





[image: image]














[image: image]












Copyright © 2023 Elle Cosimano


The right of Elle Cosimano to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licenses issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published in the USA in 2023 by


Minotaur Books


An imprint of St Martin’s Publishing Group


First published in Great Britain in 2023 by


Headline Review


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


First published as an ebook in 2023 by


Headline Review


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Cover design by David Baldeosingh Rotstein.


Cover images: woman © Clash_Gene/Shutterstock; arm © Kakigori Studios/Shutterstock; hair © MatoomMi/Shutterstock


Author photograph © Powell Woulfe Photography


eISBN: 978 1 0354 0516 9


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









Praise for Finlay Donovan series


‘Finlay Donovan is irresistible!’


JANET EVANOVICH


‘Read in a single night, applauding all the way’


LISA GARDNER


‘This series is magical! . . . Sharp, hilarious and heartfelt’


CHRISTINA LAUREN


‘I love Finlay Donovan so much I would 100% hide a body for her’


JESSE Q. SUTANTO


‘The best kind of escapist fiction . . . laugh out loud funny’


JULIE CLARK


‘Skilfully combines suspense and laughs’


NEW YORK TIMES


‘Clever, dark, and laugh-out-loud funny’


HEATHER GUDENKAUF


‘Part rom-com, part mystery, pure joy!’


CHANTEL GUERTIN


‘Entertaining, funny and wholly original’


CULTUREFLY


‘Funny and smart, twisty and surprising - Finlay Donovan is a character to root for’


MEGAN MIRANDA


‘An unpredictable, fun, funny, page-turning delight’


GWENDA BOND


‘A madcap thriller that will keep you flipping pages long past your bedtime!’


KATHERINE ST JOHN


‘Clever, perfectly plotted, and laugh out loud funny . . . will make you smile long after you’ve turned the last page’


WENDY WALKER









About the Book


[image: image]


New year, new Finlay Donovan.


She’s got a list of resolutions and she’s ready to bite the bullet.


1. No junk food.


2. No men.


3. No bodies in her minivan.


But first, she owes the Russian mob one last favour – tracking down a rogue hitman with her nanny Vero, before the cops do. The small complication? This killer might be a cop himself.


Enter distractingly hot Detective Nicholas Anthony, whose new citizens’ police academy provides the perfect cover-up for Finlay to sleuth out the target – and some fresh ideas for her crime novel.


Between firearms and forensics training, family dramas and hands-on research with Detective Nick, can Finlay get to her edits and the hitman before time runs out?


She’ll give it her best shot.









About the Author


[image: image]


ELLE COSIMANO is an award-winning author. Her YA debut, Nearly Gone, was an Edgar Award finalist and winner of the International Thriller Award. Her novel Holding Smoke was a finalist for the International Thriller Award and the Bram Stoker Award. Her essays have appeared in The Huffington Post and Time. Elle lives in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia with her husband, two sons, and her dog. Finlay Donovan Is Killing It was her adult debut.









ALSO BY ELLE COSIMANO


Finlay Donovan Is Killing It


Finlay Donovan Knocks ’Em Dead


YOUNG ADULT NOVELS


Nearly Gone


Holding Smoke


The Suffering Tree


Seasons of the Storm









For Nicole









CHAPTER 1


The man’s voice cracked on the other side of the partition. “I’m going to prison for this, aren’t I?”


“You’re not going to prison,” I assured him through the gap in the door. A small, familiar giggle issued from the other side and the man whimpered. “What’s your name?” I asked him, distracting him with small talk as I rummaged in my diaper bag.


“Why do you want to know my name? Are you reporting me to the police?”


“I’m not going to report you. Trust me.”


“Trust you!”


“Do you seriously think I want this to end badly?” I listened to his ragged breaths, waiting for an answer.


“Mo . . .” he said tentatively. Another giggle came from behind the partition and the man cried, “Mo! My name is Mo! Dear god, please do something!”


“I need you to stay calm, Mo. Listen to me and do exactly what I tell you.”


His voice climbed. “You’ve done this before?”


“Yes,” I assured him, “I have dealt with this before.” Just never in the men’s room of a Walmart. “Listen to me carefully, Mo. I’m going to bend down very slowly and reach into the stall. Whatever happens, don’t move.”


Mo started hyperventilating in earnest. “Wait, you’re going to what? I really don’t think that’s a good idea. There must be some other way—”


“There is no other way, Mo. Are you going to let me help you or do I need to call someone to unlock the stall door?”


“Don’t call anyone!” he begged. “Do whatever it is you’re going to do. But please hurry!”


I eased to the floor, cringing as I pressed my palms to the sticky tiles. I didn’t want to think about what might be growing in the grout between them as I lowered my head and peeked under the partition at Mo’s feet.


His slacks pooled around his ankles and a pair of Argyle socks were drawn high over his calves. My son’s light-up Buzz Lightyear sneakers flashed a few feet in front of the man.


“Zach,” I pleaded as he babbled and grinned at Mo. “Come out of there, right this minute.”


Thirty seconds. In the thirty seconds it had taken me to relieve my bladder, my toddler had managed to slither under the door of my stall and slip out of the women’s restroom and into the men’s, probably on the heels of some unsuspecting young person who had never been responsible for small children or zoo animals and hadn’t had the forethought to stop him.


Zach laughed as I groped under the partition for him. The baggy hem of his overalls slipped from my fingers as he retreated deeper into the stall.


“He’s coming closer!” Mo shrieked, his knees clamping together. “No, no! Stay back!”


“You don’t have much experience with children, do you?”


“No! Why would you ask that?”


“Just a hunch.” I dropped my shoulder under the partition, my arm outstretched. Forgoing two other empty stalls, Mo had chosen the larger accessible toilet, and the commode—and now my child—were in the farthest corner of it. “I can’t reach him. He’s too far from the door.”


“I thought you said you knew how to fix this!”


“I’m working on it. Don’t panic.”


“Don’t panic? Do you have any idea what happens to men who get caught in bathrooms with small children without their pants on? I was just in here minding my own business!”


Zach’s giggles fell suddenly, ominously silent. I dug furiously in my diaper bag. Where were the damn Cheerios when you needed them?


“Something’s wrong,” Mo said through a strained whisper. “The child is holding very still. I think he might be up to something.”


