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He hadn’t aspired to be a cat burglar.
He’d wrestled alligators in the Everglades.

He’d charmed water moccasins to entertain
tourists, and spent long nights in the swamps,
gazing through cypress, palm, and mangrove
branches at the distant stars, with not much more
than mosquitoes and frogs for company.

But tonight Tom Donovan faced his most
treacherous challenge—breaking into the home of
the man he despised. And he was going to be up
to his ass in trouble if he got caught.

He climbed cautiously from one branch to the
next, each foothold steady, precise. The fernlike
leaves of the tall and spreading royal Poinciana
shimmered in the moonlight, camouflaging his
black-clad body as he made his way toward the
mansion’s second-story window.

Breaking and entering wasn’t his forte. Hell, he
had no clue what he was doing, but Holt Hudson
had allowed Tom little choice.

The reclusive billionaire had refused to see him
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2 Patti Berg

in spite of a dozen polite and maybe-not-so-polite
requests. Didn’t the bastard realize that all Tom
wanted was for Holt to tell him face to face, man
to man, why he’d emptied a .25 automatic into
Chase Donovan—Tom’s dad—twenty-six years
before?

It seemed a damn simple request, yet Holt had
sealed his lips on the subject the moment the
Palm Beach police had closed their investigation
all those years ago. No one but Tom believed there
was more to the story. No one but Tom believed
that Chase had been shot in cold blood.

Money could buy a hell of a lot, Tom realized. It
could buy the police; it could buy isolation from
the world; it could buy respectability. Money had
bought an end to the tragedy for Holt Hudson,
and he’d come out of the nightmare completely
unscathed.

Chase Donovan had ended up dead.
Tom Donovan had come out of it scarred inside.

And angry as hell.
But Tom had his own money now. A ton of it.

He’d hoped his recent inheritance could buy him
information. Answers to what had truly hap-
pened that night so he could put his bitterness
aside and move on with his life. But damn it all,
his newfound riches were buying him nothing
but frustration.

His only course of action now was to go out on
a limb—literally and figuratively—to find what
he wanted. What he needed. Since Holt Hudson
wouldn’t talk to him or even allow him into his
inner sanctum, Tom Donovan hoped and even
prayed that somewhere within the gilded walls of
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Palazzo Paradiso he’d find the truth that would
make his endless nightmares go away.

He had to know that his dad, the man who had
been shot inside the palatial mansion and then es-
caped to the Everglades, where he’d bled to death
in his son’s scrawny, four-year-old arms, had been
framed not only for robbery, but for assaulting
Holt Hudson’s wife.

Ducking under a branch of feathery leaves,
Tom placed one foot in front of the other, cau-
tiously negotiating limbs that fought him every
step of the way. The foliage rustled. Twigs splin-
tered.

He wiped his brow with leather-gloved fingers,
wishing the night wasn’t so damn hot and humid,
so calm and quiet. The only sounds around him
were the gentle lap of salt water on the beach and
the sweet strains of Mozart coming from some-
where inside the mansion.

A man could make all the noise he wanted
wading through the towering mangroves and the
endless sawgrass in the Glades. But silence was
imperative now.

Take your time, he told himself. Don’t get caught.
The window ledge jutted out of the mansion’s

limestone façade. At least two feet deep and four
feet wide, it was the perfect platform for a six-
foot-three-inch man to balance on while figuring
out the best way to get inside. Unfortunately the
glistening remnants of late afternoon rain that
had puddled up on the ledge glared at him. If he
took a flying leap, he could easily hit the water,
slide right off the window edge, and end up on
his butt in the prickly bougainvillea below.
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That would surely set off an alarm or two; then
the cops would come; then he’d be dead meat.

He needed to move a few more feet out on the
tapering limb and then, if his luck held out, he
could latch on to the ornamental arch and swing
onto the windowsill.

His heart thudded as he took another step. It
hadn’t beat this hard since the teeth of a gator got
too close to his balls.

A bead of perspiration coursed down his tem-
ple, slipped over his jaw. The tension in his body
was palpable, and his eyes and ears were on such
high alert for even the smallest unwanted noise
around the estate that he could almost hear the
drop of sweat hit the ground.

And then he made his move.
Tearing one hand from its hold on the branch

above him, Trace reached across the void for the
intricately carved limestone archway, but it was
still too far away.

The limb beneath his feet wobbled. One foot
slipped and he knew damn good and well he was
going to fall if he didn’t move fast. Without giving
his next action a second thought, he ripped his
other hand from the branch above, used the limb
he stood on as a springboard, and propelled him-
self through the air toward the window.

His gloved hands slapped against the wall and
he grabbed hold of the jutting limestone, digging
his fingers into the crevices. The toes of his shoes
landed on the very brink of the ledge, all the hold
he needed to keep from careening down the side
of the mansion. A moment later, after careful ma-
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neuvering, he managed to gain a firm foothold
within the alcove.

His chest swelled as he took a deep, calming
breath.

He’d made it—at least to the window.
He was safe—so far.
Tom looked around for any signs of an alarm.

God knows Holt Hudson probably had some-
thing far more sophisticated than the pretty
damn cheap mail-order security system he and
his grandfather had installed at their gator farm
in the Glades. Of course, they’d had alligators
and water moccasins for extra protection, and
there weren’t all that many crooks anxious to tan-
gle with reptiles that could poison, mutilate, or
kill with one snapping bite.

Seeing nothing that looked remotely like wires
or even laser lights protecting the window, Tom
touched the glass gently. He peeked inside but
saw little more than darkness and a faint light
shining under a door on the far side of the room.

He ran his fingers around the sill, wondering if
he should try to slide the window open or use the
glass cutters tucked into his back pocket.

His dad would have known what to do, if the
stories were true about Chase being a cat burglar.
Tom didn’t want to believe it but, hell, his grand-
father had served time for jewelry theft. So had
his great-grandfather. Larceny ran in the family.

But it sure as hell seemed that he’d missed out
on some of the villainous genes that made break-
ing and entering more instinct than out-and-out
hard work.
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Dragging in another deep breath of muggy salt
air, he opted for what he hoped would be the eas-
iest way to open the window. He pressed his
hands against the sash and was on the verge of
pushing upward when a woman’s whispery voice
broke through the nearly silent night.

“I’ve had a wonderful evening, Mr. Hudson.
The dinner was extraordinary, and once again, I
have to tell you how thankful I am that you’re al-
lowing me to throw the gala here in your lovely
home.”

“You’re quite welcome.”
Tom craned his neck to peer around the lime-

stone arch. The mansion was cast with shadows,
but he was used to wandering through the man-
groves at night, his eyes were attuned to the dark,
and it took no time at all to find where the voices
were coming from.

Staring past Grecian urns overflowing with
flowers and through the tall neoclassical columns
standing like sentries in front of the massive en-
try, he set eyes on Holt Hudson, a man he hadn’t
seen in twenty-six years. The man who was sup-
posed to be his godfather, who’d promised to
take care of Tom if anything happened to his par-
ents.

The man who had killed Tom’s dad.
It was all Tom could do not to jump from the

window ledge, sprint up the circular entrance
stairs, and, when he reached the doorway where
Holt was framed by the light, slam his fist into the
man’s face. Then he’d drag Holt into the mansion,
tie him into a chair, and force him to talk.
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After that bit of lunacy, it was a damn safe bet
he’d get hauled off to jail.

To a minuscule cell.
His nightmarish and baffling dread of being

imprisoned in a small space was the only thing
that held him back. The one thing that gave him
second thoughts about breaking in.

He stayed frozen on the window ledge, watch-
ing Holt and listening to the woman’s sultry
voice.

“I know how much you value your privacy but I
assure you, Mr. Hudson, every step will be taken
to make sure the evening goes as both you and I
envision it.”

“You’re right, Miss Devlin, I do value my privacy.
But the gala is just one night,” Holt said, facing
Miss Devlin, who stood within earshot but com-
pletely out of sight. “You know as well as I do the
heartbreak Alzheimer’s can wreak. It’s too late for
my wife—God rest her soul—and, sadly, it’s proba-
bly too late for your mother. But if there’s anything
I can do to help raise money for research, I’ll do it.”

“That means a lot to me and my family, Mr.
Hudson,” Miss Devlin said, a hint of sadness
touching her voice. “Thank you again.”

Holt extended his hand as if he were bringing
the evening and their conversation to an end. In
turn, the woman slipped her long, slim fingers
into Holt’s outstretched hand, and at last she
stepped into view.

A burst of lust almost overpowered Tom’s need
for answers. Damn, she was beautiful. Almost
ethereal, with the cloud of light surrounding her.
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Tall. Built to thrill. The platinum highlights in
her honey-blond hair shimmered. It was twisted
into some elegant and sophisticated style on the
back of her head and showed off a slender and
lovely neck.

A neck ripe for tasting.
She withdrew her hand after a short, almost

perfunctory shake, and held her head high and
proud as she floated down the steps and across
the drive to the red Jaguar parked beside a bub-
bling fountain. She walked with a regal gait, her
slim hips swaying only slightly beneath her tight
white skirt. Tom couldn’t help but notice the way
it was cut up the front of her right leg, revealing a
hell of a lot of nicely tanned and very bare skin.

He liked bare skin.
He liked women.
He particularly liked this woman. It wasn’t just

her beauty. It wasn’t the way he wanted to investi-
gate her subtle curves or to slowly unbutton her
tailored white jacket to see if she wore an
industrial-strength cotton bra or something lacy,
something provocative, something that would let
the tanned flesh of her breasts jiggle as she
strolled across a room.

No, it was more than that.
She had access to Holt Hudson.
Tom smiled in the dark. If he could get close to

Miss Devlin, if he could get into her good graces,
mesmerize her as he did snakes and gators, she
just might help him get into Holt Hudson’s pri-
vate world.

Getting into the lovely Miss Devlin’s good
graces—as well as getting up close and personal
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with the stunning lady—sounded a hell of a lot
better, as well as easier and safer, than breaking
into Palazzo Paradiso.

He could get his face slapped if she learned he
was using her. But an open-handed wallop or
even a fist smashed into his nose was a far sight
better than a jail cell. And if good fortune were
smiling down on him, she might never learn the
truth.



2

Angel Devlin wasn’t used to being followed,
and she sure as hell didn’t like the fact that a
strange vehicle was dogging her trail up and
down the streets of Palm Beach, its bright lights
bouncing off her rearview mirror and smacking
her in the eyes.

She wasn’t in the mood to play games with a
stalker. She wanted to hightail it to her favorite
club and have a cool drink with a friend. But the
conspicuous black Jeep—ragtop down, roll bar
thickly padded, and four big off-road lights
mounted above the windshield—had appeared
out of nowhere, not long after she’d left Holt
Hudson’s estate. And even though she’d done her
best to shake the too-close-for-comfort four-by-
four, it was still hot on her tail ten minutes later.

She zipped down South County Road to Royal
Palm Way, hung a right on Brazilian Avenue, a left
on Cocoanut Row, and another left on Australian,
wondering if or when she would lose the guy—
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and it seemed a pretty good guess that the person
tailing her was a guy.

A guy who apparently didn’t want to lose her;
but he obviously didn’t mind being noticed.

If he was a P.I., trailing her for some unknown
reason, he was pretty darn lousy at his job.

Of course, she was a P.I. and she couldn’t escape
the man. That didn’t say too much about her abil-
ities, either.

Reaching up, she adjusted her rearview mirror
and tried to get a good look at the license plate. 
It bore the distinctive Florida orange, but she
couldn’t make out the letters and/or numbers.
Turning the mirror a tad higher, she did her best
to check out the driver, but in spite of the street-
lights, it was far too dark to make out any details.

Another five minutes of playing cat and
mouse flew by. It didn’t seem as though she
could shake the Jeep or the mystery man behind
the wheel without driving like a bat out of hell,
and she wasn’t going to do that on the streets of
Palm Beach. Besides, curiosity was getting the
better of her.

What the hell did this guy want?
Making one last turn onto Worth Avenue, An-

gel pulled her Jag up to the curb in front of
Jazzzzz, her usual Tuesday, Wednesday, and
Thursday night hangout. The classy pastel pink
Mediterranean exterior and the pale lime- and
white-striped awning over the entrance was a far
cry from what awaited her inside. The outside of
the building was understated. Inside the place
was a cacophony of music, laughter, and conver-
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sations that went on and on until the wee hours of
morning.

One of the two valets who’d been parking her
car for the past couple of months was at the Jag’s
side in an instant, and opened the door. He was a
cute young thing, who’d look as if he’d just
stepped from the pages of Town & Country if it
weren’t for his lime green and passionate pink
satin vest, festooned with a sequined black and
white piano keyboard that swirled across the
front, over one shoulder, and down the back.

Liberace would have loved it.
His name was printed on the piano-shaped

name tag he wore, but Angel would have known
him without the vest or the badge. Brent—a
good name for a young man hoping to make it in
Palm Beach—took her hand and helped her out
of her car.

“Good evening, Miss Devlin,” Brent said with a
smile. “We were expecting you almost half an
hour ago.”

“I was tied up.”
Angel winked as she handed Brent her car

keys, and let him think whatever lascivious or
not-so-lascivious thing he wanted. It was good for
a P.I. to have an air of mystery wafting around her.
No one needed to know the truth about her sex
life—or lack thereof.

“I take it Miss Claire is waiting inside?” she
said, tugging the strap of her white crocodile zip
bag over her shoulder.

