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CHAPTER 1


Christopher was dead. They’d found him bobbing on the water’s surface, his eyes bulging and empty, just after dawn. While I couldn’t honestly say I’d ever killed anyone before, this time, there was no denying I was one hundred percent responsible.


“It wasn’t your fault.” Vero gave my arm an encouraging squeeze through the sleeve of my long black sweater. I hadn’t had anything else appropriate to wear; it’s not like I’d woken up expecting to attend a funeral. And yet somehow, my children’s young and ultra-hip nanny had managed to pull off a pair of formfitting slacks, a killer updo, and a designer blouse. She offered me a wan smile. “It’s not like you meant to do it.”


My daughter’s hand was frail in mine, her body tucked close to my other side, her eyes red from crying.


“In your defense,” Vero whispered, “the instructions were in very small print. And at your age—”


“I’m thirty-one.”


“Exactly. No one would expect you to be able to read those tiny letters clearly. You just gave him too much. That’s all.”


“He looked hungry.” The excuse sounded weak, even to me. But every time I’d stepped foot in my daughter’s room, Christopher had looked up from his bowl with those round, pleading eyes.


“I know.” Vero’s glossy lips pursed as she patted my shoulder. “You did your best, Finn.”


My daughter’s goldfish drifted in the cloudy water, his bloated belly pointing at me like an accusatory finger. Christopher had been a gift to Delia from her father, though I was certain Steven had bought the fish just to spite me. To pile one more responsibility onto my overflowing plate, just so he could watch me fail and then rub it in my face as he challenged me for custody. Ever since he’d left me for our real estate agent and they’d gotten engaged, he was determined to demonstrate that I was incompetent. It had become a competition for him, one that only became worse after he and Theresa split. I’d been bent on keeping the damn fish alive, to prove to my ex I was capable of providing for our children—and their pet—on my meager writing income without him. That I could feed and care for Delia, Zach, and Christopher on my own. Or at least, with Vero’s help.


Christopher had survived in my care for less than a month. And while Zach wasn’t old enough to rat me out to their father, Delia couldn’t keep a secret to save her life. There’d be no keeping the news of Christopher’s death from Steven. He’d gloat about it to Guy, his sleazy divorce attorney, and probably bring it up in court. Your Honor, I’d like to call your attention to the fish in the evidence bag marked Exhibit A. The deceased went belly-up after a mere three weeks in my ex-wife’s care. Clearly, she’s unfit to parent our children.


If Steven had any clue about the human who’d died while in my care over the last month (or where Vero and I had disposed of the body), he’d probably have a coronary—a possibility Vero had gleefully considered until she’d calculated the narrow odds of the news actually killing him. A month ago, after a woman named Patricia Mickler had overheard me plotting a novel with my literary agent in a crowded sandwich shop, she’d offered to pay me fifty thousand dollars to murder her husband, a horrible man who happened to launder money for the Russian mob. How Harris had come to be drugged in my minivan had been an accident, and though I wasn’t the one who’d actually murdered him, his wife had been certain I had. She’d passed on my name to her friend Irina, whose husband was an enforcer for said very scary mob. Irina’s husband’s death had also been an accident. Regardless, both women had expressed their gratitude by giving me copious amounts of cash. And a tip: that someone had posted an ad online, searching for a willing party to murder my ex-husband for money.


Vero held the green plastic net out in front of me. “Care to say a few words?”


Zach toddled toward the fishbowl on pudgy legs, the frilly ends of his diaper poking out from under his black shirt. His sticky fingers clamped around the edge of the dresser as he pulled himself onto his toes to see. He touched a finger to the glass, drool spooling from his chin. Delia’s breath hitched, her upper lip shiny with snot as she looked up at me expectantly. I took the net from Vero. “What am I supposed to say?” I whispered.


She nudged me toward the bowl. “Just say something nice about him.”


I held the net to my chest, struggling to find the words that would calm my grieving five-year-old, who’d been hysterical since she’d awoken and found her pet floating in his bowl like a Cheerio. I was a writer, for crying out loud. I strung words together for a living. This should’ve been easy. But every time I looked at Christopher, all I could picture was my ex-husband’s face. Not because I wanted to kill Steven. I mean, I did, I guess. Some days. Most days. Definitely whenever he opened his mouth. But no matter how contentious our relationship had become since he’d left me for our real estate agent, Steven loved our children, and they loved him. And I would never do anything to hurt Delia or Zach.


Someone wanted Steven dead. And it wasn’t me.


“What can I say about Christopher?” I glanced back at Vero for inspiration. The corner of her mouth twitched as she gestured for me to go on. “He was a good fish. A loyal and steadfast friend to all of us, he . . .”


There was a forceful tug on my yoga pants. “Tell them about his smile,” Delia said, wiping her nose on the sleeve of her black leotard. “And how he blew the best bubbles.” She crumpled into my side, burying her face in the folds of my sweater. Zach’s tiny forehead creased with concern. I was grateful he was too young to really understand what was happening as I echoed Delia’s sentiments and dipped the net into the water, scooping Christopher out.


She held my leg as we marched solemnly to the bathroom across the hall. Zach perched on Vero’s hip behind us, marking the end of our procession. We stood around the open lid of the toilet, paying our last respects as Christopher fell into the commode with a soft plink.


Delia grabbed my arm as I reached for the handle. “No, Mommy!”


“Sweetie, we have to. He can’t stay in the potty forever.”


“Why not?” she whimpered.