I wrinkled my nose. Zach was definitely up to something.


“He’s grunting and his face is turning red. I think he’s possessed.”


“He’s not possessed. He’s having a bowel movement.”


“He’s what?! That’s it! I’m coming out—”


“No! Whatever you do, do not stand up!” I buried my arm elbow-deep in my bag. There definitely wasn’t time to run out to the cereal aisle. The poor man would probably suffer a heart attack and wind up dead on the floor before I made it back, and the last thing I needed to deal with was one more corpse. Especially one with his pants around his ankles.


New year, new me. I wasn’t a criminal or a killer, at least not by my own choice. Harris Mickler, the sleazy accountant who had turned up dead in the back of my minivan three months ago, was not murdered by me, regardless of the fact that his wife, Patricia, had insisted on paying me to kill him. And yet, no matter how many times I explained to Mrs. Mickler that I was not a contract killer, disturbingly similar job offers continued to find me. The list of resolutions I’d adopted two weeks ago had included three very important bullets: no more junk food, no more men, and no more bodies in my minivan. Not necessarily in that order.


Zach finished his business with a delighted squeal, clapping his hands with exclamations of self-praise. He stomped toward Mo with an outstretched hand.


“I don’t understand!” Mo screamed. “What does it want from me?!”


I dumped the contents of the diaper bag onto the floor. My police officer sister, who would rather clean up crime scenes than wipe her nephew’s backside, had spent the last few weeks attempting to potty train my son despite my insistence that Zach wasn’t ready. While my barely-two-year-old now grasped what he was expected to do in the bathroom, Georgia’s training strategy had only managed to whet his appetite for bribes. “He wants a reward.”


“A reward?! Why would it expect a reward for this?”


I grabbed a plastic baggy of Cheerios and thrust it under the door. Zach turned toward the sound as I shook the cereal inside, his chubby hands chasing the bag as I drew it closer toward me. As soon as my son was within reach, I looped an arm around his waist and dragged him out of the stall.


Mo’s hands fell limp at his sides. I plopped Zach down on the floor beside me, wiping my brow as he puzzled over the seal on the snack bag.


“It’s safe, Mo. You can come out now.” I gathered the diaper creams, packets of wipes, and random mom-survival gear, stuffing them back into my purse. A quick glance under the stall revealed that Mo hadn’t moved. “Mo?” I paused, listening for signs of life through the door. “Mo? Are you okay?” For the love of god, let him be okay.


“I am far from okay.”


I released a held breath. “Do you need me to call for help?”


“I’d rather you just go,” he said, “and take the tiny demon with you.”


“Fair enough.” I plucked the bag carefully from Zach’s hands and scooped him up. Holding him over the sink on one raised knee, I washed both of our hands twice, rigorously and with plenty of soap, before returning the bag of snacks to him.


“It was nice meeting you, Mo,” I called out.


A stoic grunt issued from the stall. I comforted myself with the fact that at least Mo had survived. It was past noon, twelve days into a brand-new year, and I hadn’t broken any of my three resolutions—at least not yet.









CHAPTER 2


After a quick diaper change and several more rounds of handwashing, I hefted Zach into a shopping cart, handed him his threadbare nap blanket and a sippy cup, and pushed him around the store, searching for Vero. I found my children’s nanny in the women’s clothing department, scrutinizing a generic fleece hoodie, which did not jibe with the brand-name-wearing, hip fashionista I’d grown to know and love. She jumped nearly a foot when I rolled my cart up behind her and tapped her on the shoulder.


“What are you doing?” I asked as she dropped the sweatshirt into her cart. She pushed a pair of oversized sunglasses up the bridge of her nose. I could hardly see them under the low bill of the baseball cap she’d been wearing since we left the house that morning. “You already have a black hoodie.” I gestured to the designer logo on the one she was presently wearing. She looked like a cat burglar in yoga pants.


“You can never have too many hoodies.” She darted cautious glances around the women’s department, giving a heavy dose of side-eye to a sketchy-looking man with a greasy comb-over who was talking to himself as he browsed through a rack of padded bras. He’d either shoplifted a pair of tube socks or he was sporting a boner—I didn’t want to think very hard about which. She grimaced as he gave a set of double D’s an inquisitive squeeze. “How much longer until the van’s ready?”


I checked my phone. “At least another thirty minutes. And we still have an hour before we have to pick up Delia at preschool.”


“Let’s head over to the accessories department. This guy’s freaking me out, and I could use a few extra pairs of shades.”


“If you were so worried about being seen in public, we could have taken my minivan to your cousin’s garage instead of bringing it here. Ramón probably would have changed the oil for free.”


Vero gave a vehement shake of her head. “No way. We’re safer here.” Her last address of record had been her cousin Ramón’s apartment, which, according to Vero, was too close for comfort to his auto repair shop to risk being seen there.


“I don’t get it, Vero. All this paranoia doesn’t make any sense. You’re in debt to a couple of sorority girls in Maryland, so you drop out of school and leave the state, and the second these girls’ parents show up at your cousin’s door looking for you, you run off to Atlantic City and take a marker from a loan shark? Wouldn’t it have been easier to just drive back to Maryland and tell your sorority sisters the truth, that you didn’t take their money so you can’t give it back?”


“I told them a year ago, and they didn’t believe me.”


“Then they’re not worth the effort you’re putting into avoiding them. Are you just planning to wear disguises and stay in the house indefinitely?”


“If a couple of sorority girls managed to track me all the way to my cousin’s place because they think I stole their stupid treasury money, how long do you think it will take a professional loan shark to find me after I lost his two hundred grand trying to pay them back?”


“You can’t hide forever. The spring semester at the community college starts in two weeks.”


“Doesn’t matter, because I’m not going.”


My cart lurched to a stop. Zach gripped the handlebar and giggled in his seat, spilling juice down his overalls. I used his nap blanket to wipe him up. “Vero, you’re only a few credits away from your accounting degree!”


“And smart enough to know that the more I leave the house, the higher the statistical probability people will find me. It’s a matter of karma.”


