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PROLOGUE

In the mirror, you study your face. Everyone does this, you think, practices different faces: pouting like a model, tightening your lips like you have a secret, hurling insults, or compliments, with only your eyes. Sure, you’ve been told you’re beautiful—usually by those who want something from you—but you’ve also been called out for every little imperfection, torn down to nothing, piece by piece. Because when people look at you, what they see is a reflection of themselves.

You look and look and look until your features blur. You are everything and nothing. It’s terrifying. It’s thrilling. You smile. The mirror smiles back, playing the game you’ve played since you were little. You’d watch yourself laugh, which people loved. Because it made them funny, even if they weren’t. You’d watch yourself cry: the downturned mouth, the blotchy skin. People loved that too, you realized. It made them strong by comparison. It made them caring, sympathetic. Or else victorious, if they were the source of your tears.

Like a mirror, you told them how to behave, who to be, what to do. Mirror, mirror, on the wall … Give everyone what they wanted, and you could leave with so much more. Everyone thought they knew you, when really no one knew you at all.

A little depressing, how easy it is to become invisible.

You’d be surprised, though, how easy it is to get away with murder.
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Outside the massive windows, falling snow silences Chicago, leaves North Dearborn Street mute and white. Inside the Hartmann Gallery, it’s loud and warm. Alive with the clink of champagne glasses, the clatter of Jimmy Choos, and the murmured sounds of self-congratulatory conversation. Your eyebrows are to die. How is Billy enjoying Andover? You look even skinnier than when I saw you at Vail! Large frames fill the thirty-foot-high walls with an array of abstract selections that remind me a little of regurgitated hospital food. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not one of those people who can’t appreciate abstract art, I just know the difference between good and … whatever this is.

Not that most of the people here are even sparing a glance at the art lining the walls. It’s the middle of winter in Chicago, so of course everyone is trading resort vacation tips. Their glittering conversation and clothing are a stark contrast to the ostensible reason for the gathering: the annual gala for the Melanoma Foundation. There are about a thousand other places I’d rather be on a Sunday night than here, surrounded by this crowd, high on their own generosity, making sure you know they’re platinum-tier contributors to the cause.

But I know it will be worth it, in the end.

“Thank you.” I pluck a flute of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray.

“My pleasure.” He smiles at me as if we’re old friends, and maybe, after enough Veuve, we could be more. He is handsome, even in his stiff shirt and clip-on bow tie. So, for fun, I level him with one raised eyebrow. The glasses on his tray wobble.

“Hit me again before I’m empty.”

“I’ll be watching.” I’m sure you will. He offers his free hand. “Jason.”

“Liz,” I say, gripping his hand firmly so he doesn’t spill. My silk slip dress stains if you stare at it too long.

A mic blasts static—must be time for the speech—and we both wince. I slide into the crowd and face the platform, where a woman in an ochre satin gown, probably the gala chair, thanks Bob Hartmann for the oh-so-gorgeous, newly renovated space. We all applaud and mutter in agreement while he bows and clutches his grateful heart. Next, the lady in ochre thanks her dear, dear friends, art collectors and philanthropists Mr. and Mrs. Reed. They’ve given more than expected to the cause, made this evening a success with their overwhelming commitment. “In honor of Grandmother Reed, who succumbed to skin cancer at too young an age …” We clap again and cheer like the Reeds gave a showstopping performance instead of a tax-deductible donation. I down my champagne, wave the empty glass until Jason returns, and switch it out for one filled to the top. Cheers, I mouth to him, and I can practically see the film reel playing in his head as he imagines other things these pursed lips could do. Across the way, Top Donor Lady Mrs. Reed blushes from all the attention. She waves off the praise, but I can tell she’s loving every second of it. Move over, melanoma: this is Mrs. Reed’s night.

And why not? She’s earned it—spent the past few months leveraging her power to get the city’s top donors involved. I know because I’ve had my eye on her for a while.

As the crowd disperses back to their dinner tables, I move to the edge of the room, where a collection of wannabe–Dorothea Lange photographs hang, mostly exploitations of the underprivileged: sullen-faced men and women, dirt-smudged children, boarded-up factories, and broken-down cars. Deep stuff. I study my reflection in the framed glass and wonder if I look like someone who’s suffered loss and grief. My face is smooth, unburdened by emotion. My dark hair is swept into a chic twist, not a strand out of place. But there—in the corners of my eyes. A darkness. A hollowness.

