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Chapter 1






When she saw him, Serena Childs very nearly choked on her mouthful of succulent, medium-rare sirloin—the best darn steak she’d had in a long time. Her eyes first bulged with stunned disbelief, then narrowed with bitter realization, while the morsel of beef lodged in her throat. He’d seen her, no doubt about it, and as if he were some stranger casually flirting with her from the restaurant bar, the bastard had actually had the nerve to smile.


Somehow, Serena managed to swallow her food without gagging. “That shameless son of a bitch!”


Startled by Serena’s outburst, Kiana, Serena’s younger sister by a year, flinched and dropped her silverware. The knife and fork clinked as they landed on her plate. Her eyebrows bunched together as she regarded Serena with concern. “What is it?”


Serena and her sister were at a restaurant on Miami Beach’s Ocean Drive, seated at an outside table. Until now, Serena had been enjoying the lovely March evening. Just a hint of a breeze floated off the Atlantic Ocean, and the lively sounds of a salsa band made the atmosphere festive. Just the type of ambiance Serena had been looking forward to after a very stressful week.


Now, one look at the slime ball who had made her last few weeks a living hell, and the evening was ruined.


Kiana looked over her shoulder, following the direction of Serena’s gaze to the restaurant’s outdoor bar. She turned back to her sister and frowned. “What?”


“I don’t believe it,” Serena replied, her gaze never leaving the lying jerk’s face. “It’s Cecil.”


Kiana’s jaw dropped to the table. “Cecil Cecil? As in—”


“Cecil Montford.”


“Oh, my God.” Kiana whipped her head around, scanning the crowded outdoor patio and bar. “Where is he?”


“He’s on the far side of the bar. Dressed in a white T-shirt and jeans.”


After a moment, Kiana said, “Oh, yes. There he is.”


Serena scowled at the back of her sister’s head. Kiana’s voice was dreamy, as if they were talking about Cecil the sweetheart, instead of Cecil the world-class prick. Having met Cecil once when they’d all gone out for dinner, Kiana had been very impressed with him. Afterward, Kiana had crooned on and on about how gorgeous and charming Cecil was, how he definitely knew how to treat a woman right. She’d been as smitten by him as Serena had.


Clearly, Kiana was still smitten.


Not that Serena could completely blame her. He was drop dead gorgeous fine, which was why Serena had been so flattered by his attention. Most of the time, Serena dressed in comfortable, roomy clothes when she went to work at the library—far from glamorous. She didn’t own a mini-skirt, and the only time she wore tights was when she worked out—and even then she wore an oversized T-shirt to cover her hips and thighs. Usually, she opted for her glasses over her contact lenses, which helped contribute to her dull librarian image. So, at first, she hadn’t been able to understand what such a gorgeous man would want with a woman like her. Men like him didn’t give her a second look. But as she’d spoken with him time and time again when he’d come to the library, making it clear with his kind words that he was interested in her, she’d slowly let down her guard.


After witnessing her parents’ wonderful love affair, Serena had held out her whole life for Mr. Right, and Cecil had finally seemed like he could be The One.


She gritted her teeth at the memory. She couldn’t have been more wrong if she’d thought she was going to marry the Pope.


Kiana turned back to Serena, her short braids swaying as she moved. Instantly, her large brown eyes grew wide with alarm. “Serena! God, what are you trying to do? Strangle the wineglass?”


Startled by her sister’s comment, Serena’s gaze dropped to her hand. Her fingers were tightly wrapped around the wineglass’s stem as though she planned to snap it in two.


Not a bad idea…if it was Cecil’s neck.


Again, Serena looked at Cecil. How could he sit there so casually, eyeing her as if he hadn’t done a damn thing wrong? Seeing her staring at him, Cecil raised his wineglass and smiled.



“Oh, no. He did not do what I think he just did. Did you see that?” Serena asked incredulously, flitting her eyes between Kiana and Cecil. “I can’t believe he’s…he’s flirting with me!”


“Hmm.” Again, Kiana’s voice got dreamy. “Yeah, he’s a charmer. Too bad he turned out to be such a jerk. Damn, he really is good looking.”


What was wrong with Kiana? Serena had expected nothing less than outrage from her overprotective, worry-wart-by-nature sister. Instead, she seemed to be off in lala land, still unable to escape Cecil’s charm, despite what he’d done.


Casting another glance in his direction, Serena lifted her wineglass and took a liberal sip of her cabernet sauvignon, needing something to wet her throat. No doubt about it, Cecil was fine. Even now she couldn’t help noticing his striking brown eyes, his I’m-gonna-make-you-love-me smile. And maybe it was the restaurant’s lighting, but he actually seemed more attractive tonight than she’d remembered.


That had been her problem from the beginning. Falling for his pretty boy good looks and charm had gotten her into this mess.


Still, it was hard to reconcile the reality that the attractive man twenty feet away from her could have done something so heinous.


As if reading her thoughts, Kiana commented, “With that mmm baby look he’s giving you, you’d never think he’d split town with all your money.”


“I know.” Serena frowned, wondering what his game was. Was he going to flirt with her all night from afar, or was he finally going to approach her and give her some lame excuse for what he’d done? Clearly, since he wasn’t ignoring her, he must be planning to give her some line of bull. Otherwise he would have hightailed it out of the restaurant before she’d seen him.