“Yes, ma’am.”
She might have told him to call her Angel if she

hadn’t been scrutinizing the Jeep parked slyly—
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yet visibly—near the corner of Worth Avenue and
Cocoanut Row. Finally she was able to catch a
shadowy glimpse of the driver, enough to see that
his hair was dark, that it brushed against the col-
lar of his leather jacket. He gripped the steering
wheel, and his steely-eyed gaze was aimed at her
face.

Instinct told her to march over to the guy and
ask him straight out what the hell he was up to.
But she wanted a cool drink far more than a con-
frontation.

Hell, maybe he was just a jerk who got his jol-
lies by intimidating women.

Well, she wasn’t intimidated.
Angel tucked a few crisp ones into Brent’s

hand, thanked him, then took her merry sweet
time sauntering into the club, making sure the
guy in the Jeep got an eyeful.

She’d learned a long time ago that the best way
to get a man to open up while being interrogated—
or to show him just how much power she
wielded—was to blatantly flirt. To smile slyly. To
absently touch her lips with her middle or ring
finger. To dress with style but keep her skirts tight
and no longer, no shorter than mid-thigh. Jackets
had to be cinched at the waist. Necklines needed
to plunge just enough to reveal a hint of cleavage.

Tantalize and tease—that’s how she played the
game with men.

Of course, she also knew how to protect herself
if the come-on proved too strong.

Angel Devlin carried a stiletto. Better yet—she
knew how to use it.

It was 10:27 when the doorman greeted her
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with a smile and let her into the club. She ex-
pected to hear Jorge at the piano, playing Duke
Ellington or George Gershwin. Instead, the
thrum of a bass guitar wrapped around her, the
distinctive mix of soul, rock, funk, and jazz that
belonged to Blues Traveler pulsing through hid-
den speakers.

It made her want to dance, to let her hair down
and maybe, just maybe let herself go, something
she hadn’t been able to do completely since . . .
since before her miserable mistake of a marriage
to the lowlife she’d divorced five years ago. But
the cat-and-mouse game that had just ended, her
two-hour-long meeting with Holt Hudson, and
the late spring heat and humidity made her opt
for nothing more than good conversation and a
cold drink.

She made her way across the room, which was
alight with hot pink and lime green neon letters
spelling out the word jazzzzz. Some men, still
dressed in their Brioni and Hugo Boss suits,
tossed back champagne to dull the stress of their
jobs, while others flirted with their wives, their
mistresses, or their wannabe lovers. Women pa-
raded around the lounge in Ferragamo and
Manolo Blahnik stilettos and little black dresses
accented with their great-grandmamma’s pearls,
gossiping about the day’s events or who wore
what to the charity ball they’d attended the night
before.

It was a chance to show off, to see and be seen,
or to compete with self-made millionaires and
billionaires or trust fund babies to determine who
could be the most uppity, obnoxious, or vulgar, or
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drink the most champagne without sliding under
a table.

The Palm Beach club scene was far more inter-
esting than anything that could be found on TV.
The filthy rich were definitely a breed apart.

But she liked working for them. They kept her
busy, she could charge them exorbitant rates, and
knowing who’s who in Palm Beach was good for
her fund-raising efforts on behalf of Alzheimer’s
research—the most important cause in her life.

If it hadn’t been for her connections in this
town, she wouldn’t have met Holt Hudson and
she’d be paying an arm and a leg and a whole lot
more to rent a ballroom for the gala coming up in
a little over two weeks. Of course, if she hadn’t
met Holt Hudson she wouldn’t be so exhausted
right now. That man, in spite of being suave and
debonair, sure knew how to make a person jump
through hoops.

Skirting around a couple who were lip-locked
and pelvis-rubbing on the dance floor, Angel
spotted her best friend Emma Claire, her waist-
length blue-black hair pulled up in her trademark
ponytail, waving at her from their regular black-
lacquered table not far from the unoccupied
grand piano that was unobtrusively tucked into a
dimly lit corner of the room.

“Sorry I’m late,” Angel said, plopping down in
the chair in a most unladylike fashion, which
would have made Mrs. Alexander of Portia
Alexander’s Academy, the snooty school for
young ladies in the English countryside where
Emma and Angel had met, roll over in her grave.

“You should be.” The tiny diamond purse dan-
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gling from the platinum and diamond chain on
Emma’s wrist glistened in the neon lights as she
wagged a hot pink swizzle stick at her friend. “I
was hit on by a guy who smelled like a chimney,
by another guy who had to be a hundred and
seven if not older, and by Chatsworth Longfel-
low.”

“The Chatsworth Longfellow? As in Chatsworth
I-own-my-own-island-in-the-Mediterranean-and-
I-want-to-seduce-you-there Longfellow?”

“That’s the one.”
“Did he ask you to hop in his jet and fly off to

erotica land with him?”
“Of course he did.”
“And of course you said no.”
With a perfectly manicured yet decidedly short

pale pink fingernail, Emma pushed what looked
to be a freshly ordered Lady Godiva martini
across the table and straight into Angel’s waiting
hand. “I said I’d think about it.”

Angel frowned at her friend’s response. “You’re
not serious, are you?”

“I’m thirty years old, Angel.”
“So am I, but I wouldn’t go anywhere with

Chatsworth Longfellow.”
Emma shrugged, then took a sip of her Man-

hattan. “You know”—she sighed—“I do nothing
but work all day, seven days a week, except when
I’m catching a few hours of sleep or I’m here with
you. I could use a trip to erotica land.”

Angel took a drink of the cool, minty chocolate
martini. “May I make a suggestion?”

“Of course you can.”
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With the stem of her glass clasped in her fin-
gers, Angel leaned forward and whispered just
loud enough to be heard over the music, “Get a vi-
brator.”

“I have. Five, to be exact. All shapes, all sizes,
all colors.” Emma plucked one of Jazzzzz’s sig-
nature pink and green flour tortilla chips from
the black lacquer bowl on the table and held it
close to her mouth. “Plastic. Lucite. And an
unidentified fan sent me one that I swear is
plated in eighteen-carat gold, and it vibrates
like . . . well, suffice it to say it’s quite enjoyable.”

“But?” Angel asked, knowing there had to be
more to Emma’s admission.

“I’m bored. A vibrator doesn’t hold you or kiss
you or whisper sweet nothings in your ear.”

“And men do?”
Emma took a bite of her chip and chewed on it

slowly. Thoughtfully. “I know we haven’t talked
about this in a long time, because I know you
don’t like talking about it, but please don’t tell me
you haven’t been with a man since—”

“Could we change the subject?” Angel didn’t
mind talking about Emma’s sex life, but her own
was completely off-limits.

Emma grabbed another chip. She looked over
Angel’s shoulder, deep in thought, then aimed
her uneasy gaze directly at her friend. “I saw Dag-
ger today.”

An icy chill raced up Angel’s spine. Talking
about Dagger Zane was synonymous with talking
about distasteful sex, but she couldn’t pretend she
hadn’t heard Emma’s all-too-serious comment.
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“You didn’t have the misfortune of talking to him,
did you?”

Emma nodded. “He came into the shop with
Stephania Allardyce.”

“He isn’t dating her, is he?”
Emma shrugged. “They looked more like

friends out for a day of shopping, but who
knows? Anyway, while Stephania was looking at
those cute little clutches I’ve just put on the mar-
ket, Dagger took me aside to catch up on old
times, as if I care what that bastard is up to.”
Emma took a sip of her Manhattan. “For what it’s
worth, he said to tell you he’d heard about the
gala and if he could be of any help—”

“He wasn’t any help when we were married,
why would I want his help now?”

“Hope you don’t mind”—Emma grinned—
“but I said something quite similar to him. Al-
though I think I might have thrown in a few
swear words, even that four-letter one that Mrs.
Alexander said no proper young lady should
ever, and I mean ever, utter. He in turn laughed in
that vile way Dagger always had of laughing.”

“What other charming things did he have to
say after that?”

“That he’s living on his boat, which, as you
know darn well, probably means he’s broke and
that he’s going to hit you or some of the rich
ladies in town up for a so-called loan. Fortunately
he didn’t ask me for a penny or I would have told
him he could go to hell and I’d help him get there.
Instead, he just smiled that slick, greasy Dagger
smile and told me his boat is moored at the ma-
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rina and that he’d love to see you if you want to
pay him a visit.”

“I might pay him a visit if he’s embalmed and
stretched out in a coffin. On second thought, I
doubt I’d visit him even then. As for him living on
his boat”—Angel’s muscles tensed—“I should
have rigged a bomb to the thing when I handed it
over to him in the divorce settlement.”

“You were better off giving it to him.”
“I gave him the house, too. The one I bought

with my hard-earned money, and he ended up
selling it to pay off the bills he wracked up be-
cause I was no longer supporting him.”

“You got another boat. Someday you’ll get an-
other house. But all that really matters is that you
got rid of him.”

“I didn’t get rid of him until my dad broke his
nose and my brothers threatened to take their
merry sweet time dismembering him bit by des-
picable bit.”

“Seems to me you threatened him in a similar
manner.”

“What can I say?” Angel shrugged, as a slight
but very sardonic smile touched her lips. “Qua-
druplets have a tendency to think alike.”

Emma dug around in her glass to get the cherry
out of the bottom. “Speaking of your brothers,
will Ty, Hunt, and Trace be coming to the gala?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Angel said, wishing she and
her brothers could be together more often. “Ty
said he’d show up as long as the food was good,
but it’s not all that difficult for him to get here
from Miami. Hunt hasn’t committed yet, but you
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know Hunt, always on the go, always mysterious
about what he’s doing. And Trace—”

“Would rather be plunged in boiling oil than
get dressed up.” Emma popped the cherry into
her mouth and chewed slowly. “You know, Trace
could be knock-down, drag-out gorgeous and a
great catch for someone—”

“Like you?” Angel interrupted. She took a sip
of her martini and watched a frown furrow
Emma’s brow.

“God, no. Trace and I have never agreed on
anything. We’re as different as night and day. And
I seriously doubt he’ll ever forgive me for that jock
strap incident.”

“You did dye his underwear and jock straps
pink.”

Emma laughed. “Don’t forget that I hand-
sewed white lace to everything, too.”

“You could have warned him before he headed
off to baseball camp.”

“He didn’t warn me before he tossed me into
the mud and ruined my favorite white sundress.”

“I don’t think he tosses women into the mud
anymore.”

“Maybe not, but you know darn good and well
I prefer sophisticated men to jocks. Which means
Trace isn’t even in my line of vision. On the other
hand, I’m dying to know more about Holt Hud-
son.” Emma’s ever-present smile widened. “Is he
still as dreamy as all the older women in this
town remember?”

“If you like a guy with black hair that’s graying
at the temples, flat abs in spite of being sixty-four
years old, a complete perfectionist who wants
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things done his way or not at all, plus an air of
mystery surrounding him.”

“Except for the control freak thing, he sounds
divine.”

Angel shrugged. “To each his own.”
“Did you get him to open up about why he

hasn’t been out from behind the gates of Palazzo
Paradiso for God knows how long? Why he’s the
only filthy rich person in Palm Beach who doesn’t
retreat to a twenty-million-dollar cottage up north
when the season is over?”

“You don’t retreat to your twenty-million-dollar
cottage up north when the season is over.”

“That’s beside the point. We’re talking about
Holt Hudson’s problems, not mine, and I’m dy-
ing to know all the nitty-gritty details about why
he’s walled himself up inside his estate.”

“You know I couldn’t ask him anything per-
sonal, but my best guess is that part of it has to do
with the thief he shot. What was his name?
Chase?” Angel frowned. “I know it was Chase
something.”

“Well, yes, there was that incident, but that’s
old news. I doubt anyone in Palm Beach even re-
members it.”

“Holt remembers it and I’ve heard gossip about
it off and on for years.”

“You’re a P.I. You’re supposed to know all the
gruesome details about people.”

“Only the people I work for. Unfortunately I
don’t know much more about Holt now than I
knew before I met him. He doesn’t talk about
himself, he doesn’t let down his guard, so all I can
do is guess at his reasons for being a recluse.”
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“But you think it has to do with that killing?”
“The killing, his late wife’s Alzheimer’s, and

the fact that he wouldn’t leave her side.”
“Your mother has suffered for years but your fa-

ther hasn’t shut himself away. Neither have you or
your brothers. And you’ve all done a damn good
job taking care of your mom.”

“I’m just guessing, Em. Maybe Holt had other
reasons for shutting out the world for twenty-
some-odd years, but I’m not about to pry.”

“I suppose you’re right. Stirring up bad memo-
ries could make him change his mind about hold-
ing the gala in his ballroom.”

“Don’t even think those words, Em. It’s like
walking on pins and needles around him, making
sure I don’t breathe incorrectly or smile at the
wrong things, just to make sure he doesn’t renege
on his offer.”

“Is it really that awful?”
“It’s not awful. He’s just picky. The flower

arrangements must all be tropical because he de-
tests roses. Cristal is the only champagne we’re
allowed to serve. No red wine, only white. And he
not only had to approve the guest list, but he in-
sists on seeing an updated RSVP list every other
day just to make sure one of the invited guests
isn’t going to be accompanied by someone he
doesn’t approve of.”

“And you’re going along with this? I mean, re-
ally, Angel. Isn’t he being a bit unreasonable?”

