then snapped off an I love you before hanging up. 

“Anthony thinks it’s a psycho,” I said in explanation of the plant-napper. “I have to say, I am leaning toward agreeing.”

Both men in the front agreed, but Meg was steadfast in her beliefs that it was merely a lonely thief in need of friends. 

“We’ll find out,” I said. “Though it’s earlier tonight than last time. You think we’ll miss him? He didn’t come until around five in the morning last time. Sorry, but I’m giving you a half hour before I have to pee.”

“If he’s smart, he’ll go earlier since he knows we were watching this place late last time,” Meg said. “If anything, we might have missed him already. I promised Marcy we’d put in some stakeout hours tonight. She’s giving me dirt in exchange.”

“Oh, gee, what a fair trade.”

“Dirt is expensive,” Meg said. “Don’t judge.”

I sat back, focusing on Sprout’s movements and those new little twinges that were coming along every now and again. I hadn’t felt them before. My mind immediately dismissed the notion of contractions because that would mean the baby was ready to arrive. And that was impossible, seeing as I still needed to put a nursery in our house and purchase a reliable car seat.

“What in the world?” Meg asked, pulling me out of my daydreams as Paul cross-parked over several spaces in the nursery lot. “He’s already come and gone?”

Meg was out of the car, hoofing it toward the nursery grounds before I managed to shift the center of my mass far enough along to open the door on my side. I waddled after her, dreaming of the foot rub Anthony had started before we left. Maybe I could convince him to pick things up where he’d left off with a few magic words.

“What is this?” Meg lifted something that looked like a wad of paper in her hand. “Is the thief going soft?”

She sounded disappointed at this development. As I inched closer, I could see the stack in her hands wasn’t plain paper, it was very expensive paper—money in the form of hundred-dollar bills.

“He left this under a rock at the front door,” she said, disgusted. “Can you believe it?”

“Um, why is this a problem?”

“It probably means he’s done. Why else would he leave money? He’s done, and he doesn’t want us to come after him, so he left more than enough money to pay for everything he’s taken. Look—he didn’t even break the gate on the way in; he daintily unlocked it.”

“I think that’s a good thing?”

“What sort of PI am I if I can’t actually find the bad guy?” Meg frowned. “I just inspired him to turn all noble and good. Where’s the fun in that?”

“Don’t you see?” I clasped my hands on Meg’s shoulders. “You’re better than the average PI. You’re the best. This guy was so terrified of you that he anted up so you wouldn’t chase him down. He wouldn’t have done that if you hadn’t scared the bejeebers out of him.”

“The bejeebers,” Meg said, contemplating. “Yeah, I guess. Let me give Marcy a call and see what she thinks.”

She dialed, leaving the phone on speaker. Paul and Toby hung back, hands shoved in pockets, pretending to examine a few of the blooms near the gate.

“Marcy,” Meg said, gesturing me to stand closer. “It’s your PI here, Miss Meg. How are you doing? Say, we’re at the nursery right now, and I have a weird development for you.”

“What’s wrong?” Marcy asked. “Has he come back?”

“Yes, and it looks like he took something.” Meg toed the ground near the front door to the offices. Snow had fallen earlier in the evening, leaving the imprint of a circle around the base of a recently evacuated plant. “A little pot right near the door. I don’t know what lived in there.”

“Ugh, that’s our display,” Marcy said. “Why’d he have to take that?”

“I don’t know, but our thief has developed a conscience. He left money behind.”

“Money?” Marcy paused. “How much money?”

Meg thumbed through the bills, frowned, and handed them over to me. “Counting’s not my strong suit,” she said. “I’m letting my assistant handle the finances—I’ve gotta save my brain power for the really complicated stuff.”

I flipped through, then counted again. There was nearly two grand in cash. “Eighteen hundred,” I said with a low whistle. “Marcy, will that cover the expenses for whatever was stolen?”

“Oh, look, there’s a note.” Meg bent over and retrieved a scrap of paper from the ground. On it was a light smattering of melted snowflake and chicken scratch handwriting. “It just says sorry, and thank you. That’s all. No signature.”

Marcy remained silent. “I’m sorry, but did you just say he left eighteen hundred in cash? Even with the display, he only took three hundred dollars’ worth of inventory.”

“Looks like this thief netted you a profit,” Meg said. “Good job, you crazy cats. Maybe you should advertise the ease of robbery around here and really up your margins.”

Marcy spluttered in surprise. “But this—that’s insane. I hope he comes back. I’d thank him! On what planet does this make sense?”

“My vote is earth,” Meg said. “Since that’s where we’re at now. Venus might disagree.”

“Um, I’ll be right down there to collect the cash,” Marcy said. “I’ll make sure nothing else is missing, but if it’s not...” She gave a low exhale. “This is the best news. Thank you, ladies. Do you really think this is a sign the thief will leave us alone?”

“I’d strongly guess yes,” I said. “And really, you should only thank Meg. She’s the brains behind this whole operation.”

“Only the best PI at your service,” Meg said. “That’s me, in case you were confused. I’m the best.”

Marcy hung up, and then appeared at the storefront five minutes later. A quick inventory of the nursery led her to announce that nothing else had been taken.

“It’s a miracle,” she said. “I’m—I’m confused, but I’m excited. Here, have some of the cash.”

To my surprise, Meg bowed, shook her head, and pressed the money back into Marcy’s hands. “Just spread the word of my business,” she said. “And of course, keep me supplied with dirt.”

“Of course—whatever you need.” Marcy grinned, leading the way to the parking lot and closing the gate behind us. “Thank you, again. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Actually,” Meg said. “I did have one question. If I accidentally fed Venus tequila, but now he looks better than before I fed him tequila, does that make him an alcoholic?”

“Also, to add to that,” I said quickly. “Does Venus need a blanket if I leave him by the window? I think he likes the moonlight, but it’s a bit drafty over there.”

“Okay, now you guys are scaring me,” Marcy said. “Your plant doesn’t need a psychologist. Just water him when the soil gets dry and get him a bit of sunlight.”

“Right,” I said, nodding as we waved goodbye and climbed into the vehicle. “Thanks.”

Marcy drove off first, and we followed close behind in the limo. My hands were splayed over my stomach, and not for the first time, I experienced a serious pang of worry.

“I am a little concerned about my ability to raise a well-adjusted child in this world,” I said. “You’re asking about tequila, and I’m ready to knit blankets for my plant. Have we gone crazy?”

“Lacey, Lacey, Lacey...” Meg reached over and patted my hand. “Stop worrying. There’s no hope for your baby to be normal—he or she is going to be a Luzzi.”

The limo carted us home, and I realized, after saying goodbye to Meg and unlocking the door to my house, that she was right. This poor baby would be a Luzzi. Born into a world where even the cops knew his last name, and feared it. What sort of life was that for an innocent child?

Feeling a sudden kinship with my own mother, her hopes and fears and dreams for me to have a normal life, I realized I’d once been that little Luzzi baby she’d run away to protect. I eased onto the couch and waited there in silence. Just for a moment. To be alone with my thoughts, to breathe, to think.

“Lacey?” The soft voice startled me. I hadn’t expected anyone to be here except Anthony since, after all, it was our home.

I tried to jump, but my belly kept me pinned to the couch, and my jump of surprise was more of a violent flinch. “Nora? Is that you? What are you doing here?”

My grandmother appeared near the staircase leading to our seldom used second floor. She smiled across the darkness, only the glint of moonlight beaming across the wooden floorboards. It reflected brightly, and illuminated her crooked grin.

“I’m sorry to startle you,” she said softly. “I hope you don’t mind that I’m here. I really didn’t mean to intrude. This time, I mean it—I was planning to be gone before you got back.” She wrung her hands. “I know I...ah, meddle from time to time.”

“No, it’s fine, Nora—it’s just late, and I didn’t expect anyone but Anthony. Is everything okay?”

My grandmother seemed especially subdued, and I didn’t quite know what to make of it. My mind immediately flashed through my family members.

“Is it Carlos? Is he okay?”

“Everything is fine. Perfectly fine.” Contrary to her words, Nora raised a hand and wiped a few brilliant tears from her cheeks. She missed a few that sparkled, radiant under the silvery glow. “It’s just me being emotional. You know, crazy Nora.”

“You’re not crazy.” I patted the couch next to me. “What’s on your mind?”

She laughed, a quiet chuckle. Instead of sitting next to me as I expected, she reached a papery hand out and grasped mine. “I’m sure you’re exhausted, but may I show you something? Anthony let me in tonight. I did call and ask permission, I swear. I’ve given up breaking in here—Carlos gets so frustrated when I do things like that.”

I laughed. “Yeah, Anthony doesn’t love when I do that sort of thing either. What did you want to show me?”

Nora let go of my hand after pulling me to my feet. She exchanged her grip on me for one on the railing of the staircase to the second floor, clasping it tight with hands more wrinkled than I remembered. Thinner, frailer than I liked.

Something about the lateness of the night, the unnaturally somber tone to her words, made her seem older. I followed her up the stairs with sound effects of an asthmatic donkey, wondering what had caused her vibrancy to dull.

“I hope you’re not upset with me,” Nora began. “I completely understand if you are. I can have Carlos move everything back—er, his team, I suppose. His back is on the fritz these days, and, anyway, what am I babbling on and on about. Here.”

Nora gently pushed open the door to what had been a sparse spare bedroom just days ago. Neither Anthony nor I spent much time up here, but we had kept it lightly furnished in case of visitors.

The spare bed no longer existed. The space itself had been completely transformed from a nondescript extra guest room into something quite magical. The walls were now painted in a soft yellow, with light blues and pinks splashing in stenciled patterns around the edges in cute little shapes. My heart began thumping with appreciation as I realized what she’d done. 

“When I said I asked Anthony for permission to be here, I meant for tonight, but also a few other nights,” Nora said. “As soon as you’d mentioned not having the time or energy to prepare the nursery, I thought maybe this could be a little gift to you and the baby. If you hate it, I’ll pay for it to be professionally redone however you like.”

I stepped into the room, lit by the soft glow of an elephant nightlight near the corner. A small bookshelf crammed with worn titles sat along one wall. A changing table, also used, judging by the bumps and bruises along the wood, rested along one side, while a huge, squashy rocking chair sat opposite a state-of-the-art crib. Baby paraphernalia, stuffed animals, diaper changing necessities filled in the rest of the spaces, and when I pulled open the closet, it was stuffed to bursting with adorable little onesies and outfits so small and sweet they brought tears to my eyes.

The baby shifted, as if taking everything in with me in awe. Baby and mama, connected in such a private way for only a short time longer now. I gave my stomach a pat, feeling the sudden burst to keep Sprout warm in there forever, safe and protected, free from the burdens of the world.

A little dream, a wonder, a piece of Anthony and I that’d connected in such an incredible way. How could our sweet little child ever face the scary, complicated world that we lived in? I couldn’t help the gasp that racked me as the baby kicked, hard, as if shooting sense into me with vigor.

“Lace—are you okay?” Nora put her hands on my shoulders, and I was pleasantly surprised to find her grip strong and sure. She steered me toward the chair and propped me into place, watching me with nervous anticipation on her face. “Are you experiencing contractions?”

“No, Nora, it’s not that. It’s this, it’s everything.” I rested my hands against my chest, the baby settling back into place and leaving my intestines where they belonged. “You shouldn’t have done all of this.”

“I’m sorry! I swear, we’ll have it replaced tomorrow. Money is no issue, Lacey. And if I robbed you and Anthony of decorating—”

“No, that’s not at all what I meant. What I’m trying to say...” The tears were back, pricking at my eyes. This time, it wasn’t the hormones or the rollercoaster of emotion that brought them about; it was the deep sense of love that’d washed over me the second my baby and I had stepped into the room. “It’s perfect. Absolutely gorgeous, Nora. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“No, dear, I don’t know how to thank you.” My grandmother perched on the edge of the armchair, leaning her soft little body against my larger, curvy one. She swallowed back her own tears, resting her cheek against my head. “In the main house, I have this beautiful room for you. State-of-the-art everything. Custom-made, imported from Italy, from Germany, from God-knows-where. The best of the best in the world. My grandbaby...” She paused to smile at me. “And my great-grandbaby, deserve the best.”

I watched as Nora rested her hand on my stomach, waited, and smiled gently when she felt the baby respond with a kick. She let out a happy little sigh, which was followed by a desperate sob—the transition so quick it startled me.

“Nora, what’s wrong? Why are you crying? This place is perfect. It’s—”

“I know it doesn’t look like the creme de la creme of baby products,” she said, biting her lip as she looked around. “And I suppose it’s not. But almost everything in here is, well, it was mine. I’d saved a lot of this to pass down to your mother; I was so sure she’d make me a grandmother.” She paused for a smile. “And she did, I suppose, though I didn’t know you for so long.”

I squeezed her hand. She didn’t react, still lost in a dreamy haze of remembrance.

“When I first stepped foot in here, planning to gift you a nursery, I planned to have Carlos’s strapping young men haul all that equipment I’d just purchased for you across the yard and place it in here. It really is the best of the best, you know,” she repeated, sounding distant. “But then, I discovered I couldn’t do it.”

Our hands sat gently interlinked. I didn’t dare move.

“They don’t make things like they used to.” She offered a smile, then stood and moved over to the bookshelves. Running a hand along the worn wood, she paused, studying the titles on the top shelf with a loving gaze. “I read many of these to your mother.”

“Really?”

“I did. I couldn’t bring myself to throw them away, just like I couldn’t bring myself to outfit this room with the modern junk Carlos showed me how to order online. When I mentioned reusing your mother’s old things in here, Carlos said you wouldn’t like used...” She paused, probably to sensor her words. “Used crap.”

“Nora—”

“And I’m sorry, I was selfish. I gave you my old crap instead of the new things that are sitting in the nursery at the estate. I had to, Lacey, I had to.” She turned to me, her face pale. “I have to leave a little bit of myself here with you. I don’t know how many years I have left, and I already missed the birth and childhood of one of my grandchildren. You, sweetheart.”

I struggled to stand, but Nora raised her hand in a signal to stop and rejoined me beside the armchair. Her thin arms curved around my neck, and she curled in close, smelling of cinnamon and chocolate and peppermint. Like a grandmother should smell. When her hand cupped my cheek, I very nearly lost it. But I listened, as much for her as for myself.

“I love you, Lacey, and I love this sweet little baby more than you’ll ever know. I want him or her to feel so loved, and so wanted, and so cherished that they’ll never—” She choked out a sigh—“Never feel the need to leave us like she did.”

“It’s not the same,” I said, my heart aching for Nora. “That was different. It’s not your fault.”

Though I’d sympathized with my grandmother before, I’d never truly understood her pain. Maybe I still didn’t. But the bonds between mother and baby had already arrived and carved out their place in my soul with immovable steel grips. I loved this baby, too. It’d be impossible to know what Nora had been through, but I was a little closer to understanding. In a few days, I’d have a child of my own in this world.

I clasped Nora close and struggled not to cry for her sake. Her tears left spotted dots on my dress, and when the shawl I’d worn over my shoulders slipped down, my skin felt the wetness from her cheeks.

When we finally parted, she gave a short, tense laugh. “You’d better have that child soon, sweetie, because I think your hormones are rubbing off on me.”

I smiled back and left my hand resting on hers. “You know, I’ve been thinking a lot about this baby tonight. A lot about what it’ll mean to have him or her born, to be in my arms, to be...to be a little person out here.”

Nora nodded, a knowing gaze in her eyes. She didn’t have to speak to tell me she understood completely.

“I have worried all night. About how I’m not ready to be a mother. About how this baby will be born to the Luzzi name.” I winced, but forced myself to continue, to be honest and bare and raw as she had been. “A name that has certain...connotations associated with it. I’ll admit, I worried about this little guy or girl being raised in our family.”

Nora looked down. She provided no argument or justifications, merely a listening ear.

“I worried I wouldn’t know how to care for a real, live human being.”

Nora squeezed my hand back and smiled. “You’re doing a perfect job of growing that little one. He’s lucky to have you as his mama.”

“Yeah, maybe, but my only responsibilities are to give up caffeine and eat enough for two.” I shrugged. “That’s not my point. My point is that I had all of these big huge worries before I came home tonight, and...thank you.”

“Thank you? For what?”

“For reminding me of something I was stupid to lose sight of.” I grinned, finally allowing the tears prickling at my eyes to slip down my cheeks. “Being born a Luzzi was the best thing that could’ve ever happened to me. Returning to the family is even better.”

I pressed myself to a standing position, sucking in an unladylike wheeze of air. I caught my breath, strolling around the room and stretching stiff muscles and swollen ankles as I took my time touching the old furniture. 

My fingers savored the grooved bookshelves, the imperfections in the picture frames that held photos of smiling faces: mom and dad, grandma and grandpa, Nora and Carlos, and the rest of the family. 

“This room...” I gestured a hand around. “It says everything. It’s warm, and it’s bright, and it’s cozy and loving and traditional. It’s fun and vibrant and filled with the Luzzi spirit,” I said, laughing as I thumbed at a goofy photo of myself and Anthony on our wedding day. 

Nora laughed, too, and wiped her eyes again.

“This nursery is perfect. Thank you, thank you so much. I guess—I didn’t have the courage, I suppose, to prepare for things because it didn’t feel real, and so I put it all off. And you bringing all this together for me, for the baby, well, it just proves how lucky this little guy will be, how loved and wanted he or she already is.”

“Of course, honey.”

“Even if I’m not enough for this baby, that’s okay.” I forced a grin, despite the trembling in my lips. “Because I don’t have to do this alone.”

“Oh, sweetie, you are enough—more than enough. But no, you’ll never be alone. Those two things are not mutually exclusive.” Nora stood, crossed the room, and pulled me into her embrace. “I’m so proud of you, honey. And I appreciate you letting me be a part of all this. I—I suppose I needed it, in a way.”

“Well, good, because I needed it, too,” I said on a laugh. “And if you hadn’t pulled through on this nursery, we’d be setting up a Wal-Mart futon for the baby in the living room. Directly from womb to college.”

Nora laughed and squeezed me tighter. “Keep that sense of humor, honey. You’ll need it when that child screams all night. If he or she is anything like your mother, you’re in for a real treat.”

“Oh, boy.”

“But it is the best thing,” Nora said, blinking, her eyelashes still damp with tears. “It is the best thing you can do, if it’s what you want.”

“It is. I’m sure of it.”

“I should let you know, we do still have that state-of-the-art nursery at home that I mentioned,” Nora said with a sly smile. “So, whenever you need someone to help watch the baby, or you’re looking for some private time with Anthony for little one number two—”

“We haven’t even had our first one yet!”

“I’m just saying. We have plenty of space. With the best equipment.”

I grinned. “So I’ve heard.”

“Come here a second, and let me show you my favorite story,” Nora said, in an abrupt change of subject. “Did your mother ever read you this one?”

I clasped the proffered book with both hands. “Oh, of course, I know this one! And look! You have Goodnight, Moon, and...oh, I haven’t seen The Giving Tree in ages.”

The next several hours flicked by, like little scenes from an old viewfinder. Nora and I sat plunked unceremoniously on the floor, flipping through books, exchanging stories from when my mother was a baby, and what I remembered from my own childhood of her life as a mother.

Anthony found us propped against the wall sometime later. Nora’s head was resting on my shoulder, my head nuzzled against hers. In the background, music from the same recordings my mother had listened to as a baby hummed lullabies that’d sent us drifting into dreams.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 19
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“HEY, I BROUGHT BREAKFAST!” Meg grinned, then stepped through the door to my house. “And by brought breakfast, I mean I brought myself over here to raid your cabinets. Want me to make you some cereal?”

“I already ate,” I said, glancing toward the clock as she moseyed over to the cabinets. “I’m on third breakfast, also known as lunch.”