“Because . . .” I threw Vero a pleading look. This chapter was definitely not in my copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting. I wanted my money back.


“Because,” Vero supplied helpfully, “he’s going to start to stink—” I stepped hard on her foot.


“But I’ll never see him again,” Delia sobbed.


A bubble swelled from her nose and I wiped it on my sleeve. “We’ll always have his memories.” And the dozens of photos she’d made me post on #goldfishofinstagram.


“Maybe we could go to the pet store and get another one.” The words were out of Vero’s mouth before I could stop her. Delia erupted in a fit of keening wails. Zach’s lower lip began to tremble.


“I don’t want another fish!” Delia shrieked. “There are no other fish like Christopher!”


“You’re absolutely right,” I said, raising my voice as they both began to howl. “There will never be another fish like Christopher. We should honor his memory with a moment of silence.”


Delia’s mouth pinched shut. The bathroom fell quiet except for my children’s shuddering sniffles. I lowered my head, jabbing Vero in the ribs with an elbow until she bowed her head, too. I waited a full minute before reaching for the lever. This time, Delia didn’t try to stop me, and with a swirl of orange scales, Christopher was gone.


Vero gently ruffled the tear-soaked spikes of Delia’s hair. “Come on, Dee. I’ll make you some cookies.”


“Not too many,” I reminded her. My mother was preparing enough turkey and stuffing to feed an army, and she’d murder me if I spoiled the children’s appetites before dinner.


Zach squealed as Vero scooped him up and carried him downstairs. Delia lingered, giving the toilet one last look before following them to the kitchen.


As I reached for the light switch, I paused. Turning back to the toilet, I flushed it again. Because I’m not the luckiest person in the world, and I know better than to assume the dead don’t come back to haunt you.









CHAPTER 2


An hour later, Vero and I buckled Delia and Zach into their car seats. Vero wiped cookie crumb evidence from their cheeks as I hauled two small Rollaboards into the back of my minivan and slammed the hatch closed.


“What’s the luggage for?” Vero asked.


“I got an email from Steven this morning. He’s moved into his new place and he wants to take the kids for the weekend.” He’d attached photos of the restored farmhouse he’d rented in Fauquier County, careful to point out that the children’s bedrooms and toys were already unpacked, and the kitchen was stocked and ready for them. He’d cc’d his attorney, Guy, who had replied to both of us, congratulating Steven on finding such a “great place for the kids,” which was clearly lawyer-speak for you have no grounds to fight this.


It had been easy to keep the kids away from Steven’s farm since his ex-fiancée’s arrest. After five bodies had been found buried there and Theresa Hall had been implicated in the ensuing investigation, Steven had called off their engagement. He’d moved out of her town house within hours and had been sleeping on the sofa in the sales trailer on his farm since. He and his attorney had both agreed it would be best for the children to suspend their overnight visits until he was back on his feet. But they didn’t know what Vero and I knew. That someone had posted an ad on an online forum, offering a hundred thousand dollars to anyone willing to dispose of Steven Donovan. As far as Vero and I could tell, the forum was a virtual cesspool thinly disguised as a mom’s support group—an anonymous gathering space for hundreds of disgruntled middle-aged women to bitch about things that bothered them, namely their husbands, bosses, and boyfriends. Apparently, for those with means, it was also a way of getting rid of them.


Vero looked aghast as she slid the van door closed, shutting the children inside. “You’re not actually going to let them stay with him, are you?”


“Of course not. I called my parents and asked if the children could stay with them. Then I emailed Steven and told him the kids already had plans.”


A wicked smile pulled at Vero’s lips as we climbed into the van. Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper and she wagged an eyebrow. “Three whole days without the kids? I can spend a few nights at my cousin’s place if you want to invite Julian over to play house for the weekend.”


My face warmed when I pictured Julian in my kitchen. Or my bedroom. I snuck a shameful glance in the rearview mirror, but Zach’s head was already drooping against his car seat and Delia’s red-rimmed eyes were drifting closed. “I don’t have time to play house.” As tempting as it was to spend a weekend alone with the sexy young law student I’d been seeing, I had far more important things to do. “I have to figure out who posted that job offer. I won’t feel safe letting the kids spend the weekends with Steven until I’m sure nobody’s trying to kill him.” And if that wasn’t enough, I had a pitch due to my agent by nine A.M. Monday morning.


I turned the key in the ignition, wincing when the engine protested with a sputter before groaning to life.


Vero made a disgusted sound. “We’re going car shopping on Monday.”


“The van’s fine. Your cousin just fixed it.”


“No. Ramón put a Band-Aid on it. Face it, the van is toast.”


I threw my aging Dodge Caravan in gear, praying nothing shook loose and fell off—at least nothing important—as it rattled down the driveway. “I can’t afford to buy a new car right now. Not with Steven and his attorney scrutinizing all my expenses.”


“You could if you took that job on the forum. One hundred Gs would buy a pretty sweet car.”


“We are not killing my ex-husband for money,” I whispered, glancing back at my sleeping children.


“How much do you think we could get for his lawyer?” Vero suggested. I threw her a withering look. “Calm down. I’m kidding. But that transmission isn’t going to last much longer. You’d better get busy writing that book Sylvia thinks you’ve been working on.”