“Of course he is, but I’ve worked too long and
too hard to pull off this gala. Getting Holt to open
up his estate was a miracle. Getting him to make
an appearance is a godsend. And he’s also donat-



I ’m No Angel 23

ing some of his wife’s jewels for the auction. I’ll
bend over backwards to make him happy.”

Emma waved her swizzle stick again. “Holt’s
actually going to bring those jewels out of the safe
for all the world to see?”

“Not exactly. He’s going to have fakes on dis-
play, but they’ll look almost as perfect as the real
thing. In fact, I get to see them in a few days.”

“Well, I’ll be on hand ready and willing to bid
on whatever strikes my fancy that night. And . . .
you’re going to love this”—Emma’s eyes widened
in delight—“I’ve created a new evening bag espe-
cially for the auction. It’s stunning, Angel. The
most fabulous purse I’ve ever designed.”

Emma Claire purses were hotter than Kate
Spade. More fun that Lulu Guinness or Isabella
Fiore. And they cost a pretty penny, exactly the
kind of froufrou stuff Angel wanted to auction off
at the gala.

“How much do you think we can get for it?”
Angel asked.

“At a minimum . . . twelve grand.”
Now it was time for Angel’s eyes to widen, but

in absolute shock. “You don’t really think we can
start the bidding high enough to get up to twelve
grand, do you?”

“Angel, darling, I said a minimum of twelve
thousand. That’s where I’m going to suggest the
bidding start.”

“But—”
“You just don’t understand marketing. I’ve al-

ready spread word about the purse. I’ve got
posters in the most fashionable boutiques in town
and women are clamoring to learn more about it.
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They’ll all want to own it by the night of the gala
and they’ll be willing to pay just about anything.”

“It’s just a purse.”
Emma rolled her eyes. “It’s an Emma Claire

original. A one-of-a-kind, not unlike that croco-
dile bag you’re carrying and all the other purses
you own.”

“I’m not saying you don’t design fabulous
purses, but—”

“Trust me on this, Angel. The purse will—”
Emma’s gaze darted across the lounge and her
words came to a dead halt.

“The purse will what?” Angel asked.
“Forget the purse. Oh, my God, Angel. You

should see what just walked in the door.”
Angel twisted in her chair. It took less than a

heartbeat to see what Emma was gawking at—a
tall guy whose broad shoulders nearly filled the
doorway. His hair was long and dark and
brushed the collar of his leather jacket. He was
absolutely gorgeous, with mesmerizing eyes
and— “Oh, my God.” The words rushed out of
Angel’s mouth. “I’d completely forgotten about
him.”

“You know him?” Emma asked without turn-
ing around.

“No. He followed me around town for a good
fifteen minutes before I got here. In a big black
Jeep, if you can believe that.”

“Well . . . he does have that rugged look to
him.” Emma twisted around and flashed a smile
at Angel. “Any idea who he is?”

“Haven’t a clue.”
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“Which means you don’t know why he was fol-
lowing you.”

“Exactly.”
“Aren’t you curious?”
“Very.”
Angel turned her attention from Emma and con-

centrated solely on the stranger. He stepped out of
the doorway and into the lounge, looking about the
crowded room as if he were trying to find someone.

Sipping her martini, she studied him over the
top of her glass, taking in his long, slightly wavy
hair, his black T-shirt, and tan leather jacket, all
that she could see of his attire through the horde
of expensive designer suits and dresses. “I have to
admit, he is rather gorgeous,” she said offhand-
edly to Emma.

“Sadly he’s not my type,” Emma tossed back.
“But he is the kind of sinful hunk I’d indulge in if
I ever had the chance to take a vacation. Can’t you
see him stretched out on the beach in a Speedo, all
bronzed and buff and dusted with specks of
sand—in all the right spots, of course? And”—
Emma fanned herself with an elegant hand—“it
just so happens you’ve got nothing better to do
than get really close to his body so you can blow
the sand off all those not-so-little spots.”

“Calm down, Emma.” Angel was always the
voice of reason. “We don’t know the first thing
about him, least of all why he was following me.”

“Does it matter?”
“Of course it matters.”
“Then why don’t you go and ask him who he is

and what he’s up to?”
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Angel crossed her legs and leaned back casu-
ally in her chair. “All in good time.”

Angel wanted to study him first. Needed to
check out his actions in the lounge. That was al-
ways a great place to analyze a person’s character.
If a man acted like a jerk in a bar, you could bet
your last dollar he’d be a jerk ninety-nine percent
of the time.

As he strolled through the room, he ignored the
men who glared at him out of the corners of their
eyes, hoping the stranger wouldn’t catch on that
they were gawking. How easy it was to read their
little minds. They definitely weren’t thinking,
This guy doesn’t belong here. Oh, no. They were
thinking, This guy could be a threat. If anyone
can get the girls, he can.

But he didn’t seem all that interested in the
girls. Not that he didn’t look. He just didn’t ogle.
He seemed far more focused on the black Stein-
way grand tucked into the corner not far from
where Emma and Angel sat. He approached it
slowly, then ran tanned fingers over the tops of
the keys, as if he longed to play it but didn’t
know how.

“Could I get you another drink?” the waiter
asked, blocking Angel’s view. “An appetizer?”

Angel hated to tear her concentration away
from the stranger, but an idea suddenly struck.

“Could you bring another Manhattan for my
friend? And I’ll take two more Lady Godiva mar-
tinis.”

“Two?” Emma spun around to face Angel. Her
eyes narrowed. “You’ll get drunk.”

“Ignore her,” Angel said to the waiter. “But on
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second thought, make one of those martinis a bot-
tle of beer.”

“Any kind in particular?” the waiter asked.
“Oh, I don’t know. Something strong and

dark and masculine. And if there’s any way you
could get me those drinks in a hurry, I’d appre-
ciate it.”

“I’d be happy to, Miss Devlin.”
The moment the waiter walked away, Emma

confronted Angel. “Mind telling me what you’re
up to?”

“You told me I should get the goods on the guy
who just walked in, and I plan to.”

“What? You plan to get him drunk?”
“Maybe.”
“Well, don’t do anything dangerous.”
Angel smiled wryly. “I wouldn’t think of it.”
Emma shook her head in utter disbelief. “I’ve

heard those words before.”
Sipping on her martini again, Angel concen-

trated once more on the man at the piano. He
wasn’t alone now. Jorge, the regular pianist,
leaned a tuxedo-clad elbow on the Steinway and
was having what appeared to be a heart-to-heart
with the stranger.

The man in leather pulled a bill out of his
pocket and tucked it into Jorge’s hand, then sat
down on the piano bench, while Jorge took a seat
with his friend Lorenzo, who came every night to
listen to Jorge play.

The stranger tinkled the ivories with the fin-
gers of his right hand. The notes sounded very
amateurish, but that was nothing new. A lot of
regulars tried their hand at the piano when they
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were drunk, and most often they all played lousy
renditions of “Heart and Soul” or “Chopsticks.”

Angel wasn’t big on making snap judgments
about people and she hated to stereotype anyone,
but the man who’d been following her looked as
if he should be on stage with a band of bad boys,
holding a mike and belting out “Light My Fire”
while ogling the sweet young things tossing their
panties at him.

The last thing she expected was for him to take
a deep breath, close his eyes for a long moment as
if in prayer, then open them again and reposition
his strong tanned fingers on the black and white
keys.

Suddenly he looked more like a concert pianist
than Jim Morrison.

He couldn’t really play, could he?
A moment later she had her answer.
The deep and dark tones he played resonated

through the lounge, sounding as if the Phantom
of the Opera was playing a funeral dirge, a
mournful lament, or as if the stranger was taking
years of heartache out on the keys.

The voices in the lounge grew silent, and Angel
watched as nearly every eye turned toward the
dimly lit piano. The stranger had their attention
and he knew it.

A somewhat wicked smile touched his lips and
the sorrowful tune eased. Without warning, the
fingers of his right hand traipsed up the key-
board. Lightly. Expertly.

The melody echoed through the room. He
wasn’t playing Scott Joplin or blues or jazz, he
was playing something classical, a refrain that
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was one moment light and airy, the next mind-
numbingly erotic, then heart-poundingly savage.

The music transported her to another place. To
the beach, where two lovers frolicked on the shore
as foam and cool water lapped at their feet. Then
the sky darkened. Lightning struck. Wind tore at
the lovers’ hair. Powerful waves crashed against
them. They grasped on to each other, the fear that
they would be torn apart so strong that they
locked themselves in each others’ embrace. They
kissed, as if there would be no tomorrow for
them, and then the sun came again, brighter than
ever before, and right there on the beach, in the
sand and foam, they made love.

Long moments passed before Angel realized
she had gotten so caught up in the music, in the
stranger’s masterful playing, that she was barely
breathing.

He intrigued her, fascinated her, more than she
ever imagined a man could.

Far worse. His music and the way his fingers
floated over the keys as if he were making love to
each one, tenderly one instant, with great passion
the next, set her on fire.

If she closed her eyes, she knew she’d feel those
fingers floating over her skin.

The man could be trouble. Dangerous.
But, she thought, swallowing back the intensity

of the emotions thundering through her insides,
so could she.

Standing, Angel slung the strap of her handbag
over her shoulder, picked up the martini and cold
bottle of beer the waiter had just set on the table,
and strolled toward the piano. Most everyone in
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the room had already lost interest in the stranger.
They were chatting among themselves again, gos-
siping and laughing, and Angel felt as if she now
had the gorgeous hunk all to herself.

Just the way she wanted.
She set both drinks beside the Steinway’s music

stand and studied the stranger’s strong, over-
whelmingly handsome face and his darkly
tanned and powerful hands as he continued to
play slow and easy.

A casual passerby would have thought he
hadn’t even noticed Angel’s presence. But she
couldn’t miss the way his dark brown eyes trailed
from the piano keys to the slit in her white skirt,
up the tailored jacket nipped and tucked at her
waist, over her breasts, to her fingers, which were
whispering across the nape of her neck.

“It’s warm in here tonight,” she said. Her
words were little more than a sexy whisper, but
loud enough so he could hear her over his music.
“Thought you might like something cool to
drink.”

He smiled the same wicked smile Angel had
seen when he knew he’d become the focal point
of the crowd. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome.”
She slipped behind him and with the wall at

her back and no one watching her but Emma, An-
gel rested her left hand gently on his shoulder. He
didn’t move a muscle, but something told her he
wasn’t completely unfazed by her I-want-to-
know-you-better gesture.

Slowly, cautiously, and oh-so-suggestively, her
right hand skimmed down his side. Even through
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his leather jacket she could feel his power, the
kind of strength a man didn’t develop working as
a stockbroker or corporate bigwig.

What did he do for a living? she wondered. Did
he pump iron in his spare time? Was he a hit man
out to get her? After all, there were some men in
town who hadn’t taken kindly to her spying on
them and then handing over the dirty little pho-
tos she’d taken to the wives or lovers who’d paid
for her discreet and expert services.

Well, speculation wasn’t in her current game
plan.

Seduction was.
“You play Liszt beautifully,” Angel said, the fin-

gers of her left hand trailing over his chest, mak-
ing small, sensuous circles to tease him, to
distract him, only to find that she really, really
liked the bulging muscles she felt, so much so that
she knew she should pull her hand away. But his
broad chest and the heavy beat of his heart
worked on her like a magnet.

His allure was overpowering. Breathtaking.
A woman with less control could easily suc-

cumb to his charm.
She, however, would not. Falling under his

spell was an impossibility, and even if there was
the remotest chance of him mesmerizing her, se-
ducing her, she’d fight tooth and nail not to tum-
ble into his sensual trap.

“You know classical music?” he asked, his voice
as deep, resonant, and enthralling as the notes he
continued to play.

“I know a lot of things. Liszt’s Hungarian
Rhapsody No. 9 is just one of them.”
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With his left hand still on the keys, he reached
out for the bottle of beer Angel had brought him,
took a long, cool swallow, returned it to the piano,
then went back to his music without, it seemed,
missing a note.

“Do you play?” he asked casually.
“All depends on what you have in mind.”
She could feel the calm beat of his heart beneath

his T-shirt, but also the way his muscles seemed
to tighten when she made her bold, coquettish
statement.

He twisted around to give her one quick look,
one wry grin. “Do you always flirt with
strangers?”

She smiled mischievously. “Only ones who in-
trigue me.”

Again he watched the piano keys as he played.
“What intrigues you about me?”

Leaning closer, she allowed both hands to tra-
verse his rock-hard chest. “That someone who
looks like he belongs in Texas—”

“The Everglades,” he corrected.
“All right, the Everglades. To be truthful, it

doesn’t matter where you’re from. But you don’t
look like you belong here in Palm Beach.”

“I’ve never been one to follow the norm.”
She whispered against his ear, “I like that in a

man.”
He tilted his head again, just the slightest bit,

and her lips brushed gently across a day’s growth
of his dark, prickly beard. Her insides tingled but
she forced herself not to dwell on the lustful sen-
sations this stranger was making her feel.
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She was working right now, trying to figure out
what he was up to, and she needed to remember
that.

“What else do you like in a man?” he asked.
She leaned close. Real close, sliding her hand

up his side. She inhaled slowly, her breasts rising,
brushing against his back as she reached artfully
into the pocket of his jacket.

Exhaling slowly, she could feel her own warm
breath wafting against his ear. And then she whis-
pered, “That’s an answer best left for another
time.”