“Dang, woman. You almost make a gal want to have a baby, just for the luxury of extra calories.”

“Yeah, it’s not all glitz and glamour.” I huffed and plopped down. “Believe me. It feels like I’m walking around with two hot water bottles strapped to my ankles. And try tying your shoes. I dare you, just try it.”

Meg grabbed the Lucky Charms and poured herself a bowl. Then she grabbed the eggnog from the fridge and dumped it on top. “I can tie my shoes just fine, thanks. Are you ready to hear my great plan for the day?”

Meg proffered a bite of cereal, and I accepted. “Sure. I hope it involves a bath and a movie.”

“That’s on your own time, chickadee,” she says. “We’ve got work to do if you’re feeling up for it. I vote we focus on corporate. If stupid Rankle would let us pull the security footage from the mall, we could show the women’s pictures around and see if that sparked anything.”

“I don’t know, it’s a long shot.”

“If that doesn’t work, why don’t we find this Fidge guy and show our faces around his office? Really spook him. Maybe enough that he’ll do something drastic.”

By the time Meg finished her plan, my head was shaking. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to pass.”

“You have a better idea?” Meg asked. “Because I suppose I could be flexible. I considered looking more into the plant-napper, but it feels like things worked out okay there. I don’t think Marcy wants us rocking the boat since they’ve been paid.”

“No, Meg, listen.” I leaned forward onto the countertop, trying not to cringe as she picked out the marshmallows first. Everyone knows that the marshmallows are destined to be saved for last. “I think I’m done. I’m going into retirement.”

“Retirement from what?”

“This! The...the Luzzi side of things. I’m going to be a mom, and I’m going to focus on my shifts at your bar—I think I’ve skipped the last three.”

“It’s okay, I didn’t write you up.”

“I know, and I also know you don’t need my help. You just gave me the job out of sympathy.”

“And because Anthony asked me to.” Meg slapped a hand over her mouth. “Can we rewind? I wasn’t supposed to say that.”

“Anthony did what?!”

“He didn’t ask me to do it, per say, he just suggested it might be a nice thing for me to offer you a job that kept you mostly out of trouble,” Meg said, staring deep into her Lucky Charms colored eggnog. “For the duration of your pregnancy. And everyone knows that when Anthony asks for something politely, it’s mostly a threat.”

“Why would he do that? Nope, never mind—stupid question,” I said. “He wanted me distracted and babysat, so I didn’t go and do anything stupid. Like provoke a cop, or tick off the CFO of a huge bank chain.”

“Sounds about right.”

“This is exactly why I’m going to have to pass. Anthony’s smarter than me; he knew I’d get bored. He’s just trying to keep me and the baby safe by keeping me occupied. I have to let this go, Meg.”

“So, you’re not interested in running errands with me?”

I squinted. “You just wanted to look into a bank heist. Are you including that on your errand list these days?”

She pointed to a brown paper bag she’d dropped by the front door next to her shoes. “I have a wad of cash from Todd. I have to deposit it. It just so happens I belong to Bank of the Lakes.”

“I see what you’re doing—you’re trying to suck me into this through a back door.”

“No back doors, just the front door. Wide open. Wanna ride along? I’m planning to stop for lunch after.”

“Where’s lunch?” I pointed a finger at her. “If you’re trying to trick me...”

“Girl, I’m going to put money in the bank and keep a little out for a nice gourmet fast food burger. You can come with me, get out of the house, and indulge your cravings, or you can sit here alone. Your choice.”

“Fine,” I said on a sigh, after surveying the silent house. “I’ll come with you, but I’m just riding along. Got it?”

“Got it. Say, what if we check out the next bank on the list? You know, the second Bank of the Lakes near the mall. You don’t have to look into anything. I might take a few peeks around, but I won’t tell you about that.”

“You just told me about that.”

“Well, forget it. Let’s go.” Meg slurped down the last of the cereal, then picked up her sack of cash and slipped into her shoes and jacket. “Come on, lady. It might be your last meal eating for two.”

I felt my face go pale. “That’s terrifying.”

“It’s true. Sometimes these things happen early.”

“Let’s make this quick.” I made some magic happen as I wriggled my way into my largest coat. I didn’t bother attempting the zipper. I stopped dead outside at the empty driveway. “Hey, how’d you get here?”

“Oh, yeah. Clay dropped me off. Can you take me to retrieve Patty? I figure we can leave your car at the shop and have them look into the clicking noise it makes when you turn left or right.”

“Meg.” I stared straight at her. “That’s my blinker. You’re supposed to have that sound.”

“Huh,” she said. “Well, it wouldn’t hurt for them to throw in some flames on the side of your car or something to spice that baby up. It’s a little dull.”

As luck would have it, Nora was headed to the grocery store—a new and terrifying adventure for her in recent months—and she happily agreed to drop us off at Chance’s before hitting up the frozen aisle. 

“I’m making a cake,” Nora said. “A birthday cake.”

“For who?” I racked my brain, wondering whose special day I’d forgotten. I’d absolutely be chalking it up to baby brain.

“Poor Sprout! I don’t understand why people don’t celebrate zero-eth birthdays.” Nora smiled fondly at my stomach. “Hey, little one, this is Auntie Nora talking to you! I’m going to bake you a cake!”

I didn’t have a response. I was mostly certain babies couldn’t eat cake, but then again, I sure could. I would never say no to a slice of fresh birthday cake. I’d have to replenish all the calories from the stress of childbirth somehow, and broccoli and potatoes seemed like a much less fun way to do it.

“You’re still trying to pull off that aunt business, huh, Nora?” Meg asked, raising an eyebrow. “How long does that go on for? Until you turn triple digits?”

We rode the rest of the way in icy silence. Nora jerked to a stop outside Chance’s facilities, ignoring Meg. Nora ignored my upper half, as well—the Lacey part of me. 

“Goodbye, little one,” Nora said, patting my stomach. “I love you, even when your mother and her friends are being rude.”

“What did I say?!” I looked around. “I said nothing this whole ride!”

Nora pulled away, the door still flapping open. Meg yelled after her to shut it. We heard a slam a block later when Nora made a hard turn and the door took care of itself.

Not two minutes later, Nora’s car reappeared, this time moving in reverse.

She was short one door.

She reversed all the way up to Chance’s front office and then threw the car into park. Leaving her keys in the vehicle, she slid out, gave a haughty sniff in our direction, and stomped inside. 

“Someone took the door off my car,” Nora said sternly. “A real maniac. How long will it take to fix this time? You can add it to Carlos’s tab.”

Chance, a big, broad-shouldered man with tattoos running up and down both arms, dressed in ripped and greased jeans and a loose button-up with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, nodded. He made an effort to keep his expression grave with concentration.

“They really need to get those maniacs off the road,” he said smoothly, his eyes flicking ever so slightly over my grandmother’s shoulder to meet my gaze with a hint of amusement. “We’ll fix her right up for you, ma’am. Can I have a week?”

“You may.” Nora bowed her head in all seriousness before turning to Meg. “May I hitch a ride with you on your errands?”

Meg responded with a somber bow of her own. “You may.”

That’s how a pregnant woman, a grandmother disguised as an aunt, and an ex-cop/almost-PI/bar owner, came to walk into a bank. At my insistence, we went to the same Bank of the Lakes branch as we had the other day. I was still on the not wanting to get involved game plan, and I had a better chance of not getting sucked in at a branch we’d already investigated. 

“I’m going to get in line,” Meg said, gesturing to her cash. “Lacey’s ignoring anything to do with her cases because she thinks it’s reckless, so she can sit in the lobby. Nora, are you ready to help with my investigation?”

“If I get one of your PI badges, then sure.”

Meg nodded with true severity. “I’ll knight you myself. Can you head down to the bathrooms and pretend to get lost? Ask around about Jonathon Fidge and get a feel for what people think of him. In fact, I bet William Bean would be a good person to ask. If you see him, tell him we say hi.”

“Aye, aye, captain.” With a salute, Nora set off.

Meg headed up to the counter.

For lack of something else to do, I plopped onto the sofa, ignored the professional door-greeter who’d shooed us out the other day, and picked up a women’s magazine. I flipped to some of the great hair tips, wondering who had time to ever put them into use. If I put my shoes on the right feet I felt pretty darn proud of myself these days.

As I thumbed through, I flicked to a page that had a workout schedule. Every four days they’d built in a rest day. I pondered that, wondering what it’d be like to work out six days a week. Yeah, right.

But the schedule niggled at me. Every four days there was a break in the schedule. Every four days.

I sat up so quickly poor Sprout probably felt seasick. “Meg,” I called, as she approached the counter. “Meg! Come here for a second.”

She waved back. “Doing okay? Hold on for one second. It’s almost my turn.”

I sat back, worrying. I was tempted to bite my nails, even though I’d never done so before. I just needed to do something, to burn off my nervous energy. It’s not like I could stand on my own; this was a comfy, deep couch, and it’d take a well-skilled crane to lift me from my seat. 

I went back to calculating. The last heist had been four days before. The heist before that had been four days earlier. The first and second, also four days apart.

There was a pattern here, and my horror at the workout schedule had tipped me off. Now I couldn’t unsee it. All of the heists had happened over the lunch hour—probably, I thought, so the ladies had an almost-airtight alibi. They could slip out for a quick bite to eat, say they met one another and alibi each other’s whereabouts, and then return to work within the hour with nobody the wiser.

These ladies were smart. And, the more I thought about it, the more things clicked into place. The woman from last night at the event—the blonde with the pretty dress—it had to be her. She’d been here, in this very branch, just days before when she’d admired Venus.

I rested my head in my palms as the last piece of the puzzle clicked into place. Jonathon Fidge had been with her that day. He’d led the employees into the building. Then, he’d been at the gala. The two had to be working together.

With a burst of understanding, the last pieces slid into place. I sat bolt upright, the magazine clutched in my fingers. 

Jonathon and Blondie hadn’t been auditing the branch the day we’d run into them in the lobby. 

They had been casing it.

With each heist happening every fourth day, on the lunch hour, that meant...

I looked up as the locks clicked shut.

“Drop your weapons and phones,” a voice announced from the doorway. “And nobody will get hurt.”
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I LIFTED MY HEAD, CROOKED an eyebrow, and found exactly what I expected to see. Three women dressed in slim black pants with ski masks covering their heads and guns out and ready had just entered the bank. 

I dropped my phone onto the seat next to me. Most other civilians did the same. One chubby bald guy behind the desk chanced a show of bravado as he stood, brandishing his letter opener like a weapon. One look from the tallest of the three women and a swivel of the gun in his direction, and the instrument slipped from his fingers and clattered to the floor.

The big guy sat back down, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief, and tossed over his phone. William Bean appeared next in the doorway to his office, yelping like a startled puppy at the sight of the three masked robbers. Nora returned from the restroom at that moment, glanced at the sign on his door, and pointed a finger. “You’re Willy Bean, aren’t you? I need to talk to you for a moment.”

William squeaked in response to my little old grandmother.

“It’s about some bank robbers,” Nora said. “Do you know anything about them?”

Blondie, judging by the few wisps of hair poking out from under her mask, cleared her throat loudly. 

Nora turned around, startled to find the rest of the bank in disarray. “Well, never mind then, Willy. I see you’ve found them. Meg—is that who you were looking for?”

Meg looked toward me. “I swear this wasn’t planned. I did not know this was happening. I was just coming here to drop off money.”

“What are you talking about?” the brunette snapped, swinging around to follow Meg’s line of sight. “This is a robbery—wait a minute, why do you look so familiar?”

I gave a wave of one of my raised hands. “We’ve met before. You robbed me the last time. Unfortunately, I’m fresh out of things for you to take.”

I chanced a glance at Blondie, seeing if she, too, would recognize me from last night, but I couldn’t see much behind the mask. She also held her composure better than Legs, the brunette. Blondie felt like the leader of the three. Legs would be the one to crack. Legs and Fidge and maybe Ginger—but not Blondie. She’d hold out until the end.

“You took her wedding ring,” Meg added. “It’s an heirloom from her dead mother. I hope you feel great that you’ve not only robbed a pregnant lady twice, but you’ve taken the only thing she had left of her mom’s.”

The room sank into deadly silence.

Then Legs stalked across the lobby and extended a hand before me. “I want your wallet.”

“Please, you’ve taken everything from me,” I said. “Er, you know, at least one important thing. You can have the money—my husband will write you a check. Just please don’t make me get a new license. I hate going to the DMV during the holiday season.”

Legs cleared her throat. “Hand it over.”

With a guttural sigh, I forked over my wallet, then flopped back on the couch. No use keeping my hands up anymore—I was harmless due to my sheer mass. Legs nabbed my phone and tossed it into a pile with the rest of them.

“Anyone else have complaints?” Blondie waited a long beat. “Good. Now if you cooperate, we’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

“Oh, how thrilling,” Nora said, clapping her hands. “We’re live at the scene of a crime! The biggest bank heists around the Twin Cities since the greats!”

“The greats?” I asked.

“Dillinger, Baby Face Nelson, you know,” Nora said impatiently. “The legends.”

“Some people want to be President,” I muttered. “Others look up to Capone.”

“To each their own,” Meg said, then laughed. “Hey, I rhyme.”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked the three women, focused on Legs. “Why are you robbing us?”

“Yeah,” Meg added, “and why are you stealing from the company you work for?”

The room spun into silence once more.

Even Blondie, the most stoic of the bunch, went rigid. “What did you say?”

“We know you work for Bank of the Lakes, and it’s only a matter of time before you get caught,” Meg said. “You know, the Best PI in the Twin Cities is after you—that’s me, in case you hadn’t guessed—and I don’t make mistakes. Except sometimes, I make mistakes. But not this time.”

“Move it,” Blondie barked to the others. “I’ll get the cash, you take the safe.” She nodded at Legs, then instructed Ginger to keep watch over the rest of us.

Ginger shuffled us all into a circle in the lobby. The customers, bankers, and tellers were cooperative. Willy was a wheezing mess of nonsensical mutterings. 

“He’s definitely the patsy,” Meg said. “And the pansy, and the schmuck.”

“He’s just scared,” I said. “You do know it’s normal to be scared in the middle of a robbery, right?”

Meg shrugged, cocking her head as one of the phones launched into a song from the communal pile. “Hey, that’s mine,” she said with a broad grin as the song I’m Too Sexy played loudly. “It’s the ringtone for my boyfriend.”

“Didn’t your phone ring last time?” Ginger asked, looking to me. “Did that guy ever propose to his girlfriend? We’ve all sort of been wondering.”

My face paled, realizing she was talking about Clay. In front of Meg.

I delicately tip toed around the question. “Oh, ah, he’s still thinking about it,” I said. “Waiting for the perfect time.”

“Who?” Meg asked, turning to me. “Is it Jose? I thought he’d been acting a little weird at the bar lately, but I didn’t know it was this serious. He brings a new girl around every other week, but he always goes back to Danielle.”

“No,” Ginger said, shaking her head. “I remember he said his name was Cl—”

I cut her off with a shriek that rivaled Xena’s battle cry.

When I stopped, the room went silent. Everyone turned to me, looking confused. I didn’t see another great option, so I screamed again to make sure Ginger wouldn’t resume talking about Clay’s plans to propose. He’d kill me if he found out I leaked his secret.

“Is the baby coming?” Nora asked, rushing across the room with a wild disregard for the guns pointed at her. “Is that what’s happening?”

“Yep,” I chirped, then realized I should keep screaming. So, I did.

I put my hands over my stomach and replayed every birthing scene I’d ever watched from the movies. I even busted out some of the stupid breathing exercises Ira Bliss had imprinted on my brain a few days back. 

In between who-who-he gasps, I had a stroke of genius and looked to Ginger. “Can we call an ambulance?!”

“Baby Sprout!” Nora knelt in front of me on the couch and yelled in the general zone of my crotch. “It’s me, baby! It’s me! It’s your Nonna. Can you hear me? Come toward the light. Just swim toward my voice, little guy—you know me. We’ve talked for ages.”

“Anyone a doctor in here?” Meg asked. “I mean, must I do it all? I’m already an ex-cop, an almost-PI, and a bartender. I’m also the police department’s best kept secret. I guess I can add entrepreneur to the list as well, but do I have to be a medical professional too?!”

Ginger looked appropriately alarmed, backing away and glancing over her shoulder. She barked something to Blondie, but I couldn’t hear it thanks to my ferocious wails. I didn’t let up, figuring I could chalk this up to a practice round for the real deal.

“Who has Pixie Stix?” Nora asked around. “She needs energy. She could go into withdrawal if her blood sugar gets too low.”

“I’ve got Smarties,” the sweaty bald guy murmured from behind his desk. The one who’d tried to fight off the robbers with a letter opener. Typical.

I wailed louder, adding a few curses into there.

“Twix?” He tried again. When I still shook my head, he sighed. “Fine. I have Snickers. I have the Snickers.”

“Fork them over,” Meg said. “The woman’s in labor.”

The bald man looked to Ginger. “Can I get the candy? The woman’s howling. It’s driving me nuts. Willy’s gonna pass out.”

Willy swayed back and forth. He was seated on the edge of the coffee table, but judging by his sways in the wind, he wouldn’t be upright for long.

“Fine, make it quick,” Ginger snapped. “Who’s delivered a baby before?”

Nobody answered.

“Make it quick, ladies!” Ginger snarled over her shoulder to her partners. “We’re not sticking around to watch this.”

Meg caught the tossed bag of Snickers, peeled back the wrapper of one, and took a bite. Her eyes rolled back in her head. “Oh, this is delicious.”

“Meg?!”

“Oh, right,” she said, and leaned forward to extend me a nibble. “Jeez, eat the whole thing, why don’t you?” 

I took a bite, and then Meg polished it off. She dove in for another, scowling when she realized the bag was almost empty. “What else you got? Bring over whatever you have except the Smarties. Did you hear me? I asked you to please leave the Smarties.”

Blondie let loose a loud whistle from the back, and seconds later, all three had gathered in the front lobby. Two of them held bags, the third covered us with her gun. They backed away toward the restrooms and disappeared—likely out some back entrance.

“Whew,” I said, sitting up and wiping my brow. “That was a workout.”

“Where’s the baby?” Nora sounded disappointed. “Don’t tell me you were faking. The poor baby heard me talking to him or her! Now he’ll be all confused about when he should come out.”

“Sorry, fake out,” I said. “I was just hoping they’d let someone call for an ambulance.”

Even as I finished speaking, tires squealed into the parking lot and sirens blared behind them. The cops had arrived. While we waited for them to flood through the doors, someone got William a cup of water. Then we began the process of sorting through our phones and calling loved ones. Meanwhile, Meg apologized to the man who’d donated his candy for a fake cause.

“It’s nothing,” he said. “Consider it your baby shower gift.”

At that, we froze. “A baby shower?!” Nora turned around. “How did we forget your baby shower? Quick. We need to plan it for tomorrow. Who can we invite? Vivian’s never busy, and Meg—you’ll be there. I guess we’ll have to let the men join us since otherwise the party will be really thin. I wonder—”

Nora trailed off as cops burst through the door, guns raised. 

“The robbers left that way.” Meg puffed up her chest importantly and pointed toward the door. “If you need a reliable witness, I’m an ex-cop, a PI in training—”

“We know,” I cut her off. “You need to find a way to condense your resume. It’s really long.”

The cops secured the scene, declared the building clear, and kept all of the witnesses contained in the lobby. I was just settling in with a smiling, pleasant faced gentleman on the edge of retirement when a face appeared behind him and dampened my mood. 

“I’ll take this one,” Rankle said to the older cop, offering a thin smile. “We’ve met before.”

“Hi,” I said shortly, struggling to stand. If we were going to talk, I preferred it to be eye to eye. “It’s not what it seems—this is an accident. I was at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“I believe this,” Rankle said. “Or, I’ll believe your last explanation. A Luzzi gets one chance at the wrong place, wrong time excuse. Two wrong places at two right times gets a cop suspicious.”