Her thoughts were interrupted by the appearance of their overly chipper waiter. Smiling from ear to ear, he placed another glass of red wine on the table before her.


“I didn’t order this,” Serena told him.


“I know,” he replied in a singsong voice. “This is compliments of the gentleman at the bar.” The waiter nodded in Cecil’s direction.


Startled, Serena whirled her head around to face Cecil. He flashed her another one of his sexy smiles, the type that had stolen her heart in the first place.


God, he really did have a lot of nerve.


Well, this time his charm wouldn’t work.


Until now, Serena hadn’t been sure how to handle the situation. Approach him? Wait until he approached her? But, as he continued to make goo-goo eyes at her, she knew exactly what she’d do.


He just wouldn’t like it.


“Excuse me.” Serena pushed back her chair.


“Serena,” Kiana said, her tone wary. She threw a hand out to grab her sister’s arm, but Serena was already out of her chair.


Serena picked up the glass of wine.


“Serena, I don’t think—”


Serena took a step, then halted. Her sister was right. Why waste a good glass of wine? She put it back on the table. Then, she gave her sister a saccharine grin as Kiana stared at her from worried eyes. “This won’t take long.”


“Serena…”



Ignoring her sister, Serena casually approached the restaurant’s outdoor bar. Cecil’s smile widened as she neared him, revealing perfect pearly white teeth. Either he thought she was completely clueless, or he figured he could actually explain away the last few weeks. She’d love to see the jerk explain away the fact that his cell, business, and home numbers had been disconnected—right after he’d left her that cryptic note about having to leave town on some emergency.


“Hey, there,” he said.


Hey, there? He’d taken off with her family heirloom, her check for ten thousand dollars that she’d given him as a down payment for her antique jewelry store, and he was greeting her with a hey, there?


“Hey, yourself,” Serena replied flippantly.


Cecil’s eyes crinkled as he grinned at her, and damn if Serena’s heart didn’t do a little jiggy in her chest. Yes, he looked especially handsome tonight, definitely more so than the last time she’d seen him. Why her heart should do a hyper pitter-pat now, given what he’d done to her, was beyond her.


Nerves, she told herself, squaring her shoulders.


“So,” he said, chuckling softly.


Serena mimicked his chuckle, then abruptly gave him an evil glare. “So? You take off with ten grand of my money and all you have to say for yourself is so?”


Cecil’s mouth dropped open. “What?”


“Oh, now you have no idea what I’m talking about. Let me guess,” she continued, raising her voice and placing a hand on her hip, “you’ve never seen me before, right?” She guffawed. “Is that part of the scam once you’ve been caught? To make me look crazy?”



“Actually, you do look kinda—”


Whack! Serena swung her hand back, then slapped Cecil upside the head. Her palm stung from hitting him with such force, but she didn’t dare show that she’d hurt herself. Besides, the pain was overshadowed by the feeling of intense satisfaction.


She’d wanted to do that—and more—for nearly three weeks.


Cecil’s hand immediately went to his injured jaw.


“That’s for stealing my money,” she told him, not caring that everyone within earshot was listening. “And for taking the necklace my grandmother gave me—God, the sight of you makes me sick. I’d ask why you did it, how you could do it, but I know all I’ll hear from you are lies. You…” She faltered, but went on. “You never cared about me. I can’t believe I was so incredibly stupid to believe a word that ever came out of your lying mouth.”


“Wait a second—”


“No, you wait.” She shook a finger at him while doing a quick neck rotation, full of attitude. “I want my money back. And my great-great-great grandmother’s necklace. You know that means everything to me.”


“If you’ll let me get a word in—”


“I don’t want to hear a word out of your slimy mouth.”


Cecil’s eyebrows shot together. “Slimy?”


“If you have one decent bone left in your body, do the right thing.” Serena blew out a ragged breath, her body suddenly trembling. “Look, I can live without the money…but the necklace.” She hated that she had to beg this jerk for what was hers, but she’d do whatever it took to get back the heirloom that had been in her family for generations. “Even if you keep the money, at least return the necklace. You know where I work; you can bring it there.” She looked him up and down with distaste. “God, I curse the day I ever let you into my life.”


Cecil was speechless, and Serena’s satisfaction grew. She had never caused such a public display before, yet she wasn’t embarrassed by her behavior. Humiliating Cecil was entirely worth it. She only prayed that she got her point across and he would do right by her.


He opened his mouth as if he was going to speak, but before the lying bastard could say a word, she turned and stalked back to the table where she’d left her sister.


Her concerned expression replaced with a smirk, Kiana gave Serena two enthusiastic thumbs up. And then a smile erupted on Serena’s face, the first genuine smile she’d had in nearly three weeks.


 


“Damn it,” Darrell exclaimed, nursing his cheek as he watched the crazy woman who’d just publicly chewed him out stomp away. He felt the beginnings of a welt forming on his face.


Who would have thought the demure-looking woman could pack such a punch?


Groaning, Darrell glanced around the bar where he sat. While the place had been buzzing with chatter only minutes before, it was now significantly quieter. Everyone—wait staff, bar staff, managers and restaurant patrons—was looking at him, some scowling, all no doubt thinking that he was a first-rate asshole. Why would such a sweet-looking woman publicly humiliate him unless he deserved it?


It didn’t matter that he’d never seen the woman in his life. Everyone here thought they were intimately involved, and that he’d screwed her over royally.



God, this was priceless.