“I know. And I will.” My literary agent, Sylvia Barr, had been hounding me for sample pages of a novel I had supposedly started a month ago and my editor was expecting before the end of the year. “I’ll work on it this weekend. I’ll be at the library anyway.” Vero and I had been taking turns rotating among nearly a dozen branches of our local county library system, careful to delete our search history each time we used their computers to check that no one had accepted the job offer on the forum. A month had gone by without a bite, but that didn’t change the fact that someone wanted to murder my children’s father, and now that Steven had a place of his own, I had no reasonable excuse to keep the kids from him. I’d spend the entire weekend at the library if I had to. I’d scour that women’s forum until I figured out who posted the ad—probably one of countless women Steven had either scorned or managed to piss off. Then I’d make an anonymous call, report the woman’s intentions to the police, and hope like hell this was the end of it.


“I’ll come help you,” Vero offered as we merged onto the parkway.


“Silly for both of us to waste the weekend. Don’t you have any hot dates?”


“Please. You’re getting enough action for the both of us.”


My eyes strayed from the parkway to look at her. Vero had always been the one to lecture me about getting dressed in real clothes and going out. But she’d been staying in more and more lately. With the exception of her classes at the local community college, she’d been content to spend her nights off with me and the kids, watching movies in our pajamas. “Maybe you’d get more action if you left the house once in a while.”


She rolled her eyes.


“What about that guy, Todd, from macroeconomics?”


“Microeconomics,” she said, with an emphasis on micro. “If you’re trying to get rid of me so you can get naked with your boyfriend, I’d rather spend the weekend watching football with my cousin.”


The van swayed a little as I studied her between glances at the road, making the guy in the next lane lean on his horn. “I thought you said your family wasn’t spending Thanksgiving together this year because your aunt is sick.”


“She is. My mom’s taking care of her.” I knew Vero and her cousin were close—she’d been living on his couch before she’d moved in with us—but when it came to everything else about her family, Vero was unusually quiet. In the month she’d lived with us, her family had never called the house, and even though her mother and aunt both lived just over the bridge in Maryland, as far as I knew, Vero hadn’t once gone to visit them.


“If Ramón is home, why aren’t you having dinner with him?”


Vero’s answering laugh was dry. “Ramón’s idea of a home-cooked meal is mac and cheese out of the box. Besides, I’d rather spend the holiday with you.” She turned toward the window. I couldn’t shake the feeling there was something she wasn’t telling me, but as we turned in to my parents’ neighborhood, I opted to let it go. She would confide in me when she was ready. Families were weird sometimes. I should know.


My mom and dad still lived in the same house Georgia and I grew up in, a brick-faced two-story colonial in what had once been a quieter suburb in Burke. My mother swung open the front door as I pulled into their driveway. Her GRANDMAS FIX EVERYTHING apron was speckled with oil and dusted with flour. The mouthwatering smell of roast turkey and stuffing wafted from the house as I roused the children and ushered them inside. Five days each year, I was glad to live so close to my parents. The other three hundred and sixty? Maybe not so much.


My mother frowned at Delia’s hair as she corralled her in the foyer for a hug. The short blond spikes had grown at least an inch since an incident involving duct tape and a pair of scissors, and Vero had combed them to the side before we left, pinning them in place with pink barrettes. “Look how much you’ve grown! It feels like I haven’t seen you in months!”


“You saw the kids last week, Ma.” Diaper bag over one arm and a pumpkin pie in the other, I plunked Zach into my mother’s waiting hands. She wiped a smear of chocolate from his cheek, frowning at me as she kissed it. Nose wrinkling, she reached for the diaper bag.


“Sorry. I changed him just before we left, but we got stuck in traffic.”


Georgia appeared in the foyer, an open beer already in hand. Our mother rolled her eyes skyward, giving it up to god. “What?” Georgia asked, the picture of innocence. “It’s five o’clock.”


“Maybe at the Vatican,” Ma muttered. She brightened when Vero dragged the two Rollaboards over the threshold. “Vero, sweetheart, it’s good to see you. So glad you could join us.” Zach giggled as they exchanged an awkward hug around him.


“Wouldn’t miss it.”


“Leave the bags,” my mother said, gesturing loosely to the base of the stairs as she closed the door.


“Hey, Vero. Happy Thanksgiv—oomph!” Georgia’s breath rushed out in a grunt as Delia plowed into her, wrapping my sister’s legs in a bone-crushing hug.


“Aunt Georgia, will you come to my school next week? It’s Work Day.”


“Work Day?”


“Career Day,” I clarified, setting the pie on the hall table and stripping off my coat.


Delia jumped on her toes. “I told my friends you’re a policeman and they want to see your gun.”


Georgia ruffled Delia’s hair, shaking loose a barrette. “I’ll talk to your mom about it. Go find your pop. I think he’s hoarding the cookies.” Delia took off for the living room, where the sounds of a football game were blasting from the television. Georgia raised her beer to us in salute. Before the mouth of the bottle reached her lips, our mother thrust Zach against my sister’s chest. Georgia’s cop reflexes kicked in and she caught Zach with her free arm as he slid down her sweater.


“You can change Zach in the guest room,” Mom said, dropping the diaper bag at Georgia’s feet.


Georgia’s eyes went wide.


Vero backed away, hands raised. “Don’t look at me. It’s my day off.” She retreated to the living room, pressing a kiss to my father’s cheek and plopping down beside him on the couch.


Georgia sniffed, her pursed lips making Zach giggle. “Take him, Finn. I’m not qualified to handle this one.” She held him out to me. I was certain she’d be more comfortable dismantling a bomb.


I plucked her beer from her other hand instead, sliding the straps of the diaper bag over it until the bag dangled from her arm like a jacket on a coatrack. “Think of it as a tactical bag,” I said with a reassuring pat.