Then a flash of ochre satin catches my attention. Mrs. Reed has left her inner circle and is making her way toward the restrooms at the opposite end of the hall. She’s listing like she’s on a boat, or like Jason’s been refilling her champagne flute too. As she passes me, I turn away to wipe discreetly at the few tears that have collected.

“Dear …” Mrs. Reed turns to me, and it’s like we’re alone in the crowded room. She hands me her cocktail napkin to dab my cheeks.

“I’m here in honor of my mother,” I say, as if blinking back an image: wan face, nose tubes, flickering hospital fluorescents … Mrs. Reed’s bony hand touches my wrist.

“So sorry for your loss.”

My mother is alive and well, living in Boca, last I heard. We haven’t been in touch for years. And trust me, it’s no great loss. But I know how women like Mrs. Reed operate. Her children are her life, and now they’re grown. So whenever she spots someone in need of mothering—especially someone who lost her own, God forbid!—she swoops in like she’s wearing a damn cape.

“Thank you,” I say to Mrs. Reed, “for your generosity to the cause.”

She offers a tipsy smile, her eyes sorrowful and wet.

“Anyway.” I gesture. “I was also dying to see the gallery renovation.”

“It really is something.” Her glassy eyes brighten as she appreciates the space, and the art, if that’s what they want to call it, and the money she’s raised to make it happen.

“These floating walls are brilliant,” I say, taking her cue, moving on to creativity and aesthetics, the beautiful things, making the most of her champagne high. “They’re the perfect shade of white. What is it? Chantilly Lace? Your son-in-law did an incredible job.”

“Yes. Thomás is really making a name for himself in the design world. He’s a true visionary.”

I look for the handsome Spaniard who captured the heart of Abigail Reed’s son. Their Mallorca wedding, featured in Town & Country, was an art-world palooza, a who’s who of breeding and taste. Mrs. Reed raises her champagne glass toward the far side of the crowd, and I spot Thomás with Alan, her redheaded son.

“There they are,” she says, pointing, showing off her large ruby ring. The smooth oval stone, snug in its gold classical setting, is like something Cleopatra would wear. It hangs loose on her finger. She really should have it resized. “Are you in art?” she asks.

“I dabble.” I grin a small smile, humble embarrassment mixed with pride. I pull my business card from my clutch. It’s vague but polished, only the word “Consultant,” followed by my name, Elizabeth Hastings, and number. “Here,” I say. “I know of a Haring that’s severely undervalued.”

“Oh? That’s interesting …” She takes my card and studies it, then carefully studies my face.

“It is,” I tell her casually. “I believe you and I share some friends in common. We should really chat sometime.”

“I’d love that,” she replies, her eyes lighting up.

“Great!” I say cheerily. “I’m off to a dinner engagement, but ping me soon! You know how fast these things can slip away.” I grasp both her hands like we’re relatives instead of strangers.

“Thank you, dear. What a wonderful turn of events,” says Mrs. Reed. “You’ll hear from me very soon.”

I smile before blending back into the crowd. It really is that easy sometimes.

The night is crisp and clear when I step outside, snow hurrying through the glow of streetlights. I slip into a waiting town car. In the darkness, I pull Mrs. Reed’s ruby ring from my clutch. Couldn’t help myself. The color is just stunning.
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Thursday morning the sun is out, but still bitter cold, when I reach the town house on North Dayton. The light glints off the FOR SALE sign bolted to its iron gate. I took a liking to it as soon as I saw the photos—it’s $3.5 million, which is not unreasonable for this neighborhood. Snow still tops the iron sconces like little ice hats, and it’s like something out of a fairy tale. Beauty and the Beast, maybe. First movie I went to alone. I was ten, and I used a ticket I’d picked up off the lobby floor from an earlier showing. I wanted to be Belle so bad—all those books and all that conviction, and then winning the jackpot with the sweet, rich, perfectly tortured beast. I was disappointed at the end when he turned into an ordinary man.

With a scarf and large black sunglasses hiding my face from the doorbell camera, I open the iron gate and hurry up to the double glass doors. I reach for the lockbox on the doorknob and punch in a few numbers, but the box stays stubbornly locked. There’s a peeling sticker with the caretaker’s info: call in case of emergency. I take off my right glove to use my phone. “Mr. Einhorn?”

“Yes, this is Don, how can I help you?” I figure he’s in his fifties, and a smoker, from the gravel in his voice.

“Nice to meet you, Don. I’m Liz from Chicago Luxury Staging. We’re staging 301 North Dayton.” I worked for them briefly; if a house is on the market for more than three million, chances are, Chicago Luxury Staging was called. If I’m wrong, he just won’t let me in.