Standing straight, looking at ease and totally
unflustered, Angel tucked the wallet she’d effort-
lessly picked out of his pocket into her handbag.
What she’d just done wasn’t legal by any stretch
of the imagination, and if he found out she’d
swiped his wallet he’d probably call the cops and
she’d go to jail.

But she needed to know a few details about
him, and something told her he wouldn’t be
forthcoming with straight answers if she blatantly
asked him what the hell he was up to. Taking the
wallet had been a necessity.

Angel stepped back to his side and took a cool,
calming drink of her martini, watching his
sparkling dark brown eyes over the top of her
glass. After a slow perusal of his deeply tanned
face, a chance to memorize the tiny little laugh
lines at the corners of his eyes and the way the
neon lights danced across his coffee-colored hair,
she set her glass back on the piano.

“I need to powder my nose,” she lied, then
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smiled her best I’m-going-to-charm-you-if-it’s-
the-last-thing-I-do smile. “You will be here when
I return, won’t you?”

“I’m not going anywhere until I get an answer
to my last question.”

“Just give me a few minutes,” Angel said, trail-
ing candy apple red fingernails across his shoul-
der, “and I’ll try to come up with a proper
response.”

She strolled away, winding through tables and
little cliques of men and women, wondering if he
was watching her—hoping he wasn’t, yet know-
ing deep down inside, in a portion of her that
hadn’t thought about rollicking on satin sheets in
a very long time, that he was.

She didn’t dare rush, although she was dying
to take a quick peek inside his wallet to hopefully
find a few truthful details about the stranger
who’d been following her—the stranger who ex-
cited her—before hurrying back to the piano and
returning the leather billfold to its proper place.

With every word he’d said in that seductive, al-
most hypnotizing way, and with every note he
masterfully played on the piano, she longed to
know more about him.

The little girl’s room was almost as spiffy as the
lounge, large and luxurious, with stalls nearly as
big as her bathroom at home, and as luck would
have it, every single one was empty.

She ducked inside the first stall. Without turn-
ing around, she slammed the door closed behind
her, but it slammed right back. It smacked her in
the derriere and if she hadn’t thrust her hands
outward to stop her forward momentum, she
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would have crashed into the wall or, even worse,
dove head first into the toilet.

Her heart thudded heavily inside. A lump
caught in her throat. She was afraid to turn
around for fear of what she might see—that the
stranger had caught on to what she’d done and
that he’d followed her to this lonely little place,
where no one could hear her screams above the
raucous music outside.

And then she heard the voice.
“Let me in. Now!”



3

“What on earth do you think you’re doing?”
Angel grabbed Emma’s bare arm and tugged

her into the bathroom stall, slammed the door
shut and locked it. All of her nerves stood on end
and she felt her eyes narrow at her friend. “I
thought you were . . . were . . . Damn it, Emma!
You nearly scared me to death.”

“Sorry.”
Angel forced herself to take a deep, calming

breath. “You know, Em, I came this close to
pulling my knife on you. Do me a favor—next
time you try to accost me in a toilet, announce
yourself first.”

Emma shoved her fists into her hips. “If you
hadn’t been so preoccupied, you would have
heard me call out your name.”

“I’m not used to people following me into the
restroom.”

“Yeah, well, I want to know almost as badly as
you do who the stranger is, and, I might add, I’m
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here to protect you in case he figures out that you
picked his pocket.”

“You saw me?”
Emma rolled her eyes. “You used to practice

the fine art of pickpocketing on me and your
brothers. I know your moves.”

“I was that obvious?”
“The flirting was obvious. I noticed. The bar-

tender noticed. I’m sure half the people in town
will be talking about it over their morning mocha
and I’m sure a lot of guys will be vying to be the
next victim of your amorous attentions. But,
you’re good at picking pockets, Angel. Really
good. And I don’t think the Piano Man or anyone
else but me has the remotest idea what you were
doing in addition to fondling his abs.”

Angel sighed with the greatest relief. “Thank
God.”

“That doesn’t mean you should stand around
here lollygagging,” Emma continued. “He could
catch on at any moment and then, sweetie, he
might call the cops and you’ll be up shit creek.”

“Seems to me you’re the one doing all the lolly-
gagging.”

“And I’ll keep right on lollygagging if you
don’t open up that wallet so we can find out who
he is.”

Angel pulled the battered leather wallet out of
her handbag and even though she felt guilty
opening it up, she felt a bigger desire to get the
scoop on the guy she had—to be perfectly honest—
just robbed.

“Let’s see,” Angel said, examining the contents.
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“Florida driver’s license under the name Thomas
Donovan.”

“Just call him Tom for short.”
“All right,” Angel said, “Tom the hunk from

your beach vacation dream lives in a post office
box in Everglades City.”

“I imagine it must be terribly crowded in there,
especially for a guy his size. Those P.O. boxes can
be awfully small and what is he? Six-two?”

“Six-three. Two-ten,” Angel said, looking up
from the wallet to smile at Emma. “And let me tell
you, that two-ten, at least the part I fondled, is all
muscle.”

“I’m beginning to think I should have checked
him out.”

“You would have been far too blatant.”
“I can be sneaky when necessary.”
“I’ll remember that the next time I need some-

one to go undercover with me.”
“All right, forget it. I can’t be sneaky but I can

be nosy. So tell me, how old is he?”
“Thirty.” Angel thumbed through the wallet’s

contents. “He’s got four crisp hundred-dollar
bills, a few twenties, a five, and a couple of ones.
No business cards. No emergency information
card. No photos.”

“And maybe he has nothing to hide,” Emma
added.

“Maybe.” Angel closed the wallet and tucked it
back into her handbag. “But when I get home, I’ll
see what information I can dig up on our Mr.
Donovan.”

“That’s when you get home. Right now you’d
better get the wallet back into his jacket before he
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realizes it’s gone, puts two and two together, and
you end up in the can.”

Angel strolled out of the bathroom, calm, com-
posed, and trying not to look like the thief she
was. Nabbing the wallet had been a cinch. Of
course, when she saw Tom standing beside the pi-
ano instead of sitting at it, she realized that re-
turning it to the pocket inside his jacket was
going to be a bit more difficult.

Jorge was back at the bench and Tom was
watching him do his best Scott Joplin imitation.
Jorge had a unique, jazzed-up style of piano play-
ing. He, along with the best chocolate-with-a-
hint-of-mint martini in town, were the stars of the
club. Angel could nurse one drink all evening,
and listen to Jorge’s entertaining style late into the
night. Still, Jorge’s talent couldn’t compare with
Tom’s inimitable artistry.

Tom was a master pianist. His music soul-
searing. Breathtaking.

He was pretty damn breathtaking, too, from
the top of his long, wavy hair, to his sleek, bun-
hugging black slacks and black alligator boots.

Why it popped into her head she hadn’t a clue,
but she couldn’t help but wonder if Tom played a
woman’s body with the same finesse, coaxing
sweet sounds out of his lady as they lay together
in a sweaty tangle of legs and arms. She won-
dered, too, if he could coax sweet sounds out of a
woman who hadn’t had sex in five years because
she was too afraid of being hurt.

Damn it all. She didn’t want to think about sex
or having sex. She needed to get Tom’s wallet
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back in his pocket, then get the heck out of
Jazzzzz, go home, soak in a tub of hot bubbles
while imbibing some mind-numbing chardonnay.
After that, she’d get on the Internet and see what
kind of dirt she could dig up on the Piano Man.

Tom seemed to be lost in Jorge’s music when
she slipped up behind him and put a light hand
on his arm. “Care to dance?” she asked.

He turned and leaned against the Steinway.
Downing the last of his beer, he put the empty
bottle back on the edge of the piano, then gave
her body a shameless and ever so deliberate pe-
rusal. “Fast isn’t my style,” he said, an easy smile
touching his perfectly kissable pair of lips. “I pre-
fer slow and easy.”

She tried not to focus on his mouth. Tried not to
think about sex. Unfortunately the man oozed
sensuality. It was in his walk, in his talk, in his
smile. Not thinking about him in a carnal way
would be physically and mentally impossible.
She’d fight it, but how could she, when she’d
elected to flirt with him in order to accomplish
her mission?

Hang on to your libido, Angel warned herself
as she moved in close and put on her most charm-
ing and enticing smile. “I thought you didn’t fol-
low the norm.”

His eyes sparkled. “I don’t.”
She took another step closer and his gaze

trailed to her fingers as they whispered down the
sleeve of his leather jacket, settled on the back of
his hand, and feathered over his knuckles. “Then
dance slow and easy with me in spite of the 
music.”
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When he didn’t refuse, she slipped her hand
into his and drew him out to the dance floor. That,
however, was the only leading Angel had to do.
Once they were in the midst of the swarm of peo-
ple, Tom wove his hands around her waist and
tugged her against his warm, hard body.

Their hips melded. The friction of their thighs
and legs rubbing together could have caused
sparks to fly about the room. Angel’s breasts
brushed against Tom’s chest, her suddenly hard
nipples chafed against her lacy bra, and summon-
ing up all the willpower known to woman, she
held back the I’m-dying-to-taste-your-lips-right-
this-very-instant sigh that begged to escape her
nearly heaving lungs.

God, it had been a long time since anything
had felt so good.

And they’d just begun to dance.
Tom moved slowly, his bristly yet ever so soft

cheek caressing hers, his warm breath drifting
like a downy feather over her ear. Inside, way
down deep, her body pulsed and butterflies flit-
ted around in her stomach. They were the loveli-
est yet almost foreign sensations.

Dancing with Tom had been a mistake. Yet
everything about him felt right, as if they should
have been together years ago but by some unfath-
omable force of nature they’d been torn apart be-
fore they’d had a chance to meet.

And since it felt so right and she knew that was
oh so wrong, she figured she should push away.
End this silly little tease before, heaven forbid, he
should want to take her to bed.

But she couldn’t back off. She still had to return
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his wallet. It had been her mistake to play with
fire, and she couldn’t pull away from the flame
until she’d finished her little game.

Somehow she gathered her wits together. Of
course, that’s when Tom chose to tug her even
closer, something she would have thought impos-
sible when it was already difficult to tell where
her body ended and his began. With his hands
pressed against the small of her back, they
danced cheek to cheek, very close and very per-
sonal.

The scent of cloves drifted from his skin to her
senses. It was more intoxicating than a chocolate
martini, more tingly than bubbling champagne,
more seductive than all the schoolgirl dreams
she’d ever had of being romanced and loved by a
man who’d treat her right.

Warm lips hovered over her ear, shooting a
shiver of delight all the way down to her toes,
then up again to quiver in that intimate place
where all women love to quiver.

And then he whispered, “You know, Angel, I
would have told you anything you want to know
about me. You didn’t have to pick my pocket.”

Anxiety tightened her chest. The shiver of de-
light twisted into cold, stark panic. But she was
good at hiding her emotions, and she wasn’t
about to show them now.

Drawing her cheek from Tom’s, she tilted her
head back just enough for their eyes to meet. His
were tinged with devilish laughter. Hers, she
knew, were filled with a mixture of surprise and
annoyance. She’d hit him with a questioning
glare, as if she had no idea what he was talking
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about, but something told her the Piano Man
wouldn’t buy her innocence.

Instead, she smiled. “I’d lie and tell you you’ve
imagined things, but I doubt you’d believe me.”

The grin never left his face—not when he
plucked his damnable wallet, which had borne
not one bit of useful information, from her hand-
bag; not when he waved the blasted thing before
her eyes; not when he tucked it back inside his
jacket. And he kept right on grinning when he
said quite smugly, “I don’t like liars.”

Angel shrugged, hoping she wouldn’t appear
the least bit vulnerable. “What about pickpockets?”

“I haven’t yet made up my mind.”
In the same graceful way he played the piano,

Tom waltzed her to the far side of the dance floor,
guiding her with a gentle nudge of his hand in
hers, his legs pressing against her legs, his entire
body twisting and turning her, holding her inti-
mately close, until they reached a quieter, more
secluded place.

“Now,” he said, his brown eyes narrowing, “are
you going to tell me why you felt compelled to
take my wallet?”

She wove her fingers into the silky dark hair at
the back of his head, not only because it felt so
darn lovely, but because she wanted to claim some
measure of control. “Because,” she whispered
close to his lips, “I wanted to know who you are.”

“And now you know. I’m Tom Donovan and if
I’m not mistaken, you’re the ever-so-delightful
Angel Devlin.”

“Did you pick the wallet out of my purse to find
that bit of information?”
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“Fortunately Jorge was very forthcoming with
everything,” Tom said, swaying effortlessly with
the bluesy tune Jorge had begun to play. “I asked
the questions and paid him for his answers before
your pretty little hands went digging into my
jacket for something to steal.”

“All right, so now in addition to my name, you
know I’m an expert pickpocket.”

“Not so expert.” He grinned wickedly. “I
caught you.”

“But you didn’t come after me.”
“I hoped you’d come back.”
“Why? So you could personally haul me off to

jail?”
Tom shook his head. “Because I liked the feel of

your hands on my chest and your lips on my
cheek. If I hauled you off to jail we’d end up ene-
mies. The fact that you came back means there’s a
chance for more.”

“You know nothing about me but my name.”
And the feel of my body, Angel thought, just
barely hanging on to her composure as Tom’s
hands glided down the curve of her spine, then
flared over the sides of her waist and settled on
her hips. “Why would you want more?”