Georgia eyed the diaper bag, my name a soft plea on her lips as I took a long swig of her beer and turned for the kitchen, following the buttery-sweet smell of candied sweet potatoes and stuffing. Sinking into a chair at the kitchen table, I closed my eyes and sipped, grateful for a few moments of peace.


Something heavy thunked down on the table in front of me. I opened one eye. The bowl of green beans was piled high, a tangle of pods and stems. “Work on these while I baste,” my mother said, drawing on her kitchen mitts. I set down my beer with a sigh as she hauled a steaming turkey from the oven.


“How’s your book coming?”


“Great,” I lied.


My mother looked at me askance as her baster sucked juices from the bottom of the pan. “Have they paid you yet?”


“Only half. I get the rest when I finish.” If I finished.


“Put that half in savings. Just in case.”


“In case of what?”


“In case you need it for an attorney.” She grunted as she hefted the turkey back into the oven. I knew better than to offer to help her. Mom liked to handle some things herself. Holiday dinners—cooking and feeding her family—was a job we would only pry from her cold dead fingers. The sole reason she was letting me prep the beans was because that was a job I couldn’t screw up. “Is Steven’s lawyer still pestering you?”


I snapped the head off a pod. “It’s fine, Ma. I can handle it.”


“I thought Steven had agreed to weekly visitation.”


“He wants the kids every Friday afternoon through Monday morning now that he has a house.”


My mother made a disgusted noise, dropping a cutting board on the table and slamming down a knife. Joint custody wasn’t as bad as the full custody he’d been fighting for when he and Theresa had been ready to tie the knot. But it was still three nights away from home in another county, instead of a few blocks down the street. “He’s a monster,” she said, chopping parsley with a vengeance.


“He’s not a monster. He’s just angry.” Angry, because his relationship with Theresa hadn’t worked out. Because his business was struggling after five bodies had been exhumed from his farm. Because I was finally making enough money to support myself and the kids without him.


“Because of this young man you’re seeing?”


And maybe that.


The fact that I was seeing someone had been a nagging thorn in Steven’s side. He liked to pluck it out and turn it on me, calling Guy every week with some new plan to slowly whittle away at my custody.


My mother raised an eyebrow. “Georgia says this man you’re seeing works part time. That he’s still in school.”


“Graduate school.”


“He’s too young for you. You should be dating someone closer to your own age. Someone stable who can provide for you and the children.”


“I can provide for me and the children.”


“If you had a husband, Steven wouldn’t be threatening to take the kids. He wouldn’t have a leg to stand on.”


I pushed away the bowl of murdered beans. “Why are you and Dad always nagging me to find a husband? You never nag Georgia about finding a wife.”


“Georgia has health insurance and retirement benefits.”


I heaved a sigh and dropped my head in my hand. I had no answer for that.


“What about that nice man who works with your sister?” My mother stirred the air with her ladle, conjuring his name. “The tall one with dark hair whose partner had cancer. I met him once, years ago, when he and Georgia graduated from the Academy together. He’s very handsome,” she said, pitching her voice low as if this was some scandalous announcement. “And he’s Catholic.”


I lifted the beer to my lips to hide my blush. Detective Nicholas Anthony was, indeed, very handsome. He was also a helluva kisser. But my mother didn’t need any more fodder for her marriage fantasies. It’d been a month since Nick had shown up on my front porch with a bottle of champagne and a chagrined apology for suspecting the worst of me, but my argument with him still needled me. I hated that even though my motives had been innocent, to some degree, Nick had been right. I’d lied to him to keep myself out of trouble, and I hadn’t gotten around to forgiving myself for that.


“I’m not dating Georgia’s coworker,” I said firmly.


“Fine. Your sister says this young man you’re seeing is studying to become a lawyer. Maybe he can help you deal with this Steven problem.”


“He’s not studying that kind of law.” Julian was studying criminal law. And no, the irony of our situation was not lost on me.


“Has he met the children?”


“No.” Julian hadn’t asked to come to my home, and I hadn’t offered. We usually met at the bar where he worked. Or in his apartment. Usually in his bed, occasionally on his sofa, and once on his kitchen floor. I got up and snagged another beer from the fridge, my head lingering in the open door to hide my incriminating flush. Julian and I weren’t serious. I wasn’t sure exactly what we were. Only that I enjoyed his company and the sex was amazing. I didn’t really want anything else right now. I had Vero, the kids, and a steady paycheck. That’s all I really needed besides the occasional mind-blowing orgasm.


“Even more of a reason to put some money in savings, Finlay. A single woman can never be too prepared. You should have a nest egg.”


“My nest is just fine,” I said, closing the fridge and popping the cap off my beer. I didn’t need any more mob money, dead bodies, or problem husbands—mine or anyone else’s.


The swing doors to the kitchen burst open and my sister came through, fully suited in SWAT gear, carrying Zach under one arm. A bead of sweat trailed down her temple through the open faceplate of her helmet. “Situation resolved,” she said, dumping a tightly rolled diaper in the trash can as Zach wriggled out of her arms and toddled toward the living room. She dropped into the chair beside me and dragged off her helmet.


“I knew you could handle it.”


“It was definitely touch-and-go for a while. When are you going to start potty training that kid? And what’s all this about Career Day at Delia’s school?”


I handed her my beer. “She’s supposed to bring an adult to class on Tuesday to talk about what they do for a living.”


“Why can’t you go? You’re the famous author.”