“Karma has nothing to do with it. Just because you made a few mistakes doesn’t mean you deserve to be miserable. Look.” I grabbed her hood as she skulked down the aisle. When her cart stopped, I turned her by the shoulders to face me. “Let’s focus on solving one problem at a time. Steven’s flying home from Philadelphia tomorrow. We both agreed it’s probably safe for him to come back.” My ex-husband had been lying low at his sister’s house for weeks after several attempts had been made on his life. (Don’t ask. It’s a long story.) “We have no reason to believe anyone’s trying to kill him anymore—”


“Because the universe is clearly punishing me,” she said, as if that proved her point.


I rolled my eyes and pressed on. “Steven hasn’t seen Delia and Zach in weeks. He’ll probably jump at the opportunity if I ask him to take the kids for a few days. Then you and I can drive to Atlantic City and negotiate a deal with this loan shark person.”


“Loan sharks don’t negotiate, Finn. They break kneecaps and chop off fingers.”


“He’s a businessman. I’m sure he can be reasoned with.”


“Like you’ve been reasoning with Feliks Zhirov?” I pressed a hand to her mouth, as if simply speaking Feliks’s name could conjure the Russian mob boss into the women’s sportswear department of a Walmart. I checked the surrounding aisles, making sure we hadn’t been overheard, but the old man in the lingerie section behind us was too busy sniffing the panties in the clearance bin to care. “Feliks is a businessman,” Vero insisted over my protests, “and I don’t see you waltzing into his office and reasoning with him.”


“Feliks doesn’t have an office,” I reminded her in a low voice. “He has a jail cell. And he isn’t a businessman, he’s a narcissistic sociopath with an army of enforcers who like to slit people’s throats. Of course he can’t be reasoned with.”


“He’s also expecting you to stay in town and do a job. So unless you want his goons following us to New Jersey and dumping our bodies in a ditch, I say we stick close to home and start looking for EasyClean.” EasyClean was the screen name of the mysterious contract killer who had been cultivating hit jobs through one of Feliks Zhirov’s websites, a popular women’s forum that had doubled as a front for the Russian mob. When I’d learned my ex-husband was EasyClean’s next target, I’d coerced Feliks into shutting the entire website down. EasyClean had resorted to blackmailing the mob to compensate for his losses, and Feliks was holding me responsible for it all.


“If we can figure out who EasyClean is, maybe your very wealthy Russian friend would consider paying us a reward.”


“Feliks is not my friend,” I whispered. “He tried to have us both gunned down, in case you’ve forgotten.”


“That was before EasyClean started blackmailing him.” She stirred the air with a finger. “That whole enemy of my enemy is my friend thing makes you and Feliks friends by default. And your mob boss friend has rubles coming out of his piroshki.”


“One, I don’t want to think about Feliks’s piroshki. And two, Feliks doesn’t want me to turn EasyClean in, he wants me to kill him.” I’d only laid eyes on EasyClean once. It had been dark when he’d climbed out of a very cop-like sedan, holding a gun. I didn’t stick around to get a good look once he’d started shooting at me. Even if Vero and I could figure out who EasyClean was, I seriously doubted Feliks was going to pay us for half the job. I was already in debt to the man for the price of one very expensive sports car—the Aston Martin I’d “borrowed” from a dealership was now riddled with bullet holes and titled in my name. One misstep with Feliks and he’d make sure a copy of that title made its way to the police.


It wasn’t hard to guess which detective Feliks would tip off first. Feliks was disconcertingly curious about the nature of my relationship with Detective Nicholas Anthony. Truth be told, so was I. But no matter how charming Nick was (or how amazing he smelled), there’d been too many skeletons in my closet (or, more literally, in my washing machine, my minivan, and Vero’s trunk) to risk letting the detective get any closer to me than he already was.


“If Feliks wants EasyClean dead, he’ll have to do it himself,” I said firmly. Killing a man in cold blood was a line I wasn’t willing to cross.


Vero shook her head at her reflection as she tried on a pair of dark sunglasses. “I can’t believe you’re playing chicken with the Russian mob.”


“I’m not playing chicken. I’m putting my foot down. Feliks’s trial is in less than a month. He’s going to be convicted of murder and shipped off to prison, and this whole nightmare will be over.”


“If Feliks goes to prison, he’ll have nothing left to lose. You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t tip off Nick just to spite you. He called again, by the way.”


“Who?”


“Detective Hottie.”


I studied a rack of scarves, feigning disinterest. “What did you tell him?”


“That you were in the backyard, burying a body— Ow!” She giggled to herself, rubbing the spot where my elbow had jabbed her. “You can’t keep avoiding him, Finn. He’s been leaving messages on your cell phone since that dinner at your mom’s, and you haven’t once called him back.”


I smacked my forehead. “You must be referring to the dinner Nick attended on crutches because he’d been shot by Feliks’s thugs, who—incidentally—had really only been intending to murder the two of us. Yes,” I deadpanned, “I can see where that would have been a promising start to a healthy and honest relationship.”


“You’re forgetting about the part where Nick made googly eyes at you across the ham platter while he thanked you for saving his life. Face it, Finn, he’s crazy about you. And you two have great chemistry.”


She wasn’t wrong, but no amount of chemistry was going to change the fact that I had done some pretty terrible things that Nick could never know about. Still, I couldn’t help the flutter in my stomach whenever I heard his voice in my mailbox. Or when I remembered the seductive low rumble of it against my ear the last time we’d spoken, under the mistletoe at my parents’ house. “What else did he say?”


“That he still owes you dessert. I’m pretty sure that’s code for: he wants to see you naked.” She drew a scarf over her head, wrapping it around her face until only the dark lenses of her sunglasses were showing. She waggled her eyebrows at me over the rims. “You saved his life, Finn.”


“No more than he saved ours.”


“Doesn’t mean you can’t indulge in something sweet if he’s offering.” She threw up her hands at my shocked laugh. “I’m just sayin’, you know he’s only going to keep calling until you answer.”


A ringtone started deep in my diaper bag.


We both turned to stare at it. Vero drew her sunglasses down her nose. “Whoa. I think you just manifested dessert.”


I took a step back. “I’m on a diet.”


She reached into the bag with a roll of her eyes, grabbing my phone before I could stop her. “That resolution of yours is a load of horseshit. This is the age of sex positivity, body positivity, and hashtag MeToo. It’s Lizzo’s world, Finn; we’re all just living in it. Don’t let anyone tell you you can’t have dessert.” Her expression dulled as she read the caller’s name. “It’s Sylvia,” she said, holding the phone out to me.