“Will you stop calling me a Luzzi like it’s a bad thing?” I snapped. “It’s my name. It’s not a derogatory term.”

Nora applauded in the background. “Amen, sister!”

“Ah, we have the whole family.” Rankle smiled, then his smile dimmed when he saw Meg. “And the honorary sidekick.”

“Hey, buddy, I’m the star of my own show,” Meg said, waving a hand and landing it on her hip. “You’re just lucky you get a guest star slot on Days of Meg’s Life.”

He turned back to me, amused. “See, here I was thinking you were just a nuisance. Trying to help, but too bumbling to actually do anything. Other than muck up my investigation, of course.”

“We didn’t muck—”

“Now,” he drawled, sawing my sentence in half. “I’m beginning to wonder if I need to add you to my suspect list.”

“That’s insane!” I blurted. “Why would I change careers when I’m nine months pregnant to delve into the world of bank robbery?”

“Who knows? Are you actually pregnant?” He suggested this as if it were a valid possibility. 

As if I hadn’t spent the last nine months getting poked and prodded by needles every few weeks. As if I hadn’t been dealing with impressive levels of morning sickness and random bursts of tears. As if my body hadn’t generally bent out of proportion to allow for a small child to grow inside of me. As if Baby Sprout were a figment of my imagination—nothing more than a device I’d invented to rob a stupid bank.

“You wouldn’t dare suggest that this baby isn’t real,” I growled. “How could you?”

“I suppose we’d have to verify—”

I couldn’t help it. I tried to flatten the notion as soon as it hit me, but the urge was too big and too bold, and my hormones were too feisty to be held back. 

Before I knew what was happening, my arm had wound itself up and slingshotted toward his face. Rankle managed to get an arm up and mostly deflect the blow, but I caught the bottom of his lip and a tiny little split appeared, a shiny, itty bitty drop of blood marring his chin.

I backed away, horrified.

He grinned and licked his lip, savoring the taste of metal, it seemed, and then shook his head. “Looks like you’ll need to come with me,” he said. “That’s assaulting an officer.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 21

[image: image]


ANTHONY SIGHED. “CAN you tell me why I’m bailing my pregnant wife out of prison?”

“I wanted the free healthcare,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Babies are expensive, don’t you know? I’m assuming they have to help me if I go into labor in my cell.” 

“You’re under my insurance,” Anthony said, an eyebrow raised. “I thought we discussed that.”

“Yeah, and I still find it hard to believe that an employee of Carlos Luzzi has a 401k and a health insurance plan.”

“Carlos bends rules; he’s not stupid. He sets his employees up well for retirement. There are plenty of job perks that come with working for your grandfather.”

“Yeah? Then why has Harold never retired? He passed retirement age when he sailed over on the Mayflower.”

Anthony grinned as he took my hand. “Here I thought I’d find my wife upset, locked away in prison, and yet you’re worried about Carlos’s retirement packages?”

I exhaled and ran a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry, Anthony. I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to punch him in the face.”

He laughed. “Did he deserve it?

I cocked my head to the side. “Hard to say. The moment got the best of me.”

He pulled me close. “I’m just grateful you’re okay. Can you please promise you’ll stay home and not go looking for trouble? At least until this baby is born. Then, we’ll talk about finding a sitter so I can accompany you when you feel the urge to assault a cop.”

I gave his shoulder a playful nudge before falling against him. “He said he didn’t believe I was actually pregnant! Does he think my ankles normally look like this?”

Anthony stroked my hair, his chest heaving with what sounded like...laughter?

“Do you think this is funny, mister?” I pulled back slightly. “This isn’t funny.”

“No, it’s not. But Rankle is probably convinced now the baby is real. He’s also dropped all charges against you.”

I groaned. “Why?”

“I asked him to. Politely.”

“No, no, no, no!” I shook my head. “You shouldn’t have done that!”

“What? I thought you’d be happy. I wasn’t going to let you sit in jail.”

“Thank you, but...” I blew out a breath. “He hates our family for some reason. I don’t know what his beef is with you or Carlos, but I’m sure this is exactly what he wanted.”

“You’re overthinking this. I simply explained about the misunderstanding, and he saw my point.”

“Right.” I rolled my eyes. “Except he got what he wanted. He wanted me to use you or Carlos to pull myself out of a scrape and prove him right. He’s playing head games with me.”

“Well, I don’t like cops, so I suppose it’s fair if he doesn’t like me. What’s the big deal, Lacey? Forget about him. Let’s go home and focus on keeping you comfortable and relaxed for the baby.”

“You’re right; I’m sorry. None of this is your fault anyway. If I hadn’t decked him in the first place, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation.”

Anthony cautiously reached out, tucked my hand in his, and steered us toward the door. “Maybe not. Violence is rarely the answer.”

“I don’t completely regret it,” I admitted with a shy smile. “He was really pushing my buttons.”

Anthony moved his hand to my shoulder, squeezed me against him. “We can’t ever repeat that in front of Sprout.”

I leaned up on my tiptoes, kissed him lightly on the mouth. “Agreed.”

“I do want to hear more about—”

Anthony opened the rear door to the building and had one foot outside when the swarm of noise swallowed us whole. Reporters of every size, color, and gender flooded the path before us, legions of recording devices and pads of paper extended toward us.

Things happened so quickly I couldn’t stop to parse out individual phrases. A mass of questions were being hurled at me, one huge invasion of privacy, and I comprehended none of it. I stood frozen in shock while Anthony moved to a defensive position, tucking me just behind him. 

“What do they want?” I squeezed Anthony’s hand so tightly he hissed in a breath. “Why are they here?”

“The baby bandit! There she is!” One of the nearest reporters called, his voice a low rumble that broke above the din. “Can you explain to us, Miss Luzzi, how you ended up at the scene of not one, but two bank heists over the last few weeks? Are you involved with the robberies?”

I poked my head around Anthony’s back. “It’s Mrs. Luzzi,” I snapped. “We’re married.”

Anthony bit back a laugh, but his shoulders trembled as he fought to keep it to himself. “No comment,” he said, waving a hand. “My wife and I are going home. There’s been a simple misunderstanding.”

“Misunderstanding?” A woman screeched. “Or does this have to do with the colorful history of the Luzzi Family?”

“Do you help your grandfather maintain control of the city, Lacey Luzzi? How does he do it?”

My teeth were on edge, retorts burning at my lips as Anthony took my hand and led me down the stairs. It took everything in me to stare in the direction of my toes, though the details were obscured by Sprout, as Anthony plunged into the crowd and took me with him.

“Now that you’re married to Lacey,” one of the reporters asked, shoving her mic toward Anthony, “does that mean you’re next in line to take over for the Family when Carlos retires?”

“Is that why you married her?” another man asked. “Looking for an opportunity to get ahead?”

Anthony’s hand squeezed mine so intensely I thought my own fingers would snap. I’d already hit my breaking point today, and Anthony had calmed me, taken care of me. It was my turn to keep my lid on tight and return the favor. There was no way I’d get off so easily if I decked a reporter.

“Come on,” I whispered in his ear. “Ignore it. They’re just goading you. Let’s go home.”

Anthony’s mouth twitched, his eyes burning in fury. I clung on, tighter and tighter, and propelled him forward. 

When someone snarled another comment that had my name splashed all over it, Anthony turned toward the voice, toward me, and I stepped between him and the reporter.

“Anthony,” I said firmly. “One of us was in jail today already. He’s not worth it.”

Anthony didn’t seem to hear me. His eyes blazed over my shoulder, seeking out the voice.

If I didn’t do something quickly, the situation would devolve. We couldn’t afford that to happen on so many levels. On mere impulse, I took the hand that he’d tucked in mine and pressed it to my stomach. I collapsed my hand over his, holding it down so he felt the curve of the baby underneath.

His eyes softened, his gaze switching to me at once. His gaze held a question.

“Let’s go home,” I whispered. “Please.” 

“You got to knock someone’s lights out today,” he said, his face twitching into a grin. “What about my fun?”

“Yeah, well, I’m pregnant.”

Anthony’s lips curved into a smile, and the humor returned to his eyes. He ran his hand over the baby and pulled me in for a kiss on the forehead. Then he grabbed my hand and stomped forward, daring anyone to cross his path.

The reporters let us go, sensing the drama was over. Anthony and I slipped quietly into the waiting black car. Toby sat in the driver’s seat, a grim smile frozen on his face. 

“Drive, Toby,” Anthony said. “Feel free to run over any reporter who tries to stop us.”

Anthony raised the divider between the front and back, and we settled in for a happy cuddle. I rested my head against Anthony’s shoulder, but one niggling fact kept me from easing entirely into an exhausted nap.

“How did the reporters know I was there?” I mused. “Was the news made public?”

Anthony frowned. “It shouldn’t have been. Someone could’ve gotten wind of it, I suppose, or there could be a leak in the department somewhere, but they took you quietly and from the back of the building.”

“The questions they were asking,” I said, still pondering. “They weren’t right.”

“The baby bandit?” A teasing little grin snaked up the sides of Anthony’s mouth. “I thought that was sort of cute. You know, except for the whole fact that you earned the nickname in the first place.”

“Ha-ha,” I said, though even my teasing rang hollow. “If anything, they should’ve been asking more about the bank robberies. Instead, they were focused on our relationship and the Family.”

“People love a good relationship story. Especially when it’s all Bonnie and Clyde.”

“We’re not Bonnie and Clyde.”

“Didn’t I just bust you out of jail?”

“You—” I sat up. “That’s it! It was a tip from Rankle. He set the reporters on us. I swear, that man couldn’t care less about the fact there’s been four bank robberies in the last few weeks. He’s so worried about this stupid Luzzi thing, whatever truce Carlos has with the cops.”

“Why would he care so much about it?”

“Because we were butting heads on these robberies. I thought I’d pegged him, and I was wrong. Now he’s trying to get back at me. Unless...” I hesitated. “Anthony, what if he lied again?!”

“What do you mean?”

“What if he’s not undercover at all? Maybe he really is taking payouts from Fidge, and he’s dumping all this Luzzi crap our way as a distraction. He wants me too busy, too focused on other things so I forget about him getting paid off to bury evidence. I’m sort of a ticking time bomb, anyway—if he can just keep me busy until the baby arrives...”

Anthony expelled a breath. “I really hate crooked cops.”

I gave him a funny glance.

“Why are you surprised? I’ve never pretended to be something I’m not.” Anthony crossed his arms and sat back “You’re well aware I’ve broken the law before, and that’s why I would never pretend to be the one upholding it. Nobody in the Luzzi family is a hypocrite: we know exactly what and who we are.”

“What you were.” I covered his hand in mine. “Anthony, I started falling in love with you from the day I met you. You know, aside from the whole thinking you were trying to shoot me part.”

“A slight misunderstanding.” The most tender smile tilted his lips upward, and he leaned forward, devouring my mouth with a kiss. “Thank you, Lacey.”

I smiled against him, enjoying the way his hands pulled me closer across the backseat until I sat almost in his lap. “Anytime, if you repay me like this.”

He nuzzled against me and indulged my wishes.

After I lost my breath, I pulled back, let the magic drift lazily away, then felt my forehead pinch back into concern. “So, what do we do now?” 

“We? Nothing.”

“It’s too late for nothing,” I said. “I have Clay looking into some information for me. I guess we could wait for him to pull through.”

“What sort of information?”

“Proof. Hard proof we can use against Rankle. But it’s tricky. We can’t exactly go to the cops with proof we obtained illegally.”

Anthony laughed. “You are seriously beginning to worry me. You’re too good at this.”

“Would you say I’m just one of the family?”

He winked and leaned over as Toby brought the car to a stop at Carlos’s estate. “I’m thinking you’ll have a spot in the Hallway of Infamy before long.”

“I have a spot,” I said grumpily. “I’ve shown it to you before.”

“I mean a real spot,” he said. “Up next to Nicky’s mugshot.”

“I like having my spelling bee certificate up there.”

“I know, sugar. I know. But...” He hesitated, sizing me up. “I’m just saying: you were arrested at nearly nine months pregnant. That’s gotta be some sort of record.”
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“OH, LOOK! IT’S THE baby present from Meg and Clay.” I stopped on the way into our house and surveyed the huge parcel waiting on the front steps. I would’ve normally bent over to pick it up, but that had become a physical impossibility. “Do you mind bringing it inside? She said it’s for the nursery.”

Anthony unlocked the door and toed the huge parcel inside. “It doesn’t look like it’s a present. It’s wrapped in recycled brown grocery bags.”

“Meg hates buying tissue paper—says it’s the biggest waste. She stuffs her presents with whatever she has on hand. Newspaper, socks...cotton candy.”

Anthony left the door open as he carefully peeled back a layer of old brown wrapping paper. Then another layer. Then a third. The actual gift itself wasn’t as large as it appeared from the outside; in fact, the bulk of the gift was created from packing peanuts and a sparkly variety of tape.

“A mobile!” I said, when Anthony revealed the gift and looked confused. “For the baby’s crib! Look, it’s adorable. It’s got all of these little animals, and it plays music. Come on, let’s take it upstairs and get it set up—Nora must have told Meg she didn’t get one for the nursery.”

“Can’t it wait?”

“Uh...” I patted my stomach. “I’m not sure how much longer we have. Plus, Meg will want to see it set up next time she comes over.”

Anthony didn’t look convinced, but the excitement on my face must’ve done the trick because he headed straight upstairs to the nursery. I followed, taking a quick pit stop in the kitchen to microwave a huge frozen pretzel with cheese. 

When I finally made it upstairs, I sighed and leaned against the wall, ripping off a bite of pretzel with my teeth. “Man, am I glad to be rid of prison food.”

“You weren’t in prison long enough to need a meal!”

“It was a close call.” I dunked my pretzel in the cheese. “My roommate told me the food was horrible. Hey, that’s looking really cute!”

Anthony looked rather unimpressed at the multi-piece project that needed fastening together. While I plopped myself in the worn, cozy rocking chair and enjoyed the pretzel, Anthony snapped the pieces together and used up his daily quota of curse words.

“You won’t be able to say those things when we have Sprout out here with us,” I said. “We’ll have to watch our language. You know, lead by example.”

“I’ll stop cursing if you give up dessert.”

“You know, maybe we can work out a compromise,” I amended. “A healthy lifestyle isn’t everything it’s cracked up to be.”

Anthony grimaced as he slid the final parts into place. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he attached the adorable mobile over the crib. I inched across the room and stuck a doll in the crib, standing back to survey the final effect.

Little animals danced over the baby’s head, an adorable circus of colors and shapes. I reached forward and hit the play button, returning to Anthony’s side as soothing music played from the speakers.

“Isn’t this something?” I asked, leaning my head against Anthony’s shoulder. “Our family cares so much. They put together this entire nursery without us asking. This baby is going to be the luckiest—”

My words were cut off at a soft pop. The sound an airsoft gun makes when the pellet launches from its chamber. I had no clue what had made the sound until I glanced down and found a dart the length of my pointer finger stuck in Anthony’s toe.

“Luckiest...” Anthony stopped talking to give me a long, lingering glance, even as his eyes glazed over. “Sure. So lucky.”

Then he crumpled to his knees, his body sprawled wide on the floor, unconscious.




***
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DR. GAMBINO ARRIVED in record time, probably assuming my urgent, babbling phone call had something to do with a baby that needed to be born quite soon. Toby and Paul wheeled into the house shortly after, eyes wide at the urgent call I’d sent their way. The cry of man down might have been overkill, but with Anthony unconscious, I didn’t know what to do.

Imagine Dr. Gambino’s surprise when instead of a baby, he found a fully-grown man snoozing peacefully on the floor of the nursery next to a crib with a rotating mobile and a doll resting beneath it. 

“This is not what it looks like,” I said, easing the door open and showing Dr. Gambino the situation. “You’re probably confused.”

“Oh, good,” he said wryly, surveying Anthony. “Why don’t you tell me what this situation looks like since I haven’t a clue?”

I gave a dry laugh. “See, we got this gift from Meg, but it turns out that Clay tweaked it a little.” 

When I’d called Meg after alerting the doctor and Anthony’s men to the emergency, she’d explained that she’d ordered the mobile straight from Amazon. She hadn’t known Clay had tampered with it. 

I told her to drag Clay over to the mansion at once so I could promptly strangle him with my bare hands once Anthony was nice and revived.

“It’s a relatively mild tranq from what I can tell, though powerful in this dosage,” Dr. Gambino said to the waiting audience. “It’ll take a while for the effects to wear off completely. You’ll want to lay low until it’s out of his system.”

“This is Anthony. Do you know how difficult it is to make him lay low?”

“I do.” Dr. Gambino raised his eyebrows. “But it doesn’t seem to be a problem for him right now. Just keep him safe until he’s steady on his feet again.”

“Is there anything we can give him?”

“I’m going to need to talk to Clay about what exactly he put in this concoction. I’m afraid to give Anthony the wrong antidote—mixing medicines is never a good idea, and I’d hate to make things worse.” He waited until my breathing calmed, and he had my full attention before he continued. “When he wakes, you can give him some Tylenol if he needs it, but nothing else. I’ll let you know after I talk to Clay if anything else needs to be done.”

“Thank you for coming over here on short notice, doctor,” I said. “Clay’s en route to the estate with Meg—you can find him there to go over his stupid potion.”

“You know,” Dr. Gambino mused, “I’ve always wondered if your cousin is secretly trying to kill everyone in the family.”

“We all wonder that,” I said. “It’s a hazard of being related to him.”

“Brilliant guy.”

“Genius,” I said. “And dangerous.” 

With a final nod toward the mobile, Dr. Gambino sighed. “While you have Clay here, I’d also have him take down that thing and burn it. Now, if I could have you strapping young gentlemen help with Anthony...”

I watched uselessly as Dr. Gambino, Paul, and Toby worked in unison to help a slow-moving Anthony to his feet. It took half an hour and a broken picture frame before the three men were able to wrangle my husband into bed.

I eased in next to him, running my hands through his hair in soft, soothing motions. I said goodbye to the doctor and kicked Toby and Paul out to the living room with instructions to order a pizza for their hard work. Then I set to daydreaming about where I’d left the other half of my pretzel.

“Lacey?” Anthony slurred sometime later. “Iz-zat you?”

“Oh, Anthony.” I winced at his pupils, mere pinpricks in his dark irises. “How are you, honey? Do you remember what happened?”

Anthony pouted. “Some-zing hurts me.”

“I know, I know, honey,” I said, hugging him closer. The poor guy was stoned out of his mind on whatever Clay’d shoved in that dart. I imagined how the throttling process on my cousin would go, and if I could get off on insanity charges thanks to out of control hormones. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Just sleep it off.”

Anthony blinked a few times, looking up at me with an innocence I’d never seen from him. It was as if he’d been partially reset to his childhood innocence for a fleeting moment. His big dark eyes stared up at me, round with concern. His hand came up and felt around my face, smiling when he found comfort in its familiarity.

“I love you,” he murmured, his eyes closing as his fingers grazed over my chin. “Love you, Lace...”

Then he was gone, and his hand slumped back to his chest.

I watched him sleep until dinner. Then I marched to the estate, thinking if someone didn’t hold me back, it might be Clay’s last supper. Nobody shot my husband with a sleeping dart and got away with it. 
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“WHAT WERE YOU thinking?” I leaned halfway out the door to my grandparents’ estate and greeted my cousin with a snarl. “Don’t you back away from me!”

Harold winced next to me. I’d left Anthony at home tucked under the covers to rest. I’d left Paul and Toby by his side as guards; they’d been instructed to not let Anthony step one toe out of bed, or else Clay’s neck wouldn’t be the only one I’d be wringing tonight.