He’d certainly picked the wrong woman to flirt with.


Making eye contact with the guy next to him, Darrell gave a sheepish smile, but the older man merely shook his head and glanced away.


So much for relaxing his first night in Miami.


The hell of it was, Darrell couldn’t blame her for thinking she knew him. Two seconds into the woman’s tirade, and he had known she’d mistaken him for his good-for-nothing scamming twin brother, Cecil. Clearly, she was another casualty left in Cecil’s wake.


Surreptitiously, he stole a glimpse of her. But she saw him look, and she glowered. So did the woman sitting with her. Groaning, Darrell turned.


What had his brother done this time?


All his life, Darrell had been dealing with crap his brother had gotten into. Hell, that’s why he was here in Miami now. But good grief, he was too old for this. How much longer would Cecil have him picking up the pieces of the messes he made? And once, just once, Darrell wanted someone to look at him with happiness and relief, not disgust and scorn. But that would probably never happen, considering he was Cecil’s identical twin and Cecil had screwed over people all across the country.


Darrell snuck another peek at the crazy woman. Part of him wanted to head over to her and explain who he really was, if for no other reason than to mollify his bruised ego. But with the evil look she continued to give him, he knew she wouldn’t buy a word he said.


Darrell glanced around and saw that everyone still stared at him like he was one of America’s Most Wanted. No, forget explaining anything to the insane woman. It was time he hightailed it out of here before any other scorned women came out of the woodwork.


“Excuse me.” Darrell stood and summoned the bartender. The attractive redhead already had his check in hand as she approached. Giving him a nasty scowl, she slammed it down on the bar in front of him.


“Thanks,” Darrell said wryly.


The woman flashed him an I-know-jerks-like-you look, then turned and gave a customer a few seats over a huge grin.


Darrell dug a ten out of his wallet and tossed it on top of the bill. It was way too much for the beer, but he certainly wasn’t about to stick around for his change. Pushing the bill and money toward the bartender, he doubted she would appreciate the tip.


The patio exit was directly behind the table where the crazy woman and her friend now sat. No way he’d go in that direction. He bent to retrieve his small suitcase, then headed toward the interior of the restaurant. It was the way he’d come in and the way he would leave.


As he stepped inside, he threw a glance over his shoulder. The crazy woman and her friend were rising from their seats. Shit. Why were they leaving now? Darrell certainly didn’t want another confrontation, and he couldn’t imagine things being uneventful if they both ended up on the sidewalk at the same time.


Yeah, Cecil had a way of bringing out the worst in women.


Darrell thought better of leaving at this moment and instead headed to the back of the restaurant and the restrooms. He’d hang out there for a few minutes to be sure they were gone.



Thankfully, no one else was in the small, dingy men’s room. He certainly wasn’t in the mood to defend himself for something he hadn’t done. Besides, he wanted a moment of peace to check out how bad his face looked.


He stood over the sink and stared into the foggy mirror. The lighting in the bathroom was pretty crappy, but it was lit enough for him to see a welt on his left cheek. Yeah, she’d hit him good.


God, Cecil. What have you gotten yourself into now?


Again he had his brother to thank for another difficult situation. Cecil hadn’t been in touch much over the past few years, and while he’d missed and worried about him, at least Darrell had had some moments of peace. He’d almost forgotten how it felt to be mistaken for his brother, blamed for his pitfalls, or just plain caught up in trying to get Cecil out of another jam.


And Darrell had actually made the mistake of hoping that the fact that he hadn’t heard from his brother meant Cecil had finally smartened up. Clearly, he couldn’t have been more wrong. Though he was thirty-one years old, Cecil hadn’t grown up, and Darrell was starting to wonder if he ever would.


Darrell was startled out of his thoughts when the restroom door swung open. He checked his watch. A good five minutes had passed since he’d come in here. Surely it was safe for him to leave now.


He stared at the ground as he exited, not wanting to meet the other man face-to-face. But once back in the restaurant, he held his head high as he looked around. Then he started for the front door at a casual yet brisk pace, fully aware that all eyes were on him.


He breathed a sigh of relief as he reached the front door. Another second and he’d be home free. After this, he’d stick to his original game plan, which was to find his brother and bail him out of whatever mess he’d gotten himself into. Cecil had called him in Orlando a couple days ago, saying that he needed his help. But when Darrell had pressed for more information, Cecil had hemmed and hawed, merely saying that he’d gotten into some deep shit. After a long pause and some frustrated breaths on his brother’s part, Darrell had thought he was going to explain his current situation, but then the dial tone had blared in his ear. Darrell had waited for his brother to phone back, but he hadn’t. He called his brother’s condo and got no answer. A call to Cecil’s other home, business, and cell numbers told him that they’d all been disconnected. Instantly, Darrell had been concerned, and when, a couple days later, he still hadn’t heard from Cecil, his concern had grown to worry.


While he and Cecil were completely different, they were identical twins, and on some level they were connected; over the years, Darrell had often sensed when Cecil needed him. This was one of those times. A pressing feeling in his gut told Darrell that Cecil was in trouble. So when Cecil hadn’t gotten back in touch with him, Darrell had dealt with the immediate business that needed taking care of at the small bed and breakfast he owned and managed, then gotten on a plane to Miami.