“Right, Liz.” But I’m right.

“So, I’m at the Dayton Street property now. Final walk-through. It’s gorgeous, by the way.”

“Oh yeah, the Thacker place. You should see their house in St. Barts—they’re there for the winter.”

Just as I suspected. This part of Chicago is as nice as it gets, but anyone rich enough to afford living here still leaves for half the year. And I don’t blame them. The brutal lake wind makes me shiver in my Burberry peacoat (a gift from the confused Mastro’s coatroom attendant), and I want the St. Barts life too. I picture a beach, white sand. Palm trees and a warm breeze, a cocktail in hand.

I need to get out of town soon, and not just because of the weather. The Viceroy has given me a ticking clock on my bill—end of this week—and my loose ends are starting to catch up with me. Besides, I deserve a vacation too. I’ve played a long game in Chicago and won.

“I can’t seem to open the lockbox.” I rattle the key inside and finger the buttons at random. “I must have the wrong code. I’ve tried several times.” The caretaker has to look it up, but it only takes him a minute. “Thank you so much,” I say, memorizing it easily, then punching in the four numbers to open the box. The key works on the first try.

A huge chandelier hangs from the entryway’s high ceiling, catching the sun pouring through the open door, spraying light across a palace of pale gray walls. I wipe dry the soles of my boots on the mat, unwrap my scarf, and toss it onto a post in the entryway.

While I’m unbuttoning my coat, an alert flashes across my screen. Fifty thousand from Mrs. Reed, like clockwork.

I heard from her the morning after the gala, and we agreed to meet for tea at the Peninsula that same afternoon. Someone was eager. In our cushy clandestine corner, I poured her Darjeeling while telling her all about the opportunity she’d be an idiot to pass up. “The seller has no idea what she has,” I whispered conspiratorially. “She and Haring were friends in the ’80s club scene, and he just gave the piece to her. It’s literally in her closet. Can you imagine?”

Mrs. Reed looked aghast. “She should do her homework.”

“Better for us that she doesn’t.” I gave her a wink—too much? Not at all, she was eating this up.

“Indeed,” said Mrs. Reed, her eyes sparkling with understanding. I already knew she was familiar with this controversial little corner of the art world—dealers who operate more like stockbrokers, turning huge profits for their investors when they resell pieces at auction. The old guard hates these shameless flippers, who make more money on the art than the artists ever will. But Mrs. Reed is not one of those scrupulous types. She couldn’t care less about “cheapening the soul of creativity” so long as she makes some serious money. I’ve watched her long enough to know this.

“I want in,” she said. “How much do you need?”

“I already have a few investors on board, so I’d be looking for a fifty thousand buy-in. If all goes well, we’re looking at a 5X profit.”

Not everyone would have bitten at this—the Reeds don’t need to play the risk for a mere quarter million, but the Reeds enjoy the game. Almost as much as I do.

I smile at my screen now. The funds for the Haring deal have been electronically deposited into my account. It rings like a register, loading my phone with electronic cash, and my heart does a little dance of relief. “Just in time,” I say. I’ve had enough of the cold. And I’m ready for something new.

Through the app, I reply to Mrs. Reed’s electronic deposit: Thank you! I’ll be in touch as soon as the seller agrees to my offer. She’s out of the country until next month. Once it’s ours, I’ll do the research to make sure we list the piece at the right auction. That’s when things get fun!

I wonder how long they’ll wait for the Haring that’s never coming. How long they’ll fight the fraud case to get the money back before deciding it’s not worth it. Oh well, fifty fucking thousand dollars down the drain, what can you do? We sure were wrong about Liz … Don’t feel bad—everyone is.

I move from the entryway into the living room. The Thackers’ decor reminds me of a luxury hotel lobby—expensive but as inoffensive as possible. “Someone’s got a flair for the boring,” I say to a photo I pick up off the back of the black baby grand. The Thackers are a family of five: parents—together, in the photo anyway—and three children. As an only child, I always get a kick out of pictures like these. The three kids, stiff in their matching khakis and sweaters, artfully arranged around Mommy and Daddy like dolls in a curio cabinet. I imagine the siblings squabbling right up until the moment when the photographer says, “Smile!” But maybe I’m being unfair. Maybe they get along—or at least take comfort in one another’s existence. Safety in numbers, after all. God knows I could have used some backup when I was a kid.