“I’m sorry!” Clay put on a brave face as he climbed the stairs. “I was still working the bugs out of the mobile! I didn’t know Meg was going to wrap it and send it to you without a warning label.”

Since my words were failing me due to excess anger, I let my actions speak for themselves—and marched down the front stairs to grab Clay by the ear. “Thanks to you, it took Toby and Paul almost an hour to get Anthony down the stairs because he wanted to look at every carpet strand along the way. We practically had to package him up like a FedEx box and slide him down the stairs!”

Clay recoiled. “I said I’m sorry!”

“You broke my husband! The only thing he can say is I love you, Lacey. Fix him!” I shook Clay’s ear back and forth, and he looked rightly chastised. “You didn’t give any warning—nothing. What if the mobile had misfired and hit me and my baby?”

“It wouldn’t have—I was going to explain...” he whimpered. “It never shoots directly downward into the crib, just off to the side. It’s a protective measure.”

“Protecting him from whom?” I shrieked. “His evil parents from tucking him in at night or feeding him when he cries at four a.m.?”

“It’s going to be a boy?” Clay’s face brightened, but when I turned my glare on him, he resumed his flinching. 

“I’m too mad to yell both pronouns, so until I calm down, the baby’s a him.” I let go of Clay’s ear and stuck my hand on my hip. “You very nearly incapacitated my indestructible husband. You’d better run while he’s too blitzed to, you know, work his fingers and hands.”

“Maybe I’ll head out.”

“Not yet you don’t!” I dragged him into the house. “You’re coming with me because Dr. Gambino needs to see what the heck you put in those things.”

“You tell him.” Meg climbed out of the car. “I told him you’d be livid if he wired anything into your baby’s toys, but does he listen to me? Never.”

“You wrapped it!” I whirled on my friend. “You wrapped it before it was ready.”

“I didn’t know, Lacey. I just ordered the thing off Amazon because Nora told me she hadn’t bought one. How was I supposed to know Clay tinkered with it?”

I squinted, deciding to give her the benefit of the doubt. Clay did have a way of sneaking things into places they didn’t belong.

“This is the last time you’ll be giving Sprout anything,” I said, marching past a stiffer-than-usual Harold. “Do I make myself clear, Clay? No birthday presents, no Christmas ornaments, no Valentine’s Day chocolates unless it’s cleared by a metal detector and a bomb squad.”

“Yes, Lace—ow. You’re pulling my ear off my head again.”

“That’s peanuts compared to what Anthony will rip off your body if you ever do that again,” I said. “You think it’s bad now? If it were our baby...”

The entire entryway went silent: Meg, Harold, Clay—even myself.

“Yeah,” I said in the echoing silence. “You want your limbs? Your special parts? Probably should avoid explosive teddy bears. Got it?”

Clay’s face had turned so green I believed he was on the verge of puking. I let go of his ear for the second time, mostly because my stomach was not strong enough to handle the sight of someone else’s vomit. I’d worshipped enough of the porcelain throne for myself over these last nine months, thank you very much.

We marched down the hallway as a unit. Meg led the way, whistling. Harold stayed smartly behind. I fumed and trailed Clay. He trembled with nerves, so I laid off the verbal warnings for the duration of our romp down the Hallway of Infamy.

“Hey!” Meg stopped as we neared the swinging kitchen doorway. Her exclamation of surprise was followed up by a solid thump of approval as she patted me on the back. “Congratulations, chickadee!”

“For what?” I rubbed my shoulder.

“You got the primo spot!” Meg pointed to the wall where Nora had hung my recent arrest paperwork. Though Anthony had worked his magic and gotten my record wiped clean of the charges, my grandmother had somehow obtained copies of the original. “You aren’t only on this wall with your spelling bee certificate anymore.”

“Not sure that’s something to brag about,” I said, pushing the door open. But the little bubble of pride in my chest said differently.

“What’s for dinner?” Meg plopped down at the table. “Thanks for the invite, Nora, I’m starved. All this drama has me on edge.”

“Clay doesn’t get a bite to eat until he talks with Gambino,” I said. “Nobody feed him.”

Nora stood at the kitchen stove, splattered from head to toe in tiny little flecks of red sauce. “Well, we have lobsters and pasta. I was going to send leftovers home for Anthony, but from the sounds of it, the poor guy won’t be cracking any lobsters today.”

“Clay.” I pointed toward the door. “Go.”

Clay crept out of the room and disappeared, presumably to find the doctor in his office. Just in time, because the next moment, I lost my cool and keeled over with a cramp, almost smashing my face directly into the plate of noodles Nora had placed on the table. 

“Hunger pains,” I explained as the table looked at me. “I’m starved. I haven’t eaten since before the dart situation. Pass the sauce, please.”

“We need to wait for Carlos,” Nora warned. “He doesn’t like—” My grandmother looked over to me, saw the terrifying expression plastered on my face, and shook her head. “Actually, he can join later. Buon appetito!”

I dished up a single plate for myself. It was larger than usual. I heaped on noodles and meatballs, and a lobster for good measure. I glanced around the room as everyone surveyed my score. 

“It’s to share with Sprout,” I snapped. “Pay attention to your own plates.”

“I thought I asked everyone to wait until I was ready—” Carlos appeared in the doorway then, glancing at the table and stopping suddenly. His sharp eyes darted to each of us. “Where’s Anthony?”

“He’s broken,” I said. “He’s home in bed, thanks to Clay.”

Carlos didn’t look convinced. “What did you do to him?”

“Carlos,” Nora said warningly. “I wouldn’t—”

I smacked my fork against the table and narrowed my eyes at my grandfather. “It wasn’t my fault.”

Nora inched closer to her husband and shoved a plate in his hand. “Sit down and eat, Carlos. Don’t get between a pregnant woman and her food.”

Carlos glanced down at his plate, noticed the lobster, and seemed appeased by the tradeoff. We all resumed eating, most of us at a normal pace, some of us at lightning speed. I cut up little bites of noodles and put them in a Tupperware container to feed Anthony later. 

Clay returned sometime toward the end of the meal. His eyes flicked slightly up toward me as he began dishing a plate. “I talked to Dr. Gambino. Everything should be fine—just make sure Anthony doesn’t take any medicine besides Tylenol.”

“And why is that?”

“Because, ah—the stuff I used wasn’t exactly FDA approved, and we’re not exactly sure how the tranquilizers will interact with other medicines.”

I turned growly, and my utensils somehow raised in a threatening gesture. “Tell me he’s going to be fine.”

“He’ll be fine! It’s harmless, it’s just...” He hesitated. “Not legal.”

You’d better make up for this,” I said, jabbing my fork toward him. “You can start by helping us solve this stupid bank issue.”

“Bank issue?” Nora took a seat at the head of the table and poured herself some wine. “Is this about how long it takes to get customer service on the phone? Because it took me forty-seven minutes to get through the other day, and—”

“The heists,” I corrected. “Nora, you were there.”

Carlos chewed faster, and I wondered if that was news to him.

“What I don’t understand is the motive behind the Femme Fatale’s heists,” I said. “The usual ones don’t seem to fit. Greed, love, power...”

“They’re stealing from a bank,” Meg said. “Greed fits.”

“It does,” I agreed. “If they’re really after the money. Doesn’t it seem weird to you the things they’re stealing? I don’t get the feeling they’re actually taking all that much. Just enough to do some damage.”

Meg pursed her lips. “For fun? Power, maybe?”

“They’d be splashier if they wanted power, don’t you think? They’d leave some sort of message or something. What sort of power do they have when they’re masked and anonymous?”

“Love?” Meg tried it on for size. “Nah, I don’t think so.”

“I might have something that’ll help.” Clay looked up feebly from his lobster. He was up to his elbows in sauce. “May I speak?”

“You’d better,” I said. “Did you look up more information after the gala?”

“Possibly,” Clay said. “I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to, but I pride myself in being thorough, so I took the liberty to tug on a few threads.”

“Tell me you unraveled the sweater.”

“It’s a freaking blanket,” Clay said, his voice rising with excitement. “There’s a lot going on here, Lacey. I think these women are out for revenge.”

“Revenge?” I turned the idea over in my head. “I’m with you on the concept, but I don’t see how robbing banks is getting revenge at any one person in particular.”

“You gave me names, so I investigated. Fidge and Rankle,” Clay said. “Well, I told you about Rankle accepting bribes from Fidge. I might have found out what Fidge wanted to cover up, and it has nothing to do with robbery.”

“Then what’s Fidge’s deal?”

“His last three secretaries have all made formal sexual harassment complaints to the HR department at Bank of the Lakes corporate office.” He hesitated for dramatic license. “The files were buried. All three of them. The only reason I found them at all is because I dug, and I unraveled.”

“Last three secretaries?” I did the math. “You don’t happen to have photos of them, do you?”

Clay reached into his pocket and withdrew several tightly folded bits of paper. “As a matter of fact, I believe I have what you’re looking for.”

I stared at the faces of three pretty, normal-looking females. A blonde, a brunette, and a red-head. The red-head was closer to strawberry blonde, and the actual blonde had icy white hair, but I had no doubt about their alter egos: Blondie, Legs, and Ginger. 

I recognized Blondie, satisfied my suspicions had been correct. She was the woman from the gala, and the same one who’d complemented Venus while staking out the latest bank branch.

I reckoned that if I brought these photos to Harriet, the dressing room attendant would corroborate my theories. She’d probably confirm these three women had purchased pants from her store several weeks back while wearing Bank of the Lakes badges.

“Revenge,” I said, still putting the puzzle pieces together. “Maybe these three women went to the police, but their concerns weren’t taken seriously.”

“Rankle’s helping to bury their complaints, I’ll bet anything,” Clay said. “Fidge probably nudged HR into burying them, too—he’s high enough up in the organization, and with power comes sway. HR ‘solved’ the problem by shifting each of the women to different departments.”

“They all still work there?”

He nodded. “I was surprised, too.”

“I guess they didn’t want to lose their jobs because of one slimeball,” Meg said. “I can hardly blame them.”

“Instead, they must have banded together,” I said, picturing the three women nonchalantly chatting over a coffee, or maybe a happy hour one afternoon. “They got to complaining about their jobs, their old boss, and they connected the dots. Yes,” I said to Clay’s dumbfounded expression, “women talk about everything.”

“They must have bonded over their dislike for him,” Meg said, “and decided to do something about it.”

“As the CFO,” Clay said, raising a lobster stained finger, “Fidge owns a large part of the company in stocks. If the company tanks, their stock tanks, and Fidge is toast.”

“Maybe the women thought that if they could pull off a series of heists targeting only Bank of the Lakes branches, their customers would start to panic,” I said. “People might start withdrawing money, changing banks—we’ve got no lack of options in the Cities, so it’s a simple matter to switch over funds—and the stocks would plummet. Fidge would be left hurting, and the company that had buried their complaints would be in trouble.”

“Doesn’t it seem a bit extreme?” Clay argued. “Would three women really do all that just to get back at...”

“Extreme?” I snipped. “Their boss was a creep, and he forced these women out of their jobs. You think a few bank robberies is extreme?”

Clay backed off at my tone. “Just checking. Look, I’m not arguing the man’s not a prick, or that what happened to these ladies wasn’t wrong. I’m just saying...”

“Add on a layer of a crooked cop,” I said, “and things start to click into place. Maybe they tried to go to the police, but a few bucks changed hands between Fidge and Rankle, and suddenly, the ladies felt like they have no place to turn.”

“What about another cop?” Clay suggested. Before I could argue, he raised his hands in surrender. “I’m just playing devil’s advocate.”

“Fair,” I agreed. “But I’m assuming Fidge chose to put Rankle on his payroll because Rankle’s high enough in the chain to sniff out other cops and ward off an investigation. I wonder if the girls did try to go somewhere else, and Rankle squashed it. He could have threatened to keep the ladies quiet. We don’t know what happened.”

“That’s horrible,” Clay said. “I really don’t love cops, you know, due to the nature of my business—nothing personal—but that is really low.”

“Hey,” Meg said, turning to him. “I was a cop. You love me, don’t you?”

“You’re an ex-cop,” Clay said. “That’s different.”

Satisfied, Meg nodded. “Well, what’s next? Are we waiting for the next heist?”

I shook my head. “I’m not supposed to be doing anything at all.”

“But you’re going to, aren’t you?” Meg prompted. “Because you want your ring back, and you know where these ladies work. And we know Rankle isn’t going to do anything about it.”

“Maybe we could just pop into their offices tomorrow and ask a few questions,” I agreed. “Legs—we’ll find her first. She’s the one who’ll crack—I’ve been saying that all along.”

“What will Anthony say?”

“We’ll bring him along,” I said. “He should be fine by tomorrow morning—he can wait in the car.”

“You’re welcome,” Clay said pointedly. “You know Anthony would never agree to this if he were completely conscious.”

“You’re not allowed an opinion on the matter,” I said to Clay. “Have your spaceship van ready to go—you’re driving.” 
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Chapter 24
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THE NEXT MORNING, CLAY arrived outside of my home with his baby.

Meanwhile, I was inside dealing with mine.

Anthony had slept all night. I’d managed to get some toast in him this morning and clean him up some, but already he’d sunk back into his sleepy stupor. Paul and Toby were still on standby, so I instructed them to help my husband outside. 

“All aboard,” Meg called, leaning against Clay’s van. “All aboard the bank heist express.”

“Don’t say that so loudly,” I said. “Clay’s van already looks like a creep mobile. The last thing we need is someone calling the cops on us because we look suspicious.”

Meg jabbed a thumb toward Anthony, Paul, and Toby. “Where are we sticking this poor schmuck?”

“He’s not a schmuck! Your boyfriend did this to him. Let’s stick him in the front. The seatbelt is the best way to hold him upright. Plus, when we’re inside the bank, I want Clay to keep a close eye on him. He’s still out of it.”

“I can see that.” Meg watched Anthony’s eyes cross as he attempted to follow a bird’s flight path in the sky. “Poor thing can’t even see straight.”

We loaded Anthony into the front seat, propped him up with a rocket-strength seatbelt and a juice box, then climbed in the back with all of Clay’s space age equipment. Clay took the driver’s seat.

Clay sniffed. “It smells horrible in here. Like somebody ran the car through the swamp.”

“Huh. Weird,” Meg said quickly. “Maybe it’s you. Ever think of that?”

“Maybe.” Clay didn’t sound convinced. “Or could it be that thing you put in the cupholder?”

“It’s not a thing,” Meg said. “It’s a plant. His name is Venus.”

Clay rolled his eyes, moved his elbow around the plant, and cranked the car into gear. “Everything set?”

I nodded. “You have the recording equipment, right? I have the badges that’ll get us inside. Once we’re past security,” I said to Meg, repeating the plan we’d laid out last night, “then you and I will head to each of the women’s offices—we’ll start with Legs, since she seemed to be the friendliest.”

“You have the map I made for you?” Clay asked. “Legs has an office on the ground floor. Ginger’s on eight and Blondie’s on the ten, just below the CFO. Go to her last, and only if necessary. We don’t want to risk Fidge seeing you.”

“If Fidge sees us,” I said, “we’re toast. He’ll tattle on us to Rankle, and we definitely want to avoid that. Once we get enough of a statement recorded from the women, we can go to Rocha and ask him for help. He’ll know what to do.”

Rocha, the detective who’d covered our friend Bennett’s supposed death, was a straight shooter. He’d know what to do once we provided the necessary information and solid proof that Rankle was burying evidence. 

The only issue would be explaining exactly how we’d obtained all of our information, but that could come later. We needed these statements. We needed to know we were absolutely correct; if we were wrong, we wouldn’t get another chance.

“Do I get a weapon?” Meg asked as we cruised toward Bank of the Lakes corporate offices in a small suburb just outside the city limits. “I think I should have a weapon.”

“No weapons,” I interrupted. “We’re not causing a scene, not drawing attention to ourselves—nothing. Just recording the facts.”

“Sorry, Lace, but that’s impossible,” Meg said, glancing at my size. “You’re so big you draw attention like moons draw planets into orbit.”

“I can’t help that. Which is why we need to do everything else we can to keep a low profile.”

“Sure,” Meg said, watching out the window as Clay pulled to a stop in front of a meter. “If all else fails, pull that baby-is-coming trick again. Worked well enough the first time around.”

“Okay, hold on—stop talking,” Clay said. “I’ve got to park.”

After twenty-two minutes of backward and forward inching, I finally threw the van door open and let myself out while the vehicle was still moving. “This is ridiculous,” I told him. “Your van can fly, but it can’t parallel park. Priorities, Clay.”

He wiped a layer of sweat from his brow. “Recording equipment is ready to go. Let me test.”

I watched as he flicked a switch, then nodded at me. I murmured testing into the microphone he’d fastened just inside the fabric on my roomy dress. My voice boomed throughout the car, startling Anthony from his hazy sleep.

“Yeah, that works,” Clay said, and quickly switched the volume lower. “You’re good to go. And remember the code word.”

“We have a code word?” Meg asked. “What’s the code word?”

“Pretzel,” I said. “If I say I need a pretzel, that means we need help.”

“Okay,” Meg said, unconvinced. “But you’ve been saying you need a pretzel a lot these last few days, so you’d better watch that it doesn’t just slip out naturally.”

I scrunched up my face at Meg, then handed her a badge. “Ready?”

She nodded, then leaned back through the window and pointed at the plant. “Watch Venus, honey.”

I leaned through the passenger’s side window and kissed my husband on the cheek. “Watch Anthony, Clay.”

“Sure,” Clay said, then resumed nudging his van backward and forward, still unsuccessful at wedging it into a metered parking space outside the building.

Meg and I breezed through security. The only time I was stopped was when a female security guard asked when I was due. I told her it could be any day now, and she smiled and wished me luck.

Once inside the lobby, I glanced up and down past reception, landing my gaze on the corporate offices situated down the hallway to the right. “That way,” I whispered to Meg. “Pretend you know where we’re going.”

“I do know where we’re going,” Meg said. “Clay drew us a map, and it’s gloriously accurate this time.”

As if to prove her point, she unfolded said map before her and stared at it like a tourist. When the paper bunched, she thwaped it to straighten the wrinkles, and the snap was so loud a passing employee gave her a weird look.

“Stop that!” I hissed. “You could literally not be more obvious.”

I dragged her down the hallway, thanking my lucky stars the receptionist was busy tapping her lengthy nails against the screen on her phone. She could care less who passed through these halls so long as it wasn’t her boss coming to confiscate her link to the world.

“It says she’s the third office down,” I said, my finger following the dotted line down Clay’s impressively helpful map. I flicked my gaze up to count office doors. “I think that means...oh, no. Get in here, Meg. Meg!”

I ducked into the bathroom and yanked Meg with me. She took a few seconds of convincing—a few seconds too long. When we finally got the door shut, both of us hidden in the ladies’ room, she collapsed against it, her face twisted in confusion. 

“What are we hiding from?” she whispered. “Did you see something?”

“Him.” I glanced in the mirror, saw my own worried expression. “It was him. Fidge.”

“Did he see you?”

“I don’t know—he was walking this way reading something. I didn’t recognize him at first, but his eyes flicked up, and I thought—I don’t know. I think we were standing there long enough for him to recognize us.”

“True, but you have to remember—you are here looking for him. He’s not looking for you, so maybe he won’t piece it together. What with you being here all out of context and whatnot.”

I cleared my throat. “I think you and I made enough of an impression at the gala. It won’t take much to place us.”

“I suppose. But what does that mean? We can’t give up now.”

I thought on it for a moment. We’d come this far, and really, we weren’t breaking that many rules by being here. Except the rule about the fake ID’s, but that was peanuts compared to bank robbery. “I think we’ve got some time. If, and that’s a big if, he does anything at all, Fidge will probably head up to his office and call Rankle.”

“Yeah, he’s kinda a schmuck, too,” Meg said. “He won’t get his hands dirty.” 