Darrell pushed the front door open with his shoulder, then stepped outside. He descended the few steps to the sidewalk. The night air was refreshing, but the lively sounds of Latin music did nothing to lift his spirit. His staff was always telling him he needed to take a break, and he’d decided to take their advice. He’d come here tonight for a relaxing evening South Beach style before starting on his quest to find his brother, but he now wished he’d gone straight to Cecil’s condo instead of taking this ill-fated detour.


He’d known this trip would be grief when he’d left Orlando, but he hadn’t expected it his first night here!


Silently cursing his brother, Darrell turned right. He walked a couple steps, then stopped. Was this the direction of the condo? No, it was the other way, he realized, turning and recognizing the large high rise in the distance.


“That’s him, officers.”


Darrell’s blood ran cold as he saw the crazy woman and her friend standing between two Miami Beach Cops. Standing slightly behind the taller man, as if to shield herself with his body, the crazy woman pointed at him so there’d be no mistaking to whom she was referring. Both burly men, one Hispanic and the other white, marched toward him.


All Darrell could do was stand there in stupefied horror.


“Mr. Montford?” the Hispanic one asked.


Darrell swallowed. “Yes, but—”


The taller, white officer gestured to the side of the road. “Mr. Montford, if you’ll step this way, please.”


His initial fear gone, Darrell stared at the two cops. He was aware that he should cooperate—the kind of thing he’d done all his life—but he’d been embarrassed once for the night, which was enough for him. He wasn’t about to be humiliated in front of the hundreds of strangers who populated Ocean Drive. So he asked, “Are you placing me under arrest?”


“We’d like to ask you a few questions,” the white cop replied.



Darrell looked at the man’s nametag. “Officer Springer, I’m sorry, but I’m not in the mood to answer any questions right now.” His gaze wandering to the nutcase, he frowned. “My jaw’s a little sore. So, if you don’t mind…”


He moved to the right, stepping past Springer. The Hispanic cop, whose nametag read Perez, blocked his path.


“Actually,” Officer Perez held up a hand to keep Darrell at bay, “we do mind. This lady says you’ve stolen her property and some money. That’s a serious charge.”


“And what about assaulting someone?” Darrell couldn’t help raising his voice as he glared at the loony lady. To the woman’s friend he said, “You saw her do it. You’re a witness.”


The friend arched a brow at him in a gimme-a-break expression.


“You deserved that,” the woman quickly said. Then she whimpered and dabbed at her eyes. “I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”


“It’s okay, ma’am.” Officer Springer placed an arm around her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.


Great, Darrell thought. The woman could cry on demand. Just what he needed.


“Why don’t you stop with the games?” the friend asked. “Surely you can’t expect to lie your way out of this one. I’m so sorry I didn’t have you checked out before you started dating my sister.”


“Sir.” Officer Perez gestured to the side of the road.


“She’s got the wrong person,” Darrell said. He supposed it would be simple enough to tell them that the woman thought he was his brother, but he wasn’t ready to sic them on Cecil without talking to him first.


Officer Perez said, “We’d just like to ask you a few questions. If this is a misunderstanding, I’m sure we can straighten it out. Show us your ID and if you’re not the man we’re looking for, you can go on your merry way.”


Okay. That was simple enough. Strolling to the edge of the sidewalk, Darrell reached into his back pocket. Reached, but didn’t find his wallet. Where the hell was it?


Damn, he must have left it at the bar. “Uh,” he began, chuckling nervously as he patted down his pants and shirt pockets. “I think I left it inside the restaurant.”


“So you have no ID?” Officer Springer asked him.


“Yes, I have ID,” Darrell replied testily. “I just told you I left it inside. I have to go back in and get it.”


The look both cops gave him said they thought he was full of shit.


“He’s lying,” the crazy woman said, her tone high-strung. “Just like he always does.” Her bottom lip quivered. “Can’t you just arrest him?”


“Arrest me?” Darrell leveled an angry gaze on her. “Woman, I don’t even know you.”


The woman looked crushed. “How can you say that?” she asked, her voice cracking. “We dated for two months.”


“It’s okay,” the sister told her, placing an arm around her. “I should have had Geoff check him out, but we’ll know better for next time. And at least he’s going to jail, where he belongs.”


At the sister’s words, Darrell turned back to the cops. “You can’t just throw me in jail for no good reason. This is America, where people are innocent until proven guilty.”


“Innocent?” The sister gawked at him. “Oh, that’s a good one.”


“I’m wondering why you don’t want to cooperate,” Officer Springer said.



“Because you haven’t arrested me for anything. I know my rights,” Darrell added smugly. “Excuse me.”


Darrell took a couple brisk steps, to the side and then forward, but he did so before seeing that someone was immediately in his path. To avoid a collision, he did a quick move to the right, but he moved too far, and his suitcase clipped Officer Perez on the leg.


The wacko and her sister gasped in unison, making the impact seem more serious.


“That’s it.” Officer Perez instantly reached for his cuffs. “You’re under arrest.”


“What?” Darrell looked at the cop like he was crazy.


“Assaulting an officer,” Officer Perez explained angrily. “For a guy who knows his rights, you should know that that’s a felony in this country.”


“I’m sorry, officer.” Gone was the indignant attitude, replaced with a contrite tone. “I didn’t mean to—”


“You have the right to remain silent.”


“Oh, come on.”


Officer Perez moved behind Darrell and slapped the cuffs on his wrists while Officer Springer spoke into his radio.


“If you give up your right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”


God, this couldn’t be happening!


