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Some peace and quiet to negotiate with a dangerous loan shark, save Vero’s childhood crush Javi, and find a stolen car. But Finlay’s mother and ex-husband Steven are dead set on catching a ride to Atlantic City.
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For Team Finlay









PROLOGUE


“I can’t look,” I said, clapping a hand over my eyes. I had sworn to myself there would be no more dead bodies. Not that any of the other four had been my fault (at least, not entirely), but I already had enough blood on my hands to last a lifetime—or possibly four lifetimes in a state penitentiary—and I didn’t think I could stomach one more corpse. Especially not this one.


“Tell me when it’s over.” I clutched Vero’s arm with my other hand as we stood on the shoulder of a six-lane highway. A tractor trailer whipped past us, throwing a thick wave of exhaust at our faces. When my children’s nanny didn’t answer, I peeked at her sideways between my fingers. Her long, dark ponytail blew across her eyes and she scraped it away, her attention rapt on the traffic in front of us, her neatly plucked eyebrows pinched in concentration.


“What do you think?” my mother asked, leaning toward her while both of them stared intently at my ex-husband’s back. He toed the gravel beside the white line at the edge of the highway, knees loose, shoulders hunched, hands shaking out the last of his nerves as he prepared to make what was arguably the most stupid decision of his life. And believe me, that was saying something.


“I give him twenty to one,” Vero said.


My mother’s eyes went wide. “You think?”


“It’s really more like nineteen to one,” Vero said over the whine of a crotch rocket, “but I rounded up because I’m an optimist.”


My mother nodded, too, as if this all made sense to her.


“You two are betting on Steven’s life!” I shouted over the roar of a moving truck.


“We’re not betting,” Vero said. “We’re just calculating his odds of actually making it across—”


“And back,” my mother pointed out helpfully.


Vero smirked. “I’ve got to tell you, Finn. It doesn’t look good.”


“You two are not helping!”


“You’re right,” my mother said, touching the cross at her throat.


Vero nodded. “We should probably push him.”


“Have you both lost your minds? The children are watching!”


My mother held up a finger. “That’s an excellent point. I’ll go sit with the children and cover their eyes.”


“Both of you wait in the car with the children. I will handle this.” I turned Vero around by the shoulders, back toward my mother’s SUV. My daughter’s face was pressed against the back window. Her little brother wriggled against the straps of his car seat to see where we had gone.


I had tried to convince Steven to keep driving. I’d insisted we could buy our son a new nap blanket at the next shopping mall we passed, but when Zach had pushed his threadbare blanket out the narrow gap in the open window of my mother’s Buick, wailing as it flew across oncoming windshields and under speeding tires until it finally came to rest, caught on a piece of rebar in the concrete barrier in the median like a battle-worn white flag, Steven had been behind the wheel and there’d been no stopping him.


He’d set his jaw and put his foot down on the gas. I’d pleaded with him from the third-row seat not to do it as he’d merged onto the next exit ramp and retraced our path to Zach’s blanket, but my arguments had been drowned out by Zach’s hiccuping wails as Steven had pulled over onto the shoulder of the highway and put the SUV in park.


I shooed Vero and my mother back to the Buick to sit with the children. Steven hardly noticed when I tapped on his shoulder and repeated his name. His gaze remained fixed on Zach’s woobie as he stood beside the white line and hiked up his pants. He leaped back as a mud-spattered pickup on monster tires screamed past him, a pair of steel truck nuts swinging from its hitch. Delia shouted out the window of the van, “You can do it, Daddy!”


Vero called out, “May the odds be ever in your favor.”


My mother gave him two thumbs up through the glass, and Zach cheered.


I grabbed Steven by the back of his puffy vest as he rolled up his sleeves. “This is insane! There’s a Walmart at the next exit. We can get Zach another blanket. I’ll rub some apple juice and car grime on it. He’ll never know the difference.”


“He doesn’t want another blanket. He wants that one,” Steven said, pointing across the highway. “And I’m going to get it for him.”


“What are you trying to prove?”


He whirled on me, hot breath steaming from his lips. “What am I trying to prove?” He gaped at me as if the answer should have been obvious. “I’ll tell you what I’m trying to prove! I’m . . .” Steven’s blue eyes grew suddenly wide, focused on something behind me. I turned, my spine going ramrod straight as a state trooper eased onto the shoulder of the highway behind us, rolling to stop a few yards away. I stole a backward glance at my mother’s SUV. Vero sank lower in her seat. Steven frowned at the officer as he got out of his car and strode toward us.


“Car trouble?” the trooper asked, removing his sunglasses and tucking them into his coat.


Steven crossed his arms over his chest, his lips thinning as he was forced to meet the trooper’s gaze. “No trouble.”


The officer glanced at the Virginia license plate on the back of my mother’s vehicle. “Where are you folks headed?”


“Pennsylvania,” I supplied helpfully as Steven grunted, “New Jersey.” The officer’s brows knitted, and I rushed to add, “We’re taking the scenic route through West Virginia. A road trip . . . you know, sort of a family vacation.” I took Steven’s arm in mine, pinching him through his sleeve before he could utter a word about why we’d circumnavigated the entire state of Maryland to get here. “See, our son accidentally lost his blanket out of the window as we were driving. He’s two,” I explained, gesturing to the shredded fabric snapping in the wind at the edge of the median.


The trooper planted his hands on his belt, the sides of his jacket spreading around it, revealing his holster and his handcuffs as he squinted across the highway to see Zach’s woobie. “I sure hope your husband wasn’t planning on trying to retrieve it.”


“He’s not my husband,” I corrected.


Steven turned to me with a look of disgust. “Is it really necessary to point that out?”