“That would give us—what, twenty minutes, max?” I calculated, looking at the clock on my phone. “It won’t take long for Rankle to get here.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Let me see if he’s still out there.” Meg propped the door halfway open and plunged her hand outside of the room, using her phone camera to check the hallway for signs of the CFO. “We’ve got the clear.”

“Legs is first up,” I said. “By the way, does Clay’s paper have her real name on it?”

“Yes, it’s...” Meg hesitated. “Betty Shriker. Really? Betty? Betty doesn’t seem like a bank robber’s name. Maybe she could go by Betty and the Bandits? Sort of sounds like a band—that’s actually got a ring to it.”

I shrugged. “Let’s visit Betty.”

We eased into the hallway, giving up on all attempts to look like we fit in here. If we’d been spotted by Fidge, our cover was blown anyway, and we were out of time. 

“Faster,” I urged Meg on. “I’m not having my baby in prison—Rankle can’t find us here.”

“There!” Meg pointed. “Her name’s on the door.”

We came to a stop outside of the office. Meg raised a hand to knock, but before she could follow through, the door swung open of its own accord, and we came face to face with the woman now known as Betty. A look of surprise crept onto her face.

“Hello,” Betty said brightly. “Can I help...”

Everything happened at once: the smile faded from her lips the moment she recognized us. Her expression of pleasant surprise melted into one of alarm, and she stepped back, lunging for her landline. Meg and I stepped into the room, and I slammed the door shut behind us.

“Don’t!” Meg called, striding across the room and plunking her finger onto the hang-up button. “We just want to talk. If you keep wriggling away from me, I’ll have to sit on you, and nobody wants that.”

“But—”

“You can call me Miss Meg,” she explained as she led Betty to her desk chair and gestured for her to sit down. “I’m an ex-cop, PI-in-training, and—”

“I know who you are,” Betty said. “I’ve heard your spiel before.”

“It’s not a spiel!” Meg retorted. “Lacey, tell her. It’s my resume.”

“You really need to work on condensing it.” I hated to agree with Betty, but I owed Meg the truth. I turned back to Legs. “We know what’s going on. We need your help.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Betty said. “Just wait until I call my supervisor. Security will kick you out of here so fast—”

“We know everything,” I said, bluffing. Often, the more I pretended to know, the more people seemed to tell me. “Who’s going to save you? The one you filed harassment charges against?”

“What do you mean? I didn’t file—”

“We know what Fidge is up to,” Meg said. “Believe it or not, we’re here to help.”

“There’s nothing you can do,” she said bitterly. “And you—” she whirled to face me—“how have you not had your baby yet? Shouldn’t you be in the hospital or something?”

“We know you felt trapped,” I said, leaning onto her desk and ignoring the nervous pangs in my stomach. “And we’re also not pretending there won’t be consequences for your actions. After all, you did rob four banks.”

“Yes, and you made it to half of them.” She smiled wryly. “I almost thought we were becoming friends.”

“We need to hear it from you,” I said. “Give us names. Who was the cop that buried your harassment charges? Do you know a name?”

Betty closed her lips tightly.

“Please,” I prompted.

“If I let you help me, what does that mean for me? I go to jail.”

“What’s the alternative?” I asked. “Kill me so I don’t talk? You’re not going to do that. If you killed me, you’d have to include my friend here on your hit list. Also add my husband and cousin, both of whom are currently sitting in the parking lot waiting for our safe return.”

“Yeah, and Lacey’s husband is basically an assassin,” Meg said. “You probably don’t want to off his wife. Especially not when she’s pregnant.”

“He’s not really an assassin.” I caught the look of shock on Betty’s face. “But jail is a better alternative than ticking off the Luzzi family, I can guarantee you that much.”

“I’m not a killer! I’m not killing anyone,” she said, waving her hands. “I never intended to hurt people. I was only trying to help.”

“Help how?” Meg crossed her arms. “By relieving people of their money and prized possessions? I mean, I know they say more money, more problems, but I’m not entirely convinced that’s true. I mean, I’d be happy to test out that theory if you want to share some of the loot with me.”

“We kept all the loot,” she said, finally admitting to something. “We have it safe, locked away—we haven’t spent a dime of it. Haven’t taken anything, even really stolen it. We just...moved a few items around.”

“Right, okay,” Meg said. “Last I checked, moving people’s money and possessions from the bank is the equivalent of stealing. Normally, I’m not a huge stickler for rules, but you stole my best friend’s wedding ring. It’s basically the only thing she has left—”

“From her mother who passed away, I know,” Betty said, looking at me with an apology. “I’m sorry. That’s why we asked for your wallet. Everything was meant to be returned eventually, of course, but I did regret taking a wedding ring from a pregnant woman once I found out the situation. I was losing sleep over it and was going to send it back right away.”

I swallowed, confused at the sympathy I felt bubbling up at Betty’s admission. “Okay, but why all this? Are the heists to get back at Fidge for the harassment charges?”

“Harassment?” She shook her head and, to my surprise, smiled. “No. Fidge was nothing I couldn’t handle myself—I just requested a transfer to a new department so I didn’t have to deal with the creep on a daily basis. He was annoying more than harmful—to me, anyway.”

“Your partners knew Fidge, too,” I said. “You all filed harassment claims with HR against him. I thought that was the connection between you three.”

“It was the initial spark, shall we say,” she said with a dry smile. “But again, nothing more than a point of bonding. All three of us wanted the same things: to keep our jobs and stay as far away from him as possible. Heck, if that was the extent of this, we would’ve let everything slide and went on our merry ways.”

I squinted, watching her for signs she wasn’t being truthful. After a long consideration, I realized I believed every word she’d said.

“Hear me out,” Betty continued. “If Fidge really bothered me on a personal level, I would’ve just quit. We all would have. We can get jobs at another company like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.

“But you didn’t,” Meg said thoughtfully. “Which means there’s something else?”

“He’s skimming off the entire company!” Betty’s initial outburst was loud and passionate, but she lowered her voice and glanced at the door as she continued. “You thought the harassment was the connector between me and, er...”

“Blondie and Ginger,” Meg filled in. 

“Sure,” Betty said. “But that’s not the strongest link. This is all about the files.”

“Which files?” I asked, glancing at Meg. I shifted my dress, hoping Clay was getting all of this on tape. “Where’d you find them?”

“On his computer. Each of us—his former secretaries—know his password. He asks his secretaries for help on classified matters, but really he’s just making them do his work for him.” 

“What’s in those files?” I asked. “Is that where you got the idea he was stealing big money from the company?”

“It’s not an idea, it’s a serious problem.” She leaned against the desk conspiratorially, a surprising calm about her. “He doesn’t care who he takes money from: we found old ladies with their retirements next to gone, broke college kids trying to scrape just enough together to pay for school—some having to drop out when funds went low. Fathers trying to support their families, and finding they just don’t have enough no matter what they do.”

Meg gaped at her. “Nobody noticed?”

“He’s the CFO.” Betty sat back, shrugged. “He’s often an idiot, but he knows how to move money around, and it has added up to millions over the last several years.”

I frowned. “You’d think someone smart enough to steal millions from a corporation this size wouldn’t blab their password.”

“I thought so, too,” Betty agreed. “But what do I know? You’d also think he wouldn’t bother three secretaries in a row to the point that they filed complaints. Human resources can only protect Fidge for so long. One more complaint and he’s canned, I heard. This time around, they stuck him with a male secretary.”

“Why haven’t they fired him?” I asked, unable to help the hint of outrage in my voice. “That’s ridiculous. Not to mention, it’s a liability for the company.”

“Yeah, well...” Betty drawled, running her fingers over her desktop with obvious dismay. “Daddy’s brother is the CEO.”

Meg went quiet, calculating.

“His uncle,” Betty clarified, watching as understanding dawned on Meg’s face. “This whole place stinks with nepotism. The head of HR is the CEO’s daughter—Fidge’s cousin.”

“Dang,” Meg said, “this family tree is more complicated than Lacey’s, and her family is the definition of—”

“Forget it—we’re not talking about me.” I interrupted her with a false grin. “Does the CEO know his own nephew is stealing company funds?”

She shrugged. “It’s one screwed up family. Poor Leonora. She married into a cesspool of bad genes. I actually liked her, too.”

I didn’t say it aloud, but I agreed with Betty. Poor Mrs. Fidge. I had a sudden hope that when everything eventually came to light, she would somehow end up ahead in this mess.

“And the bank heists...”

“I told you I was sorry,” Betty said. “And I mean it. But we had to draw attention to the company somehow. Call it our public service. See, we figured that if the three of us kept up with the heists for long enough, the public would be forced to pay attention to the company. One dirty cop can’t hold back all of the newspaper reporters in the world. I have to assume Fidge has a cop in his pocket—every complaint we made seemed to get squashed from the inside.”

“I understand your logic,” Meg said slowly. “But you understand it’s screwy, right? I mean, no offense, Betty, because you mostly seem like you have your head on straight. Then out of the blue whoosh—you rob a bank.”

“Nobody has to know if you don’t say anything,” she said, a hint of pleading there. “We have an escape plan. Just don’t interfere, and everything will turn out. I promise you.”

“I’m really sorry for what happened to you.” I stepped closer, folded my hands in front of my body. “It sucks, it really does. But robbing banks just isn’t the option most people take.”

“You’re going to be like the rest of them, are you?” Betty sighed, sounding disappointed in us. “You’re thinking I should’ve just switched jobs, let it go, moved on with my life.”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “Pretty much. But there are other ways you could’ve dealt with it.”

“I wasn’t going to sit around and wait. This world is filled with millions of people who do nothing when they see an injustice. I’m not going to be one of them.”

“I didn’t say that—”

“Oh, sure, you’re going to tell me I should have demanded a new police officer. Leaked a report to the press,” Betty said, her eyes blazing. “Well, I had had enough of it. I shouldn’t be forced to quit my job. I shouldn’t be forced to watch innocent people lose money from their life savings because some pervert decided he needed to rake in a little extra on top of the millions he already has. I shouldn’t have to worry about calling the police because there’s a dirty cop on the other end of the line!”

By the time she finished her diatribe, she was shouting. I glanced behind me at the door, but she shook her head.

“Most people are at an offsite meeting this morning. And that secretary?” Betty snorted. “She wouldn’t move if a fire broke out in the hallway—she’s too glued to her phone to even notice.”

“Well, it sounds like we’re stuck. What are you going to do?” My hands were on my stomach, silently pleading with her to not give us any trouble. I was on the verge of using my code word when she spoke again.

“I see that you ladies agree with me, fundamentally, but you can’t seem to find it within yourselves to do the right thing.” Betty tsked, again disappointed. “It’s a shame, really. I respected you ladies. You were the only ones who caught onto us, who looked past the bigwigs and peeked underneath the hood.”

“Thank you,” Meg said, preening. “Thank you very much. We’re probably so good on account of me being an ex-cop, and a PI in training, and—”

“We know!” Betty and I shouted together in unison.

Meg held up her hands. “Okay, then. We all agree on something. I need a new resume.”

A nervous titter skittered through the room. For a moment, it was almost as if we were among friends.

“I am not going to hurt you. I promise, Lacey, your wedding ring is on its way back just as soon as I get out of here. You’re going to let me go, and I’ll pretend I never saw you. Once I’m gone, give me an hour’s head start, and then you can do whatever you want. Go to the cops, have your baby—it doesn’t matter to me. Deal?”

“Deal,” Meg said, but I interrupted her by holding up a hand.

“No deal, yet,” I said. “One more question. The van you used—it was registered to one William Bean. Did he know anything?”

Betty actually laughed. “Oh, Willy. He’s a schmuck, isn’t he?”

Meg nodded solemnly. “He really is. We pegged him for a patsy.”

“I took him out for lunch, wheedled my way into a peek at his corporate card when he charged the bill to it.” She shook her head fondly at the memory. “Shame he’s so awkward. He really is a nice guy. A schmuck, but a nice guy.”

“Listen, before we strike a deal—where are these files? We don’t have any proof right now,” I said. “Even if you disappear, we have to get Fidge and Rankle off the streets.”

“Rankle,” she said, scrunching her nose at the name. “I talked to a few different cops, but he was always the one who showed up to make problems go away. He didn’t like us much. The files are probably still on Fidge’s computer where I found them.”

“Yeah, Rankle doesn’t like us either,” Meg said. “Join the club.”

Betty grinned. “I’m telling you girls, in another life, we’d have been friends.”

“We can still be friends,” Meg said. “I’ve always wanted a pen pal from prison.”

“Sure. Except I won’t be going to prison. I’ll be relaxing on a beach.” She smiled. “No, not with stolen funds. We prepared for this day, and we’re ready to escape with new identities. Don’t bother sending me Christmas cards, girls—you won’t be able to find me.”

In a burst of inspiration, I realized we might need Clay to help us stop her from getting away. So, I crossed my fingers and invoked the magic word. “This is making me hungry. I need a pretzel.”

“What?” Betty winced, then her eyes widened. “Shit. You just called your husband.”

“He’s pretty out of it,” Meg said, “so probably not. But maybe my boyfriend, and—oh, don’t you dare run, missy!”

Betty lunged for the door. Her hand gripped the knob and she turned, those long, lanky legs that’d earned her a nickname moving at lightning speed as she lifted a knee and gave Meg a shot to the stomach. Meg ditched the kick just enough so it bounced off her, but it didn’t leave her unscathed.

“Betty!” Meg screeched. “I thought we were friends! Why’d you have to go and ruin everything?!”

Meg trailed off as an even louder sound blared around us. Sirens. Inside and outside. Overhead lights dimmed and a red glow appeared in the hallway. Doors slammed shut in the hallway. Locks bolted. Emergency lights flickered to attention.

“We’re in lockdown,” Betty said, her face white. “There’s no way out.”

“Well, maybe we can all just be friends again and get out of here before people start asking questions,” Meg said. “I wonder if Clay heard the pretzel call before the doors closed? Lacey, Lace?!”

I didn’t hear most of Meg’s words because a huge, sudden pain ripped through my body, starting with my stomach. It cramped in a way that had me thinking that maybe the back pain I’d been feeling on the way over hadn’t been due to Clay’s cramped space mobile. This was the real deal. 

I bit back a cry and collapsed over the desk, my knuckles practically digging into the metal as I fought the pain. “Clay, I need that pretzel! Get in here now! Bring Anthony, you moron, and hurry!”

“No need for names,” Meg said, watching as I gasped for air. “And no need for the show. Faking it isn’t gonna help right now. We’ve gotta get out of here.”

“I’m not going anywhere!” I groaned. “The baby...”

“Lacey, I mean it.” Sweat formed a sheen on Meg’s head. “Give up the act. There’s no time to have the baby now.”

As if on cue, a warm sensation slid down my leg, and a puddle of liquid appeared on the floor. I moaned as I looked down, unable to move for the pain racking over my body.

“Oh, crap,” Betty said. “Her water broke. I don’t think she’s acting. She’s gonna have a baby.”

“Well what the heck am I supposed to do?” Meg asked. “I am only the godmother to a plant. I’m an ex-cop, a PI-in-training, and I forgot whatever else I am, but I know for a fact I’m not a doctor!”

I broke into a cry that turned into some weird animal sounds that couldn’t be helped. “Get my husband in here! I need Anthony. I need him here.”

“Lacey, he’s high as a kite from that tranq,” Meg said, frantic as she grabbed whatever limbs she could find and eased me through the office door into the hallway where there was more space to lay down. “He couldn’t walk in here if you paid him a million bucks—he’d need to be wheeled in on a stretcher.”

“I’m sorry, but there is nobody coming in or going out of here, even if they could walk,” Betty said with a stern shake of her head. “We’re locked down—thoroughly. I’m sorry, Lacey, but I think—”

“Don’t think! Call 911!” I yelled. “Get someone trained here. Meg can barely keep her cat alive. If she thinks she’s delivering my baby, well, that ain’t happening.”

Meg was on the phone in a second, first dialing Clay, then dialing 911.

“Okay,” Meg gasped, looking paler than I felt. “They said they’re going to help us.”

“No,” I moaned. “Please, I need Anthony here. I need my suitcase. My overnight bag.”

“Lace, look at me. We’ve got this!” Meg gave me a proud smile. “After all we’ve been through together over the years, delivering a baby will be a cake walk! Cake, you hear?!”

I tried to bite back my wails, but it was impossible. The pain had built to a nearly unbearable amount, the contractions coming like waves on a stormy day, crashing against the beach, crushing rocks and gritting it into sand. 

“Okay,” Meg said, switching into action mode. “Betty, find some towels and warm water. I’m gonna, uh, hang on the line here. Lacey Luzzi is having her baby!”

“You can add midwife to your resume,” Betty pointed out. “That’s a real accomplishment.”

“Wow, that’s exciting!” Meg said. “I didn’t even think of that.”

“Hello!” I shouted. “Baby arriving!”

“Right,” Meg said. “Hang in there, honey. You can do it. I think this might hurt, so...try to think of your happy place.”

“No, really. Having a baby will hurt?! Thanks, Einstein.”

“That’s what they tell me,” Meg said, smiling as she clasped my hand. “But don’t worry. You’re stronger than anyone I know, chickadee. Let’s meet your baby. I’m really dying to know if it’s a he or a she.”
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“WHY IS THERE SO MUCH shouting?” The young receptionist from the front desk skidded down the hallway, her eyes wild. “Who is screaming? I’m the one who should be screaming!”

“Are you in labor?” Meg asked. “If not, shut up. We’re busy here.”

“No,” she said after a beat. “But I just talked to Fidge on the phone.”

“Okay, that’s a pretty close second,” Meg agreed. “What’s going on?”

“He’s lost it! He’s holding his new secretary hostage at gunpoint, and he’s making demands,” she said. 

“He’s got Stanley?” Betty asked the receptionist. For us, she explained. “His new secretary.”

“You know, I wouldn’t mind having a male secretary,” Meg said. “Once I open my ex-cop, PI-in-training—”

I let out a loud groan, though whether it was a contraction or pure annoyance at Meg’s lengthening resume it was hard to say. “What...” I grunted, “does he want?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But he’s saying he wants to get out of here.”

“Then that would be what he wants,” Meg said. “Tell us exactly what he said on the phone.”

“I-I don’t remember. See, I was talking to my boyfriend, but then the internet went down, and I’m out of data on my phone plan, and it was this whole big thing. I was distracted.”

“You didn’t listen to the man holding a hostage?” Meg demanded while Betty patted my hand, encouraging me softly to take easy breaths. “Well, think harder. This is important.”

“He said—he wanted to know what the racket was in the background, and I said I didn’t know. Someone was screaming.”

“I’m not screaming for no reason,” I snapped. “I’m having a baby. Can you get him back on the phone?”

“I don’t know.” The receptionist wrung her hands. “I don’t know if he’ll answer.”

“Try,” I said. “I want to speak with him.”

Betty nodded toward her office. “Dial from in there, Susan. We can’t move Lacey—she’s too far along.”

“Too far along where? I can’t have my baby here. I need to have my baby in the hospital with Dr. Gambino and Anthony by my side. I have to have my trusty suitcase next to me. And this poor baby! He or she needs proper medical care!”

“Women have had children in a lot worse places than this,” Betty said calmly. “I know it’s not ideal, but we can do it. You can do it. Everything is going to be okay, and when we’re released from being hostages, you’ll have a brand-new baby to hold.”

“Just what every new mother wants to hear,” I moaned. “When we’re released from being a hostage, you get to see your baby. I bet in prison they would’ve at least let Anthony hold my hand.”

“Hey, are you Lacey?” Susan held her hand on the phone. “I have Mr. Fidge on the line for you.”

“Hold—” I grunted, curling over my bump as a wave of hurt washed over me. A contraction, I supposed. Every instinct in my body told me to push.