“I paid Jorge for a lot more information than
just your name,” he said. “I know you’re a private
investigator and that you cater to the ultra-rich. I
know that your office-slash-home is right here on
Worth Avenue in a building you share with Ma
Petite Bow-Wow, the local pamper-your-pooch
shop. And if Jorge knows what he’s talking about,
you’re thirty years old, five feet eight inches tall,
weigh one-thirty-two—”
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“Thirty-one dripping wet.”
Tom grinned, his laughing gaze locking onto

hers. “Should we get naked and dripping wet and
weigh each other?”

“Not tonight.”
“It’s close to midnight. It’ll soon be tomorrow.”
“Are you always in such a rush to get naked

and dripping wet?”
He shrugged lightly. “Depends on the woman.”
“Trust me, I’m the wrong woman.”
“I disagree.”
The music picked up tempo and so did Tom’s

moves. He spun around with Angel captured in
his arms, the heat of his embrace, the closeness of
their cheeks, and the scent of his spicy aftershave
overwhelming her, making her dizzy.

And then he slowed again. His heart beat
against her breasts. Warm breath whispered
against her ear. “From what Jorge told me—that
you wear Donna Karan’s Cashmere Mist and
Manolo Blahniks if you can get them on sale—
you could easily be the right woman. Of course,
there’s also the fact that you’re soft in all the right
places. And going back to your original question,
that, Angel, is why I want more of you.”

Angel laughed lightly. “Jorge was a virtual font
of information.”

“I figured the soft-in-all-the-right-places part
out for myself,” Tom said, his hands drifting
slowly from her waist to her bottom.

She leaned back slightly and gave him the evil
eye. “Excuse me, but we don’t know each other
well enough for you to touch me where you’re
touching me.”
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A grin sparkled in his eyes. The dimple at the
side of his mouth deepened, as his fingers began
to slide again, but not up to her waist. Oh, no, las-
civious Tom Donovan’s fingers slithered down to
her thighs.

That was the first really big mistake he’d made
since he’d chosen to follow her.

His fingers stilled. His eyes narrowed, and she
knew he’d found the one thing she didn’t want
anyone to find.

Again his hand began to move, to explore, glid-
ing up and down, over and around the not-so-
little lump on her right thigh. His eyes narrowed
even more as his gaze held hers and locked. “That
wouldn’t be what I think it is, would it?”

Angel grinned slowly. Wickedly. At last, she
again had the upper hand. “If you think it’s a slim
but extremely sharp stainless steel stiletto that
could carve out a man’s Adam’s apple in the blink
of an eye, you’ve guessed right.”

One of Tom’s dark, bedeviled eyebrows rose. “I
never would have expected a sweet thing like you
to carry a stiletto.”

“That, Mr. Donovan, just goes to show that you
really don’t know as much about me as you think
you do.”

Strong masculine fingers continued to whisper
over her thigh, over her knife. “Do you have a per-
mit to carry a concealed weapon?”

Angel nodded, drawing a perfectly manicured
fingernail across his warm, taut throat. “And, my
dearest darling Tom, I know how to use it.”

“You wouldn’t be planning to use it on me,
would you?”
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“All depends.”
“On what?”
“How fast you can get your hands off my

thighs.”
In spite of her threat, there was laughter in his

eyes. “You’ve got nice thighs. I’m not too sure 
I want to move my hands. But, gentleman that I
am—even though you’re thinking I don’t have 
a gentlemanly bone in my body—I’ll remove
them.”

“Thank you.”
He slid his fingers and palms back to her der-

riere, causing deliciously lovely tingles to scatter
through her insides, in spite of her attempts not to
feel anything, and rested them there. “You know,
Angel, you not only have nice thighs, but you’ve
got a nice butt, too. I noticed that when you
sashayed into the club tonight.”

She’d had her fingers in his overly long but
irresistible-to-the-touch hair but suddenly, in-
stinctively, and ever so gracefully, one hand shot
down to her skirt, through the slit at the front of
her right leg, and she wrapped her fingers tightly
around the hilt of her knife. “If you prize that bit
of manhood between your legs, I strongly sugest
you put your hands back where they belong.”

He winked. “As you wish.” Once again Tom
caught her waist, then did another little spin with
her in his arms. “For now.”

The man was insufferable. On top of that, he
wanted to be in charge of what was going on be-
tween them just as much as she wanted to be in
charge. That probably didn’t bode well for either
of them.
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She should walk away. She should put an end to
the dance they were sharing—both mentally,
physically, and emotionally. But between Tom’s
overabundance of testosterone and her sudden
desire to have sex with a stranger—she couldn’t
leave.

Not yet.
She still needed some answers from the Piano

Man.
“So, Mr. Donovan—”
“Tom. Mr. Donovan was my dad.”
“All right, Tom. Why were you following me?”
“I like sleek red Jaguars.” His lips were close to

hers as he spoke. His brown-eyed gaze held her
transfixed. His voice was as deep and melodic as
the music he’d played and his hair felt like
threads of silk winding lightly around her fingers.

Stay calm, she reminded herself. Stay in con-
trol.

“I also like women with honey-blond hair and
long, slender necks,” he continued, “and the sec-
ond I saw you at Holt Hudson’s place, I knew I
wanted to get to know you.”

Mention of Holt’s name was like a splash of
cold water on her libido. “You were at Holt’s?”

“I was on my way to his place when I saw you
pulling out,” he answered, as if that shouldn’t
have been any surprise.

“Do you visit him often?”
Angel felt the muscles tense in Tom’s neck. “I

haven’t been inside Palazzo Paradiso in twenty-
six years.”

“I see.”
His brow rose. “Do you?”
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She shrugged. “All right, maybe I don’t. Holt
Hudson doesn’t allow just anyone into his home
or even onto the grounds. So why don’t you tell
me how you know Mr. Hudson?”

“I’m his godson.”
That was an answer she never would have ex-

pected. “I didn’t know he had a godson.”
“Are you privy to his personal life?”
“No, but I wasn’t aware anyone else was, ei-

ther.”
“If you must know, I’m not privy to anything in

Holt’s life. Like I said, I haven’t seen him in
twenty-six years and I thought it was high time I
paid him a visit. After all, he is the one who killed
my dad.”

Angel ceased to move. But no sooner had she
stopped swaying with the music than Tom had
her dancing again, as if his admission shouldn’t
have come as any shock.

“Your father was that Mr. Donovan?” Angel
asked. “The cat burglar?”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. “So I’ve been told.”
How easily it would be to turn the conversation

toward his dad, to the reason or reasons why Tom
didn’t believe his father was a cat burglar, but
right now she had to concentrate on his feelings
about Holt Hudson. She needed to find out what
he was up to. If his motive for wanting to see Holt,
who was about to come out of seclusion after
twenty-six years, could foul up her plans for the
gala, she had to keep him from seeing the billion-
aire.

She toyed with the hair drifting over the collar
of his leather jacket. “I can’t imagine what it must



50 Patti Berg

be like to lose a parent in such a horrid way,” she
said, knowing it was tough enough watching
Alzheimer’s kill her mom a little more each day.

“Not many people can.”
“But . . .” She sighed lightly, her eyes filling

with concern. “I’d think seeing Holt Hudson
would be the last thing you’d want to do.”

“Why do you think that?”
“I imagine you despise him. God knows when I

despise someone, I make a point of keeping my
distance.”

“I’ve kept my distance for twenty-six years.”
“So why see him now?”
“Because until a few months ago I didn’t know

he existed.” He twirled her around, then tugged
her against his chest.

Angel drew in a deep breath as her breasts
pressed against his pecs, as their hearts beat hard
and fast, in time with each other.

“I blocked the first four years of my life out of
my mind,” Tom continued, his dark brown eyes
turning black and intense. “I couldn’t remember
my dad, my home, the kids I’d played with, or the
night my dad was shot. And now all of a sudden
bits and pieces of long-forgotten memories keep
flashing through my mind, like my dad’s blood
and his pain and his tears, and they’re all so clear,
so real, that they could have happened yester-
day.”

Angel could see the muscles tighten in Tom’s
jaws, felt the tension in his back. “I need answers,
Angel. Answers only Holt can give me, beginning
with the reason why he put six bullets into my
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dad when they were supposedly the best of
friends.”

“Because your father broke into Holt’s home.”
The words flew out of Angel’s mouth without
forethought. She should have kept silent, but
Tom’s dad had been a thief. And if what she’d
read about the break-in was true, if the gossip
she’d heard could be believed, Chase Donovan
had been on the verge of attacking Holt’s wife
when he was shot. That thought alone made her
believe Tom’s dad had deserved everything he’d
gotten.

“Read the newspaper accounts of what hap-
pened,” Angel said, trying to sound like the voice
of reason. “Get the police report and you’ll know
exactly what took place. Your dad opened a safe
that was supposed to be impossible to crack and
took a statue that was and still is worth a king’s
ransom. And—”

“And that justifies killing a man who was un-
armed?”

“Your dad was attacking Holt’s wife.”
“I don’t believe it. I won’t believe it.” Tom

swirled her in his arms, holding her tight. Close.
His breath was warm against her mouth as he
spoke. “Something else happened that night.
Something Holt Hudson has kept secret all these
years, and I’m going to find out what.”

“You plan to harass him?”
“I plan to talk to him. I don’t care how I make

that happen.”
Angel wove her fingers into his hair. Her nar-

rowed eyes were filled with an impassioned warn-
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ing when she looked him straight in the eye.
“Leave him alone.”

“Why?”
“Because he’s a good man who doesn’t deserve

to be badgered. He’s decent and honorable and
he’s lived with a lot of pain and heartache the last
twenty or so years.”

“And my father spent three days bleeding to
death from six goddamned bullet holes.”

“Did you ever stop to think that if your dad
hadn’t hightailed it out of Holt’s place after he
was shot, if he’d gone to the hospital or even
called the police—which an innocent person
would have done—he might not have bled to
death?”

“Of course I’ve thought about it. I’ve also won-
dered why the hell we ended up in the Ever-
glades, stuck in a miserably hot car in the middle
of nowhere with nothing to eat or drink.” Tom’s
fingers bore into her back. “I want to know why
my dad had to die slowly and painfully, with no
one to care for him but his four-year-old son who
was scared out of his mind.”

Slowly Tom eased his grip, his touch light as he
held her close, but his eyes were red with fury and
grief, and they held on to hers as if looking for
compassion and understanding.

“I’m sorry,” Angel said softly.
Tom plowed a hand through his hair. For a mo-

ment she thought he was going to walk away, go
someplace where he could brood by himself. In-
stead, he caressed her cheek gently, then curled
his warm, callused fingers around the back of her
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neck. “I may never get all the answers I want, but
I’m sure Holt could clear up a few of the things I
need to know. Is that too much to ask? To want?”

“I don’t think it’s too much,” she answered
honestly. “But Holt obviously doesn’t feel that
way. And no matter how much you want him to
tell you all he knows, I don’t think you’ll ever get
him to open up.”

“You’re wrong, Angel. I will see him. I will talk
to him—if it’s the last thing I do.”

Angel shook her head in frustration. The man
was too damn stubborn for his own good—or
hers. And if he harassed Holt in any way, she had
the sickening feeling the plans for her gala would
meet a tragic death.

“Look, Angel,” Tom said, taking her hand and
tugging her from the dance floor to a place close
to the entry, “this evening wasn’t supposed to be
about Holt or my dad or what happened twenty-
six years ago. It was supposed to be about you
and me.”

Angel laughed lightly. Nervously. As much as
she might have liked this evening to have been
about her and Tom, she knew the gala—and
Holt—came first.

“At this stage of the game, there is no you and
me, but”—she smiled—“if you’d like to change
that scenario, promise to leave Holt Hudson
alone.”

“That’s a promise I won’t make.”
“Then I’ll have to keep an eye on you. Make

sure you don’t do anything that would annoy the
hell out of Mr. Hudson.”
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One of Tom’s damnably sexy eyebrows tilted.
“Does that mean you’re going to follow me wher-
ever I go?”

“Oh, I’ll be following you, Mr. Donovan, but I
won’t be as blatant about it as you were when you
followed me tonight. And if I’m not following
you, rest assured someone else will be.” It was all
a bluff, of course. She worked alone. But Tom
Donovan didn’t need to know that.

“You sound as if you don’t trust me,” Tom said,
all sweetness and innocence, a phony, playful
grin plain as day on his face.

“You’ve given me a lot of reasons not to.” Angel
moved in close to Tom and tilted her head so she
could glare at him eye to eye. “I have a lot of con-
nections in this town. On top of that, I’m one hell
of a knife thrower. And let me tell you something,
Mr. Donovan.” She poked a finger into his chest.
“If you do anything, and I mean anything, to hurt
Holt Hudson or to upset him, I’ll get even.”

“What? You plan to cut off my balls?”
Angel’s gaze darted to the zipper on the black

slacks that fit Tom snugly. Nicely. Slowly her smil-
ing eyes drifted back to his face. “If I have to.”

Tom laughed. “You’ll have to get your hands on
them first. And let me tell you this, sweetheart.”
He tugged her against his rock solid body and
whispered close to her lips. “If, or should I say
when that happens, using your sweet little stiletto
on me will be the last thing on your mind.”



4

It was half past midnight when Tom climbed
down the steps leading into the living quarters on
Adagio, the sleek yacht moored in his estate’s pri-
vate dock. The scent of his grandfather’s always
brewing coffee drew him through the cozy living
room to the galley, where he found a plate of
Pop’s freshly made peanut butter cookies. They’d
been Grandma’s favorite, at least that’s what Pop
had told him. She’d died before Tom was born,
but Pop talked about her every day, as if she were
still by his side.