It may have been the first time I’d ever been relieved to see my agent’s name on the screen. I swiped to connect. “Hey, Syl. I’m at Walmart. Can I call you back?”


“No, you can’t,” she said bluntly. Her accent was always more pronounced when her patience was thin. More Jersey than New York. “We have something very important to discuss. Your editor called. She read your manuscript.”


I pushed my cart farther from Vero’s as she hovered in my personal space, her head tipped to hear. “What did she say?” I asked.


“She’s not paying you.”


“What do you mean, she’s not paying me?” I slapped Vero’s hand as she lunged for my phone. “I turned in a finished manuscript, Sylvia. I’ve earned the second half of my advance.”


“Only if your editor approves it. She wants a revision.”


“What kind of revision?”


“She wants more of the cop in the story.”


“But I put the cop in the story. There’s plenty of the cop in the story.” There was far more cop in my story than there probably should have been.


“The cop is hot, but the romance is not, and your publisher’s not paying you for fifty shades of boring.” I held the phone away from my ear as Sylvia shouted for a taxi. A car door slammed and she barked out an address. “You’re holding back on this one, Finlay. The cop and your heroine waste too much time staring longingly at each other’s assets. By the second act, they should be sampling the goods.”


“She’s still mourning the attorney,” I argued.


“The attorney disappeared in chapter one. That relationship is over. It’s time for your heroine to move on.”


“Well maybe she needs a minute to figure out what she wants,” I said bitterly. I pinched the bridge of my nose. It had been almost three weeks since I’d broken things off with the younger law student/bartender I’d been seeing, and while breaking up with Julian Baker had felt like the right thing to do, I still ached a little thinking about it.


“Your heroine knows what she wants. She wants the cop. She said as much on page forty-three when she was lying in bed, alone, staring at the ceiling. If you’re not going to let her have the cop in the second act, at least let the woman have a sex toy.”


Vero gave me an I told you so smirk. I turned away from her.


“It doesn’t matter what my heroine wants, Syl. She’s a criminal. She can’t just jump into bed with a cop. She’ll risk getting caught.”


“That’s precisely what I’m talking about. Raise the stakes. Take some risks! You’ve got the perfect setup for a star-crossed romance. Your assassin has escaped from jail. She’s on the run from the one man she shouldn’t want but can’t deny her feelings for. Meanwhile, the cop is hot on her trail, determined to catch her. Only the longer they play cat and mouse, the more he wants to bring her to bed instead of bringing her to justice.”


“Oh, that’s good,” someone said in the background.


“See?” Sylvia assured me. “Even the taxi driver loves it.”


“You put me on speaker?!”


“Yes,” Sylvia and her driver said.


“The cop and the assassin should give in to their desires,” Sylvia insisted. “They should do it someplace dangerous—”


“On a plane,” the driver suggested.


Sylvia answered with a “Meh.”


“As it’s crashing into shark-infested waters?”


“Better.”


“Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll rework a few scenes.”


“While you’re at it, rewrite the ending,” Sylvia said.


I gripped the phone tighter to keep myself from throwing it. “What’s wrong with the ending?”


“Your heroine can’t ride off into the sunset with her sidekick. This is a romance novel, not Thelma and Louise.”


“Thelma and Louise won an Academy Award.”


“They held hands and drove off a cliff, Finlay.” I bit my tongue through her exasperated sigh. “The assassin and the cop are good together. Give your heroine the happy ending she deserves. And do it quickly,” she added. “I, for one, would like to get paid.”


“Me, too,” the driver and Vero said in unison.


“Great. I’ll tell your editor you’re on board with the changes.” Sylvia disconnected before I managed to respond.


I handed my phone to Vero. “Happy?”


She shook her head as she took my cell and dropped it in the diaper bag. “I don’t understand your hesitation with the cop.”


“Because whenever the cop and the assassin get together, somebody dies.”


“Only because you make them.”


“Way to rub it in.” I checked the time and turned my cart toward the front of the store.


“How hard can it be to write a happy ending? Just pretend your characters are Delia’s Barbie dolls. Take off all their clothes and mash their faces together.”


“It’s not that simple.”


“You’re absolutely right,” she conceded. “The cop should ask for the assassin’s consent first. Then, when she soberly, mutually, and enthusiastically agrees, they can jump each other like jackrabbits and you can write a bestseller.”


“Any other brilliant revision advice?”


She looked at me sideways as we pushed our carts toward the register. “Maybe this time, try not to kill anybody.”









CHAPTER 3


After dinner that night, Vero put the kids in a bath while I cleared the dishes and took the recycling out to the bin beside the garage. Glass smacked against glass as I emptied the contents of my tote. A wine bottle bounced off the lip of the bin and shattered against the ground. I cringed, hoping my elderly neighbor hadn’t heard the crash. I glanced across the street at Mrs. Haggerty’s house, but the windows in her kitchen were dark and her TV flickered between the drapes in her living room.


I knelt to gather the broken glass, gasping when a hand clamped over my mouth. My shouts were muffled by a thick leather glove as someone yanked me backward into the hedges. I threw my head back into my attacker’s face. He yelped, hissing at me in sharp whispers as I kicked out blindly with my heels.


“Ow! What the hell? Jesus, lady!”


I sunk my teeth through the fingers of his glove and drove an elbow into his ribs. Ripping myself free of his arms, I stumbled out from the hedges and made a run for the house, triggering the motion-sensing lights by the back door. I turned to get a look at him as light flooded the yard. My attacker reared away, shielding his face against the glare. I jolted to a stop as a familiar pair of cynical gray eyes blinked at me.


“Cam?” I asked between pants.


The teenager bent over his knees, cradling his sore ribs. “Who the hell did you think?” He wiped his bloody nose on his glove, looking insulted as he peeled it off to inspect the damage to his finger. “Did you seriously have to bite me? These hands are worth a lot of money and they aren’t insured. You could have permanently maimed me.”