“You have the right to talk to an attorney and have him present with you while you are being questioned. If you cannot afford to hire a lawyer, one will be appointed to represent you before any questioning, if you wish.”


“This is a crock! This…this psycho—who slapped me, by the way—tells you I’m a thief and you take her word for it, no questions asked?” Darrell bellowed as Officer Perez finished reading him his rights. “Let me go back in the restaurant and find my wallet so I can prove who I am.”


“You’ve just added disturbing the peace to the charges,” Officer Springer said.


“Son of a—” Darrell managed to stop himself. He drew in a deep breath, but it did nothing to calm him. “Look, if she hadn’t pointed me out to you two, none of this would be happening.”


“Her accusations of larceny and fraud are another issue,” Officer Perez explained. “Right now, you need to be concerned with the charges of assaulting an officer and disturbing the peace.”


“I can’t believe this,” Darrell muttered.


“Yeah, okay. Ten-four,” Officer Springer said into his radio. He turned to his partner. “Perez, I talked to dispatch and there’s a warrant out for this guy’s arrest.”


God, his brother was in more trouble than Darrell thought. “No, there isn’t,” he protested. “If you’ll give me a second to explain—”


“I’ve told you your rights. Do you understand each of these rights I have explained to you?”


Darrell groaned.


“Do you understand your rights?” Officer Perez repeated.


“Yes,” Darrell mumbled.


“Having these rights in mind, do you wish to talk to us now?”


“Will you let me go back into the restaurant and get my ID?”


Officer Perez clearly took that answer as a negative, since he said, “Fine. Let your lawyer advise you.”



As both cops continued to talk, Darrell tuned them out and closed his eyes. When he reopened them, he saw that a large crowd of gawkers had formed on the street and the sidewalk around him. All he needed to complete this humiliating experience was to see the crew of Cops filming this whole scenario.


Darrell glanced first at the sister, who continued to look at him like he was the world’s biggest jerk, then met and held the crazy woman’s gaze. She was no longer crying. Her arms folded over her chest, she wore a satisfied smirk.


“I’m not Cecil,” he told her softly, hoping to finally get through to her.


“Oh, my goodness,” the woman began in a sarcastic tone. “You’re not? You mean this is all a big misunderstanding?” She paused. “And imagine, you just happen to be psychic, and know the name of the man who ripped me off. Oh, wait. I know.” The woman snapped her fingers. “Cecil is your evil twin, right?” She flashed him a look of disbelief. “Save your pathetic lies for the judge, Cecil. You’ve scammed your last victim.”


“All right, sir.” Officer Perez gave him a shove. “Come with us.”


The smirk disappeared off the crazy woman’s face as Darrell stared at her, and her eyes filled with grief. “Yes, please. Get him out of my sight.”


Darrell, who’d never been in trouble with the law in his life, was being carted off to jail in handcuffs. God, Cecil would pay for this when he found him.


Darrell stared hard at the dingbat as he passed her, but she wasn’t looking at him. She was resting her head against her sister’s shoulder, while her sister comforted her. When he looked at the sister, hoping against hope that he’d at least get through to her, she shook her head at him in dismay.


It was obvious Darrell wouldn’t get through to either of them. Yet he said, “I’m telling you the truth. I’m not Cecil, but I do know—”


Officer Springer took his arm and jerked him forward. “We told you that you have the right to remain silent. We suggest you use it.”


“But you’re mistaken,” Darrell protested. “I swear to you, I’m not guilty of anything.”


“Yeah, that’s what they all say,” Officer Springer replied, and both cops chuckled.


Darrell groaned his frustration. He didn’t find any of this remotely funny.


Yeah, he was going to kill his brother—if the cops or the women he’d scammed didn’t get to him first.














Chapter 2






Kiana’s stomach was a ball of mangled nerves. Even though she was exhausted and hadn’t slept a wink last night, there was no way she’d get any sleep this morning. First, she’d been wired after Cecil’s arrest, both happy that the slime ball was where he belonged, and worried that he might never tell Serena where the necklace was. After dropping Serena off at her apartment last night, Kiana had rushed home to call her ex-boyfriend Geoff. Geoff was a cop in the city of Miami, and if anyone could help her and Serena where Cecil was concerned, or at least give them some advice, Geoff could.


While Kiana still cared deeply for Geoff and wanted a close friendship with him, she hadn’t spoken to him in at least three weeks, mostly because whenever they spoke, he pressured her about getting back together. He hadn’t stopped trying for a reconciliation in the four months since their breakup. However, Kiana didn’t want that. For one thing, her constant worry that he’d get hurt at work had been a major issue in the downfall of their relationship. But aside from her concerns about his safety, there had been other problems. Like the fact that Geoff had hidden his emotions behind humor. All cops did, he’d told her, but Kiana couldn’t relate to that. She’d seen her parents openly express how they felt about each other all the time. Kiana was the same way. If she was upset, she showed that. If she was happy, she expressed that, too. And if she was in love…


A wave of sadness passed over her, remembering. Whenever she had told Geoff that she loved him, he’d merely smiled and said something corny like, “I love me, too.” At first it had been cute, but then it had started to bother her. Why hadn’t he been able to express his feelings? And the times he did tell her he loved her—after she’d press him about how he felt—he never seemed quite serious.