Tom tossed his leather jacket over a small table
cluttered with fishing magazines, pinched off a
piece of a chewy, sugar-dusted cookie, and
popped it into his mouth before filling the sink
with hot water and dish soap, to clean up Pop’s
mess.

He plunged his hands into the suds and a
memory slammed into him. A memory that was
so damn vivid, so damn real.

It was hot. The humidity thick and heavy. He
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could hardly breathe as he sat inside Pop’s rattle-
trap pickup and struggled to see over the dash.
He heard the crunch of gravel beneath the wheels
as the old man he’d met just a couple of days be-
fore drove down the narrow winding road and
stopped in front of the cabin that stood on stilts.

“This is your new home,” the man had said.
“And by the way, why don’t you call me Pop?
That’s what your dad called me, and I kind of like
the sound of that better than Grandpa.”

Tom had slid out of the truck and hid behind
the open door until Pop was able to coax him to-
ward the house with the promise of a peanut but-
ter cookie and a big glass of milk. He remembered
his stomach growling. Remembered being hungry,
because he’d pushed away the food the cops and
the psychologists and all the other people who’d
questioned him and poked and prodded him had
shoved in front of his face.

He remembered hearing the strange noises
coming from the swamp. The mosquitoes. And he
remembered being scared, until Pop slipped his
big hand around Tom’s little one and led him to-
ward the cabin. They’d walked up the stairs to-
gether, Tom tripping over the laces of his untied
tennis shoes as he tried to keep up with the man
who was still a stranger to him.

Finally Pop pushed open a squeaky screen door
and they stepped into a big old kitchen with glass
doors that led out to a porch overlooking saw-
grass and water. It wasn’t the ocean he’d seen
through the glass doors at home, but Pop had told
him he needed to forget his other house. Needed
to forget everything about the past and move on.
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There wouldn’t be any more fancy clothes or
expensive dinners in restaurants. There’d be gator
tail to eat. Fish that they’d catch right outside the
back door. And cookies.

Tom remembered the first whiff of Pop’s peanut
butter cookies. Remembered dipping one in a big
glass of cold milk and nibbling on the edges as he
looked out the window at the mysterious place he
would now call home.

He also remembered the piles of dishes, and
Pop patting him on top of his head. “You’re a big
boy now,” he’d said, leading Tom toward the sink
and showing him how the dishes were supposed
to be washed. “Time you start earning your
keep.”

Tom laughed at the memory. Hell, he’d never
done a dish in his entire four years of life, and
suddenly he was faced with a week’s worth. Pop
still hated to clean the kitchen and Tom still made
sure the dishes got done. It was the least he could
do for the grandfather who’d taken him in, raised
him, and loved him after the pampered life he’d
always known came to a screeching halt.

Through the window over the sink Tom could
see the tall palms that framed Mere Belle, the
oceanfront chateau where he’d lived until Pop be-
came his guardian; the home he’d completely for-
gotten, like so many other things, until a couple
of months ago when he’d inherited a fortune
from the grandparents he’d never known, and
Pop was forced to tell him about the past.

There was still so much he didn’t know, a lot he
couldn’t remember, but bit by bit the memories
were returning.
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He scrubbed brown coffee stains out of a see ya
later alligator mug, one of the few they hadn’t
been able to get rid of when he and Pop sold their
gator farm in the Glades and moved to Palm
Beach. He thought about hiring a housekeeper to
help out in the three-story chateau. Someone who
wouldn’t mind coming out to the yacht to clean
up after Pop so Tom would have more time to re-
furbish the Gilded Age mansion and landscape
the rest of the estate.

But Tom knew his eighty-seven-year-old white-
haired grandfather would pitch a fit if Tom paid
someone good money to do the dishes. Hell, Pop
had pitched a fit about leaving the Glades and liv-
ing in a house and a town that was far too fancy
for him.

There were times when Tom was sure the man
was more trouble than he was worth. But when
Pop said he’d leave the Glades if Tom got him a
fishing boat to live on, Tom hustled down to Mi-
ami to find just the right boat, one with doors
wide enough for a walker or a wheelchair for that
day when Pop set aside his pride and accepted
the fact that arthritis was crippling him and he
needed more than a cane to help him get around.

He’d found a barely used eighty-foot Dalla
Pietá in Miami and named her Adagio, then per-
sonally stripped the master bedroom of all the
fancy furnishings and fitted it with the bed Pop
had slept in with his wife. He’d hung his grand-
mother’s mirror on the wall over the dressing
table where she’d brushed her long silver hair,
and placed the knickknack shelves Pop had lov-
ingly built in pretty much the same places where
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they’d hung in the cabin. After that he’d carefully
placed all of the Hummel figurines she’d col-
lected for over forty years.

It might not be the cabin in the Glades, but
Tom had transformed every room and now the
so-called fishing boat wreaked of home. Still, Pop
put up a stink over Tom paying an arm and a leg
for the big and much too fancy yacht. Hell, if
they weren’t arguing over Pop’s fishing boat
they’d argue about something else. It seemed to
be a way of life for them, but damn if he didn’t
love the old man.

After wiping the last cookie sheet, Tom poured
himself a cup of Pop’s thick as sludge coffee and
let his thoughts drift back to another sparring
match, one with not-so-sweet-and-innocent Angel
Devlin, the lady with the extremely sharp stain-
less steel stiletto strapped to her thigh and a
tongue that was just as sharp. She intrigued him.
So did her curves, and he’d done his best to run
his fingers over every silk-covered speck of her
heavenly body. He would have touched the
specks that weren’t covered with silk, too, if her
protests hadn’t been so pointed.

There wasn’t one doubt in his mind that Angel
hoped she’d never set eyes on him again, but Tom
had no intention of ending what had begun to-
night. Angel Devlin didn’t know it, but she was
going to get him into Holt Hudson’s mansion,
and at some point in time, before or after that
event—and the sooner the better—he was going
to get her into his bed.

Taking a swallow of the bitter black coffee laced
with chicory, he headed out to the sun deck,
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where Pop sat until one or two most every morn-
ing. Tom could smell the cherry tobacco from
Pop’s pipe and heard the soft creak of the wooden
rocker Pop had crafted for his wife fifty-plus
years ago.

The light breeze rustled through Tom’s hair
when he stepped outside. His footsteps could
barely be heard over the lap of salt water against
the hull, but Pop seemed to sense that he was
there.

Rocking gently as he stared out at the starry
sky, Pop took the pipe he’d been puffing on out of
his mouth. “Did you talk to Holt?” he asked, set-
ting his pipe in the green alligator-shaped ashtray
Tom had made him in second grade.

Tom walked across the deck and leaned on the
railing, facing the water instead of his grandfa-
ther. “I saw Holt, but we didn’t talk.”

“Did you get inside his mansion?”
“I got as far as a second story window.”
“Couldn’t do it, huh?”
“Nope,” Tom said, shaking his head as he re-

membered standing on the window ledge and the
dread that had engulfed him when he’d thought
about the cramped prison cell he’d be stuck in if
he was caught. He remembered the way his gut
had clenched when he saw Holt and the way he’d
wanted to twist his hands around the neck of his
father’s killer.

He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly,
glad he hadn’t gone through with that damn fool-
ish plan. Glad he now had another means of get-
ting to Holt—the lovely Miss Devlin.

Turning, Tom watched his grandfather strike a
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match and hold the flame over the bowl of the old
meerschaum pipe so he could once again puff on
it. “You giving up on your plan to confront Holt?”
Pop asked, looking at Tom as he shook the burn-
ing match to put out the fire.

“I gave up on the plan to break into his home.”
Tom grinned. “Now I’ve got another plan in the
works.”

The rocker stopped its creaking. “I don’t like
the sound of that.”

“Don’t worry, Pop. I know what I’m doing.”
Pop shook his head slowly, a sure sign that he

was annoyed with Tom for pursuing Holt. He
wanted Tom to forget the past. But Tom was on a
mission, and he wasn’t about to let anyone or any-
thing get in his way.

“Did you catch any fish today?” Tom asked,
changing the conversation.

“Nope. Ended up calling Jeb’s place in the
Glades and ordering fresh gator tail since you
can’t get it anywhere in this town. He’s sending it
FedEx so tomorrow night I plan to have me a
feast.” Pop puffed easily on his pipe, and smoke
swirled in front of his face. “You want to join me?”

“I might have a date.”
Pop grinned. “Met someone, huh?”
“Met someone and already had a fight with

her.” It was more than Pop needed to know, but
he’d never kept anything from his grandfather.

Pop’s grin disappeared. “That’s not a good way
to start a relationship.”

“It’s not going to be a relationship,” Tom said
adamantly. “She knows Holt and I figure she can
get me in to see him.”
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“I see,” Pop said, disappointment ringing in his
words. “You’re going to use her.”

“I’ve got more important things than a roman-
tic relationship to think about now.”

“You know,” Pop said, his pipe gripped between
his teeth as he pushed his arthritic body out of the
rocker, grabbed his cane, and maneuvered slowly
toward Tom, “your dad used to use people. In fact,
he tried using your mom when he first met her.”

It wasn’t often that Pop opened up about
Chase or Amélie, and Tom was anxious for his
grandfather to tell him more about the father he’d
barely known and the mom he hadn’t known
at all. “Did he?”

“Sure as hell did.” Pop wrapped his gnarled
fingers around the railing to help support his
frail, bent body, and stared across the water. “He
figured if he wined her and dined her and made
her think he was in love with her, he could get
into her parents’ safe and steal a diamond and
emerald necklace, a family heirloom that was
worth a quarter of a mil.”

“Did he get it?” Tom asked, standing beside his
grandfather, inhaling the scents of cherry tobacco
and salty air.

“Didn’t take long before your dad figured out
he liked the lady more than the thought of put-
ting his fingers on her parents’ jewels. In the end
he married your mom and she was given the
necklace on their wedding day.” Pop took the
ever-present pipe from his mouth and gazed at
his grandson. “I guess you could say he had his
cake and got to eat it, too.”
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“What happened to the necklace?”
“It’s in my safe-deposit box. Before your mom’s

parents—your grandparents—died, I promised
them I’d give you the necklace when you marry.”

Not that that was ever going to happen, Tom
thought. He preferred bachelorhood, coming and
going as he pleased, and not being cooped up.
But now that he had Pop talking, he wanted to
know more. “Is there anything else you’re keep-
ing from me?”

“Nope, that’s about it. You’ve got the big fancy
mansion your French grandparents bought your
mom and dad for a wedding present. You now
own their apartment in Paris, the one in Monte
Carlo, and their villa in Milan.”

“And every penny they amassed when they were
alive,” Tom said bitterly. “Would have been nice if I’d
known they existed. Would have been nice if they’d
offered me the pleasure of their company just once
or even sent a postcard. That would have been
worth a hell of a lot more than all their wealth.”

“They didn’t want any reminders of their
daughter,” Pop said, as if that were a good excuse.

“More likely they didn’t want to be reminded
of the man she married.”

“They didn’t like the fact that your mother
abandoned her chances to be a concert pianist,
just to be with your father. They didn’t like the
fact that Chase dragged your mother from one
European city to the next, or that she introduced
him to her wealthy friends, only to have him steal
their jewels and other priceless objects.”

“There’s no proof he did any of those things.”
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“No, there’s no proof. But your other grandpar-
ents knew it was true just as I knew it was true.
And they hated what he was.”

“You hated what he was, too.”
Pop stuck his pipe back between his teeth,

turned slowly and made his way back to the
rocker. Lowering his feeble body carefully, he
made himself comfortable in the chair.

Pop’s gaze found Tom’s, and through the swirl
of smoke Tom saw the redness in the old man’s
eyes. “Your father told me he’d gone straight. He
told me after your mother died that all he wanted
to do was spend time with you, give you the same
kind of love your mother would have given you
had she lived.”

Pop took the pipe out of his mouth and sighed
sadly. “He said he’d never again get himself in a
dangerous situation—in other words, break into
someone’s home for the sole purpose of stealing.
But he lied to me. I can’t forgive him for that. And
yes”—he nodded—“I hate what he was.”

“Isn’t that a bit like the pot calling the kettle
black?”

Pop shrugged. “I did the crime and I served my
time. I went straight after that. Your father, unfor-
tunately, couldn’t bring himself to give up the
life.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. “Why can’t you believe
he was framed?”

“Because I know the thrill that comes from
stealing something worth a lot of money and not
getting caught. Because after I married your
grandmother, I had to fight tooth and nail not to
turn to robbery when times were rough. Because
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your father had it all. A beautiful home, a loving
wife, good friends, and all the money he could
possibly want, but when your mother died giving
birth to you, a part of him died, too. And I know
that’s why he chose to steal again. He didn’t need
or want another woman to excite him, so he got
high on being a thief.”

“That’s not true, and I’m going to prove it.”
Pop’s pale brown eyes flashed fury at Tom.

“This obsession of yours has brought you nothing
but heartache.”

“And your refusal to believe that your son was
a changed man has made you old and crotchety.”

“I don’t think about my son unless you bring
him up. As far as I’m concerned, for the past
twenty-six years you’ve been my son. You grew up
in my house. You’ve worked beside me, listened
to me go on and on about your grandmother, and
you’ve seen me through three heart attacks. But
for the past few months, ever since you inherited
that godforsaken fortune, you’ve been a different
man. Someone I don’t always like.”