“Nope, not yet,” Betty said. “Hold on, sweetie. You can’t push yet. Should I talk to Fidge for you?”

I snarled a negative. “Sorry for my tone.”

“You’re excused.” Betty laughed, patted my leg, and then handed me the phone from Susan. “Hand it to me if you need a break.”

“Fidge,” I snipped into the phone. “It’s your pal Lacey.”

“Lacey Luzzi,” he said, his voice tinged with a hint of manic. “What’s going on downstairs? Why is everyone screaming?”

“I’m in labor!” The timing for my next contraction worked out perfectly, and by the time the cramping sensation had passed, I’d let loose a yelp, a screech, and a string of curse words that probably had Fidge holding the phone away from his ear. 

“Lacey?”

“Yeah, I’m back,” I said finally. “Sorry about that. But this baby is coming—now. Can we please let in a doctor?”

Fidge’s voice trembled. “This is not in the plans. Why do you and your moronic friend have to ruin everything? Everything!”

“What are we ruining?” I held the phone close to my lapel, just in case Clay hadn’t shut off the recording device. “Why have you put us on lockdown? No offense, but your timing is crap. Any other day, and I’d wait here patiently, but today...” The pained groan was enough to punctuate my point.

“Lockdown? I didn’t cause any lock down.” Fidge sounded like he thought I was nuts. “I was ready to walk out the front door the second I saw you. I thought you were the one who put this place on lockdown!”

“Why...” I gasped. “Would I lock myself into a stupid corporate business when I’m having a baby?”

“Look, I’m sorry, lady—I didn’t want you involved in this, but now we’re stuck. I have a hostage, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to get out of here.”

“Who? Why?”

“Stupid Stanley,” he said. “One more harassment charge and my own uncle would’ve sacked me.”

I cleared my throat. “The logical option would’ve been to let up on the harassment.”

“It wasn’t anything! A few harmless jokes...” He trailed off. “That’s not the point. The point is that they’re setting me up.”

“Setting you up for what?”

“To take the fall for a bigger crime. I know what they’re doing, those women—they’re framing me for skimming from the company.”

Betty rolled her eyes. She perched near my feet, one hand resting on my knee as she prepared for the baby’s arrival. “Liar.”

“Who’s setting you up?” I asked. “Is that why you’re working with a cop?”

“It must be my uncle. He wants me gone—thinks I’m a liability. My cousin in HR has been gunning to get rid of me, too. They all are. They’re setting me up.”

“Why are they gunning to get rid of you?” I wanted to keep him talking, both because it was safer for the hostage and it was an excellent distraction to the tightening of my lower body and fear that came with it. “Better question—why haven’t they fired you already? They’ve got enough to do it.”

“I don’t know. They’ve never liked me. I suppose you’d say family obligations. Wouldn’t want to smear the Fidge name.”

“He’s backpedaling,” Betty said, a smile of confidence curling up her lips. “I saw the files—we all did. Ask him about the files.”

“What about the files?”

“What files?” he shot back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The files on your computer,” I said in a rare lull from the pain. “Apparently, three separate secretaries found evidence of you stealing money from the company on your own computer—a computer to which you shared the password freely.”

“How stupid do you think I am? Why would I keep files there that would get me locked up?”

“Why would someone harass three secretaries in a row?” I pointed out. “Doesn’t seem out of the realm of possibility, Mr. Fidge—no offense.”

He hesitated. “See, this is why I’m the perfect target. I’m a flawed man, Mrs. Luzzi, I’m not arguing. I’ve made mistakes I’m not proud of, but I didn’t steal anything from the company.”

“What a sad story. Where’s my violin?”

“I know what you’re doing—what they’re doing. That’s why I have Stanley as a hostage, and it’s why I’m going to get out of here.”

“How?”

“I have one demand. I’m going to walk through those front doors, hop in my car with Stanley, and we’re going to drive off. Nobody follows us. Nobody even moves for two hours—one foot out of line, and Stanley’s dead. Sorry, Stanley.”

A muffled moan sounded across the phone line.

“What have you done to Stan—” I hesitated, biting back my own moans. “Stanley?”

“He’s fine—I’ve taped over his mouth and hands. We’re going to begin our march downstairs now, okay? Nobody do anything stupid.”

“Oka-ohhh.” My agreement turned into a horrible gritting sound. My fingers clenched and unclenched of their own accord. I gripped the phone so tightly my knuckles went white before Betty reached forward and loosened it from my grip.

“It’s me,” Betty said, raising the phone to her mouth. “Yeah, that Betty. Let a doctor in here, you idiot. You’re not a murderer. You won’t kill Stanley, I know that much. But Lacey’s about to have her baby, and if either of them don’t survive, it’s your fault. That’s on your slimy hands.”

“What?” I yelped. “Who said anything about not surviving?” I thought you said it’d all be okay?!”

“It will be,” Betty reassured me, clamping her hand over the mouthpiece. “I’m just trying to get him to see sense.”

“Make him see faster!”

“Can you hear what she’s going through?” Betty spoke firmly, like she was in complete control of the situation. “Let a doctor inside, Fidge, and you can have your way getting out of here.”

“I told you,” Fidge roared. “I didn’t lock the building down. That makes no sense! If you didn’t do it, then who did?”

“Oh, no. Meg?” I instructed. “Get Clay on the phone.”

While she did as I asked, I closed my eyes. If I pretended hard enough, I could almost imagine Betty was my nurse, and I was laying here and a rock-hard hospital bed. I let my eyes close and pretended I was surrounded by clean white tile instead of drab carpet and poor overhead lighting. I pretended Anthony was at my side, and the person on the other end of the phone was Nora, shrieking with excitement, instead of the crazy CFO holding a hostage in his penthouse suite.

“Lacey, what’s going on in there?” Clay’s voice broke over the line. “I had a minor mishap out here and I lost sound for a minute.”

“What sort of mishap?” I snarled. “You wouldn’t have wriggled your way into the security system and put the building on lockdown, would you have?”

“Erhm.”

“Get the doors open and get some paramedics in here. Right now!”

“About the door...”

“Clay, I swear, if you tell me you can’t get them open...” A muted voice sounded in the background. “Hold on, is that Anthony? Is he talking?”

“Lacey?!” It was Anthony’s voice on the phone. Real, live, adult, conscious Anthony. 

I sighed with relief. “Please, get in here! As soon as you can. Clay locked the building down, but Sprout is coming out. Hurry!”

“I’ll be there,” he said. “Hold on, sugar—I’m coming.”

“No, no—” Betty shook her head. “You can’t wait, honey. This baby is coming.”

I couldn’t argue. The worst of the contractions hit. My microphone may have been turned off, but there was no way to mask the sound from carrying over the phone lines. I sounded like a wounded animal, and I was slipping, losing control faster than I could scramble back up the rope. Things were happening to my body: things that hurt, things that scared me, things I wasn’t prepared to face alone.

“What’s happening to me?” I reacted on impulse, curling over my stomach as another contraction racked through me. “Where’s my suitcase?”

“Why does she keep moaning about a suitcase?” Betty asked over me. “What the hell is in that suitcase?”

“Sugar,” Meg said simply. “Candy. She’s sort of an addict, and she’s probably going through withdrawal.”

“I have a roll of Smarties in my desk,” Betty said, worry scrawled over her face. “Will that help?”

“Smarties!” I said it as if it were a curse word.

“They’re not her favorite,” Meg said. “But it’s something. Let me find them.”

“Lacey, there you are...” Anthony came to a dead stop at the end of the hallway. His face went through a rainbow of emotions—anger, fear, nerves, and settled on some mess of them all as he hurtled toward me. “I am going to kill Clay. I will rip apart—”

“Anthony,” I gasped, my hands grasping for his face as he knelt next to me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Sorry, I’m so sorry—we can discuss ways to hide your idiot cousin’s body after Sprout is safe and sound. I’m calling Dr. Gambino. I’m getting us out of here—this is insane. Why did we come here in the first place? Did I agree to it?”

“You weren’t in any state of mind to actually agree to much. We were just so close...” I stopped, waited, moaned. “So close to cracking the case.”

“And so close to labor!” Anthony said. “What were you thinking? No matter, no matter,” he said, almost in reassurance to himself. “I’m here. Everything’s going to be okay.”

“I know,” I said with a smile. “It’s always okay when you’re here.”

“Oh, now we got another delirious one,” Meg said with an eyeroll. “These two are so mushy it’s unbearable.”

“Uh oh,” Betty said, looking below my waist where she’d draped a towel for privacy. She’d gotten everything arranged down there for delivery, and I preferred not to know how or what exactly she’d done. “I am just going to say that judging by the looks of things, we aren’t moving anywhere. I’m not a doctor, but I think that’s the baby.”

Meg poked her head below. “Never thought I’d see this side of you, Lacey, but—”

“Shut up!” I shouted. “Medical commentary only.”

“Jeepers,” Meg said. “Yep, that looks like a head.”

I nearly broke my own eardrums on the next wail. I’d had no painkillers, no sugar, not a whole lot of anything except Lamaze class, and my who-who-hee’s only helped when I could manage a breath instead of a scream.

“Lacey!” Anthony gripped my hand, his face so pale, so white. “What do I...what can I—I don’t know how...”

“Hey, I heard we have a baby ready to come out.” A new voice joined ours, this one attached to a medium-sized red headed woman, who I realized was Betty’s partner in crime. “My name is Sandra. I used to be a first responder. Your name is Lacey, right? We’ve met before.”

“You stole...” I gasped. “My mother’s ring. You’re...Ginger.”

“Sorry about that,” she said. “But I’ll return it. Oh, yikes—this baby is coming. Betty, move to the side. Go get warm water, more towels—whatever you can find. They gave out those crappy gym towels with the company logo on them last year—bring them all to me. All the extras are in the storeroom closet.”

Betty promptly loped off in search of supplies. Ginger’s—Sandra’s—control was soothing, and it helped batter back the desperate levels of pain threatening to swallow me whole.

“What?!” Anthony pinned the newcomer with a dangerous stare. “Why is our baby being delivered by bank robbers?”

“It’s better than prison,” I groaned. “Probably.”

“You guys are...” Ginger hesitated. “An interesting couple. Okay, okay, baby’s all set to come out. Are you ready to push? I’m sorry, we can’t wait much longer.”

“Ready?!” I couldn’t even comprehend the word. I didn’t know if I’d ever be ready, but my body was telling me there was no time like the present.

“What do I do?!” Anthony asked. “What does she need?” 

“Hold her hand,” Sandra said. “Let her squeeze as tightly as she wants. Talk to your wife. Encourage her. It’s not easy, isn’t that right, Lacey? Okay, honey, on this next contraction, give it all you’ve got.”

My first push was like something out of a bad slasher flick, judging by the look on Anthony’s face. He appeared stuck between horror and awe, though he hung in there, watching me without breaking eye contact.

I hadn’t realized how hard I was grasping Anthony’s hand until he winced, and I heard the slightest crack. 

“Sorry, sorry,” I mumbled, wild with pain. I couldn’t think, couldn’t focus, I just stared into Anthony’s eyes as Ginger encouraged me to push again. Then I ripped my gaze from his and got lost in the turmoil.

“I think she broke my hand,” Anthony said, stunned. He shook his fingers as he traded out one hand for the other in my grasp. “It’s at least a hairline fracture, and—”

“Can it, buddy!” Ginger snapped. “I’m watching your wife push a child out of her body. Your measly little finger bones can wait.”

A wave of sheepishness hit Anthony, and he wrapped both of his hands around mine and let me squeeze all I wanted. I tried to hold back, to contain it, to keep my yelling to a minimum, but it was everything I could do not to split in half and take him with me.

Anthony’s soothing voice slipped in one ear and out the other while I focused on listening to Ginger’s firm, encouraging demands. I had no clue where Betty or Meg had gone, or if the secretary was still around. I was hardly aware of the door bursting open or the man responsible for all of us being here appearing there.

“What’s all the racket for crying out loud?” Fidge demanded. “Shut up already!”

He’d come in the opposite side of the hallway as Anthony and had a perfect Discovery Channel view into the miracle of life. He had a gun pressed to the temple of his secretary.

I groaned, holding on, focusing on Anthony’s brown eyes and Ginger’s strong words. I could hardly process the fact that Fidge had inched his weapon to the forehead of a small, wiry kid barely old enough for college. 

“I’m going to shoot him if you don’t pipe down,” Fidge said. “I don’t care what’s going on—I want a way out of here now.”

“Shut up, Fidge,” Ginger said. “Drop your weapon. Let Stanley go.”

He laughed and shook his head. He still hadn’t looked down, still hadn’t quite realized what was happening. His concentration flipped between his gun and Stanley, with a few quick glances down the hallway at Anthony. The poor kid had a duct taped mouth and hands tied behind his back. His eyes were wide with fear.

Anthony finally looked up at Fidge and reached for a weapon, but he didn’t get far. I wouldn’t let go of his hands as I yelped with pain, wrenching him back to my side. “Stay here!”

“Hold on for a second, Fidge,” Ginger said, excitement in her voice. “We’re just about there, and then we’ll talk. You can take me after—I’m the one who...okay, Lacey, give a huge push! You’re so close, honey!”

A guttural cry ripped through me, and the world shattered into blackness. Anthony’s hands were all that held me onto this planet, I was certain of it. He anchored me there, held me close, cradled my head in his lap as I curled against him, worn. I was done, there was nothing more I could do, and I had nothing left to give. It was over. Fidge had won, and the baby was too much. I couldn’t do it. Not here, not without doctors and medicine, not without...

The cry pierced the silence.

A huge, resounding thump followed.

Ginger moved around, doing something, though I couldn’t comprehend what. I stayed there, my eyes squeezed shut, until the cry sounded again. This time, it didn’t come from me.

My eyes flashed open. I met my husband’s gaze, startled by the smile there. The smile backed by pure joy, fueled by a love so intense it was frightening. “Anthony...”

“Lacey and Anthony,” Ginger said, after a moment of fumbling with towels and tubs of water Betty had unearthed. “Meet your daughter.”

As Ginger handed me the little human parcel tucked into a soft, Bank of the Lakes blanket, I held her to my chest. A little human, perfectly sized, gorgeously beautiful, blisteringly loud with her cries.

“She’ll need to go to the hospital, of course, but she seems perfectly healthy,” Ginger said with a sigh of happiness. She stood and backed away. “I’m getting the paramedics in here to finish up, now that Fidge is out. I think I hear sirens pulling up.”

Anthony peppered my face with kisses and peered eagerly into our daughter’s face. When I reached for him and grasped his hand, he gave the slightest flinch at my squeeze.

“It’s nothing,” he said, seeing my concerned glance. “Nothing at all. Lacey, I’m so proud of you. You’re incredible, amazing, and...and we’re parents.”

A stillness fell over the room. I hadn’t noticed at first that Fidge was nothing more than a lump on the ground, apparently knocked out cold at the sight of a little baby making her entrance into the world.

I let out an almost hysterical laugh as I realized what had happened while I’d shut my eyes and disappeared for a moment. Our daughter’s first act on planet earth was to take down a gun-wielding psycho with nothing more than her arrival. 

She was destined for greatness.

I looked at our daughter’s face and saw those pink cheeks and thick, gorgeous eyelashes that surely came from Anthony. They fluttered ever so slightly on her cheeks, and I wanted nothing more than to smooch her everywhere, to hold her to my breast and freeze this moment forever.

“What are we calling her?” Anthony asked. “You said you’d know when she arrived.”

“I think we’ll call her Bella,” I said. “Bella Rose Luzzi.”

“Bella...”

“My mother’s middle name,” I said softly. “She told me she’d always loved her middle name more than anything. It’s been passed down the family for generations.”

“Bella,” Anthony said simply. “It’s perfect; she’s perfect. You’re perfect. I love you, Lacey.”
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THE ARRIVAL OF THE cops and paramedics was both a blessing...and a curse.

After Clay figured out how to unlock the doors, a flood of people arrived on the scene at once—most of them from my family. Clay stumbled down the hallway first in a wild funk, arms flailing, eyes rabid with concern. His legs seemed to be moving without his body following the same instructions, which resulted in a sort of drunken gallop.

“I’m so sorry, Lacey,” he said, gasping for breath. “I’m scarred for life. I can’t believe everything I just heard. You...you just pushed...”

“You’re scarred?!” I gave him a confused half smile. “You’re scarred?!”

“Well, I mean, you know.” His face turned pink. “A little scarred.”

“I’m not happy about getting locked in here,” I admitted, “but everything worked out okay. You can relax, Clay. The girls took care of me, and Anthony was here, and the baby seems to be healthy.”

“The baby...” Clay stepped closer and glanced down at the little bundle in my arms. “You pushed that out of there?” He did a series of head bobs between Bella and my body, his expression downright mystified. “How?”

“Let’s call it a miracle and spare you the details.”

He inched a tiny bit closer. “Does it...er, Sprout have a human name yet?”

I smiled fondly down at Sprout. “We are calling her Bella.”

“She is...she is beautiful,” Clay said, stepping closer as if drawn to her like a magnet. He almost didn’t seem aware of the tender wash in his eyes or the gentle way he watched her sleep. “Do you—can I...never mind.”

“Do you want to hold her?”

“Erhm, not really. Sort of, but not really,” Clay said. “I think I’ll wait for now.”

“Good because you have germs, and I wouldn’t let you touch her,” I said. “But after we get home from the hospital, then maybe. So long as you leave all exploding devices at home.”

“Lacey, about this whole incident, I am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to lock the building down, or—you know, shoot your husband into unconsciousness. Those sorts of things just happen sometimes. How can I ever repay you?”

“Clay, how about your favor to me is not doing me any favors from here on out?” I suggested. “I mean, come and visit us, but leave the presents behind. Maybe hose yourself down with a metal detector before you come into the house. That’s all I’m asking.”

“Got it,” Clay said. “No good deeds for Lacey Luzzi.”

Anthony, who hadn’t left my side since he’d arrived, gave a noncommittal groan. “Right. Just wait until Bella’s first birthday. Her present will probably be a flying spaceship car.”

Clay tilted his head upward in thought. “You know, those little Barbie jeeps could probably sustain flight for a short period of time if I...”

He turned around and wandered off, still muttering random calculations and scientific jargon under his breath. He walked right past a mixture of SWAT and police officers, stepped over a just-released hostage—poor Stupid Stanley—and bumped into several of the people in handcuffs. I wasn’t sure he noticed any of it.

Not that I watched him for long because at that moment, a firecracker shot straight toward me in a bundle of flaming excitement. Nora pulled up just in front of the stretcher and stopped short, her hands coming to rest over her mouth while tears streaked down her face.

“Is...is the baby here?!” she gasped. “Is everyone okay? I got a phone call and...”

“Nora, meet Sprout,” I said, my heart weakening as I watched Nora fold up like an origami creation in front of my eyes. “Your great-granddaughter.”

Anthony had seen Nora’s imminent collapse and leapt to attention, catching her in his arms before she could hit the floor. He tried to set her down a time or two after, but her legs mostly just wobbled and she tottered over again. It looked a bit like he was trying to make a dreidel stand on its end. Finally, he tired of steadying her and instead swooped my grandmother into his arms and held her against his body.

She looked like a small child there, hugged against Anthony’s massive chest. Her arms linked loosely behind his neck. “Lacey, I just don’t understand—” She gave a sniff—“why didn’t you have your baby in the hospital where I could help?”

Carlos strolled over then, looking first to me, and then to the baby. Once he’d decided that we were both still alive and healthy enough, he cast a curious glance over to where Anthony stood still as a coatrack with Nora slung over him like a forgotten purse.

“What happened to my wife?” he asked. “Anthony, you need a hand with her?”

“No, sir,” Anthony said. “Your wife was just a bit...startled.”