“And of course he wouldn’t attempt to retrieve it,” I added with a stern look at him, “because that would be a completely idiotic thing to do.”


“Not to mention illegal,” the trooper said.


“Exactly! I was just telling him the same thing, but my ex—”


“Husband,” Steven interjected.


“—can be a little bullheaded when it comes to listening to me. I told him we should just buy another blanket.”


“You can’t just replace something like that!” Steven snapped. “Zach doesn’t want a new blanket! That one is comfortable. It’s familiar. It has history! But apparently, history doesn’t mean anything to you.”


“The blanket isn’t worth saving, Steven.”


“Our children believe it’s worth saving, and so do I!”


The trooper stepped in front of him as Steven pivoted toward the highway. “Put one foot over that line, sir, and we’re going to have a problem. I understand wanting to look like a hero for your kids, but they don’t want to see their father splattered all over the highway, and I’d sure hate to have to arrest you in front of them. Your family is better off if you just let it go.”


“Would it be such a crime to let him try?” Vero called through the open window. My mother clapped a hand over Vero’s mouth.


Steven’s jaw clenched. I tugged him toward my mother’s SUV before he could give the trooper one more reason to arrest him. “Thank you for stopping to check on us, Officer. It was very kind of you. We’ll just be going.” We had a woobie to replace. Oh, and a stolen car to find, a boyfriend to rescue, a mob boss to avoid, and a painfully long road to Atlantic City still ahead of us.









CHAPTER 1


NINE HOURS EARLIER


Vero hadn’t so much as glanced up from the ransom note in her hand since we’d left her cousin’s garage, when she’d handed me the keys to one of Ramón’s loaner cars and slumped down in the passenger seat, reading and rereading the single sentence on the sheet of paper like it was a puzzle that might solve itself if she stared at it long enough. I turned down the long gravel drive, checking the number on the rusted mailbox against the address printed on the custody agreement my ex’s attorney had sent me before the holidays. As I rounded the last bend, I breathed a sigh of relief when Steven’s F-150 came into view.


I pulled the loaner car beside it and cut off the engine, ducking in my seat to get a better look at the two-story farmhouse as I took a moment to collect myself. It was eight thirty A.M. on a Friday in late January, but it felt like an entire year had passed since I’d seen my children yesterday.


“We should figure out exactly what we’re going to tell him before we go in,” I said, raking my soot-stained hair from my face, “to make sure we’re on the same page so he doesn’t suspect anything.” I checked my reflection in the rearview mirror. A pair of raccoon eyes stared back at me, and I wiped them with my smoke-blackened fingers. “Vero?” When she didn’t answer, I snatched the ransom note from her hand, folded it up, and stuffed it in the glove box. “Dwelling on that note isn’t helping.”


“They’re going to kill him, Finn,” she said in a small voice. A voice that should not, under any circumstances, come out of a mouth as big as Vero’s. An hour ago, she’d been cussing up a bilingual storm of expletives, threatening murder in two languages, ready to roll up to Atlantic City in body armor on the back of a white horse, rescue her childhood crush, and kick someone’s ass.


But then we’d found the ransom note tucked under the windshield wiper of Javi’s van:




You have seventy-two hours to pay back what you owe.





There had been no phone number on the note. No name. Vero hadn’t needed one.


She’d paled upon reading it, as if Javi were already dead. But she was moving through the five stages of grief way too fast, and she was skipping the most important one: bargaining.


“They’re not going to kill him. It’s not a condolence card, Vero. It’s a ransom note, which means Javi is alive and they want to negotiate.”


“We don’t have anything to negotiate with! If it was just about the two hundred grand, we could borrow it. Or steal it. Or come up with some kind of an installment plan using my inessential body parts for payment. But that’s not what Marco wants.”


“He’s a loan shark and you’re in debt to him. Of course that’s what he wants.”


“Marco got every penny I owed him and more when his goons stole the Aston Martin from us.”


The Aston Martin Superleggera that had been “gifted” to me by a Russian mob boss felt more like a stone around our necks. If it hadn’t been purchased by the mobster and registered in my name, I probably would have let Marco keep the damn thing. But since our names were on the title and Vero’s boyfriend was in the trunk, we had two very compelling reasons to find it.


“This isn’t about money, Finlay. This is about an eye for an eye. Marco obviously took Javi because he thinks we have Ike. And since what’s left of Ike could probably fit in a ketchup bottle, I don’t think those negotiations are going to go very well.” I grimaced at the memory of Ike—or rather, Ike’s shoes—sticking out from under a pile of cars in Vero’s cousin’s salvage yard. It hadn’t been our fault he’d tried to kill us and accidentally ended up squishing himself. What I did regret, however, was asking the Russian mob to dispose of his body for us. In our defense, at the time, we hadn’t had much of a choice.


Vero turned to the window, drumming the passenger door with her soot-blackened fingernails as she gathered a breath. “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t asked Javi to fence the car, he never would have been there when Marco’s people came to steal it.”


“All that matters now is that Javi is alive,” I reminded her.


“What are we going to tell Marco when he asks about Ike?”


“I don’t know. I’ll make something up.” As a romantic suspense novelist, I got paid to make up stories. I’d come up with something. “The police only found Ike’s car burned in that field. They didn’t say anything about finding any remains inside it. For all Marco knows, Ike is alive. All we have to do is convince him we had nothing to do with his disappearance.”


“How are we going to do that?”


“We’ll figure it out once we get to Atlantic City.”


“You really think bringing the kids along is a good idea?”


“You really think we should leave them with Steven?” Steven had recently been the target of a contract killer called EasyClean. And EasyClean had seemed pretty convinced that Steven deserved it. “We have no idea what kind of shady business Steven was involved in. Delia and Zach will be safer with us. Besides, we’re not going to Atlantic City to start a war with Marco. We’re going to handle this using our words, like civilized adults.”