“I’m not famous.” One decent book deal had been just enough to cover my bills. It hadn’t even gone to print yet. For all I knew, it could flop and I’d never get another one. “Besides, Delia already asked and her teacher said no.”


“Why?”


I glanced at my mother and lowered my voice. “Apparently, the school had some concerns about the content of my books.”


“You mean the sex?”


My mother stopped stirring. I kicked my sister under the table, barking out a swear when my toe connected with the steel toe of her boot. “What possessed you to bring SWAT gear to Thanksgiving?”


“I didn’t. It’s my old training gear from the Academy. Found it upstairs in the closet in my old room. Still fits,” she said proudly, patting her chest plate.


“It’s Velcro!”


“What’s this about sex in your books?” My mother planted a hand on her hip, a dripping gravy ladle poised in the other. “Why would your books have sex in them? You told me they were mysteries.”


“Thanks,” I muttered, snatching my beer back from my sister.


A mischievous gleam glinted in her eye. “Didn’t you read Finn’s books, Ma? How could you not remember the sex?” Georgia winked at me, picking a raw bean from the bowl and popping it into her mouth.


I smacked her hand as she reached for another. “For Christ’s sake, Georgia. You just changed a diaper. Did you even wash your hands?”


My mother pointed her ladle at me. “Do not take the Lord’s name in vain in my house, Finlay Grace McDonnell.”


“Donovan,” Georgia and I corrected her in unison.


My mother gritted her teeth, the ladle scattering gravy as it swung toward my sister. “And Georgina Margaret, go wash those filthy hands!”


Georgia’s eyes rolled up in her head. She punched my shoulder as she stood up and slunk from the table.


“Now what’s this business about sex in your books?” my mother asked me.


“How much of them did you actually read?”


The color deepened in her cheeks. “The first chapters.”


“Only the first chapters?”


“Of the first one.”


My mouth fell open. I knew—and was grateful for the fact—that my father hadn’t read my novels. The print was too small on those tiny paperbacks for him to bother. But I had assumed my mother, who lived for the opportunity to insert herself into my personal life, would have at least made the effort to finish one.


“The one I tried,” she explained, “it didn’t appeal to me. What?” she asked as I gaped at her. “I like Nora Roberts. Have you read Nora? She’s really very good.” She grunted as she hefted the turkey back into the oven. “See, this is another reason you should have a husband.”


“I can lift my own poultry, thanks.”


She looked to the ceiling, or maybe to god, as she shook open a dish towel and wiped off her hands. “Go tell your father the turkey will be ready in half an hour, and I need him to find the electric carver.”


Still shaking my head, I carried my beer through the swing doors. A football game blared in the next room, where Vero and my father were settled on the couch, shouting at the TV and arguing over first downs.


“Hey, Pop. Mom needs you in the kitchen.” I came up behind him and kissed his cheek. He patted my hand where it rested on his shoulder.


“Not so fast, old man,” Vero teased, holding her palm out to him as he rose stiffly to his feet.


My father dug in his pocket and peeled out a twenty. “I should stick to betting online.”


“You shouldn’t be gambling at all. It’s a bad habit. Terrible odds,” she said, taking his money with a wink.


“Says the girl who just cleaned my wallet. You should try some of those websites. It’s a big weekend for college ball. Take that twenty and put a few bucks on every game. Maybe you’ll have better luck than me.”


Vero’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully at the twenty in her hand as my father retreated to the kitchen. She slipped the bill in her pocket with a faraway look, hardly noticing when I collapsed into the warm imprint my father had left in the cushion beside her. I wondered if Vero was thinking about her cousin, wishing she was with him watching football on his couch. Had she only agreed to spend Thanksgiving with my family because I’d asked her to? Because my mother had insisted? Was there some unspoken moral code that said you had to suffer through turkey dinner with someone’s family, just because you’d buried a body together?


“You can still go to Ramón’s if you’re having second thoughts,” I offered.


She turned to me with a look of surprise, as if the suggestion had plucked her from wherever her mind had roamed. “But your mom—”


“My mom will understand. She’ll probably even pack you some turkey and pie to go.” As much as my family drove me nuts, I couldn’t imagine spending a holiday without them. I dragged my van keys from my pocket and dropped them in Vero’s hand.


“What about you?” she asked.


“I’ll catch a ride home with Georgia after the kids go to bed. Go spend the weekend with your cousin. I’ve got plenty to keep me busy.”


Her laugh was wicked. I knew she wasn’t thinking of the library when she said, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”









CHAPTER 3


My sister dropped me off at home just before eleven. My van was in the garage and Vero’s Charger was gone. She’d left a handwritten note on the counter, reminding me I had a pitch due to Sylvia on Monday, and I tucked it under a stack of bills, pretending not to think about it.


I bent in front of my open fridge, playing Tetris with the leftovers my mother had sent home with me, struggling to get the mountain of disposable Tuppers to fit. After I withdrew two beers to make room, the door still wouldn’t close, and I eventually gave up, removing a carton of ice cream from the freezer and shoving the last container of cranberry sauce in its place.


Triumphant, I kicked off my shoes, grabbed a spoon from the drawer, and retreated upstairs with my beers and Ben & Jerry’s, trying not to notice the stifling silence of the empty house. Vero’s bedroom door was closed, like it often was at night after she’d gone to bed, but her absence felt tangible. I should have been thrilled to have the house to myself, but now that I did, I wasn’t sure I liked it.