“What are you doing here after dark on a school night?” He flinched at my mom voice. If Cam was any other high school student, he’d be at home texting his girlfriend or doing his homework, harassing his grandmother instead of me. Until a few weeks ago, Cam had been a confidential informant for the police, working to keep himself out of juvie, but his talent for hacking hadn’t gone unnoticed by Feliks Zhirov. He’d been offered a position on Feliks’s payroll, and I had a sinking feeling I knew exactly why Cam was here.


“I came to deliver a message.” Cam’s hand froze halfway to his pocket. His spine stiffened until it was ramrod straight. Slowly, he lifted his chin, his eyes wide as the broken neck of a wine bottle glimmered against his throat.


A low voice behind him issued a warning. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”


“We’re cool, man. It’s cool.” Cam laced his fingers behind his head as the man behind him patted down his pockets. I released a held breath as Vero’s childhood friend Javier peered around Cam’s shoulder. His raven-black hair was tied back from his face, a few loose strands falling over his forehead as his dark eyes raked over me. “You okay?”


“I’m fine,” I said, swatting pine needles from my shirt as Javi pulled a cream-colored envelope from Cam’s coat and held it out to me.


“See? I told you,” Cam said, angling his head away from the broken bottle, “I only came to deliver a message.”


I took the envelope and folded it into my pocket, hoping Javi hadn’t noticed the crimson wax seal. “You couldn’t have called?” I asked, glaring at Cam. I hadn’t seen him since he’d last come to deliver a message from Feliks, and while it hadn’t been a welcome surprise then either, at least he’d shown me the courtesy of knocking on my door rather than dragging me into the bushes.


Cam dared a glance over his shoulder at Javi. “Boss told me to make sure I delivered it with the appropriate amount of gravitas, whatever that means.”


“I’m pretty sure both Merriam and Webster would tell you it doesn’t mean abducting an unarmed woman while she’s taking out her trash!” At his puzzled look, I muttered, “Never mind.”


I rubbed the throbbing lump on the back of my head. “It’s okay, Javi. You can let him go. He’s just a kid.”


“I’m not a kid,” Cam argued, jerking against Javi’s grip. “I’ll be eighteen in a month.”


Javi’s grin was wry as he held stubbornly to the back of Cam’s collar. “Want to use my phone to call the cops? I can babysit him until they get here.”


“No!” Cam and I answered in unison.


I cleared my throat. “Thanks, but we’re fine,” I insisted. “Vero’s putting the kids to bed. There’s a pot of soup on the stove. Why don’t you let yourself in and have something to eat while you wait for her.”


Javi gave Cam one last searing look before letting him go. Cam and I waited to speak until Javi’s sneakers disappeared around the house.


“I wasn’t trying to hurt you,” Cam insisted as he prodded his swollen lip. “That’s the god’s honest truth. I was only trying to get you someplace where no one would see me talking to you. That nosy old lady across the street’s always peeking out her window. She gives me the creeps.”


Mrs. Haggerty was the community busybody and the self-appointed head of the neighborhood watch, but I was pretty sure she was just bored, lonely, and wanted to feel important. I’d resented her for it after she’d told me (and everyone else on the street) that she’d spotted our real estate agent sneaking out of my house after a midday tryst with my then husband. But in the twenty months since Steven moved out (and our subsequent divorce), I’d come to realize it wasn’t always a terrible thing to have someone—even an annoying, opinionated someone—looking out for you. I just had to be cautious about the kinds of things Mrs. Haggerty saw, since every detail inevitably made it into the notebook she kept on the table beside her front door. An after-dark visit by a leather-clad teenager with a criminal record would definitely raise some eyebrows at a neighborhood watch meeting. Or worse, at the police station downtown.


“You think she heard us?” Cam asked.


“I doubt it.” If Vero hadn’t heard our scuffle then Mrs. Haggerty certainly hadn’t. “Pretty sure her hearing is going. What’s the message?” I shivered as I gestured for him to get on with it. I hadn’t worn a jacket, and our meeting had left me more shaken than I cared to admit.


“Mr. Z wants to know why you haven’t handled EasyClean yet. In case you haven’t noticed, he doesn’t like to be kept waiting, and believe me, I’m not the scariest person he could have sent to remind you.”


“I’m already acquainted with his goon squad, but thanks for the concern.”


“I was talking about his lawyer.” Cam shuddered. “That Rybakov chick is terrifying.”


A laugh escaped me despite my foul mood. Ekatarina Rybakov was indeed terrifying. And if I had to choose between Kat showing up on my front porch carrying a message with a wax seal or Cam’s clumsy attempt to deliver one with gravitas, the choice was easy.


I tore open Feliks’s envelope and held his letter under the security light.




Ms. Donovan,


My patience has limits. You have exactly two weeks.


—Z





“Great,” I muttered, mentally counting down the days to Feliks’s trial.


“We done? I told my grandma I’d swing by the pharmacy and pick up her meds before they close.”


“Yeah, we’re done. And, Cam,” I said as he turned to go, “next time, just ring the doorbell.”


He winced as a smile stretched his swollen lip. “Sure, Ms. Donovan. Sorry about the gravitas and all.”


I watched Cam limp across my lawn, his long legs disappearing into the hedge that separated my yard from my neighbor’s. On my way inside, I collected the broken glass and tossed it in the bin, waving toward Mrs. Haggerty’s house in case she was watching. Javi’s white panel van was parked in the street in front of my house, the same one he’d been driving the first time I met him, when he and Ramón had driven to West Virginia to help Vero and I break into a storage shed. Vero had been suspiciously tight-lipped about Javi since. All I knew was that he was Ramón’s best friend, he was good at picking locks, and he was the only person who could make Vero angry enough to blush.


When I opened the door to my kitchen, I found him sitting at my table, shoveling into a bowl of leftovers from the pot I’d left cooling on the stove.


“You want me to heat that up for you?” I offered.


He shook his head, his mouth too full to speak. His eyes rolled back, his face a mask of pure ecstasy. “Nah,” he managed between bites, “it’s perfect.”


“I wish I could take credit. Vero made it.”


“I know,” Javi said through a grin. “It’s her mother’s recipe. Recognized that smell the second I came in the door. I haven’t tasted Vero’s mom’s cooking in years.”


“Years?” I asked, grabbing him a soda from the fridge and setting it in front of him. “Why so long?” Vero’s and Ramón’s mothers shared an apartment in Maryland. It wasn’t far. And from the photos I’d seen in Vero’s scrapbook, Javi, Vero, and Ramón had been inseparable growing up.