“I’m voting for a more violent approach. Maybe we should take the children to your mom’s.”


“My mother has enough on her plate.” My father had just passed a kidney stone that Bruce Willis and Ben Affleck could have blown up with less drama, and my mother had spent the last two days in the hospital enduring it with him. I hadn’t wanted to burden her, so I hadn’t bothered to call.


“What are you going to tell Steven?”


“The truth. That we’re exhausted, stressed out, and in desperate need of a vacation, and we’re taking the kids with us.” I opened my door, fighting my damp, stiff jeans as I climbed out of the loaner car. Vero followed, slamming her door a little too hard.


A curtain parted in one of the first-floor windows as I hauled our single piece of surviving luggage from the trunk. The front door swung open before I reached the porch. My ex-husband, Steven, stood in the frame, wearing his favorite threadbare plaid pajama bottoms with mismatched socks and a sleep-wrinkled undershirt. His eyes raked over my soot-smeared clothes, down the singed sleeve of my coat to the suitcase in my hand. Water seeped from my shoes as I dragged it up the porch steps.


“Jesus, Finn! I’ve been worried sick.” He ignored Vero’s snort of disgust as he grabbed me around the shoulders and pulled me into a suffocating hug. “I’ve been trying to call you since I woke up and saw the news. That citizen’s police academy was all over the TV this morning.” He held me at arm’s length, wrinkling his nose. “You smell like a chimney. What the hell happened to you?” I could only imagine what Vero and I must have looked like. Neither one of us had slept more than a wink the last two nights, and we’d narrowly avoided being burned alive less than four hours ago.


“I’ll explain everything after coffee.” Or at least, almost everything. Now was not the time to tell him that the local head of the Russian mob had tried to barbecue us because I had pissed him off. And it definitely wasn’t the time to tell him that Vero and I were heading to Atlantic City on a rescue mission because of a gambling debt to a loan shark she couldn’t pay back. Steven disliked my children’s nanny enough already. I saw no reason to add fuel to his fire.


I looked past him into the house as I came inside and set down my suitcase. Toy trucks and Barbie clothes and crayons littered the floor. My children sat amidst the mess, fighting over a Fruit Roll-Up.


“Give it to me!” Delia snapped. “I had it first!”


“No! It mine!” Zach grabbed a fistful of her short hair and pulled. Delia shrieked and started crying.


Vero reached for Delia and I reached for Zach, prying his grape-jelly fingers from his sister’s bangs and pulling the two children several feet apart. I commenced with my usual lecture, about how we use our manners and our words to get what we want. That violence isn’t the answer and it isn’t kind to hit. But the children had stopped listening, their attention turned to the TV.


“Look, Mommy,” Delia said through a sniffle, wiping her eyes. “It’s Nick.”


Vero angled for a better look at the flat-screen on Steven’s wall. “I didn’t think it was possible, Finn, but your boyfriend’s even hotter in high definition.”


Delia looked up sharply, the Cupid’s bow of her mouth turning down when Steven stormed into the living room and turned off the TV.


It had been the same clip of the same news broadcast we’d heard three times on three different news channels on the drive here: Detective Nicholas Anthony of the Fairfax County Police Department fielding rapid-fire questions from a gaggle of reporters about the shooting at the citizen’s police academy yesterday. About the wounded officer’s condition. About the mysterious fire at the academy earlier that morning. About Feliks Zhirov’s escape from jail two nights ago, and if Nick suspected the Russian mobster had anything to do with any of it. Nick had danced around their questions like a pro, distracting them with an Oscar-worthy smile and throwing out the occasional “no comment” when misdirection hadn’t worked.


I touched my lips as his face disappeared from the TV screen. They were still chapped and swollen from our tryst in his room last night and our handful of hurried kisses as I’d departed the academy grounds that morning. I hated that I missed him already. That we were less than twenty-four hours into a relationship and I was already regretting the lies I would have to tell him when he finally managed to break free of the media circus to call me.


Vero smirked at Steven. “That particular shade of jealousy really suits you. It complements your pajamas and the bloodshot color of your eyes.”


Steven flipped her the bird behind the children’s backs.


Delia wrinkled her nose at Vero. “You and Mommy need a bath.”


Vero planted a sooty kiss on her cheek. “We most certainly do.”


“But first, caffeine,” I said, setting Zach down and kicking off my damp shoes.


“You heard the woman,” Vero said, snapping her free fingers at Steven. “She wants coffee, and I don’t smell any brewing in here, so why don’t you go make yourself useful while I get the kids dressed and pack up their things?”


A vein bulged in his temple as Vero took the children upstairs. He dragged me into the kitchen while she herded them into their rooms. “You mind telling me what the hell is going on? And what’s she doing here?”


“The police academy shut down a day early, so we came straight here to pick up the kids.”


“I know that, Finn. It’s been all over the news. Does this have anything to do with Zhirov?”


“Yes,” I said frankly, removing his hand from my arm and searching his cabinets for coffee filters. “Feliks showed up at the training center last night looking for someone. He shot Nick’s partner and started a fire. Don’t worry,” I said before Steven could ask, “he wasn’t there looking for me.” That was only partly true.


Steven slunk to the window and peered between the curtains as if he expected to see Feliks lurking in his shrubbery. “Whose car is that?”


I poured a carafe of water into the pot and switched it on. “It’s a loaner. Vero borrowed it from her cousin’s garage. I’ll take the kids’ car seats from your truck. What?” I asked at his indignant look. “You’re not going to need them.”


“Where’s the minivan?”