After changing into an old pair of sweats and a loose-fitting, faded T, I lay on my bed under the dim glow of the lamp on my nightstand, the open tub of ice cream resting on my chest. I sucked mint chocolate chunk off the spoon, torn between working on my pitch for Sylvia and grabbing a rare full night of sleep while I could. I didn’t even know what my next book was about. Every time I sat down at my computer to work, I ended up thinking about the women’s forum instead, worrying over the buried thread containing Steven’s name.


I jabbed the spoon in the container and stared at the ceiling. Maybe my mom was right. Maybe I should put some money aside for a decent attorney. Maybe I should fight for full custody. But what would I say? How would I justify it? Your Honor, I really can’t let my kids spend weekends with their father because there’s a bounty on his head, and I only know this because, given my recent success eliminating problem husbands, a former client thought I might be well suited for the job. And while I have no immediate plans to kill my ex-husband, I’d rather my kids not be with him if someone else decides to try.


My phone vibrated on the nightstand. I set down the carton of ice cream and dragged the phone toward me, grinning when Julian’s picture flashed on the screen.


You home? he asked.


Yes.


Up for company?


Headlights swung through the gaps in the blinds, flooding my bedroom with light. I rolled out of bed and padded to the window, pushing down a slat to find his maroon Jeep idling in my driveway.


Be right out, I texted back.


I slipped on a pair of tennis shoes, dragging a sweatshirt over my head as I descended the stairs. The air outside was sharp and cold, and I hugged my sweatshirt around myself as I hurried across the lawn. With a shiver, I threw open the passenger door of Julian’s Jeep. I’d hardly had a chance to slam it closed when he leaned over the gearshift, taking my face in his hands.


The pads of his fingers were soft, the skin around his mouth smooth and freshly shaven. He smelled like nutmeg and aftershave, and the smell of woodsmoke clung to the thick wool of his sweater.


“Happy Thanksgiving,” he said, grinning against my lips. He pulled back far enough to tug a knit hat over my head, brushing my hair back from my face and tucking it behind my ears. His honey-gold locks were hidden beneath a dark beanie, the soft curls peeking out from underneath it.


“What are you doing here?” I asked as I spooled one around my finger. “I thought you were spending the holiday with your parents.”


“I did.” His thumb traced a lazy outline around my lips. “I was on my way home. You left your hat at my apartment last week. Thought you might be missing it.”


“Oh,” I said, rising onto my knees and looping my arms around his neck, “I was definitely missing it.”


His eyes twinkled as he reached under his seat. The driver’s seat slid back on its track, dragging us with it. “Missing anything else?”


“I can think of a few things,” I said, climbing over the gearshift, not caring if Mrs. Haggerty peeped out her window and gave herself a heart attack.


“I needed to see you,” he murmured between kisses. His hand slid under the cocoon of my sweatshirt, drawing an icy pattern up my bare back and pausing in the middle where my bra strap should have been. He grinned, his low moan rumbling against my lips as his hands moved down to my thighs and he pulled me harder against his lap.


There was too much clothing involved. I could barely feel him through his leather bomber jacket and the thick cables of his sweater. But I was definitely feeling something through the denim of his jeans.


“Is your van in the garage?” he asked as the windows began to fog.


I choked out a laugh, remembering how things had turned out for the last man who’d gotten into the back of my van. The van was in the garage. But so were my children’s car seats, a box of fruit snacks, and a case of baby wipes. I couldn’t believe I was actually considering it.


“The kids are at my parents’ for the weekend. You want to come in?” The words came out in a desperate rush, hot and sticky in the air between us, too late to take them back.


He caught my bottom lip between his teeth “What about Vero?”


“At her cousin’s,” I panted.


His tongue crashed into mine, and I was pretty sure I would get naked and do it on the front lawn if it got any hotter in his Jeep. He grabbed my hand as I reached for the door. “Wait. We shouldn’t,” he said between ragged breaths. “I can’t stay. I have to get home and pack. The guys want to be on the road at six A.M.”


I sat up, disoriented, my hat falling askew. “Where are you going?”


His lips were swollen, his eyes still hungry. “Our professors are away at a conference next week. They gave us a few extra days off to study for exams. Some of us are heading down to Panama City to go camping for the week.”


“You’re going to Florida?”


“It was an impulse trip,” he said, smoothing back my flyaway hairs and fixing my cap. “My boss let me trade a few shifts at the bar. We just booked the campsite this week.”


I remembered Steven’s college breaks to Daytona and Miami with his fraternity buddies. I’d never been invited, and I had never been privy to the details after. But that didn’t mean I was ignorant. “Just you and the guys?”


“And a few people from school,” he said. I sat back, putting a few inches between us. Julian took me gently by the chin. “We’re just going to grab some sun and unwind. That’s all. I’ll be back in a week.”


Green colored my visions of college coeds in tiny bikinis and even tinier tents. I had no right to feel jealous. Julian and I weren’t serious. He’d never even been inside my house. He’d never met my kids or Vero or my ex. “Oh,” I said as the flip side of that equation hit me like a slap in the face.


In the entire month that we’d been seeing each other, I’d never met any of his friends either.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“Nothing,” I said, pasting on a smile. What did I expect from him? I had two children and a job and a house I was responsible for. Had I seriously expected him to invite me along? “It’s fine,” I insisted. “You should go. Have a good time.”


“Are you sure? Because if something’s wrong, maybe we should—”


I took him by the face and kissed him. Because I didn’t want him to finish that sentence. Maybe we should stop seeing each other. Maybe we should take things slower. Maybe we should talk about it. I didn’t want to do any of those things. I wanted to have sex with him in his Jeep, and maybe even on the crumb-crusted floor of my minivan. I didn’t want to think about him at the beach, in a sleeping bag with someone else.