In the photos, the Thacker children grow into teenagers, then adults: family reunions at a lake house, high school sports, holiday portraits on these very stairs … The daughter went to Yale, as evidenced by the series of photos of her graduation, all showcasing the same tasseled hat. And the naïve pride of someone winning at life when they started at the finish line. Five years from now she’ll be on some Women in Business Panel explaining how she “girl-bossed” her way to the top, and the next class of Yalies will eat it up. Acting as if I really were a home stager, I pull frames off the piano, saving a single tasteful black-and-white family shot taken at a ski resort—Park City or maybe Vail. The rest, I stash in the piano bench, out of sight.

I adjust the angle of the matching club chairs to create a more harmonious balance with the curved-back charcoal sofa and rearrange a few pillows and lamps for flow. No matter where I am, I instinctively spot the flaws, the mistakes and missed opportunities—it’s a compulsion. But I resist the urge to keep fussing with the space. It’s not why I’m here.

The main bedroom takes up the whole top floor if you include the gym overlooking the backyard. I can’t help myself—I rearrange the pillows on the king-sized bed, then tidy the brushes and makeup on Mrs. Thacker’s vanity, pocket her Klonopin. Her half of the walk-in closet is all various shades of beige. I laugh thinking of her on St. Barts, wading in the warm pristine water in the beige dress she wore to her daughter’s graduation.

Mr. Thacker has a little more style. His neatly hung suits range from almost black to seersucker, with a sea of blues in between. I straighten his rack of colorful ties, many with funny patterns his kids probably gave him for Father’s Day, rows of golden retrievers and old-timey cars. I bet he wore them to work to make them happy, not caring if it looked like Hallmark vomited on him.

While I’m rifling through his sock drawer, my phone rings. ED NOBU HOTEL BAR.

Fuck. I don’t want to answer—I’m done with him. But Nobu Guy—I mean Ed—can be relentless, and I’ve only known him three weeks. We met while I was scouting the Reeds. What can I say, I’m a sucker for a hottie with a well-cut suit and a penchant for negronis—and after a few of them, the word “no” slips out of my vocabulary … while his credit cards slipped out of his pockets.

Shit, is that why he’s calling?

I let the call go to voicemail, and, like I knew he would, he instantly calls back.

He’s either angry (happened to check his Amex bill off-cycle) or needy (doesn’t like a mistress who won’t drop her panties the second he calls). I almost hope it’s the former. God, I hate needy. I’ve been on that side before, the one dialing over and over, unhinged, praying for a response.

“Hey there,” I say. If I don’t pick up now, he’ll never stop.

“What are you wearing?” he asks. Not even a how’ve you been first. Jesus.

It sounds like he’s in a small space, maybe a bathroom, the way his voice echoes. Gross.

“Something tight.” I check out my ass in the Thackers’ full-length mirror, round and high in my fitted jeans. So what if I’ve charged ten grand on his cards so far? He got his paws on this.

Honestly, he had potential before he got desperate. He’s rugged at the edges in the right way. And he’s a hair-puller. Which I like when it’s done well: the sharp tug, the hit of adrenaline. But now Ed—an aspiring crypto-bro in his late forties—is proving himself to be just another guy who thinks a woman’s body is a code to be hacked. In bed, it’s like he’s doing an experiment, trying to get a specific result. Did you try unplugging it and plugging it back in? I’ve only stuck around for this long for the meals—oysters flown in from BC, caviar and crème fraîche …

“Fuck. I want you right now,” Ed breathes over the phone. “I’ll come to you. Tell me where you are, and I’ll come,” he says without irony. And I’m struck by a bitter hatred of men that goes way beyond Ed. They all just want what they want when they want it.

I hate it.

I can also relate.

“Save it for your wife.”

“Wife? What are you talking about?” I hear his breath hitch. Caught.

“I’m talking about Pamela. She’s probably at Pilates right now.” I smile to myself in the mirror. Players are always so shocked when they’re played. Especially men.

“What the fuck?” he asks.

I hang up. With any luck, worrying about me showing up at Pamela’s workout class will distract him so he won’t notice the charges I’ve made on his Amex: the gala dress, these jeans. Maybe he’ll put in a little effort with the wife so she won’t start wondering where he’s been. He should send her the lame roses he sent me. And take her to Alinea for dinner. See? Move over, Mrs. Reed. I’m the fucking philanthropist.

Still, I can feel the heat behind me, like I always do when it’s time to ditch town. For a moment, a wave of bitter irritation washes over me. How many more times will I have to city-hop until I can stop and just … rest?