“At my place.”


“Why didn’t you bring it?”


“Because the garage was closer to your house and it made more sense to come straight here,” I said, pulling two mugs down from a cabinet.


“Or because Zhirov’s loose and you didn’t want to go home?” Steven pushed the cabinet shut when I didn’t answer. He leaned in to my space. “You’re scared of him, aren’t you?” he asked, hovering over my shoulder as I turned to the fridge. “That’s what all this is about? You’re scared Zhirov will come after you.”


“I have no reason to think that.” I hid my face from him as I rummaged for the milk. “Feliks isn’t even in the country anymore. The FBI says he was spotted in Brazil. We have nothing to worry about.” I weaved around him, carrying the carton back to the coffeepot. “As soon as the kids are dressed and ready, Vero and I will take them and go.”


“The hell you will! You’re not going anywhere as long as that psycho is out there! You and the kids can stay here with me. And she,” he said, stabbing a finger at the ceiling, presumably toward the children’s bedrooms, where Vero was hopefully packing their bags, “can drive that car back to her cousin’s garage and stay with him.”


“I’m not staying here,” I said, pouring two cups of coffee and splashing a heavy pour of milk into both. “And Vero’s not staying at her cousin’s.” I dumped a spoonful of sugar into the second mug as Steven reached for it.


“What are you doing?” he asked, pulling a face. “You know I don’t take sugar in my coffee.”


“It’s Vero’s,” I said, snatching it away from him. “And we’re not staying at home. It’s been a stressful week and we both need a getaway.”


“Getaway where?”


“I don’t know. I was thinking the Jersey Shore. Maybe Atlantic City.”


“In the middle of the winter? Isn’t it a little cold for the beach?”


I shrugged.


“Fine,” he said, reaching over my shoulder and pulling a travel mug from the cabinet, “then I’m coming with you.”


“You can’t come with us. It’s a girls’ trip.”


“And you can’t take our kids out of state without my permission.”


“Says who?”


“Says my attorney.”


“When did he say that?”


“In the fine print of our custody agreement. Which you signed, by the way, so don’t get any ideas about sneaking off to New Jersey without me.”


We glared at each other over the rims of our mugs. His lip curled in triumph around a long, slow sip.


“Fine,” I said, calling his bluff. “We’re leaving as soon as Vero and the kids are ready. If you’re not packed by then, don’t expect me to wait for you.”


He guffawed. “You’re not going anywhere looking like that.”


I followed him down the hall, arguing in vain as he opened a closet, took two towels from the shelf, and dropped them in my arms, nearly spilling my coffee.


“You can use my shower to clean yourself up before we go.” He turned back for the kitchen before I could protest. But there was nothing I could say. I couldn’t take the kids out of state without his consent. And there was already a warrant for Vero’s arrest in the state of Maryland, after she’d been accused by her former sorority sisters of stealing a large sum of money from their treasury account and fleeing the state. The last thing we needed was an arrest warrant in Virginia for me. We would just have to find a way to meet up with Marco without Steven knowing what we were up to. That, and keep Vero and my ex-husband from murdering each other on the way.


I slung the towels over my shoulder and carried Vero’s coffee up the stairs, following the sounds of the children’s voices. She had stripped Zach out of his pajamas and was fastening him into a pair of overalls over a long-sleeved onesie in his bedroom while Delia got herself dressed in the bedroom across the hall. It was the first time I’d seen the home Steven had moved into after he and his ex-fiancée, Theresa, had broken up last fall.


I had to admit, the old farmhouse was quaint, nothing like Theresa’s luxury townhome a few blocks from my house. This place was cozy, old enough to feel both lived in and solid, the soft creaks in the wood floors and fine settlement cracks in the walls giving it a sense of permanence and character. I peeked my head inside both children’s rooms. They’d been sparsely furnished—a bed and a chest of drawers for Delia, with pink gauzy curtains around the window overlooking the neighboring farm, the Barbie DreamHouse Steven had bought her for Christmas set up below it. A race car–shaped toddler bed filled most of Zach’s room, with the exception of a dresser that doubled as a changing table, and the land mines of toys that had been dumped across the floor.


Vero fastened Zach’s last buckle and set him loose. He tore off into his sister’s room, making Delia howl in protest as he made a beeline for her dolls.


Vero rose to her feet and dusted her hands on her pants, though given the filthy state of her clothes, I doubted her fingers were any cleaner now. “Ready to roll?” she asked when she saw me standing in the hallway.


“There’s been a small change in plans.”


The color drained from her cheeks. “What do you mean?”


“We’re going to shower and change first,” I said, holding out her coffee. “You can use the kids’ bathroom, and you still have some clean clothes in my suitcase.” We’d transferred most of Vero’s clothes into my luggage before we’d left the citizen’s police academy in order to make room for a boatload of cash in hers, all of which had been paid to us and then subsequently taken from us by a very angry Feliks Zhirov—or more accurately, one of his very scary associates.


“We don’t have time to clean up, Finn! We have to get to Atlantic City right now! Javi’s—”


“Alive,” I reminded her, dropping a towel in the crook of her arm and setting the coffee mug in her hand. “One more hour won’t kill him, but we can’t show up to Marco’s hotel looking like this. They’ll never let us in.” I nudged her into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. “Give me your clothes,” I called through it. “I’ll run them through a quick wash in Steven’s machine.” The door cracked open and Vero shoved a smelly, soot-stained bundle at me. I took it, lingering in the hall until I heard her turn on the faucet and step under the spray. “Oh, and there’s one more tiny change in our plans. Steven’s coming with us.”


That’s when Vero screamed.