He dragged off my hat, tossing it into the passenger seat. His fingers slid into my hair and under my shirt as he pulled me back onto his lap with a frustrated groan.


Tires squealed. We jerked apart, breathing hard, as a truck skidded to a stop at the foot of my driveway. Its taillights glared, a livid shade of red.


I slid out of Julian’s arms into the passenger seat. Julian turned, following my gaze out the back window, his eyes still smoldering as he panted, “Your ex?”


I nodded, waiting for Steven to put his foot on the gas and leave. Instead, he put the truck in park. “Shit!” I muttered.


Julian sank back against the headrest, his voice husky. “I should probably go.”


“Don’t. Please. Just . . . don’t move,” I said, holding up a finger as I threw open the door of his Jeep.


I slammed it harder than I’d intended, adjusting my sweatshirt and raking back my ruffled hair as I stormed down the driveway and met Steven at the bottom of it.


“What are you doing here? I told you, the kids are with my parents.”


“Whose Jeep is that?” Steven frowned at the GMU sticker on the rear window, craning his neck to see inside it.


“A friend.” I put a hand to his chest as he took a determined step toward the Jeep. “Look, I’m a little busy right now. Can’t you just call me tomorrow?”


He paused, surprise coloring his cheeks. “Why’s your neck all red? And what the hell happened to your hair?”


“Nothing’s wrong with my hair. Can you please just—”


A car door shut behind me and Steven stiffened. I squeezed my eyes closed.


“Who the hell is this?” Steven asked as Julian came up beside me.


Julian drew me aside. “You two look like you need to talk, and I should probably get home. I’ve got an early morning tomorrow. Are you going to be okay if I go?”


“She’ll be fine,” Steven grumbled.


I nodded.


Julian dipped low, stealing a slow, lingering kiss that left me a little breathless.


“For crying out loud, kid,” Steven snapped. “Don’t you have a curfew or something?”


“I’ll text you when I get back,” Julian whispered. I melted into a puddle of frustration, seriously reconsidering that one-hundred-thousand-dollar offer to kill my ex as Julian climbed in his Jeep and drove off.


I rounded on Steven, planting my hands on my hips—better there than around his neck. “What the hell was that about?”


“I could ask you the same thing. Was that him?” he asked, throwing a finger toward the Jeep’s diminishing taillights. “Was that the mystery attorney Vero keeps blathering on about? Jesus, Finn! How old is he?”


“How old is Bree?” I fired back. I doubted the perky blond assistant at his office was old enough to legally drink.


“That’s none of your goddamned business!” I raised an eyebrow, but apparently the double standard was lost on him. His mouth pursed with disgust. “Is this why Delia and Zach are at your mother’s for the weekend? So you can be out here in your damn pajamas, steaming up the windows of some kid’s car?” His eyes narrowed on the front of my sweatshirt. “For Chrissake, Finn, you’re not even wearing a bra.”


I folded my arms around my chest, dimly aware of a light flicking on in Mrs. Haggerty’s upstairs window. “Why are you here, Steven? It’s Thanksgiving. Don’t you have somewhere better to be?”


He scrubbed a hand over his short beard, masking a flinch. His parents had retired to Tampa a few years ago and his sister had relocated to Philly. Ketchup stains dotted his untucked flannel and onions soured his breath. He’d probably spent Thanksgiving eating fast food in his car.


Steven paced short, irritable lines in front of his truck, raking his hands through his untrimmed hair. He looked as horrible as he had the last time he’d shown up in my driveway in the middle of the night, when he and Theresa had been fighting and he’d come crawling back to talk.


“Bree dumped you,” I said, certain I was right when he didn’t bother with a snappy comeback.


“She didn’t dump me,” he said bitterly. “It was a business decision. I lost too many clients after the police investigation, and I couldn’t afford to keep an assistant on payroll anymore. I let her go a few weeks ago.” I choked on a wry laugh, shaking my head. “What?” His cheeks reddened under the glow of the streetlamp. “I offered to let her come in on an as-needed basis. It’s not my fault she turned it down.”


I dropped my head into my hands, whispering his name through a sigh. He’d be lucky if Bree didn’t take him to court and paint #MeToo all over the billboard in front of his farm. I didn’t even want to know how many women Steven had done this to over the years, casting them aside when they rejected his advances. He’d pulled the same crap with Vero before she came to live with us, claiming he couldn’t afford to pay her, only agreeing to keep her on if she worked a little overtime in his pants. He’d fired her under the guise of a layoff when she’d flat-out refused his proposition for sex.


Arms folded around me, I headed for my front porch. “Go home, Steven.”


“I don’t have a home,” he called after me. I stopped in the middle of the driveway, cursing myself for turning around. His nose was red, his face washed out by the harshness of the streetlight. “That house isn’t home. Not without the kids.”


Too bad it took him so long to figure that out. “What do you want, Steven?”


“I want them on Sunday,” he pleaded. “Just for a few hours. My firs aren’t big enough to cut this year, but I found a farm that has some real beauties, and I thought the kids could pick out a Christmas tree. You know, one for each house.”


I rubbed my eyes, running out of excuses to keep them away from him. “Delia’s got school the next morning.”


A spark of hope lit his face. “I’ll have them home in time for bed. I promise.”


“Fine.” I hunched into my sweatshirt, too exhausted to argue. “I’ll feed them early. You can pick them up at five.”