Javi shrugged. “Vero’s mom doesn’t like me much. It’s easier for Ramón if I don’t tag along.” A long lock of his hair fell over one eye as he hunched over his bowl. Vero appeared beside him and snatched it out from under him, sending a splash of broth over the rim and soaking the front of his shirt.


“What do you think you’re doing?” she snapped.


He held stubbornly to his spoon as he reached for a napkin. “I was eating.”


“Does this look like a drive-through to you? You can’t just roll up in here ’cause a light’s on in my window and expect to be served.”


Javi blotted his chest. He stood up slowly as he crumpled his napkin, his damp T-shirt clinging to his skin. “Too bad. It tasted every bit as good as I remembered.” His dark eyes roved over her upturned face, lingering on her mouth. “I was tempted to ask for more.” His grin was roguish as he licked his spoon.


“Give me that,” she said, yanking it away from him, “and get your scrubby ass out of my kitchen.”


“You’ve called my ass a lot of things, Veronica, but scrubby wasn’t one of them.”


She pointed to the door and began shouting at him in Spanish.


“Vero!” I hollered over her, lowering my voice when I remembered the children were sleeping. “I invited Javi in after he gallantly came to my rescue. The least we can do is let him finish his meal.”


She tore her eyes from him. “What rescue? What happened?” she asked me.


“I was getting out of my van when I heard the crash,” Javi said, taking his spoon from her. “Saw the busted glass on the ground and figured something was up, but by the time I got to the backyard, Finlay had the situation under control.”


“I’m fine,” I assured her. “It was just Cam, but it was heroic of Javi to step in.” Vero’s mouth parted around a question. I gave a tight shake of my head. Neither one of us would be foolish enough to discuss the details of Cam’s message in front of Javi. I directed a pointed look at the bowl she was holding hostage.


She shoved it toward Javi with a huff. “Doesn’t explain what you were doing here in the first place.”


“Just doing your cousin a favor.” He jutted his chin toward a thick stack of junk mail on the table, mostly clothing catalogs and coupon circulars by the looks of it. “Ramón wanted to bring your mail himself, but he was afraid someone might follow him here. He said some people have been to his apartment looking for you. What’s that all about?”


“Nothing,” Vero said defensively. “Just some girls from my old sorority. They think I have something that belongs to them. I told them I don’t, but they won’t let it go. It’s not a big deal.”


“Your cousin seems to think it is.”


“My cousin worries too much.”


“Maybe I do, too.”


“Really?” she snapped. “Because I don’t remember you being there to help me pack when I dropped out of school and moved out.” I stood silently in the corner, watching Vero’s jaw clench. She picked up the pile of mail without looking at it and tossed it in the trash. “I don’t see anything here worth saving. You shouldn’t have wasted your time.”


Javi rose from the table and put his empty bowl in the sink. His T-shirt rode up as he slipped his jacket over his shoulders. Vero stole a glance at him, her cheeks flushing in response.


“You’re probably right. Thanks for the meal anyway. See you around,” he said as he showed himself out.


I caught a flash of regret on her face as the door closed behind him. She threw up her hands, muttering to herself as she turned to the sink and washed his bowl. When she was done, she tossed the sponge in the basin.


“So,” I said, reaching into the pantry for a bottle of wine, “how long have you been in love with Javi?”


“I am not in love with him.”


I poured two glasses and slid one over the counter toward her. “Methinks thou doth protest too much.”


“Well methinks you read too many romance novels.”


“Which makes me an expert on the subject.”


“Not according to Sylvia.”


I ignored that. “There’s obviously history between the two of you.”


“One that doesn’t need repeating,” she said as she sucked down the contents of her glass. “What did Cam want?”


I unfolded the note from my pocket and pushed it across the table toward her. Her eyes went wide as she read the message from Feliks. “What are we going to do?”


“We’re going to bed,” I said, gulping down the last of my wine. “I’m exhausted. We’ll figure it out tomorrow.” I carried Feliks’s envelope to the stove and held the wax seal over the burner, watching the embossed Z melt and blacken. Then I shredded the letter into tiny bits and threw them in the trash.


I paused over the waste bin, sifting aside the scraps I’d just tossed in. A thick, brown envelope had come loose from the pile of junk mail Javi had delivered. Vero’s name was written on the front. The absence of a return address piqued my curiosity and I fished it out of the can. I held the envelope under the light, squinting at the postage stamp.


“This was mailed from Atlantic City.”


Vero’s face sobered as I held it out to her. She took it, wedging a finger inside and tearing the seal. A black poker chip fell into her palm. A photo slipped from the envelope, a grainy image of Vero getting into her car. We both sucked in a breath. The picture had been taken in the drop-off lane at Delia’s preschool.


“I never thought I’d say this,” Vero said in a small voice, “but maybe the kids should stay with Steven for a while.”


It was long past midnight, but neither of us could sleep. Vero and I sat at the kitchen table in our pajamas, an empty bag of Goldfish crackers in front of me and an empty bag of Oreos in front of Vero.


I rubbed my temple. “Exactly how much did you say you owe this loan shark?”


“Two hundred thousand,” Vero said hopelessly, her head resting in the cradle of her hand as she traced dollar signs in the crumbs with her finger.


That was one hundred and ninety thousand more than we had. “At least he doesn’t know where you live.”


“Not yet, anyway.” Vero had been living with me when she’d purchased the Charger in the photo, but she’d registered it under her cousin’s address, hoping her former sorority sisters would be less likely to find her. “Did you call Steven?” she asked.


I nodded. “His flight gets in tomorrow afternoon. He’ll swing by and pick up the kids on his way home from the airport. He agreed to keep them for the week. That should give us a few days to figure out what to do about this Marcus person.”


“Marco,” she corrected me.


“Do you know his last name?”


Vero shook her head. She’d been introduced to the loan shark in the lounge of a hotel and casino called the Royal Flush. Aside from his first name and a physical description of him, we didn’t have much to go on.


“How about a phone number?” I asked.


Another shake of her head. “The bellman at the hotel schedules all of Marco’s meetings for him.”