CHAPTER 2


It took an act of will to drag myself out of Steven’s shower. I’d scrubbed until the last of the smoke-gray water swirled down the drain, wrapped myself in a towel, and opened the bathroom door to his room. Vero was already there, wearing a pair of yoga pants and my last clean T-shirt, her damp hair perched in a towel on her head as she dumped out the remaining contents of our suitcase onto Steven’s bed, searching for a pair of socks.


I found a fresh set of underwear and a pair of clean sweatpants in the pile, and I eagerly dragged them on. “You couldn’t have left me a shirt?” I asked, my hair still dripping as I held the towel around my chest. All the mud-caked, sweat-soured clothes Vero and I had worn through our week of citizen’s police academy were still tumbling in Steven’s dryer down the hall.


Vero waved a sock toward Steven’s open closet. “Why don’t you borrow one from Captain Buzzkill.”


I took one of Steven’s flannel shirts off its hanger and shrugged it on. As I pushed up the sleeves and fastened the buttons, I paused, my gaze sliding to the row of moving boxes on the shelf.


Two days ago, Steven had admitted to me that he’d been snooping in my house, in Vero’s closet, all too eager to uncover her secrets. But since then, I’d learned Steven was keeping a few of his own.


I reached above my head, turning the boxes sideways to read the moving labels.


“What are you doing?” Vero asked, peeking in the closet.


“Looking for evidence.”


“Of what?”


“Whatever EasyClean uncovered.” EasyClean had vetted my ex-husband before taking the job. And right before the contract killer had been whisked away in handcuffs, he’d told me that Steven was hiding some skeletons in his closet. What better place to look than right here?


“We don’t have time for this,” Vero said. “As soon as that dryer’s done, we need to hit the road and start looking for Javi.”


“Steven’s coming with us,” I reminded her. “And so are the kids.”


Vero sighed and squeezed into the closet with me, stretching up onto her toes to study the labels on the boxes. “This is all the same stuff he had in the basement when he lived with you. None of these look like they’ve been opened since.”


I thought back to my conversation with Steven two days ago. Vero’s closet wasn’t the only place he’d gone snooping. Apparently, he’d also checked the nightstand beside my bed, which I only knew because he’d opined about the Costco-sized stash of batteries and the vibrator he’d found hidden in it.


I crossed the room to Steven’s nightstand and opened the single drawer. Vero leaned over my shoulder as I rifled through the contents.


“Oh, isn’t that cute?” she cooed, holding up an unopened box of condoms. “He’s an optimist.”


I took them from her and dropped them back into the drawer, shoving aside stacks of random gas station, grocery store, and post office receipts that littered the bottom to reach deep into the back. My fingers closed around a small leather binder. It was worn soft with age, the edges bent as if they’d conformed to the shape of a back pocket. A leather tie held it closed, and I pried it loose. A small pencil rolled out. The unlined pages inside were full of letters and numbers, strings of them scribbled beside dates and dollar amounts.


Vero peeked over my shoulder. “Looks like some kind of ledger,” she said, her sharp accountant eyes narrowing as she studied the columns inside it. “It looks like he’s had it awhile. Have you seen it before?”


I shook my head. This had definitely not been in his nightstand while we’d been living together, and yet the first entry had been written almost five years ago, not long after Delia was born. I flipped the pages, but there were no clear notes or clues I could make sense of.


Vero and I jumped at a knock on the bedroom door.


“Finn?” Steven’s voice was muffled on the other side. He rattled the knob. “Why’s the door locked?”


“Because I’m getting dressed!” I called back, rushing to tie the leather strap around the ledger.


“What are you doing?” Vero whispered. “That might be a clue to whatever Steven was involved in!”


“We can’t take it. He’ll notice it’s gone.” We argued over it in short, whispered expletives until she tore a single sheet from the middle of the book and threw the ledger back at me. She folded the page and tucked it into her bra.


“Everything okay in there?” Steven called.


“Everything’s fine!” I sang back as I buried it back in the drawer. I checked Steven’s room, making sure everything was exactly the way we’d found it before unlocking the door.


He thrust my cell phone at me when I opened it. “You left this in the kitchen and the damn thing wouldn’t stop buzzing. If you ask me, three texts in ten minutes makes your cop friend look a little desperate.”


“So does a pack of unopened condoms and the fact that nobody asked you,” Vero muttered.


Steven’s eyes darted to his nightstand as she made a show of checking her nails.


I positioned myself between them. “Were you reading my text messages?”


“I wasn’t reading them,” he said, having the gall to look offended, “but it was kind of hard not to notice all the damn notifications popping up. And what the hell did he mean when he said he had a great time the other night?”


The doorbell rang downstairs. The children squealed and sprinted toward the foyer. Steven rushed after them, hollering at them not to open the door. Vero and I followed, holding the children a safe distance away as he peered through the front window to see who it was. He shut the blind and swore to himself as he opened the door.


“Susan, what a surprise,” he said in a saccharine voice as my mother shouldered her way past him into the house, holding a tin of cookies. He shook his head, grumbling to himself as he retreated upstairs to his bedroom.


“What are you doing here?” I asked as my mother dragged me into a suffocating hug.


“Georgia told me about the fire. I’ve been so worried.” She held me by the shoulders, inspecting every inch of me. Her eyes grew wide as they landed on the misaligned buttons of Steven’s shirt. “Oh, god, it’s worse than I thought,” she whispered, reaching down to cover Delia’s ears. “You spent the night here?”


Vero snorted as she took the tin of cookies from my mother and ushered the children into the family room.


“I didn’t spend the night here,” I said defensively. “Vero and I just got here. Our clothes were a mess, and I needed something to wear until our laundry is done.”


She crossed herself. “Thank you, Jesus. I was afraid you’d ruined things with Nicholas.”