I continue rummaging the Thackers’ bedroom drawers until my hand finds what I came here for. Good stuff’s always hidden with the socks, especially by men like Mr. Thacker, who would know better if he had watched a single segment of local news in his life. Priceless family heirloom raided from unsuspecting moron’s underwear drawer, aka the most obvious hiding place of all time. Details at eleven.

I sort through a handful of credit cards, cash, and potentially useful business cards, the stuff you don’t take with you to St. Barts because it makes your wallet too fat, the extra cards you forget you have because your wife only signed up for the bonus miles. I peel the top several hundreds from a silver money clip and snatch a card that hasn’t even been signed. It’s one of my classic low-risk maneuvers. If they’re observant enough to notice the charges—everyone has autopay nowadays—their only concern will be getting their money back, not tracking down the culprit. That’d be like finding a needle in a haystack. Or having a bike stolen in a big city—it’s not as if the cops show up and dust for prints. The bill for this brand-new card won’t show up for at least a month, and if the Thackers do catch any fraudulent charges, their bank will just reimburse them. No harm, no foul.

My hands are still in the drawer when a text pings from an unknown number—the first few words make me pause. I stop what I’m doing and read the text again to be certain the words are real:

My name is Isabelle Beresford. Abigail Reed gave me your number. I need to hire someone immediately to manage an art installation in my new house in Punta Mita, Mexico. It won’t take long—only a few days. Are you available next week? I know it’s very last minute, but Abigail suggested I contact you. Hope you can help!

My heart races, and I glance up, almost expecting a camera to be watching me. Did this Isabelle woman read my mind or what? Punta Mita, Mexico. Never been, but a quick Google tells me it could be just what I need to get away from all this.

But then I think about how much I enjoy this game—the high of sneaking into people’s homes, weaving webs of fantasy around easy prey and sucking them clean of a few precious items in the process. It really has become a game: How much can I get? How far I can go?

Abigail Reed: the gift that just keeps on giving.

It wasn’t always this good. I was sloppier when I was younger, had full-on Shiny Object Syndrome, no impulse control whatsoever. Now, I like to think I can hold out for the longer play if I put my mind to it. Kid Liz would be proud I’ve reined in my hasty greed. But I always knew how to spot a mark.

When you’ve been evicted more than once, when you’ve had to change school districts a few times, you get practiced at finding that one girl. There’s something sympathetic in her smile; she takes you under her wing right away, eager to share her knowledge. Who’s got cooties (or, in later years, who’s got herpes). Where to sit, who to like, how to swim with the other fish. She’s the connector. The key. When I tracked down Abigail Reed at the Melanoma Foundation gala, I had a hunch she would be my way in for this part of Chicago. And sure enough, she just keeps serving me up opportunities.

A wave of electricity pulses through me once more as I reread the text from Mrs. Reed’s friend for the third time. Isabelle Beresford. I want to celebrate. I should have gotten Jason’s number, because I’d love to pop open a bottle of champagne and have a proper romp right here on the Thackers’ bed. I feel giddy, like a teenager. Thank you, Abigail Reed. This opportunity in Punta Mita is exactly what I need. The last time I managed a tropical vacay—Bahamas, nice enough resort—was on the arm of a cute cardiologist. We met at a club the night before his annual conference, and he brought me along as his plus-one for the full six days. It was a decent little getaway, but for a cardiologist, he was light on the cardio behind closed doors.

This will be different.

A real retreat. An opportunity to detox a little from the fast pace of this life.

Trying to contain my excitement, I reply to Isabelle Beresford: I’d be happy to manage your art installation. My schedule is pretty tight, but I could move some things around. Anything for a friend of Abigail’s. Before I hit send, I hear a sound coming from the foyer. Shit. Did I forget to lock the door behind me? Or could this be the actual Sotheby’s Realtor coming to check on the house? I remove my boots and scurry sock-footed to the back staircase, which, I’m guessing from the style of house, will lead down to the kitchen. The servants’ stairs, though they’d never call them that now. I perch on a step halfway down and listen as someone crosses from the entryway toward the main stairs. Must be the Realtor, a woman clacking across the polished wood in heels.

I slide silently up a few steps pressing my back to the wall. Any Realtor worth a damn will insist on taking the main staircase first. The knob turns and the door cracks, letting in a sharp sliver of light. Thankfully, the Realtor is worth a damn. As soon as I hear her hit the main staircase, I sprint through the kitchen and out the front door.

It’s only after I’ve hurried down the street that I remember my scarf is still hanging in the Thackers’ entryway. Amateur move, Liz. But who cares? This time next week, I’ll be in Mexico.
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