“Thank you,” Carlos said with an appreciative nod. “My back has been giving me problems, and I can’t sweep Nora off her feet like I used to.”

“Carlos, look!” Nora interrupted. “Did you see baby Sprout?!”

Carlos gave me the strangest glance. “You didn’t name your poor kid Sprout, did you?”

“No,” I said with a smile. “Her name...”

I paused as Nora shrieked at the gender reveal.

“It’s a her, oh, jiminy crickets. A girl. It’s a girl! Carlos, it’s a girl!” Nora shrilled, positively overcome with excitement. “When can I hold her? What’s her name? And Lacey Luzzi, why didn’t you have your poor child in the hospital?”

“It’s not like I could time her birth,” I said. “Clay locked us into the building while I was hunting down my wedding ring, and it was this whole big incident.”

“Our daughter did take down a bank robber,” Anthony said, nodding toward Fidge who was pinned against the door in handcuffs. “He took one look at her and bam. Out like a light.”

Carlos raised his eyebrows, a hint of pride creeping in his gaze. He stepped closer to the stretcher, watching as I tilted the baby’s face so he could see her better. 

“Yep,” Carlos confirmed with a shy sort of smile. “She’s a Luzzi, alright.”

“Bella Rose Luzzi,” I said, having taken a piece of my mother’s name, my grandmother’s name, and Anthony’s mother’s name, and sewed them together to form a beautiful new one. “I think it fits, don’t you?”

Nora’s eyes welled with tears again. “My middle name. Your mother’s, too.” Her lip trembled. “Oh, Lacey. Thank you. Thank you for keeping pieces of us with you and your family.”

I raised a hand and swiped at eyes I didn’t know had teared up. “Stop making me cry in front of all these people,” I said through a watery grin. “It’s embarrassing.”

“They’ve already seen a lot more of you than your tears,” Meg said, approaching from behind. “In fact, I reckon they’ve seen more of you than Anthony here, and the two of y’all are married. You’ve nothing left to be modest about. Oh, hello, Carlos.”

Carlos spun on his heel and stomped away.

At the other end of the hall, Carlos paused and turned around. “Nora,” he called, “give them space. You can smother them after the hospital.”

Nora tapped Anthony’s chest. “I hate to leave, plus it’s so warm and cozy up here, but...I think Carlos is right. You have so much to deal with. New parents, a crime scene, oh...you two will be such wonderful parents.”

Anthony set Nora down, waiting for her to test her legs and ensure stability before letting go. My grandmother sauntered over with timid steps, her eyes peeking slowly, cautiously over the edge of the bundle as if the moment she truly laid eyes on Bella, the baby would disappear in a whiff of smoke.

“Isn’t she perfect?” I held her up for Nora to see bright cheeks and fragile little eyelids. “I think she might have your smile.”

“Don’t be silly.” A sob wracked Nora’s shoulders. “One-day old babies can’t smile.”

“I can feel it,” I said. “A mother’s intuition.”

To my surprise, Nora tore her eyes from the great-grandchild she’d wanted forever and fixed me with the softest of stares. “I’m so, so proud of you, honey. Your mom is too. I know she is, I’m absolutely positive: call it a mother’s intuition.”

I swallowed, feeling a row of tears lining up behind my eyes and preparing for a march down my cheeks. “You are the best nonna a girl could ask for.”

Nora leaned in, kissed me on the forehead, and then gently backed away. I sensed there was more she wanted to say, but the moment was too overwhelming, and I understood. Her silence contained everything I needed to hear, to see, to feel. 

When she squeezed my hand, the tears fell. They rained and rained down my cheeks, and I could only stop once a droplet landed on Bella’s forehead. Poor Anthony stood by looking helpless. So helpless that Meg reached out and grabbed his hand, and he didn’t move, let alone complain.

“We’ll meet you at the hospital,” Nora said once we’d both managed to dry our eyes. “Now that I’ve seen baby Bella, nobody’s peeling me away from her side.”

After Nora left, the paramedics began the process of carting me and my baby away, along with Anthony, to the hospital. Before we left, I made sure to watch as the police put handcuffs on Betty, Sandra, and Blondie—the woman whose name turned out to be Marge. She didn’t look like a Marge.

I had mixed feelings as the paramedics loaded Bella and I onto a stretcher and began wheeling us out. I understood that robbing banks was wrong, but after all Sandra and Betty had done for me—ensured the safe birth of my daughter—I felt a twinge of sadness they’d be sent away to do time.

“I-I’m really sorry about this,” I said, holding up a hand to the paramedic pushing the stretcher. I gestured for him to give me a moment with the two women. “I’m really sorry that my baby prevented you from your getaway plan. That sounds bizarre, doesn’t it?”

Betty grinned. “We knew there was only one real way this would end. Plus, it’s not so bad—we didn’t carry real guns with us when we held up those branches. We didn’t hurt anyone. We have everything we took stored in a secure location. We had a good reason for why we did it. I don’t think it’ll let us off the hook, but we might get lucky with a sympathetic jury. Plus, there’s always reduced jail time for good behavior, right?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “I’ll—I’ll visit you. I’ll send cookies or buy cigarettes for you or whatever you need in prison.”

Ginger laughed. “Don’t worry so much, Lacey. It’s not your fault. I’m just glad you’re okay, and your baby is safe and healthy. I’m satisfied that Fidge will be going away, and Rankle, too.”

She nodded to the cop who, blessedly, was also in handcuffs. The other police officers had been hesitant to cuff one of their own, but after Meg’s testimony, the combined stories of the Femme Fatale, and my corroboration to all of it, they had enough to book him. 

Apparently, there had already been some suspicion around his involvement on the case, but nothing had ever been proven. With our testimony and my hints that the cops might find payments to an offshore account in his name with a little digging, they had enough to get started.

“You idiot,” Rankle said as they pulled him away. “You don’t know what you walked into, Luzzi.”

Anthony’s head jerked up at the cop’s voice. Rankle had shot the retort at me, and he didn’t seem to care that Anthony had heard.

I pulled Bella closer to my chest, a chill shivering down my spine. 

“Hey,” Anthony said, his voice so soft I could barely hear it as he approached Rankle. He didn’t seem to care that the cops could hear every word he said. “I think you’ll want to apologize to my wife.”

“I’m sorry you’re stuck with her,” Rankle said. “Then again, maybe all you Luzzis deserve one another. If she weren’t so nosy, and didn’t poke her fat ass where it didn’t belong, she could’ve had her baby in the hospital like a normal person.”

“She just had a baby, you meanie!” Meg shouted. “Lay off! She’s still skinnier than me, you jerkwad.”

I appreciated the colorful and creative ways in which my friends and husband had backed me up, but I still worried. I worried because Rankle had been a cop, and he most certainly had connections. It wasn’t just Anthony and I to worry about anymore—we had a baby girl, and I wouldn’t allow our actions to jeopardize her safety. Rankle still had a bone to pick with us, and egging him on would only make things worse.

“Anthony, it’s not worth it,” I pleaded. “Let him go. The cops will take care of it.”

“He was a cop,” Anthony snarled. “Sorry if I’m not in a trusting mood.”

“Well, he won’t be wearing a badge for much longer. Please, sweetheart.” I reached for him, but he stepped further away and into Rankle’s space bubble.

“I will leave you alone because my wife asked me to,” Anthony murmured, his voice slipping into that dangerous, musical tone that said he meant business. “But if you think for a second that makes you safe, you’re wrong.”

Rankle’s face paled. Now that Anthony was up close and personal, Rankle seemed to realize his misstep. Bad choice to offend a Papa Bear Luzzi—even he had to know that.

“Bars can’t protect you,” Anthony said. “Neither can distance. So, I encourage you to apologize now before I...” He cleared his throat, glanced at the cops surrounding us. “I’ll leave it at that.”

“S-sorry, Luzzi,” Rankle said, his face red with rage. Spittle flew from his lips, and he snapped at the cops to take him away. “This isn’t over.”

The cops obliged, willingly taking away Rankle. In fact, they seemed quite pleased with Anthony’s threats.

“Thank you,” I murmured, as Anthony returned to my side. “He’s just not worth it.”

“I know, but I can’t stand it. I can’t stand people like him.” Anthony shook his head, turned to face the three women also in cuffs. “Especially when you three are headed to the same place he is—it doesn’t seem fair.” He stepped closer, directly in front of Ginger—a.k.a. Sandra. “I can’t thank you enough for your help. Whatever you need during your time...” He cleared his throat. “On holiday, let me know.”

His voice lilted at the end, as if suggesting there were ways he could help that weren’t safe to say in front of the cops.

Ginger caught on, gave him a cheeky grin. “I appreciate that, truly, Mr. Luzzi. But I couldn’t live with myself if I risked your freedom for mine. Enjoy your baby girl, and your wife. We knew the consequences going in, and we’re prepared to serve our time.”

Betty nodded along in agreement. “And I take back what I said, Lacey—feel free to send a Christmas card. I guess my address won’t be as private as I thought. And no palm trees, but I guess I’ll deal with it.”

I grinned. “I promise.”

Fidge had already been treated for a bump to the head, and he was now sitting up against the wall, handcuffs around his wrists. He couldn’t make eye contact with me.

“I think it’s time for us to go,” I said to Anthony. “The hospital, and then home. I’m ready to be home.”

“Come on, sweetheart.” He held my hand and nodded for the paramedic to push us away.

As we began to roll down the hallway, it was the soft-spoken question that caused me to raise my hand in pause.

“Why would I steal from the company?” Fidge asked softly, his eyes still averted to the ground. “I make more than my fair share of money. I’m wealthy beyond what I ever need. Why would I break my family’s ties and chance ruining a cushy career for what...a few extra bucks?”

“Greed,” I said simply. “What else?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “It wasn’t me. I’ve been framed.”

“Shut it,” Meg said. “At least admit when you’re wrong. Have a little respect for yourself. Look at those ladies marching away with their heads held high. They might’ve broken the rules, but cripes, at least they’re not hypocrites.”

Fidge’s head snapped up, his gaze finally landing on me. “I am not a hypocrite. I would admit it,” he whispered. “You’ve got this all wrong.”
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Chapter 27
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“THAT WAS A WHIRLWIND,” I said, sighing in relief as I sunk onto the couch in our living room the next day. “Oh, it’s good to be home.”

Anthony closed the door, went to the kitchen and poured himself a stiff drink. Celebratory, he claimed, though I suspected it was probably to help deal with the pain of the hairline fracture in his hand.

I patted the couch next to me as he brought his drink into the living room, admiring the sparkle on my ring finger where my temporary wedding band sat until my official one was returned—and fit. The beautiful diamond band Anthony ordered had arrived days ago, and he’d saved it to give me as a gift in the hospital to commemorate Bella’s birth. 

As he sat, I curled against him and inhaled the scent of a fresh shower with a twist of bourbon. He smelled good, delicious, and I showed him so with a lingering kiss.

“It’s so nice to be alone,” I said, then corrected myself. “Almost alone.”

I glanced down at the little bundle in my arms, her sweet face calm in sleep. We’d just gotten home from a busy day and night spent getting all checked in and out of the hospital. We’d been offered another night’s stay, but I was ready to be home. To be alone, together, as a family. 

The hospital had been filled with visits non-stop from family members, police, and a few random fans who’d followed the story of the Baby Bandit in the news. In fact, Bella the Baby Bandit was already a bit famous. She’d received more fan mail on the day of her birth than I’d received in over thirty years of life.

The women had been booked, as well as Fidge and Rankle. I didn’t much care to follow up with any of them, though I planned to send Ginger and the girls a Christmas card as they’d suggested. One with Bella’s adorable little face slapped all over it.

“I think I’m going to finish unpacking the car,” Anthony said. “Are you okay in here for a few minutes?”

I nodded as Bella squirmed, her eyes blinking as her mouth formed a cute little pout that told me the little baby wails were coming soon.

“I’m just going to walk her around,” I said, easing to my feet. “She likes to be carried, and apparently, she hates to sit down.”

“Huh, I wonder who she gets that from.” Anthony winked at me, kissed my forehead. He helped me to my feet. “Shout if you need anything—I’ll just be ten minutes.”

“Take your time. I think we can handle ourselves.”

Bella and I made our way around the house, bouncing into the kitchen, the bedroom, the living room. As she sunk back into sleep, I took the stairs up to the nursery slowly, thinking she might like to hear a story. 

All the books we owned were currently shelved in Nora’s old bookshelf near the nursery door, and I deemed it far enough away from the explosive mobile to be safe. I’d have to have Anthony take that down the second he got inside.

I hummed quietly as I approached the nursery, my mind combing over the events from the previous few days. Everything had sunk into place, perfectly so. The bank robbers had been arrested, Fidge had been uncovered, Rankle taken away. It was almost too perfect.

Normally, too perfect wouldn’t be a problem, but this time it felt odd. I didn’t trust perfect, especially not in my life. Nothing was ever perfect when Lacey Luzzi got involved.

Why would Fidge risk his money? The motive felt wrong to me. As much as I wanted this case to be locked up, closed, and stashed away for good, I couldn’t wrap my head around a few items. 

“Which book should we read tonight, sweetheart?” I kissed the top of Bella’s head, lingering for a moment over that sweet baby smell. “We could read...”

I listed the names of some of my favorites, not expecting a response, but leaving time for one just in case she felt inclined to let me know her thoughts. 

“What about this one?” I slid a particularly colorful gift from Meg off the shelf and flipped it open to the first page, spotted some particularly naughty words, and realized Meg had mistaken this adult’s book for a children’s one. I decided this bad boy would go in Bella’s getting older bin that she’d never be allowed to see because I’d decided I wanted her to stay little forever.

“Maybe we should stick with the classics,” I said, and reached for another to show Bella the bright pictures and rhyming words of the literary genius known as Dr. Seuss.

Bella stayed sleeping, which probably meant she didn’t care what sort of book we read. I went with my favorite and inched over to the rocking chair in the corner, suddenly armed with all the excitement in the world.

There were so many things to show Bella! Books and songs and stories. Places to see and adventures she’d conquer. Love she’d know from her family, and the friends she’d find along the way. And someday, who knew? Someday she’d find love and have children of her own. Her life was just beginning.

The notion hit me straight in the gut, a spot still tender—physically and emotionally—from all that’d happened over the past week. I already wanted time to stop, to keep Bella a little nugget of sleeping joy, safe from all of the wildness in the world, warm and cozy in her little bundle of blankets.

I curled her closer, leaving the book beside the chair as we rocked, my eyes beginning to close as I joined her in a light doze, just awake enough to keep my arms wrapped tight around our little girl, the weight of her a perfect fit against my chest.

I suppose the noise caught me by surprise, but I was so tuned in to my daughter that I didn’t process the first creak. Or the second, really. I suppose I assumed it’d be Anthony coming to check on us, but on the third noise, I knew—sensed, maybe—that the sounds didn’t belong in this nursery.

My eyes flashed open, and I saw him.

Here.

In my baby’s bedroom, a gun aimed at my forehead.

“Hey, Lacey,” he said softly, as if to deliberately not wake the baby. “We need to talk.”
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Chapter 28
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING here?” I stared past the barrel of the gun to William Bean, the nervous little man who’d fainted during the second bank heist I’d witnessed in the last couple weeks. “Put the gun down, please.”

“I’m sorry, that’s not an option.” His voice was steady, soft, and he glanced toward the door as he moved to it, locked it. “I would highly advise you to keep your voice down, keep your movements to a minimum. You do anything to alert that husband of yours, and you’re dead. Sorry.”

“He’ll be up here in a few minutes,” I said, stalling, my mind working double time as I thought first and foremost how I could get Bella out of here, keep her safe. She was barely a day old. I could hardly move or sit without wincing in pain. “I am no threat to you, so why are you here?”

“You might not be a threat yet, but you’d put it together sooner or later,” he said, waving the gun with the first hint of manic. “It’s really a compliment to you, Mrs. Luzzi. You’re persistent—annoyingly so. And just smart enough to cause damage.”

“Sorry, which part is the compliment? The annoying bit or the barely smart part?”

He laughed softly. “Stalling won’t work. You’re right: I’m afraid that husband of yours won’t leave his wife and new baby alone for long—he’s annoyingly loyal, so I’ll make this quick. Your little girl will live. I’m not a murderer, not really, and I know she didn’t see a thing. Put her in the crib and let’s get this over quickly.”

I hated to admit it, but a flood of relief washed through me. He wasn’t here for Bella. She’d be safe. I just had to follow orders, to stall, to find a way to alert Anthony. I had nothing—no defenses. The nursery was baby-proofed, and I most certainly didn’t keep a can of mace in here. I couldn’t even stick my finger in the electrical outlet if I tried.

“At least tell me why you’ve come to kill me. You said I’d figure it out, but your name hadn’t even crossed my radar. I mean, sure, with the van thing—but we didn’t think anything more of it. Betty even said you didn’t know anything about it—that she’d stolen your corporate credit card number when the two of you went out for a business lunch.”

“And you think she’d have stolen the digits if I didn’t purposefully leave it on the table, push the card across to her, and excuse myself to use the restroom?” He shook his head, eyes bright. His hair was still stringy, but he looked less mousy than before. More deliberate in his unkemptness. “I suppose Betty doesn’t remember that I’m the one who introduced myself to her. That I’m the one who set up the lunch, who mentioned the corporate vans I happened to use from time to time—a complete lie, by the way.”

“You knew what was happening, and yet you helped it along?” I asked. “What’s in it for you? A cut of the loot?”

“They weren’t stealing for the loot—that was a coincidence that I thought would work in my favor, the bank robbing. I just nudged that along. I never wanted to score anything from their little playtime. I was looking for something bigger.”

“What?”

“When I first set up lunch with Betty, I knew she was one of the secretaries scorned by that creep, Fidge. What better way to help out Betty than to guide her to some information on how her former boss was skimming from the company pot?”

“The files on Fidge’s computer—you led her to those, too?”

“I didn’t need to.” He laughed. “Fidge is such a lazy ass that he led all his secretaries to the files himself. Maybe he’d have been more careful if he’d known they were there in the first place. He can’t be so stupid he’d give his secretaries passwords to incriminating evidence on his work computer.”

“If he didn’t know the files were there...” I hesitated, then my neck jerked in surprise as I stared directly at him. “You put those files there. Fidge wasn’t skimming at all—he was, and is, completely clueless!”

“Not completely, not anymore. He knows he’s being set up, and I think you believed him.” Willy narrowed his eyes. “That’s why I’m here. The idiot couldn’t find the way around his own computer if he tried. The files are there—tucked away where anyone could find them with just a bit of digging. He never bothered to look.”

“Wait a minute...” Things clicked into place one after another, too fast for me to keep up. “You are the one skimming from the company. That means you’re the one with the cop in your pocket.”

“Turns out, I know a little more about computers than I listed on my resume.”

“You’re a hacker. You set up the incriminating files on Fidge’s computer, decided you’d need a cop to help smooth things over and keep the investigation focused on him, and then you set up the payments to come from Fidge’s account straight into Rankle’s pocket.”

“I set them both up to take the fall. Bonus points? They already knew and disliked each other from some old harassment charges.” He smiled. “Think of the story: Nepotism in a huge corporation, theft from innocent customers, a dirty cop—this story had the makings to sell newspapers. When Rankle and Fidge got locked away, it’d look great for the city: we’d have cleaned up the local police force and wiped out a sleazy scammer in a high position. Bank of the Lakes would be in dire need for a comeback, for great PR.”

“For a leader who wouldn’t polarize anyone,” I said, thinking through the organizational chart. “You were gunning for Fidge’s position.”

“Bingo.”

“But it doesn’t end there, does it?” I narrowed my eyes, studied the steadiness of his hand. “Once you were close to the CEO, you’d not only be raking in the dough, but you’d be ready to swoop in and take over if...”