“I didn’t ruin things with Nicholas.” She was the only person I knew who called him that. “And what do you mean by things? What things?”


“Your sister told me you and Nicholas are seeing each other. She said you two have been intimate.” A dresser drawer slammed in Steven’s bedroom upstairs.


“Ma!”


“What? I’m not judging! Nicholas is a wonderful young man,” she said as she unbuttoned her coat. “He’s very attractive and he’s great with the children. I think it’s fine that you two are enjoying each other’s company.” Her eyes twinkled as she lowered her voice. “Just remember to go to confession.”


I shook my head as she handed me her coat. “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here.”


“I saw Nicholas on the news this morning, and I was worried when I heard all those terrible things had happened at the police school, so I called your cell phone. When I couldn’t get through, I called your sister. She told me the children were with Steven and that you had gone home. I went to your house first but no one was there, so I came to check on Delia and Zach.” She cupped my face in her hands and kissed my cheek. “I’m just glad you and Vero are okay. When she told me you had been trapped in that fire . . .” She clutched her heart, the fretful lines around her mouth forming a hash mark for every year the worry had probably taken from her life.


The dryer buzzed as it tumbled to a stop. “Why don’t you go change out of that awful shirt and get your things?” she suggested. “We’ll take the children back to your house and I’ll make you all a nice, hot brunch.”


“We weren’t planning to go home,” I admitted. She paled, her eyes dipping once more to Steven’s shirt. “Vero and I were thinking it might be nice to get away for a while. You know, a girls’ weekend. We’re taking the children with us.”


She perked up. “Where?”


Steven lumbered down the stairs with a suitcase in his hand. “I’m ready when you are, Finn. If we leave now, we can probably get to Atlantic City before dark.”


My mother gasped. “You can’t go with them. This is a girls’ trip!”


“Not anymore. I’m chaperoning.”


“They’re perfectly capable adults!” she cried. “Why would they need a chaperone to enjoy a relaxing weekend away?”


“Because your daughter isn’t allowed to take my kids out of state without my permission, and as long as Feliks Zhirov is loose, I’m not letting the children or Finlay out of my sight.”


“Then we’ll all go,” my mother said, reaching for her coat. A stream of coffee shot out of Vero’s nose. “What?” my mother asked as my mouth fell open. “You said it was a girls’ weekend. I can watch the children while you and Vero go out for a nice dinner. Or maybe the spa. It’ll be perfect.”


“You can’t go,” I sputtered. “What about Dad?”


“Your sister can stay with him.”


“She doesn’t know how to cook!”


“She knows how to use a phone. They can order takeout.”


“But we’re leaving in a few minutes, and you don’t have any clothes.”


“I have a credit card. And my Buick has third-row seating, by the way, which means my vehicle is the only one large enough to hold both children’s safety seats, four adults, and all of your luggage.”


“If it was only three adults, we could fit in my sedan,” I pointed out.


My mother sighed and drew me into the kitchen. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go out of town with Steven. What will Nicholas think when he finds out?” She gestured wildly to the flannel shirt I was wearing.


I bit my cheek. Just last night, Nick had voiced his unfounded fears that I might want to rekindle things with Steven, if only to put our family back together. I’d told him he was wrong, that I would never get back together with the man who had cheated on me and left me for another woman. But here I was, wearing Steven’s shirt and showering in his bathroom, making plans to take him with me on a road trip to Atlantic City that Nick didn’t even know about.


“If I come with you, it will look better,” my mother insisted. I pinched the bridge of my nose and drew in a deep, slow breath. I turned and left the kitchen with my mother in tow, only to find Steven and Vero facing off against each other across the foyer. “We’re all going,” I declared.


Vero and Steven both swore.


“But I have three conditions,” I continued. “One, Vero chooses the route.” Because Vero was wanted on a bogus theft charge in the state of Maryland, and if we took the direct route, she could end up in jail. “Two, Steven does not drive.” Because he would love nothing more than to see Vero behind bars. “And three, nobody fights. The first person to pitch a tantrum or shed blood in that Buick will get out and walk the rest of the way.” Because my nerves were shot and I was not going to put up with it.


My mother, Steven, and Vero all raised their eyebrows at my mom-voice, but none of them objected as I glared at them all.


“I’ll go pack our clothes,” Vero said.


My mother reached for her cell phone. “I’ll call your sister and tell her I’ll be gone for a few days.”


“I’ll put the kids’ car seats in the Buick,” Steven added.


I headed for the kitchen to prepare a cooler of snacks for the road. At the last minute, I threw in a bottle of antacids and a fifth of Steven’s gin from the pantry, certain this was going to be the longest road trip any of us had ever been on.









CHAPTER 3


Three hours later, after a circuitous route through West Virginia (and the narrowest, most rural sliver of Maryland on the map), two potty breaks (one for me and my mother and the other for Delia), and a diaper change on the side of the highway for Zach, we crossed the state line into Pennsylvania and headed east toward New Jersey. My mother had taken the first shift driving while Vero navigated from the passenger seat. The children’s car seats took up the middle row, and Steven and I sat crammed together in the back since I was the only adult in the car I could trust not to murder him.


I sat with my legs propped on the seat back in front of me, my laptop on my knees, my manuscript opened to the climax of my romantic suspense novel, to a scene my editor had insisted I rewrite because it wasn’t sexy enough to warrant my final advance payment.


Every ten miles or so, Vero would lower her visor, open the mirror, and narrow her eyes at me over the children’s heads, checking to make sure I was working. The revision was due to my agent by Monday, and I had no choice but to finish it if I wanted to get paid.