Pop sighed heavily, and the tenseness that had
drawn up his shoulders seemed to disappear. “It
saddens me to watch you pour all your energy into
the past, when you could have a promising future.”

“I can’t move on until I learn the truth.”
“Even if Holt Hudson has a different story to

tell, why would he tell you after all this time?”
“Because he owes me. And because something

tells me he’d like to move on with his life, too, but
he hasn’t been able to do it because the real events
of that night are weighing too heavy on his con-
science. And his heart—if he has one.”



5

The dressing room inside Morganna’s on Worth
Avenue was cooled to a perfect sixty-eight de-
grees. Crystal wall sconces and a matching chan-
delier cast just the right amount of light on the
apricot-colored taffeta walls and sparkled in the
myriad mirrors scattered here and there.

Champagne cooled in a sterling silver ice
bucket. Bottles of Perrier sat on a Waterford crys-
tal tray along with fine glassware, cheese, crack-
ers, fruit, and Godivas. And Morganna herself,
dressed as always in a knee-length black shift and
rope upon rope of pearls, flitted around as Angel
tried on the designer’s latest fashions.

“That’s not you at all,” Emma said, seated on a
pillow-strewn sofa, sipping Perrier as Angel pa-
raded the floor in a lacy pink gown that looked an
awful lot like lingerie. “You know you look
hideous in Easter egg pastels. You need some-
thing shockingly bright. Fuchsia, maybe, or neon
green.”

“I thought I’d try to look a little more demure
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for the gala,” Angel said, checking the saggy be-
hind and overly tight bodice of the gown in one of
the full-length mirrors.

“There’s nothing demure about you,” Emma
quipped. “And the earrings Cartier is donating
for the auction—you know, those dangly dia-
monds you’ll be wearing the night of the gala—
won’t go with baby bottom pink. They’re far too
extravagant.”

In the mirror Angel could see Emma cast an all-
knowing smile at the ever-patient owner of the
boutique. “We’d like to see everything you have
in red,” Emma said. “Scarlet. Crimson. Ruby. The
brighter and more glitzy the better.”

“I believe I have two or three gowns in back
that will be just what you’re looking for,” Mor-
ganna said, twirling one pearl-encrusted hand in
the air as if she could make the gowns magically
appear in the dressing room. “Please, have some
champagne while I get them ready for Miss Dev-
lin to try on.”

Morganna literally breezed through the glossy
apricot-painted door and closed it behind her,
while Emma took a sip of Perrier, studied the
god-awful pink lace gown, then crossed her legs
and settled in for what was bound to be a lengthy
dress-buying process.

“What’s with you this morning?” Emma asked.
“You’re usually so decisive when we’re clothes
shopping. And good heavens, Angel, you know
how much you hate pastels. But here you stand,
making dreadful decisions about your attire.
Where on earth is your mind?”

“Totally and completely preoccupied, I’m
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afraid,” Angel said, struggling to get out of the
gown on her own. “There’s so much left to do for
the gala. Checks to collect and meetings with the
caterer and the florist. And Mom was having a
bad morning when I stopped by to fix breakfast
for her and Dad.

“And then”—Angel swept a wayward strand of
her long, wavy blond hair behind her ear—“Mitzi
Christafaro called me on my cell right in the mid-
dle of eating my first piece of bacon to tell me that
her not-so-discreet husband Oliver had been out
all night and she found lavender lipstick on
Oliver’s white silk boxers. And—now, this is a
quote direct from Mitzi’s lips—‘My God, can you
believe that any woman with any class would
wear lavender lipstick or for that matter put her
lips there? I mean, there, right in the middle of his
shorts?’ ”

Angel grinned in spite of her struggle to get out
of the itchy pink gown. “And then, before I could
even swallow the piece of bacon I’d been chewing
while Mitzi went on and on, the woman insisted I
drop everything and pop over to her home—not
the twenty-eight-room mansion on South Ocean
Boulevard but the smaller, fourteen-room cottage
in town—and search Oliver’s Bentley—not the
black and white one but the new burgundy one—
for signs of, dare I repeat Mitzi’s words”—Angel
whispered—“ ‘fornication of the most perverse
kind.’ ”

“Did you?”
“Did I go to Mitzi’s or did I find signs of ‘forni-

cation of the most perverse kind’?”
“Both.”
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“Of course I went. Mitzi might be a kook but
she’s more than willing to donate whatever I sug-
gest to my favorite charity, she pays her bills on
time, and she has an Oliver emergency at least
once a week and she insists that I’m the only one
she trusts to check into her personal matters.”

With the bodice of the ugly pink gown dan-
gling around her waist, Angel adjusted her flesh-
colored satin and lace push-up bra as she headed
for the table laden with goodies. She poured a
speck of champagne into a glass and took a sip,
something she rarely did before four p.m.

“If it weren’t for Mitzi and some of the other
ladies in town who know I handle their domestic
matters with the utmost discretion,” Angel went
on, “I wouldn’t be able to buy a Morganna gown
and Manolo Blahniks for the gala or be able to
drive a Jag, and I wouldn’t have as much time for
the other things I need to take care of, like throw-
ing a yearly charity gala.”

“You’re digressing, Angel. You were very dis-
creetly telling me about Oliver’s perverse fornica-
tion, which is far more interesting than your
budget or your time management. So . . . did you
find any signs?”

“I’ve already said far too much.” Angel stepped
out of the gown and, standing in only her match-
ing lace bikini and bra, took another sip of cham-
pagne.

“You’ve said just enough to pique my curios-
ity,” Emma said, twirling the end of her ponytail.
“I love tales of perversity. So spill.”

She shouldn’t tell a soul, but Emma was the
height of discretion and Angel just had to share
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some of the zany stories about the things she’d
done for many of the socialites in Palm Beach.

“Well,” Angel said, “I found a tube of lavender
lipstick under the front seat and, don’t you dare
repeat this to a soul, but Mitzi gasped with utter
shock when she saw the lipstick and noticed that
it was, God forbid, one of those drugstore vari-
eties.”

Emma clapped a hand to her chest and giggled.
“Oh, my heavens! How could anybody be so un-
refined?”

“I was wondering the same thing myself. Of
course, I forgot all about the lavender lipstick
when I found fuzzy purple handcuffs, a satin
blindfold in the same shade of purple, and, of
course, a handy-dandy whip.”

Emma’s nose wrinkled. “You didn’t touch any
of that stuff with your bare hands, did you?”

“Of course not.”
“So what did you tell Mitzi?”
“I didn’t have to tell her a thing. She was peek-

ing over my shoulder as I was going through the
car with gloved hands, and when she saw all the
bondage equipment her face turned redder than
my Jag and she ever so discreetly told me that
she’d been after Oliver for years to do something
to spice up their behind-closed-doors life, and
she’d completely forgotten that he’d taken her out
in the Bentley and parked in a lonely swamp,
someplace, Mitzi said, where frogs croaked and
moss dripped from trees and mosquitoes the size
of Cora Lee Noble’s five-hundred-and-sixty-
three-thousand-dollar engagement ring kept
crashing into the windows. Then he plied her
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with champagne and, once she was drunker than
a skunk, bound her up, stripped her naked—”

“Please. Stop.” Emma threw up her hands. “I
can’t possibly listen to any more of this.”

“Well, let me tell you, I didn’t want to listen to
any more of it, either, but I heard every sordid lit-
tle detail, and then”—Angel grinned—“I was
given quite a lovely check for my services and my
discretion. So you can’t repeat any of this to a
soul.”

“You know I only talk about sex with you.”
“And speaking of sordid stuff,” Angel said,

then took a quick sip of champagne, “Frederike
LeVien’s butler called to tell me he thinks the
Countess is having an affair with a much younger
man, someone he’s sure is out to screw her.”

“Isn’t that the purpose of an affair?”
Angel rolled her eyes. “Screw her as in take her

for all her money.”
“The Countess has oodles of money,” Emma

said. “That’s how she managed to buy her title,
and I’m sure one little affair couldn’t possibly
break her bank account. And . . . now, this is going
to sound vicious . . . but I really have no sympathy
for a woman who lost her husband at the very be-
ginning of the Palm Beach season and put him on
ice in some lonely mortuary so she wouldn’t have
to deal with the intricacies of a funeral until the
season is over. Heaven forbid that she should miss
one or two balls or polo games or tea parties.”

“She is a little eccentric,” Angel admitted, “but
that’s neither here nor there. Tonight I’ll be keep-
ing an eye on her place and if she goes out, I’ll tail
her.”
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“And what are you supposed to do if you find
out she is having an affair? I mean, it’s not like
she’s underage.”

“I won’t do anything but report my findings
back to her butler. It’s up to him if he wants to
have a little tête-à-tête with the Countess, or let
her children know she might be squandering
their inheritance.”

Emma leaned back in the chair and hit Angel
with a questioning frown. “Don’t you get bored
spying on the ultra-rich?”

“Boredom is spying on people who may or
may not be guilty of worker’s compensation
fraud, or serving subpoenas on deadbeat drunks
living in squalor. And you know, Emma dear, if I
got bored around the ultra-rich or, as in your case,
the far more classy blue-blooded filthy rich”—
Angel grinned—“I wouldn’t spend most all of my
free time with you.”

“God, we’re beginning to sound like old maids
who can’t get a date on Friday night.” Emma took
a sip of her Perrier. “Perhaps we should work on
our sex appeal.”

“There is absolutely nothing wrong with your
sex appeal,” Morganna said, breezing back into
the room after she’d obviously been listening to
part of Emma’s and Angel’s conversation through
the closed door. “And that sex appeal will be
completely enhanced when you slip into one of
my creations.”

Morganna swept an elegant hand toward the
door. “Just take a look at what I’ve found for Miss
Devlin,” she said, as two of her assistants floated
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into the room with not three but five gowns for
Angel to try on.

“Oooh,” Emma cooed, after the assistants hung
the flamboyant dresses for all to see, then exited
the plush room. “The feathery one is so you, An-
gel.”

“I was thinking exactly the same thing,” Mor-
ganna said, slipping the knock-your-socks-off
crimson gown off its hanger. “Come, Miss Devlin.
Let me help you try it on.”

“It is rather . . . unique.” Angel smiled as Mor-
ganna slipped the shreds of gauzy silk over An-
gel’s head.

“It’s absolutely scandalous.” Emma’s eyes were
wide and bright with delight. “Everyone in the
ballroom at Palazzo Paradiso will be concentrat-
ing on you, thinking you’re the loveliest creature
they’ve ever seen.”

Angel twirled around, the tendrils of dazzling
fabric whipping about in the air she’d stirred up.
“It’s fabulous, but . . .”

“But what?” Emma said, her eyes narrowed as
if she couldn’t believe Angel could possibly have
any complaints.

“I want the auction to be the center of attention,
not me.”

“You could always put yourself up for auction.”
The all-too-familiar male voice took Angel by

surprise, jerking her around to see Tom Donovan
silhouetted against the bright April sunlight
streaming through the windows that faced Worth
Avenue.

She wasn’t, however, surprised by his thorough
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perusal of her body and the sexy crimson gown.
But his overt scrutiny did annoy her, as did his
suggestion that she might be for sale.

“I won’t be on the auction block,” Angel stated.
“How about that dress? I’d pay a pretty

penny to—”
“Excuse me, sir,” Morganna interrupted, her

tone contemptuous to say the least. But a smile
touched her dark red lips when Tom stepped out
of the glaring light and into the dressing room.
“Ah, it’s you, Mr. Donovan. I didn’t recognize you
at first.”

“That’s quite all right, Morganna.”
The ageless designer flitted across the room

and touched Tom’s darkly tanned forearm. “I’m
terribly sorry, Mr. Donovan, but this is a private
dressing room and even though you’re one of my
most favorite people on this whole entire planet,
I’m afraid I must ask you to step out of the room,
that is, of course, unless Miss Devlin invites you
to stay.”

Actually she’d love to have him leave, but she
had the feeling Tom was up to something, and
she wanted to know what.

“He’s more than welcome to stay,” Angel said,
examining him just as thoroughly as he’d studied
her, fastening her gaze on Tom’s crocodile cow-
boy boots, the slim cut of his faded Levi’s, the
snug fit of his white T-shirt, and the muscles that
threatened to burst through the fabric. Slowly she
inclined her head toward Emma and Morganna.
“But would you mind terribly if I asked the two of
you to leave so I can share a few private words
with Mr. Donovan?”
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Emma’s eyes narrowed. “Sure. No problem.
Keep me in the dark about what the two of you
have to say.”

Ever the good and proper albeit nosy business-
woman, Morganna smiled and moved to the
door. “I’ll take Miss Claire into another dressing
room. I have several items I’m sure she’d love to
try on.”

Emma bounced out of her chair, her raven-
colored ponytail swishing to and fro. “You
wouldn’t by any chance have something in lime
green, would you?”

“Of course I do, Miss Claire. Please follow me.”
When the room was empty, Angel turned her

full attention to Tom. “Mind if I ask what you’re
doing here?”

“Last night ended on a rather sour note. I was
thinking maybe we should try again.”

Angel ignored his statement and strolled across
the room, more than aware of his eyes on the
feathery red dress that revealed an awful lot of
her chest and nearly every speck of her back, right
down to her tailbone. In a gracious-host gesture
that would have made Mrs. Alexander of Portia
Alexander’s Academy proud, she filled one of the
delicate pieces of crystal stemware with cham-
pagne and offered the glass to Tom.