If we were to drive to Atlantic City and start asking for the loan shark by name, he’d probably find us before we managed to track him down.


My sigh smelled like cheddar-flavored crackers and resignation. “You know there’s only one way to fix this.”


“Kill him?”


“Pay him back!”


“I was afraid you were going to say that.”


“First thing tomorrow, we’ll take your Charger to the car dealership down the street and see how much we can get for it. Then we’ll contact the bellman at the casino, arrange to give Marco what we have, and tell him we need more time to come up with the rest.”


Vero sat bolt upright. “I can’t sell my car!”


“You can use my minivan to get back and forth to classes. We can get by on one vehicle for a while.”


“Finlay, they’re called loan sharks for a reason! He’s not going to be satisfied with a payment plan. If I pay him twenty percent of what I owe him, he’ll still break eighty percent of the bones in my body and charge me interest on the ones he left intact.”


“What choice do we have? It’s not like we have two hundred thousand just sitting in the bank.”


Vero glanced up at me with a sheepish expression. “Not exactly in the bank,” she said, gnawing her lip. “Remember when I said I would get rid of the Aston . . . ?”


I gasped. “You and Ramón were supposed to destroy that car!” They were supposed to put it in the giant crusher behind his garage, then bury every last trace of it.


“It’s a good thing I didn’t!” she argued. “Even with bullet holes, that car is worth more than what I owe. If we strip it, we can get rid of the car and make enough to pay off Marco. All we need is someone who knows where to sell the parts.”


“You promised your cousin you wouldn’t tell anyone about the car.” He’d refused to help her sell it, too afraid his business would get implicated in whatever shady dealings the car had been involved in. He’d been adamant that no one—not even his best friend—ever know about the Aston Martin we’d left in his garage.


“Ramón doesn’t have to know. If I ask Javi to keep a secret for me, he will. He’s done it before.” Color rushed to her cheeks, hinting at the kinds of secrets Javi had kept hidden from Ramón. “I’ll tell Javi to meet us at the garage tomorrow night after it’s closed. I’ll show him the car and ask him how much he thinks he can get for the parts.”


“What you’re asking him to do is probably illegal.”


“It’s nothing he hasn’t done before.”


My head felt heavy as I stared at the picture on the table, taken at the crosswalk in front of Delia’s school. It felt disturbingly like the kind of veiled threat Feliks would have sent. If Feliks Zhirov wouldn’t settle for half a job, why should I assume Marco would settle for twenty percent of the money Vero owed him?


Maybe Vero was right. Like it or not, we were still in possession of Feliks’s car. With any luck, we’d be able to sell enough of the Aston to get Marco off her back. And if the car was scattered far and wide, then all that would be left was a piece of paper connecting me to Feliks Zhirov. As soon as Feliks was shipped off to prison, I’d find a way to destroy that, too.


“Okay,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “Set up the meeting with Javi.”









CHAPTER 4


My sister, Georgia, knocked on my door promptly at eight the next morning. When I opened it, she brushed past me into my kitchen and helped herself to a mug of coffee from the pot.


“It’s good to see you, too,” I said, passing her the carton of milk from the fridge.


Georgia’s shoulder-length hair was pulled back in a fancy twist, her slacks were pressed, and a pair of low heels peeked out from under the hems.


“If I’d known you had something important to do, I wouldn’t have asked you to drive Delia to school.”


“It’s nothing important. Just a normal day,” she said, stirring her coffee hard enough to make a few drops swirl over the rim. “Where’s Vero?”


“Upstairs in her room.”


“Why couldn’t she drive Delia this morning?”


“She’s . . . not feeling well,” I said, fumbling over the lie. Georgia stopped stirring. My sister wasn’t necessarily a germaphobe, but she didn’t cope well with contagious diseases. Knife injuries, gunshot wounds, and blunt force trauma she could handle at close range. Snot, the runs, and projectile vomiting was enough to send her running for the hills. “Cramps,” I added.


The tension left her shoulders and she nodded into her coffee. I’d called my sister the night before, right after I’d called Steven. Vero couldn’t take Delia to school in the Charger, and letting her drive my minivan was far too risky. The person who’d taken that picture of Vero could track my license plates here.


I’d considered letting Delia stay home for the day, playing it safe until Steven’s flight got in from Philly and he came to pick up the kids, but then I’d had another idea. If the creep who took that photo was waiting at the school and saw Delia get out of my sister’s car—a car with a few extra antennas on the roof and a dome light on the dash—maybe he’d have second thoughts about stalking my children’s nanny.


“Why couldn’t you take Delia?” Georgia asked.


“I have a meeting with Sylvia.” My sister raised an eyebrow at my snowman-themed pajama bottoms. “It’s a Zoom,” I said, doubling down on the lie. “Why are you all dressed up?”


“I have a meeting this morning, too. It’s not a big deal.” Her cheeks were pink and her lips were glossy. She avoided my curious stare, picking a lint fuzz off her sweater. It was a deep hunter green that brought out the flecks of it in her eyes.


“Holy shit, Georgia!” I shoved her shoulder. Coffee sloshed over the rim of her mug and she swore as she mopped a few drops from the toes of her shoes. “You’re seeing someone at work!”


“I’m not seeing someone at work.”


“At the lab, then?” I racked my brain, struggling to remember the last time I’d been there with Nick. “Is it a tech?”


“No,” she said gruffly.


“The M.E.?”


She pulled a face.


“That cute toxicologist?”


“Stop trying to guess. You don’t know her.”


“I knew it! You are seeing someone! When do I get to meet her?”


Georgia held up a finger. “A, we’re not seeing each other. And B, you don’t.”


“Why don’t you invite her over for dinner?” I suggested. “Vero and I will cook.”


“Finlay—”


“What are you so afraid of, Georgia? Do you seriously think I’d embarrass you? You wore SWAT gear to Thanksgiving at Mom’s. You do a perfectly fine job of embarrassing yourself.”


“I said I’m not seeing her, okay?” Georgia’s tone had sharpened to a brittle edge. I’d never known my sister to be fragile and the sound of it startled me. She drew a calming breath through her nose as I blinked at her. “I’m just handling something for Nick. He’s all tied up with this big project at work, so I offered to help him out. That’s all.” My sister had always been a horrible liar. She and Nick had been close since they’d attended the police academy together years ago, but the effort she’d put into her hair this morning betrayed her motivations. “Speaking of Nick, why haven’t you called him back?”