However, Geoff had done a total one-eighty after she’d ended their eight-month relationship. According to him, he did love her, but just had a hard time expressing in words how he felt. But by then, Kiana hadn’t wanted to go backward, mostly because despite the fact that he might love her, she’d realized there was no point in continuing a relationship that had no future. She simply couldn’t deal with the reality of what it would mean to be a cop’s wife.


Still, Kiana treasured his friendship and valued his opinion. Which was why she had called him the moment she’d stepped into her apartment last night. She’d gotten his answering machine and assumed he was at work. Then, as she’d prepared for bed, she’d caught a rebroadcast of Channel Seven’s nightly news, and had been horrified to learn that a Miami police officer had been killed at a domestic call.


No name had been given, pending notification of next of kin, and as always happened when Kiana heard bad news like this, she had become sick with fear. She’d promised herself that she wouldn’t worry, but that promise had been broken the moment she’d called Geoff again and found that he still wasn’t home. She’d left him one message, then another, telling him it was urgent that he get back to her as soon as possible, but still he hadn’t returned her call.


All night, Kiana had tossed and turned, waiting for him to get back to her. And now, as the sun began to rise, Kiana was doing everything in her power to keep it together. She’d picked up the phone to call Serena several times during the night, but had decided against it. Serena had enough on her plate. Besides, Serena would tell her that she was giving herself high blood pressure for no reason, that until she heard definite bad news, she shouldn’t cause herself unnecessary grief.


She knew Geoff would tell her the same thing—provided he wasn’t in a morgue somewhere!


It didn’t matter how often Geoff told her that he could just as easily drown on his day off as get shot in the line of duty. He always expressed a casual attitude toward the dangers in his job, and after a while, Kiana found that it annoyed her. She’d loved him dearly, and had actually thought Geoff would be the one she’d marry. But she’d come to realize she couldn’t handle being a cop’s wife, wondering every night if, not when, her husband was coming home.


Kiana rolled over onto her stomach, hugging the pillow. Her eye caught the digital clock. Six fifty-eight A.M. Fear spread through her blood, making her shiver. If Geoff had been working last night when she’d called him, he should have phoned her back by now.


A small sigh escaped her, and Kiana sat up. The bad thing was, she wasn’t his wife, and if anything happened to him, she’d hear about it secondhand—from a friend or on the news. After a quick glance at the phone, she couldn’t stand the suspense a moment longer. She reached for the clock radio. It was always set to a news station, and Kiana turned it on, then adjusted the volume.


“…Weather and sports coming up in the next ten minutes. But first, our top story. Last night, a city of Miami police officer was shot and killed in Coconut Grove when he responded to a domestic call. The suspect, Fredrick Baker, who was under the influence of cocaine at the time of the killing, immediately fled the scene but was apprehended without incident a short time later. He has been charged with second-degree murder and is being held at the Dade County detention center until a bail hearing on Monday morning. The name of the officer has still not been released, pending notification of next of kin, who are believed to be out of town on vacation.” Pause. “Also this morning, all lanes of I-95 are still closed north of Hallandale Boulevard, after a truck carrying…”


Her heart sinking to her knees, Kiana turned off the radio. Geoff worked in Coconut Grove. He hadn’t called her back. Lord God almighty, it really could be Geoff who was killed!


Kiana let out a shaky breath, her eyes once again going to the phone. Please ring, she thought. Oh, Geoff. Please be okay.



 


Serena listened to the rhythmic tick tock of her wall clock, counting the seconds as they went by. She hoped that counting the seconds would be much like counting sheep, allowing her mind to drift away to nothingness so sleep could finally claim her. But after a full two minutes of miming along to the incessant tick tocking, Serena groaned, then dragged a pillow over her head to block out the sun, all the while knowing that wouldn’t help her to get any sleep.


She hadn’t slept more than a few hours last night. Her nerves were on end, both from excitement and from fear, knowing she was as close as she would come to getting her family heirloom back. Normally she cherished sleeping in on the weekends, but this Saturday morning, she didn’t allow herself the luxury. She wanted to head out to the police station where Cecil was in custody, and the sooner, the better.


If Cecil was released on bail after appearing before a judge, she might never see him again—and she might never get her property back. That was a chance she wasn’t willing to take. As much as she didn’t like the thought of seeing him again, it was something she had to do. And she’d do whatever necessary to retrieve what was hers, even if she had to beg.


Serena showered, dressed, then made her way to her Mitsubishi Mirage. She was both nervous and excited as she started her car. Quite frankly, after she’d realized that Cecil had scammed her, she hadn’t expected to see him again. For the past three weeks, she’d been angry with herself for trusting him, and depressed over losing both her family’s heirloom and ten thousand dollars. The check had cleared, and she’d thought she’d seen the last of him. A bitter ending to something she’d mistakenly believed had held a lot of promise.


So, while seeing him again yesterday was far from a pleasant experience, it was actually a good thing. Because now that she’d had him arrested, she was one step closer to retrieving her family’s heirloom and her money.


The reality that she might have a happy ending in this situation made her excited. But she was also nervous because she didn’t know if Cecil’s arrest meant she’d necessarily get her property back.


Sure, he might spend some time in jail for what he’d done, but maybe he’d remain tight-lipped about her property and sell it once he was released. She’d heard stories of that sort of thing, where thieves who robbed banks or jewelry stores went to prison, but when they came out, they still had what they’d stolen and went on to enjoy a life of luxury.