“If something happened to the poor CEO.” William’s eyes didn’t even blink at the notion. “And trust me—something would have happened to that dweeb.” 

I covered Bella’s ears. She was sleeping and barely a day old, but I didn’t want her to get in the habit of name calling. “You wouldn’t have gotten away with it.”

“That’s exactly why I couldn’t let you stick around, Lacey. You would’ve put it together—you’re too nosy to let things get all tied up with a pretty little bow. One badly timed news article where they mention me as Fidge’s successor, and you would’ve known the truth. I couldn’t risk you going to a cop—not now that I’ve sacrificed my own pawn.”

I curled Bella closer to me. “What if I promise not to say anything? Please, I have a baby. A life. I’m getting out of the world of theft and prison and horrible things—if I never see another case again, I’ll be happy. I just want to be left alone with my daughter.”

“Except you’ve got this conscience that makes me worry.” Willy shook his head, squinted. “The urge to do the right thing. It’s so frustrating. If I could’ve paid you off, I would’ve. Like I said, I’m not a murderer.”

“But you will be if you pull that trigger.”

“I’m sick of talking, so why don’t you put your little girl down so we can get this over with. She won’t remember a thing.”

I stepped toward the crib, stalling, but coming up at a loss. It was a relief to know that Bella would be okay, but at the same time, my heart was breaking. I’d had too short a time with her—too few moments to study her gorgeous face, to catch the scent of baby powder and sweetness, to cuddle and love her. I wouldn’t see her grow up, wouldn’t watch her make friends and learn to laugh and smile and run, or to see her play with her daddy. 

I’d be gone.

With a new determination, I took another step toward the crib, keeping my breathing as steady as possible, letting the look of fear live broadly on my face. I hoped Willy saw it—I hoped he reconsidered, but I didn’t hold my breath.

The only way I was getting out of here was by my own doing, and I’d try my best, if it was the last thing I did. They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. Well, I think they’re wrong. I decided then and there that Hell hath no fury like a pissed off mama bear. 

That’s when I saw it. Through my combined fury and fear, I’d latched onto the weapon that’d save me. The thing I’d hated, and now the very item that would be the raft to pull me from this stormy ocean.

Clay’s stupid mobile.

The thing I’d called a horrible idea and a danger to my baby just might be the only thing that could save my life. I remembered Clay’s words—that the mobile would never shoot directly downward. That it was programmed to stop attackers, a thought I’d found silly just a few days back.

Not so silly anymore.

Holding Bella close to me, I still wouldn’t take the risk of putting her in the crib. The mobile shot downward, so as long as she stayed in my arms, above it, she’d be out of harm’s way. I just needed to draw Willy a little closer.

“Can you come over here and switch on her mobile?” I gestured toward it. “She won’t be able to sleep without it.”

Willy took a casual step toward me, but he frowned. “Stop stalling, Luzzi.”

“I’m not stalling! I only have so many hands. If she starts to cry, my husband will come up here. Come on now, every time I try to set her down she wails.”

“How do you know? She’s only been alive for a few hours.”

“Because I’m her mother! Do what I say, or I can’t set her down. You probably don’t want to kill me because my husband will come after you and tear you apart, but you definitely don’t want to kill Anthony Luzzi’s daughter. That is not only the kiss of death, that’s the...” I shuddered even thinking about it.

“Fine, fine. Move back by the rocking chair. I’m not that stupid—you’re not jumping me.”

I gratefully took a step back. Several of them actually, figuring I’d give the mobile as much clearance as possible for its shooting range. I glanced at the place where Anthony had fallen like a sack of rocks before, and was pleased to see that Willy was right in the strike zone.

“Happy?” He reached over, turned the mobile on, and stepped back. “Put her down.”

I hesitated for as long as possible, until Willy started raising the gun again, and then I glared at the mobile. It was just like Clay to have a fully dysfunctional item that stopped misfiring exactly when I prayed it would do its job and work improperly. Of course it would work perfectly now that I needed it to act like a piece of junk.

“T-thanks,” I muttered. “Except that’s not the right song.”

I wrapped Bella tighter, tucked her onto the rocking chair. Then I took a step forward, realizing that the song was different than the one the other night, as were the colors of the lights flashing and the speed at which the mobile twirled. Maybe if I could just flick the track to a new song...

“This one’s better,” I said, reaching around to adjust the music. “This one really lulls her—”

The high-pitched yelp came from Willy. I’d barely noticed the near-silent pfft of the mobile releasing its first dart. I applauded internally that my theory had been correct. The music had been all wrong. Unfortunately, Willy had backed away and the dart had neatly missed his big toe by a centimeter.

“Put it down, you maniac!” Willy shouted, no longer going for quiet. “I gave you a chance, Lacey—”

He raised the gun as I ripped the mobile from the top of the crib and aimed the spinning animals toward him. I moved as he fired, having ducked just in the nick of time. The bullet shattered through the window behind me.

The music continued to pulse through the mobile while I gave a last-ditch effort. I looked down the black barrel of the gun right before I dove into the closet where Bella couldn’t see me, just in case she woke. Just in case I got hit.

The bullet sounded, ripping through the wall, and then came the cry.

Not from me. Willy Bean went down in a heap after a rapid-fire series of darts responded to a triplet-beat in the tune of the song. Three darts straight to the chest. Boom, boom, boom. He’d be unconscious a solid week...if he was lucky.

I stood, shaky, kicking the mobile deep into the closet and slamming the doors shut. I’d need the bomb squad to come and disassemble that thing later. Preferably before Clay heard about the incident and could lord it over me and take all the credit for saving my life with his insane device—yet again.

Easing my way across the room, I promptly opened the bedroom door and shouted for Anthony. I kicked the gun to the opposite side of the room from him, then carefully approached Bean and toed him in the head. As I expected, he didn’t so much as flinch. I bent over to check his pulse, wincing as the sound of a dart piercing wood sounded from inside the closet, and I swore I’d take Clay’s head off. Right after I thanked him. Grudgingly.

Then I swept over to the rocking chair and picked up Bella who, mercifully, had slept through it all. In retrospect, there must have been a silencer on Bean’s gun because my ears hadn’t rung, nor had there been a loud bang. The puff of the silenced bullet had seemed deafening at the time, but it hadn’t even been loud enough to wake the baby.

I curled her close to me, finding a smile when her eyes flickered open and her small fists waved, just the slightest bit, before she curled closer to my chest and sunk into another round of naps.

“Oh, wow.” Meg’s voice greeted me with a hint of awe. “What happened here?”

“Lacey!” Anthony started, then stopped as he stumbled over the figure on the ground. “Are you okay? What, ah, happened?”

I hesitated, giving the pair enough time to scan the room and take in the destruction.

“Um, we had a visitor,” I said. “And he wasn’t very nice. So, I shot him with some darts.”

“Wow,” Meg repeated. “Looks like it worked. He’s breathing, but not doing a whole lot else.”

“It was the tranquilizers from Clay’s mobile.” I winced. “The same one that hit Anthony, but three times the dosage for a much smaller guy.”

Anthony ran a hand through his hair while he assessed the scene with practiced ease and noted the bullet holes. By the time he finished, rage simmered behind his gaze. “Did he shoot at you?”

“Sort of.”

Anthony closed his eyes and sighed.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know, I didn’t mean—I had to keep Bella safe. It was the only way. He wanted to kill me. I won’t involve myself in anything like this again, I promise.”

He let out a low bark of laughter. “Our poor daughter.”

Meg looked over. “What are you talking about? She’s had the most exciting life on the planet and she’s barely a day old. Check this out.”

Meg held up the newspaper she’d rolled in her hand. “I came over to show you this. She’s famous!”

I stared at it, my jaw hanging open as I digested a stolen photo of Bella’s sweet little face plastered across the front page. The words Bella the Baby Bandit were scrawled in huge bold letters above it, and surely our story followed, sold off by someone who’d heard a whisper of the truth and elaborated enough to line their pockets with cash.

I closed my eyes. “I wanted our daughter to be born into a normal household. Into a normal world, to have a normal life. She has no hope of feeling normal if we’ve made her famous when she’s a day old!”

Anthony stepped over the body and put his arm around my shoulder. “Honey, look around. She was born into the Luzzi family. Did she ever stand a chance at normalcy?”

“I suppose you’re right,” I admitted. “We had no hope for it, but I suppose that’s okay.”

“Bella’s a Luzzi through and through,” Meg said with tears running down her face. “Y’all are so adorable. The sweetest thing. I love your little family, and I’m not sure her being a Luzzi is all bad.”

I leaned my head against Anthony’s chest. Bella whimpered and shifted closer to us, her soft pink cheeks and plump lips pouted in sleep. If we ignored the limp figure sprawled on the floor and the signs of a scuffle around the nursery, it was the perfect moment. Quiet, sweet, comfortable.  

I pressed my lips to Bella’s forehead and murmured against her sweet skin. “Welcome to the Family, Sprout.”
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Epilogue
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“COME ON, HONEY,” I said as I strapped Bella to my chest in a baby carrier. “You get to see where Mommy used to live. Where mommy met daddy, actually. We’ll just pretend I didn’t think he was shooting guns at me, okay?”

Meg pulled up behind me in Patty, and then slid into a parking spot that had me jumping out of the way in order to give her a wide berth. She waved as she climbed out. “Thanks for meeting me for lunch! I brought pizza.”

I gave Meg the thumbs up as she hauled three boxes from the backseat.

“Does breastmilk get flavored by what you eat?” Meg cocked her head. “I’m guessing Bella’s too little to share the pizza.”

“Yeah, she’s a week old. Probably too young for all that cheese. And, you know, she can’t chew.”

“About that breastmilk thing. If you ate chocolate, would it be chocolate milk? After the pizza, would it be like...pepperoni flavored?”

“I’m not going to answer that,” I said. “Let’s not talk about my boobs over lunch. I’m up to my elbows in feedings and diapers and lack of sleep, and I just want to hear about something else. What’s new with you?”

“Venus is doing great!” Meg’s eyes lit up. “I replanted him, and he’s super happy in his new home. I even decorated it with lights. Come on up, I’ll show you.”

We tramped through the tilted old apartment building. Bella mostly slept through the tour, but I figured there’d be a time when she’d know it well. Playing with Auntie Meg would either be the most terrifying experience of her life, or the most exciting thing ever. I suspected there wouldn’t be much of a middle ground because frankly there never was with Meg.

“I got an extra garbage pizza because Clay said he’d be home too. He actually asked me to meet him for lunch, so he might join us.”

“Does he know I’m coming?”

“No.” Meg shrugged. “But when does he care? We always hang out together. If he wanted alone time, he’d have said.”

She cracked the door open and stopped dead.

I followed behind her, my eyes adjusting slowly to the sudden darkness. The only light in the kitchen was a trail of glowing heart bulbs leading the way into the living room. I suspected Meg was supposed to follow the trail. I also suspected it’d been meant for Meg, and Meg alone.

“I’m going to wait out here,” I said, backing into the hallway. “This seems private.”

“Don’t be silly,” Meg said, gesturing me inside. “This pizza won’t last forever. Clay, are you around? Lacey’s here with the baby.”

Clay popped around the corner, his eyes wide. “Oh, ah. Interesting.”

“I was just leaving,” I said, quickly reading his expression of horror. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine! I brought pizza. I really like what you’ve done with the lighting in here.” Meg set the pizza down and pulled her jacket off, draping it over a chair. “Mood lighting.”

“Meg.” I poked her. “Follow the light.”

She stood, confused, but did as I instructed. I shut the door behind me and eased into the kitchen, still as a statue as Meg rounded the corner. Clay shot me a look of gratefulness, then disappeared into the living room at Meg’s side.

“What is this?” Meg asked, her voice bright and confused. “It’s super cool, but I don’t understand. Clay? Did you do this?”

“Meg.” Clay’s voice wobbled. “I need to talk to you.”

It’d been a week since they took Willy’s body into custody from Bella’s nursery, though it’d only been yesterday that he’d recovered partial consciousness from his post-dart haze. It’d also been a week since I’d both chastised and thanked Clay for the mobile all in one go. I suspected I knew what was happening in the next room over, and I silently cheered him on.

William Bean had been booked with embezzlement, attempted murder, and a host of charges I didn’t bother to peruse. Fidge was still fired from his job and in jail, but for the correct charges this time. His wife had filed for divorce. 

Meanwhile, the Femme Fatale had sent us a greeting card from prison, and they’d sounded downright cheerful. They would serve their time, then be released as they’d suspected. They still wanted a Christmas card and an update on Bella. With their letter, they’d also included an assurance that the loot was being returned in mint condition. My wedding ring and license had arrived the next day by courier.

In even better news yet, my wedding ring fit again. The sausage fingers had slimmed down to hotdogs, and that was a major improvement.

“What do you need to talk to me about?” she asked. “This is...this is incredible, Clay. Venus has so many friends now.”

“I know you wanted to get engaged in a tropical location,” Clay began, and I could feel him shaking from my corner in the kitchen. “And I know you also refused to leave town while Lacey was having her baby or anytime soon after. You’re a great friend to her.”

“Don’t say that too loud,” Meg said. “I take pride in being a bit of a badass.”

“Sorry,” Clay said with an awkward chuckle. “Well, you might be a good friend, but you’re a better girlfriend, and I love you. I want you to be my best friend for life. Even though this isn’t Hawaii, I tried to make it look like a tropical oasis. If you want, you can tell everyone you got engaged on some exotic island if you like, and we can take a trip there for our honeymoon.”

“Clay, what are you trying to say?”

“I’m proposing,” he said, and his voice grew firm, strong. “Meg—my sweet Megaleg, Megaload, Megawatt—will you marry me?”

The shrieking was so loud I had to cover poor Bella’s ears. I debated ducking out of the apartment to give the couple privacy as Meg oohed and ahhed her exclamations of Yes! But before I could move, the pair swung around the corner. 

“Get in here, Lacey!” Meg waved a hand. “Look!”

I followed, blinking my eyes at the low light in the room. The entire living area had been transformed. Plants were perched on every surface, trees grew from the floor, ferns trailed along the walls, and a miniature palm tree sat where the television used to be. Instead of a couch, there was a log that smelled all too musty and the strong scent of dirt.

In the middle of it all sat Venus, Meg’s pride and baby, and next to it an empty ring box.

“Let me see!” I demanded, reaching for Meg’s hand. “Oh, this is beautiful.”

A gorgeous yellow diamond sat embedded with a halo of small, colorless diamonds around it. I blamed the onslaught of tears that poured down my cheeks on the lingering hormones known to plague new mothers, and I let them slide freely over my face.

“Congratulations,” I said, bringing the two of them in for a gentle hug around Bella. “Oh, I’m so happy for you both. This is so exciting. I’m sorry I ruined the moment, but...oh, this is so sweet. How did you pull all of this off, Clay?”

He shifted his weight at my question. “Well, secretly.”

“I know! Where’d you keep all the plants?” My mind flashed back to the moment he’d slammed his door shut, and I knew. “You had them all in your room.”

“I’ll be vacuuming leaves and dirt for years from my closet,” he said. “I couldn’t wait a moment longer to propose for my own health and safety. Meg was starting to get suspicious. I think.”

“All the plants, they’re...” I hesitated, feeling a smack of realization as Marcy’s voice rang through my head, reminding me that most of her stolen plants had been tropical. “You were the thief, Clay. The thief from the plant nursery.”

“Not really,” he said. “I wouldn’t say I stole anything—I paid for it all. In fact, I’d been transferring money directly into the nursery’s account from the beginning, but they never noticed it. So, I left a stack of cash because they couldn’t miss that. They probably made an extra two grand off me because I double paid for everything and more.”

“You stole all of this for me?!” Meg clasped her hands to her chest. “Oh, that is so romantic.”

“Why steal it?” I asked. “Why not just buy them?”

“It had to be a surprise!”

“Clay...” I shook my head. “We have to tell them it was you.”

“I already did,” he said. “I felt guilty. I went to the store and offered to turn myself in for the robberies.”

“And?”

“And they told me I better not do that because they wanted to keep the extra cash.”

“You’re nuts,” I told him.

“But he’s romantic!” Meg sighed. “Lacey, I’m gonna be a married old lady, just like you.”

“Oh, you make it sound so wonderful.” I laughed, grinning. “You two will love it. I’m so happy for you.”

“We’ll have to get married fast,” Meg said. “Because me and Lacey have always promised each other that we’d have kids close in age. Bella’s only a week old—we’d better get cracking, amore.”

Clay’s face paled. “What about one thing at a time?”

“Nope,” Meg said. “Babies.”

Then the door opened.

“Did someone order pizza?” It was Anthony’s voice, and he must’ve been exceedingly hungry to stop by Meg and Clay’s place for a slice. “Meg mentioned I’d find you all here...”

His voice trailed off as he came around the corner and spotted the plants. “What in the world?” He hesitated as he reached out to touch a plant. “Tell me this isn’t illegal.”

“Clay proposed!” I exclaimed. “Isn’t that great? They’re getting married!”

“Yeah, and we were just talking about how me and Clay gotta get married real fast so we can have kids at the same time as you and Lacey.” Meg grinned. “I mean, wouldn’t that be great? If I have a daughter, she can be best friends with Bella.”

“Hold on a second.” Anthony’s face paled. “You’re saying there’s going to be a second generation of Lacey and Meg?”

Clay winced. “And we’re going to have to parent them?”

Meg and I grinned at one another, delighted at the prospect.

“Can I get you a drink?” Anthony asked Clay. “I’m suddenly not hungry.”

“Please.”

“Oh, men,” Meg said, as the two guys disappeared into the kitchen. The sound of sloshing liquid into glasses followed. Then Meg, too, went white as a ghost. “Lacey! We were terrors. Are our kids going to be just like us?”

I shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out.”

“Hey Anthony,” Meg called to the kitchen. “I think I’ll take you up on that offer of a drink.”

I hung behind, looking down at Bella, smiling into her sweet face. “You’re going to be an angel for mama, aren’t you?”

No answer from her, which was not surprising.

Then suddenly she had an answer that smelled like the world had exploded.

“An angel that needs her pants changed,” I amended. “Come on, honey, we’ve got to get you cleaned up and teach you how to celebrate like a Luzzi. We’ll get you your own drink. In fact, you can have the whole bottle.”

She opened her mouth, most likely looking for food, and struggled to open her eyes. Maybe it was the movement, or the way she’d responded to my claims of her angelic nature. Maybe it was the fact that reality had finally sunk in–or maybe, I understood Anthony’s revelation that Meg and Lacey might get a second generation.

I felt the blood drain from my face.

She was my mini me. I was holding a miniature version of myself with a shot of Anthony, and though she was unique...she was mine. She looked like Anthony and ate like me, and if she learned anything from either us, she’d be dangerous by the time she could walk.

And that was a scary thought.

The End
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Note from the Author:
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THANK YOU FOR READING book eleven in the Lacey Luzzi series! What an incredibly fun ride it’s been for me to bring this series “parenthood”. I owe it all to the readers and friends of the family! Thank you! 

Other fun stuff: More installments in each of the Lola Pink and Magic & Mixology series are coming soon. To be notified when it releases, please sign up for my newsletter at www.ginalamanna.com.

Thank you for reading!

Love,

Gina
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Now for a thank you...
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To all my readers, especially those of you who have stuck with me from the beginning. 

By now, I’m sure you all know how important reviews are for Indie authors, so if you have a moment and enjoyed the story, please consider leaving an honest review on Amazon or Goodreads. I know you are all very busy people and writing a review takes time out of your day—but just know that I appreciate every single one I receive. Reviews help make promotions possible, help with visibility on large retailers and most importantly, help other potential readers decide if they would like to try the book.

I wouldn’t be here without all of you, so once again—thank you.
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Thanks again for reading, and I hope you enjoyed the story! 
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See other books by Gina here:

List of Gina's Books!
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