Somehow, Vero had managed to stay awake for the first leg of the trip, but once we were safely past the Maryland state line, she had settled back into her seat with a vigorous yawn. After a few minutes, her head had tilted against her window and she’d fallen asleep. My own eyes burned. The Styrofoam container of bitter, watered-down gas station coffee contained nothing but cold dregs. Between the slow blink of my cursor on the screen, the quiet that had fallen over the car as the children napped, and the rhythmic flash of the white-painted lines on the road, the edges of my own consciousness were growing fuzzy.


“What are you working on?” Steven asked, scooting closer.


“My next book,” I said without looking up. There was no sense angling my screen away as he peeked over my shoulder. He’d eventually read the whole thing anyway, and if my last book was any indication, he’d probably post a review.


If I was being honest, the manuscript wasn’t so bad. The story finally felt like it was coming together. Vero had been right when she’d said all I needed was some real-life inspiration, that the story would be stronger if my heroine gave herself over to her desires and let herself be swept away by the one man she’d been too afraid to get involved with. The new scenes I’d written between my sexy assassin and her forbidden cop were some of the hottest I’d ever put on paper, and I was pretty sure my agent, Sylvia, was going to love it.


Steven frowned at my laptop as I typed. “Huh.”


“Are you preparing your next great literary critique?” He had the audacity to look surprised.


“So I left you a review. What’s wrong with that? You’re always complaining you don’t have enough of them.”


“You said the sex in my books was unrealistic!” I whispered, trying not to wake the children.


“I gave you five stars! It brought your average up by a whole quarter of a percent.”


I didn’t even dignify that with a response.


He pointed at my laptop and I slapped his hand away. “That bit right there. That’s exactly what I was talking about. That stuff never happens in real life. No guy has the upper-body strength to pull off a maneuver like that,” he said, gesturing to the passage on the screen where the hot cop hoists the heroine up by her thighs, wraps her legs around his waist, and takes her against the wall. “And definitely not the stamina to hold out that long once they actually get down to it. I mean, come on. She climaxed three times.”


I slowly turned to face him. He paled as I raised an eyebrow, daring him to ask me about my exceptionally thorough research.


My phone buzzed in the cupholder beside me. DET. NICK ANTHONY flashed on the screen. Steven harrumphed.


I chewed my lip, debating whether or not to answer it. If I didn’t pick up, Nick might assume I was just sleeping.


Or he might start wondering why he couldn’t reach me. The last thing I needed was a very persistent detective worrying about me.


“Don’t let me stop you,” Steven muttered, scooting back to his side of the SUV.


He crossed his arms over his chest as I answered Nick’s call. “Hey,” I said in a low voice, angling my face toward the window for some privacy. “You’re still awake? I thought you’d be home in bed sleeping by now.”


“I could say the same about you,” he said. My stomach knotted. “I came to your place after the debriefing to make sure you, Vero, and the kids were okay. When you didn’t answer your door, I tried your phone a few times. You didn’t pick up, so I called your sister.” Damnit, Georgia. Did she have to tell him everything? “If you were feeling unsafe at your place, you could have called me. I would have found somewhere else for you to stay. You didn’t have to leave town.”


“I know, and I’m sorry. I should’ve said something. But you were busy dealing with everything that happened last night, and I didn’t want to interrupt your meeting with your commander—”


“One, I’m never too busy for you, ever. Your family’s safety is my number-one priority, so let’s clear up that misconception right now. You feel unsafe, you call me. No one else is more important than you. And two . . .” His voice softened. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you all damn day, and I’m a little miffed that we’ll be missing our date.” He was supposed to cook dinner for me tomorrow night. But I wouldn’t have minded skipping the chili and biscuits and diving right into dessert.


“I was looking forward to that, too.”


His voice got deep and husky. “You know what else I was looking forward to?”


“What?” I asked coyly.


Steven cleared his throat with a grating sound that made me want to stuff a sock in it.


“Not alone?” Nick asked.


“Not even close.”


He laughed. “Tell your mom I said hello. And as for you . . .” His voice dropped to an alluring rumble. “We’ll continue this conversation later.” His provocative tone suggested there wouldn’t be much talking involved, but given my present circumstances, that was probably for the better.


“Can’t wait.”


Steven made a disgusted noise as I disconnected. He glared over our children’s heads toward the front of the car. My mother stifled a yawn behind the wheel, her blinks growing longer in the rearview mirror.


Steven called up to the front seat, “Take the next exit, Susan. I’m driving.”


“You’re not driving,” I reminded him.


“Your mom’s been at the wheel for hours, and you and Vero haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in days. You’re both too tired. It’s not safe.” He cut off my argument before I could open my mouth. “We’re nowhere near Maryland, Finn. Your fugitive babysitter has nothing to worry about. We need to stop for gas anyway,” he pointed out.


“Fine, you can drive for a few hours while Vero naps. But I’ll be watching you, so don’t try anything stupid.”


Vero lifted her head as we turned in to the parking lot of a convenience store shortly after three.


Delia rubbed her eyes. “Are we there yet?” she asked in a sleepy voice. Zach began to whine and wriggled in his car seat.


“Not yet. We’re just stopping to use the potty and stretch our legs a bit.”


My mother parked beside a gas pump. Vero helped the children out of the car, and Steven and I maneuvered clumsily out of the third row.


He pulled his wallet from his back pocket and took the fuel nozzle from my mother. “I’ve got this. Why don’t you all take the kids inside and get them something to eat.”


I didn’t have the energy or the money in my account to argue. I slung the diaper bag over my shoulder and hoisted Zach into my arms. Vero bumped into Steven’s elbow, nearly knocking the nozzle out of his grip as she took Delia’s hand and followed the rest of us to the store. When we were all out of earshot of the gas pumps, my mother leaned close and whispered, “Three times? See! I knew Nicholas would be good for you.”