I turned back to my house—the house he suddenly wanted to dress with the perfect tree. The same house he’d walked away from because he’d thought the sod was greener someplace else. He was still standing in the driveway, hands in his pockets, the fog of his breath heavy in the air as he watched me shut the door.









CHAPTER 4


The library parking lot was nearly empty when the doors opened on Saturday morning, the rest of the world still probably sleeping off their turkey-induced comas and waiting for the buttons on either side of their pants to become reacquainted. Even my yoga pants had felt a little too snug when I’d slid them on that morning. Instead, I opted for the comfy pair of sweats I’d worn, telling myself it wasn’t because they still smelled faintly like Julian’s Jeep.


Tugging one of Vero’s baseball caps low to cover my face, I circumnavigated the circulation desk, hoping the lone woman behind it couldn’t smell the steaming go-cup of coffee hidden under my coat or sense the Thanksgiving leftover sandwich tucked inside my laptop bag with her super-librarian powers as I took the longest route to the farthest set of cubicles offering computers for public use. Checking to make sure no one was lurking in the stacks, I settled in front of a monitor at the back of the room.


I unpacked my sandwich and coffee and fished my phone from my computer bag. My heart skipped at a new notification on the screen. I swiped it open, but the text wasn’t from Julian. It was only my mother, reminding me to pick up the kids early tomorrow, in time for her to make it to afternoon mass.


Curious, I tapped open my Instagram account and searched for Julian’s profile. We didn’t follow each other, but his account wasn’t set to “private.” I told myself that it wasn’t snooping as the mouse hovered over his name. My pulse quickened as I clicked on his profile pic. I don’t know what I had expected or hoped to find, but my shoulders sagged as the same photos I’d seen before filled the screen.


I set my phone facedown on the desk, turning my attention to the library computer. I was here to work, I reminded myself. To find FedUp and write a pitch for Sylvia. Not to spy on Julian while he was enjoying his break from school.


Pushing Julian from my mind, I typed the address of the forum into the search engine and logged in, using the anonymous profile Vero and I had created when we’d first been made aware of the post. The forum was huge, with nearly thirty thousand registered users generating thousands of new posts each day. I scrolled past the familiar women-centered chat rooms: Women’s Networking, Women’s Health, Divorce and Bereavement Support Groups . . . Then through the #momlife groups: Working Moms, Breastfeeding Moms, Homeschooling Moms, Potty Training Moms . . . I paused over that last one, making a mental note to return to that room later, before continuing to scroll. Vero and I had found the more suspicious subgroups toward the bottom of the page, buried under playdate chats and book club meetups. Like the Thrifty Women who dealt coupon codes like drugs, the Momma Bears who shared methods for spying on their secretive teens and cheating husbands, and the Crafty Chicks whose “housecleaning tips” occasionally veered into uncomfortable territory, with more than a few posts reading like a metaphor for dealing with a problem spouse.


The post containing Steven’s name had appeared in a chat group called Bitch Sessions. I scrolled quickly past the newer threads, clicking on the subject line that read: Bad Business. This thread had started like so many of the others—with women complaining about the troublesome men in their lives—before taking an ominous turn.




Momma2Three: I feel it is my civic duty to warn all my fellow mommas not to use Vin at that new salon in Fair Oaks. I caught him texting my daughter. She’s 17!!!


SexyMomToTwins: No!!! I hope you reported him! While we’re on the subject of men behaving badly, remember that massage appointment I scheduled for my sciatica at that PT office in Centreville? One of the therapists tried to feel me up. Total perv. They really need to get rid of him.


Snickerdoodle: UGH! I’m sorry you had to go through that. Men are pigs! Case in point, a friend of mine rented an Airbnb in Rehoboth last week, and she found a freaking hidden camera in the bathroom. Not even kidding. I looked him up and the guy owns dozens of vacation rentals. I’ll post a link.


HarryStyles#1Fan: Gross. [image: image] So glad we have this chat so we can all look out for each other.


FedUp: I know exactly what you mean. A real piece of work owns the Rolling Green Sod and Tree Farm on Green Road in Warrenton. Steven Donovan is a liar and a cheat.


PTAPrez: Wait . . . Isn’t that the farm that was on the news in October? The one where they found all those bodies?


FedUp: Yes, and I can think of 100 Good reasons the world would be better off without him.





The thread died there, a disconcerting, unspoken, yet tangible silence hanging in the wake of the last reply. No one liked to be reminded that the pricey grass that covered their manicured lawn had been seeded in the same dirt as organized crime. And this post felt like more than an expression of solidarity. It reeked of ill will, the coded language of illicit business.


A real piece of work sounded an awful lot like a contract. And 100 Good reasons sounded suspiciously like a price. Steven’s full name and the location of his business had been clearly spelled out, and the world would be better off without him . . . well, that part was obvious.


I relaxed a little as I closed the thread. There had been no new replies since Vero’s last library visit three days ago, but there was still the problem of figuring out who FedUp really was. I spent the next few hours dipping into rabbit holes in the forum, searching for her other posts, but as far as I could tell, this message about Steven had been FedUp’s only contribution. According to her profile, she had registered as a member two days before posting the job and hadn’t posted since. But she was clearly still active; her last log-in had been earlier this morning.


“Who are you?” I asked, staring at FedUp’s scant profile. Clearly, this was a woman. Someone Steven had either lied to or cheated on. Someone with questionable moral character. My obscured reflection stared back at me from the glass, and I wondered if FedUp was on the other side, lurking in the shadows, waiting for someone to write back.
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