The necklace had been appraised at over a quarter of a million dollars, enough to make someone very comfortable. And fool that she was, Serena had told Cecil how much it was worth. She would never forgive herself for that colossal error in judgment.


But more disturbing than the thought of Cecil hawking the necklace once out of prison was the reality that she had no clue what he’d done with it now. What if he’d already sold it and had the money in an offshore bank account?


As Serena drove out of her apartment complex and toward the turnpike, she whispered a silent prayer that that was not the case.


The heirloom, an antique diamond and ruby necklace, had been passed down in her family from mothers to their first-born daughters for over a hundred years. Ultimately, the line went back to Serena’s great-great-great grandmother. Tilly Hancock, who’d been born into slavery, had been given the necklace by a man from Morocco, whose family had been royalty. The necklace had been his present to her upon their wedding. In Serena’s case, the necklace had been passed down to her by her paternal grandmother, because Grandma Louisa May had never had a daughter.


It was that very exquisite necklace, and its history as her grandmother had relayed it to her, that had spawned Serena’s interest in antiques from the time she was a young child. Quilts that told stories of family histories, carvings, books, jewelry—if it was antique, Serena was interested in it.


She’d thought Cecil had shared her passion for antiques. The day she’d met him at the library, he’d commented on how much he liked the earrings she was wearing and had surprised her by asking if they were Victorian. Yes, she’d told him. When Cecil had asked to take a closer look at one earring, she’d slipped it off her ear and passed it to him. Again he’d surprised her with his knowledge that the rose-colored stones were garnets; and she was impressed that he knew the diamonds were diamonds, and not the less expensive marcasite, which was commonly used in jewelry of the early twentieth century. He also recognized the platinum ring she wore as Edwardian. Except at antique shows, Serena had never met anyone who knew one era of jewelry from another just by looking at the various precious metals, stones, and intricate designs.


The garnets in her earrings were set in silver with tiny rose-cut diamonds and had a one-and-a-half-inch drop. Serena was particularly pleased with the set; she’d gotten them for a steal at a garage sale, and later learned they were worth nearly a thousand dollars. She had enthusiastically relayed that fact to Cecil when he’d asked her where she found them, and it warmed her heart that his eyes didn’t roll into the back of his head—much the way others’ eyes did when she got to talking about antiques—when she told him how much she enjoyed going to flea markets and garage sales to search for great finds. From there, she and Cecil had begun discussing all things old. Like her, Cecil loved antiques, but had an avid interest in antique jewelry.


His interest in what she was most passionate about had sparked her attraction to him. But she’d also found him very charming, humorous, and easy to talk to. She’d definitely liked him, and when he asked her out for dinner a couple weeks later, she’d accepted. One dinner had led to another, then another. The more time they spent together, the more Serena realized how much they had in common, and the more she liked him.


He had a way of making her feel like she was the only woman in the room when they were out, which was something she wasn’t used to. Most of the men she dated had wandering eyes when beautiful women crossed their paths, and it was nice that Cecil wasn’t like them—especially when she knew she wasn’t the most attractive woman in the world. So, when Cecil had lowered his lips and kissed her after an evening of dinner and dancing on South Beach, Serena had been flattered. No one as attractive as Cecil had ever kissed her before. And the kiss had been…nice. Not too long, not too short. Enough to let her know he was definitely interested but wasn’t going to be pushy about it. And just like that, their relationship had gone to another level.


All her life, Serena had been waiting to meet Mr. Right, and Cecil Montford had finally seemed like he could be The One. He’d never pressured her for sex like some of the other men she’d dated, which was a definite plus. He’d been patient, expressing a desire to get to know her first instead of getting down and dirty. Serena appreciated that about him, because she’d been saving her virginity for the man she would marry.


Serena still remembered fondly first learning about her parents’ love affair one summer night when she and her mother had sat on their back porch. Her mother, Edith, had told her how she believed she and her father had been destined to meet. Both in their late teens, her parents had met at a train station in Buffalo. Her father, Maurice Junior, or M. J., as her mother called him, had been waiting for his uncle to arrive from Baltimore. Edith had arrived home from a trip to visit relatives in Chicago. Edith’s ride had been late; a traffic accident had kept her father from getting to the train station on time. The train carrying M. J.’s uncle had been late. As a result, both Edith and M. J. had ended up at the train station together, waiting. When Edith had turned in M. J.’s direction, their gazes had met, and something wonderful had sparked in M. J.’s eyes—according to Serena’s mother. Her father had been immediately smitten—at least, that’s the way Edith told the story; but Serena suspected her mother had been just as smitten by her father.


Weeks later, they were madly in love, and months after that, they married. Her parents had been virgins when they married, something they’d been proud of, and their love remained deep and true until the day they’d both tragically died. To Serena, there was something uniquely special about the idea that they’d shared the intimate act of sex only with each other.


Since her early twenties, Serena had had two serious boyfriends, neither of whom had respected her desire to save herself for her husband. Now she was twenty-nine and she worried that she might never find a man who shared her values. People were so much looser these days, jumping into bed first and considering a relationship later. Serena didn’t want any part of that. She didn’t care so much if she was a virgin on her wedding night, but she at least wanted the man she shared the special act of lovemaking with to be the man she would marry.