“Mom! Were you eavesdropping?”


“I couldn’t help it,” she whispered. “Steven’s a loudmouth and I was bored. And don’t look so embarrassed. You think I’ve never had decent relations before?”


“I try not to think about you having relations at all.”


Vero shook her head. “Never would have guessed Paul had it in him.”


“That Viagra works wonders,” my mother said. “Like a gift from god. The man can go for hours.”


Vero choked on a laugh.


It was probably a good thing Steven had offered to drive, because I was suddenly ready to open that bottle of gin.


“I’m just saying, a man who can satisfy you in the kitchen and in the bed isn’t one you should take for granted, Finlay. Don’t let Steven screw it up for you.”


She held the door open as I carried Zach through it. Vero disappeared into the snack aisle while my mother and I herded the children into the women’s restroom. I changed Zach’s diaper, then held Delia suspended over the grimy toilet while she peed before using the bathroom myself. We washed everyone’s hands and bought each of the kids a snack before I realized in my sleep-deprived fog that Vero wasn’t in the store anymore.


My mother and I hurried the children out to the gas pumps. The Buick’s hood was open. Steven and Vero were leaning over the engine. I could hear them arguing from across the parking lot.


“I know what I’m doing,” Vero snapped. “I don’t need you to mansplain to me how to check the damn fluids.”


Steven wiped the dipstick and jammed it back in its hole. “If you knew what you were doing, you would have . . . ouch! Goddamnit!” he shouted as the hood came crashing down on his skull. Vero grinned smugly as she watched him fight his way out from under it. “You did that on purpose,” he bellowed, massaging the back of his head.


“Did I? I could have sworn you just said I didn’t know what I was doing.”


“Everybody back in the car!” I dragged Vero into the SUV before anyone could start throwing punches. We climbed into the third row. Steven and my mother loaded the children into their car seats before buckling themselves in. My mother reclined, spreading her coat over herself like a blanket. It wasn’t long before she’d fallen asleep.


Zach grew unusually quiet.


Vero pulled a face as she sniffed.


I leaned between the children’s heads and called up to the front seat, careful not to wake my mother. “Steven, open Zach’s window.”


His eyes darted to mine in the rearview mirror. “It’s thirty degrees outside.”


“Just until we hit the next rest stop so I can change him.”


“Change him? We just stopped. You were in the bathroom for twenty minutes.”


“What would you like me to do, Steven?”


He grumbled as he lowered Zach’s window a few inches. I shivered, pulling my coat tighter around myself.


“Zach’s putting his blanket out the window,” Delia tattled.


“Nobody likes a snitch,” Vero scolded her. “And Zach, don’t do that. You might lose your woobie.” Zach giggled and continued taunting his sister. Vero rolled her head toward me and lowered her voice. “We’ll be there in a few hours,” she said, masking our conversation under the children’s arguing. “What’s the plan?”


“We’ll get some rooms for the night, order room service for the kids, and leave them with my mother.”


“What about Commander Killjoy?”


“We’ll tell Steven we’re going to the casino. It shouldn’t be hard to shake him if he follows us. Do you know how to get in touch with Marco?”


Vero nodded. “Leave that part to me.”









CHAPTER 4


It was well after dark when the bright lights of Atlantic City finally appeared on the horizon. Vero had insisted on driving the last leg of the trip, her foot heavy on the accelerator, eager to get to Javi. My mother sat up in her seat, craning her neck to read the glowing neon lights of Caesars, the Tropicana, and the Hard Rock as we reached the intersection at Atlantic Avenue.


My mother pointed north, toward the sleek glass silhouette of the Ocean Casino Resort in the distance. “I’ve heard that one’s very nice.”


Vero turned south instead, sailing through several yellow lights before slowing in front of a run-down mid-rise that seemed to hunch under the shadow of the Tropicana next door. A neon sign flashed THE ROYAL FLUSH CASINO HOTEL. A few bulbs flickered in the gaudy marquee out front, touting cable TV and cheap rooms.


“We should try here,” she said, jerking the SUV to a stop in the check-in lane. “I heard the food is good.” Vero left the engine running as she leaped out of the driver’s seat. “Stay here,” she insisted. “I’ll go find us some rooms.”


Steven frowned out the rear window. “This place is a dump.”


“This is Vero and Finlay’s trip,” my mother said. “If they want to stay here, then we’re staying here. You,” she said, pinning him with a look in her visor mirror, “are free to stay someplace else.”


Steven folded himself back into his seat.


Vero returned a few minutes later and scrambled into the SUV. She handed two small envelopes to my mother. “I got their last set of adjoining rooms. You and the kids can sleep in one and Finlay and I will take the other.”


“What about me?” Steven asked.


Vero shrugged. “Try over there,” she said, pointing at the Tropicana.


“I’m not staying in a different hotel! I can share a room with Finlay and the kids. You and Susan can take the other one.”


“Absolutely not!” my mother said, turning in her seat. “Steven and the children will take one room and the three of us girls will share the other, and that’s the end of it.” Vero caught my eye in her rearview mirror as she put the car in gear and drove into the parking garage. My mother took a deep breath and beamed. “A girls’ weekend away, just like we talked about! Won’t this be fun?”


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		Also by Elle Cosimano



		Praise for Finlay Donovan series



		About the Book



		About the Author



		Dedication



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading









OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/fm.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ELLE COSIMANO

FINLAY

DONOVAN

ROLLS
THE

DICE

EEEEEE





OEBPS/images/9781035419111_FC.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

‘Spectacular’
ALI HAZELWOOD

THE &