“Don’t change the subject.”


“I didn’t,” she said. “That was a perfectly reasonable segue.”


“Tell me about this woman you’re interested in.”


“Answer my question about Nick.”


I gritted my teeth, weighing my need to know more about my sister’s sparkly new crush against my determination not to involve her in my love life. “I was going to call him back. I’ve just been busy.” Apparently, I was a shitty liar, too.


“Busy? Or chicken?” I slapped away her hand as she ruffled my hair. “Delia!” she called up the stairs. “Come on, squirt. You’re gonna be late for school.”


Delia bounded down the steps, nearly tackling my sister into the wall with the full force of an exuberant five-year-old. “Whoa, Dee! Go easy on the knees. Save the takedowns for the bad guys.” My sister turned to me and said, “You should probably break the kids of the whole tackle-hug thing before they hurt someone.”


“Mmmm . . .” I said through a pinched smile. “Maybe you can come over and work on it with them when you’ve finished potty training Zach.”


“Very funny,” she said as she ushered Delia out the door.


“Thanks, Georgia,” I called after them, “I owe you one.”


“Forget about it. I lost count a long time ago. And for god’s sake, call Nick!” she hollered over her shoulder.


“Yeah, call Nick!” Delia parroted as she trotted down the sidewalk to my sister’s car. My daughter had been nagging me to call him ever since Christmas, when he’d given her a checkers game and promised to teach her to play. But inviting Nick to my home for a game of strategy felt decidedly risky under the circumstances. He had far too many questions about me, questions I’d narrowly avoided that night. Questions I shouldn’t answer. Not now. And if I was smart, I never would.


My ex-husband’s F-150 rumbled into the driveway just after lunch, earlier than I’d expected. I rushed downstairs, balancing Zach on my hip, startling Steven when I threw open the door.


“Hey,” he said, a little breathless. His face was ruddy with the cold, his shirt slightly rumpled under his open coat, as if he’d just walked off the plane. He ran his hand through his hair and smoothed down his short beard, his blue eyes wide as they took me in. “It’s good to see you. You look great.”


“Thanks,” I said, gesturing for him to come in. “It’s good to see you, too.” For the first time in a long time, I actually meant it. The last time I’d seen Steven, we’d narrowly escaped an attempt on his life, and though our history over the last two years was marked by countless disappointments and betrayals, the night I saved him from EasyClean had been a turning point for us. Now that the threat to him was over, as well as his engagement to Theresa Hall, hopefully we could go back to co-parenting our children like civilized adults.


“Thanks for taking the kids on such short notice,” I said over Zach’s squeals. He leaned out of my arms, dropping his juice-stained blanket as he reached for his father. “They’ve missed you.”


Steven scooped up our son, a sheen in his eyes as he pressed a kiss to Zach’s cheek. “Oh, man. I missed you guys, too!” He turned to me, his throat a little thick when he asked, “You sure it’s okay for them to stay with me . . . you know . . . after everything?”


“No one’s going to try to kill you, if that’s what you’re asking.” He didn’t look convinced. “Trust me, Steven. It’s safe.”


An awkward silence stretched between us as Vero shuffled about upstairs, packing the last of the children’s pillows and toys and zipping them into their suitcases.


He set Zach down and watched him toddle off. “I’ll pick up Delia right after school, and I’ll text you pictures every day. You can call us anytime you want. How long can the kids stay?”


I wasn’t sure how long it would take to sell the Aston Martin and arrange a meeting with Marco. “Let’s start with a week and see how it goes.”


“A week? Wow, that’s . . .” Steven had never had the kids by himself for more than a weekend. I wasn’t sure if it was gratitude or nerves that had rendered him speechless.


“If it’s too long, I could ask my mom to—”


“No!” He held up a hand. “Please. Don’t call your mom. A week’s great.”


I had called my mother earlier that morning and explained that Steven would be taking the kids for a while. This time, she hadn’t argued, content to avoid any unnecessary confrontations. “If it gets to be too much, you can call me. We’ll figure something out.”


“We’ll be fine. We’ve handled a lot worse,” he reminded me. He scratched the back of his neck, glancing up at me with a nostalgic smile. “We made a good team that night. You were amazing, Finn. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t shown up when you did.” He shook his head as he remembered it. “You know,” he said, “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking—”


“That’d be a first.” Vero stomped down the last few steps and dumped two Rollaboards at his feet.


His smile was tight. “It’s good to see you, too, Vero.”


“How’s your head?” she asked dryly.


Steven gritted his teeth as he ran a hand over his crown where Vero had knocked him out with my frying pan the last time they’d seen each other. “You’re a real comedian.”


“What can I say? You keep giving me such great material to work with. Duct tape is a good look on you, by the way. Very slimming.”


A vein swelled in Steven’s temple.


I inserted myself between them. “Vero, can you please put the kids’ bags in Steven’s truck? We should get them on the road. We have a lot of things to handle here,” I said pointedly.


Vero smiled sweetly at Steven and hauled the children’s suitcases outside.


He seethed as he watched her go. “I can’t believe you let her move in with you.”


I grabbed Zach as he zipped past my legs toward the door. “The children and I love having her here and she needed a place to stay.”


“She should rent her own place.”


“She’s still in school. She doesn’t have enough money for her own place.”


He cast another suspicious look toward his truck as I wrangled Zach into his coat. “Finn, there’s something I need to tell you. Something I should have told you before, but . . .” I glanced up at him. He winced, bracing for the backlash of whatever he was about to say. “That time you found me in the garage . . . that wasn’t the first time I was in the house when you weren’t home.”


My hands froze around Zach’s zipper. “What do you mean?” There were more than a few terrifying things he could have found if he’d been snooping around in here. Not the least concerning was the misguided letter from Patricia Mickler, thanking me for killing her husband.


Steven cleared his throat. “Back in October, I came to talk to you about the custody agreement, but you weren’t home, so I let myself in. I grabbed a soda from the pantry. I was going to wait for you, but . . .” He let the rest hang as I stood up slowly. He didn’t have to finish. Steven hated drinking anything warm. He put ice in everything, which meant . . .
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