Cecil had seemed to have all the qualities she wanted in a husband—compassion, devotion, understanding, and patience. After Serena had gotten to know him better—or so she’d thought—she’d had no reservations telling him about her family’s heirloom. Then she’d showed him the necklace one of the few times he’d been at her place. He was blown away by its beauty, the same way she was every time she looked at it.


Serena was happy to find a man who not only shared her passion but supported her dream. Cecil said he understood her desire to open an antique store and he’d encouraged her to do so. Coincidentally, Cecil worked as a real estate agent, and he’d assured her he could help her find the perfect storefront.


When Serena’s parents had died in a boating accident fourteen years before, there had been a bit of money from insurance, and over the years, that money had grown with wise investments. She’d used the bulk of her share as a down payment on a property in Coconut Grove that would house her antique shop. But Cecil, the agent who’d brokered the deal, had betrayed her, proving that he wasn’t the man she’d thought him to be. She could only imagine what he’d done with the money she’d given him, because he sure hadn’t used it for the store. Hell, he’d probably had a few rounds of cocktails on some exotic beach, toasting her stupidity after he’d cashed her check.


Thinking about everything that had happened was giving Serena a headache, so she concentrated on the beautiful view as she drove. She knew the way to Miami Beach like the back of her hand, and was surprised to find that she was already along the causeway. In the distance, she saw massive cruise ships lining the port. It was a sight that always amazed her, because the ships were so tall they looked like apartment buildings.


But now the sight was bittersweet. She’d always wanted to go on a cruise, but hadn’t allowed herself that luxury. She’d been saving every penny to open her store.


Damn Cecil.


She couldn’t get him out her mind as she continued to drive. She’d been naïve, for sure, but did she deserve to lose something so precious to her? To her family? Hopefully the courts would throw the book at him and lock him up forever. If he’d scammed her, she imagined there had to be others.


Once over the causeway, Serena maneuvered through the Miami Beach streets until she was at the police station on Washington. She parked in a lot nearby, then hopped out of her car. She was so close to getting her necklace back, she could taste it, and she hurried out of the parking lot, practically setting a new record in the hundred-meter dash as she sprinted toward the front of the station.


Inside the large entranceway, Serena halted, disappointed to see that there were a few people mingling in front of her, waiting to speak to the cop at the information counter. She paused a moment to catch her breath, then joined the line. Her nerves were raw from worrying so much, and even now, she prayed she wasn’t too late.


The few minutes that passed seemed like hours, but finally she was at the front of the line. A middle-aged, friendly looking cop sat behind the counter. “Good morning, sir,” she said, giving him a tight smile.


“Mornin’, ma’am. How can I help you today?”


Serena leaned forward to speak through the hole in the fiberglass partition. “Last night,” she began, “someone was arrested and brought here. I’m assuming he spent the night.”


“Depending on when he was arrested, he might have already been transferred to the Dade County detention center. Do you know what time he came in?”


Serena’s heart spasmed in her chest. God, Cecil had to be here. “He was brought in around midnight.”


“Then there’s a good chance he’s still here,” the cop said. “Last night was busy, and not everyone was processed.”


Serena’s shoulders drooped with relief. “Great.” She gave the cop a small smile. “Um, I’m wondering if there’s a chance I can speak with him.” She paused, wondering if she should add that she was his victim.


The cop gave her a stern look. “Are you family?”


“No.”


“His lawyer?”



“No.”


“I’m sorry, then. Prisoners aren’t allowed any visitors. This is just a holding cell until they’re taken to the detention center. Once there, he’ll be allowed visitors after seventy-two hours. But he’ll have to put you on his visitor’s list in order for you to see him.”


“Oh,” Serena replied, unable to hide her disappointment. As if there was any chance of that happening! What was she supposed to do now?


While she hesitated, the cop looked beyond her to the next person in line. He said, “Can I help you, sir?”


Hurriedly, Serena said, “Wait.”


The cop looked at her once again. “Yes?”


“Can you check? If he’s still here, I mean.”


“Ma’am, I already told you—”


“Please,” Serena said, interrupting the cop. Maybe if she told him what Cecil had done, he would understand her urgency in seeing him. “This man, I really need to see him.” She lowered her voice, then continued. “He stole a necklace from me worth a small fortune. I’m wondering, now that he’s arrested, am I guaranteed—”


“Do you know who brought him in?”


“The cop who arrested him, you mean? There were two—” Serena stopped short when she saw movement to her left on the far side of the foyer. Something made her turn. And then her heart slammed against her ribcage.


There was Cecil, walking toward the front door with a female police officer.


“Ma’am?” the cop behind the information desk prompted.


“Uh,” Serena replied, never taking her eyes from Cecil. “Never mind.”



Slowly, Serena started toward the cop and Cecil. Was he about to be taken to the detention center? If so, why wasn’t he wearing handcuffs? And why were he and the cop smiling?


Good grief, had he charmed this woman, too?


Serena picked up her pace. Her stomach did a nosedive when she saw Cecil shake the cop’s hand. She might know nothing about police procedures, but she certainly knew that cops didn’t tend to shake hands with felons.


No, something didn’t make sense. Worried, Serena hurried toward them. For the first time, she noticed that Cecil had a small suitcase with him—another bad sign.


Cecil and the cop separated as she closed in on them, and with a quick wave on both their parts, Cecil turned and headed to the exit while the cop retreated toward the back offices.


“Wait a second,” Serena cried, unable to keep her voice low. Her eyes darted between the cop and Cecil
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