As he took it from her, she watched his gaze
trail lazily over her barely hidden breasts.

“Very nice.” Tom took a swallow of cham-
pagne, his eyes sparkling at her over the glass. “Is
that what you plan to wear to your gala?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”
Angel took a sip from her own champagne
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glass. “So, Mr. Donovan, how did you find me
this morning? Did you follow me here?”

“It’s Tom, remember. And no, I wasn’t follow-
ing you or anyone else. As a matter of fact, I was
across the street talking with an antiques dealer
when I saw you come in here with your friend.”
He wandered about the room, taking in every
speck of Angel’s anatomy, trying, she assumed, to
make her nervous and failing miserably. “Since I
never saw you come out, I thought I’d drop by
and see if you were still here.”

Angel turned. She smacked him with a radiant
smile, eyes bright and alluring. She didn’t bat her
lashes. That was for amateurs. She just made
damn sure he saw the twinkle in her eyes and got
him to focus on her face instead of her body. “So
now that you know I’m here, what do you want to
discuss?”

“How I can buy the dress you’re going to wear
to the gala, since you won’t be putting yourself on
the auction block.”

“You can’t buy me or my gown. And why you’d
want to is beyond me.”

“My reasons are quite easily explained. If I own
it, I’ll have the right to take it off of you whenever
I want.”

Angel felt one of her perfectly plucked eye-
brows raise. “Don’t forget I carry a stiletto, Mr.
Donovan.”

“I haven’t forgotten a thing about you.”
Angel picked a chocolate-dipped strawberry

from a plate and bit off the very end. She chewed
it slowly, watching Tom as he sat in one of the
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easy chairs and crossed a crocodile-booted ankle
over his knee.

“Since we both know you didn’t come here to
try and buy me or my dress, why don’t you tell me
your real reason for interrupting my shopping.”

“I took a look at my social calendar this morn-
ing and noticed that the date of your gala wasn’t
marked.” He took a sip of champagne. “Then I
went through my stack of invitations and, what
do you know? Someone must have left me off
your guest list.”

Angel smiled, knowing where this line of con-
versation was leading. “You’re new in town. I
imagine your name hasn’t shown up on a lot of
guest lists.”

“But now that you know about this oversight,
you will send me an invitation. Right?”

“I could. Unfortunately, Mr. Hudson has the fi-
nal say on who’s invited and”—Angel shrugged—
“you’ve already told me that Holt refuses to see
you. If I’m not mistaken, he wouldn’t want you at
the gala, either.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. “I was under the impres-
sion that you were running the show, but obvi-
ously Holt’s the one in control.”

“Holt has donated his home for the night. He’s
contributing a lot of high-priced items to the auc-
tion and he’s asked for very little in return.” That
last part was one whopper of a lie, but Tom didn’t
need to know just how much power Holt was ac-
tually wielding.

“In other words, giving me an invitation is out
of the question?”
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“You’re very perceptive.”
“I can be quite devious, too, if I have to be.”
“And what’s that supposed to mean?”
“Why don’t you sneak me in through the back

door?”
Angel shook her head. “No.”
“Wouldn’t you like to know how much I’d be

willing to donate to your charity, if you’ll just get
me into your little party and then share a dance or
two with me?”

“No.”
Tom took another swallow of champagne, emp-

tying his glass. “Your interest isn’t the least bit
piqued?”

“All right.” Angel shrugged, curiosity getting
the better of her. “How much?”

“Ten grand.”
A lump settled in Angel’s throat at the stunning

amount of money he’d just suggested. Unfortu-
nately, no amount of money would be enough, be-
cause she knew damn good and well that Holt
would throw a fit if she sneaked Tom or anyone
else who hadn’t been invited into the mansion.

“Ten thousand is quite generous, but as I said
before, I can’t accommodate your wishes.”

“Fifteen.”
“No.”
“Twenty.”
Angel’s eyes narrowed. Could that offer possi-

bly be sincere? Or was he merely teasing?
“Am I to believe you have that kind of money

burning a hole in your pocket?” Angel asked.
“It’s in the bank. Want to check out my account,

or have you done that already?”



I ’m No Angel 79

“I planned to do that later this afternoon or to-
morrow.”

“I told you before,” Tom said, shoving out of
the chair and crossing the room to pour himself
more champagne, “if you want to know some-
thing about me, just ask.”

“All right,” she said, wondering if she could get
a donation from him and still not allow him into
the gala, “do you have twenty thousand to spare?”

Tom twisted around to face her. His eyebrow
rose. “I have far more than that.”

“Do you have twenty-five?”
“You’re getting greedy.” He raised his glass as

if to salute her bravery. “But tell you what. Have
dinner with me tonight and let me dance at least
every other dance with you at the gala, and we
have a deal.”

“Your offer is tempting, Mr. Donovan. But you
haven’t been invited to the gala and even if you
were, my dance card is pretty full. On top of
that . . . I’m working tonight.”

“What? A stakeout?”
“Possibly.”
His lips tilted into a smile. “Then I’ll give your

charity twenty-five thousand if you’ll let me
spend the night with you.” He walked toward her
and extended a hand. “Do we have a deal?”

Angel studied his hand, then concentrated on
his devilish brown eyes. “You’re still not getting
an invitation to the gala.”

“I didn’t mention the gala in my last proposal.”
“Twenty-five thousand is a lot of money,” An-

gel said, wondering what sinister plot was being
hatched behind his wicked grin.
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“You’re worth it, aren’t you?”
“I’m worth a hell of a lot more than twenty-five

grand, Mr. Donovan.”
“I’ll give you my opinion on that after I’ve got-

ten my twenty-five thousand worth.”
Tom winked. His comment was so damn smug

that Angel considered striking him with a hard
right hook. Instead, Tom captured her hand and
shook it as if they’d just made a corporate busi-
ness deal. “I’ll pick you up at eight.”

Angel shook her head. No way was she going
to let him be in control. “Meet me at Jazzzzz at
eight. If you’re one minute late, I’ll leave without
you and you can send a check to my office.”

“I’m never late.” He winked again. “Especially
when I get to spend the night with a pretty girl.”

Angel’s eyes narrowed. “Let’s get one thing
cleared up right this very minute, Mr. Donovan.
You paid for me to take you on a stakeout, not to
spend the night with you.”

“Obviously you weren’t listening or you heard
what you wanted to hear.” Tom’s insufferable grin
widened. “Our deal was for you to let me spend
the night with you, and let me tell you, sweet-
heart, that’s exactly what I plan to do.”

“I thought you said Tom Donovan was lascivious
and irritating, not to mention arrogant and
cocky.” Emma plopped onto the sofa as Angel
stalked back and forth across the dressing room.
“And if I’m not mistaken, after he ran out on you
at Jazzzzz last night, you heartily disagreed with
me when I told you the man was a divine dancer,
had fabulous hair, a to-die-for body, and the
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cutest dimple ever to dent the face of a devilishly
handsome male. But now you tell me you’re go-
ing to sleep with him?”

Angel stopped dead in her tracks, the feathery
red dress continuing to swirl about her. “I never
once mentioned anything about sleeping with
him. What I said is that I’m spending the night
with him.”

“And we all know where that can lead.”
“It’s going to lead to him giving me twenty-five

thousand, which is what he’s paying for the priv-
ilege of going on a stakeout with me, nothing
more. However, and this is a really big however,
in making the deal I must have had little more
than dollar signs operating my brain because ap-
parently I told him that for twenty-five thousand
he could spend the night with me, not just go on a
stakeout. But let me tell you this, Emma, that sure
as hell doesn’t mean I’m hopping into his bed or
taking off my clothes or even kissing the man. As
far as I’m concerned, he can sit on one side of the
car all night long and get cramps in his legs. But I
am not, I repeat not, going to sleep with him.”

“It seems to me that you’re protesting far too
much,” Emma said, not even bothering to look at
Angel. Instead, she was busy smoothing the folds
out in her bright yellow and teal Lilly Pullitzer
sundress.

“Give me a break, Em. The man’s father was a
thief.”

“And a gorgeous thief he was,” Morganna
quipped, breezing into the room with pins, tailor-
ing chalk, and a tape measure draped around her
neck. “Why, the moment Chase Donovan set foot
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in this town he had all the women swooning. It
didn’t matter if he was a thief or an ax murderer,
women wanted him. But I’m sure you already
know all the details.”

“Only bits and pieces,” Angel said, dying to
hear more. “Do you know the whole story?”

“Only the parts that interested me.” Morganna
smiled and, instead of working on the alterations
to the fabulous red gown, poured herself a glass
of champagne and took a sip. “Gossip is always
so interesting—but only timely gossip. I could
easily wager a guess that no one in town remem-
bers all the details. What is done is done and best
forgotten, because there is always something new
to talk about.”

“But you knew Chase Donovan?” Emma asked,
kicking off her lemon yellow mules and curling
her legs beneath her on the couch.

“I met him a time or two when he’d come here
with his wife Amélie. Beautiful woman. French, if
I remember correctly, and quite petite.” Mor-
ganna plucked a Godiva from the crystal tray and
took a tiny bite. “Poor woman died in childbirth.
It was terribly sad to see Chase at the funeral,
holding his newborn son in his arms, the tears
flowing freely down his handsome face.”

Morganna licked her lips, then patted her
mouth with a linen napkin. “Carlotta and Holt
Hudson—they were the best of friends with
Chase and Amélie, but I’m sure you know that—
stood at Chase’s side through the entire service.
So sad. So sad. And poor, poor Chase. He never
did get over the loss of his wife.”

Morganna took another sip of champagne
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while twisting the ropes of pearls she wore
around her neck. Her mind seemed to drift back
in time, as a wistful smile touched her face.

“I visited Chase when I could get away from
my business. In fact, I gave him the most darling
little outfits that I’d handmade for his son and”—
Morganna sighed deeply—“I tried to ease
Chase’s pain—you know, a massage here, a kiss
there—but, sadly, he could not be consoled.”

“You don’t know anything about the theft of
The Embrace, do you?” Angel asked, filling Mor-
ganna’s champagne glass to keep the woman
talking.

“One heard stories that Chase had been a fa-
mous cat burglar. It was all very romantic and
ever so glamorous—like Cary Grant in To Catch a
Thief—and I suppose it was thrilling to have
Chase in our midst. But there was never any proof
that he’d stolen anything—until that night when
he broke into Holt’s home. He didn’t need to steal
The Embrace because he already had more money
than he could possibly spend in a lifetime. All I
can assume is that his grief drove him out of his
mind and he didn’t know what he was doing.”

“Is it true that Chase tried to attack Carlotta
Hudson?” Angel asked, shifting the conversation
just a bit, not wanting to dwell on any one thing
too long, for fear Morganna might end her gossip-
ing for the day and get back to business.

“As I said,” Morganna explained, “it all hap-
pened a very long time ago. But as I recall,
Chase’s blood was all over Carlotta’s bed. There
were photos in the paper and of course the police
had Holt’s statement.”
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Morganna shook her head in dismay. “It is easy
to make assumptions. Perhaps Chase was out of
his mind and thought Carlotta was his long-dead
wife come back to life. Perhaps. . . . Well . . . I sup-
pose one can speculate about any number of rea-
sons why Chase Donovan stole that statue or tried
to assault Carlotta in her bed. But Carlotta was
too traumatized after that night to ever speak of
the incident and Holt, bless his heart, grieved for
his wife as well as the man he shot. It was such a
tragedy and, sad to say, with Tom Donovan in
town, some of us are being forced to remember
those horrible days.”

“Do you know Tom Donovan very well?” Angel
asked.

“No, no, not that well, although we are fast be-
coming reacquainted. He’s been living in the
swamps or some other detestable place for heaven
only knows how long. I believe he said he’d only
recently learned about the events of twenty-six
years ago. Can you believe he forgot everything
and that no one, not the grandfather who raised
him or his grandparents in France, had the de-
cency to tell him the truth about his parents until
just a few months ago?”

“That’s awful,” Emma said. “Absolutely awful.”
“So how did he find you?” Angel asked.
“Apparently he was doing research on his fa-

ther and mother when he saw a picture of me
taken with them at a charity function—so he
looked me up.” Morganna smiled and took an-
other drink of champagne. “I told him about the
clothing I made for him when he was a baby and,
needless to say, he was quite touched.”
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“Did you actually talk about his mother and fa-
ther?” Angel wanted to know.

“Yes, of course we did. Tom took me out for the
loveliest lunch at Bice and we talked for hours on
end. In spite of his ghastly attire, he’s quite a gen-
tleman and the loveliest man to settle in Palm
Beach since his father came here all those years
ago.”

“He’s living in town?” Emma asked, almost
choking on the Godiva she’d just popped into her
mouth.

“At Mere Belle. He inherited the mansion after
his French grandparents died.” Morganna smiled
with great delight. “He also inherited a sizable
fortune. In fact, I believe he might now be one of
the richest men in Palm Beach and, Miss Devlin,
if he weren’t so interested in you, I dare say I’d
make a play for him myself.”

Angel sipped the last of her champagne, watch-
ing Morganna stick pins between her teeth and
come after her and the red gown with tape mea-
sure in hand. And as Morganna worked on the al-
terations, Angel couldn’t help but wonder how
many other women in town were falling prey to
Tom Donovan’s charms. And wonder, too, how
many other women he was willing to pay for the
pleasure of their company.

She also wondered if it was the women—her-
self included—that he was interested in, or if his
dastardly charm was all a ruse, part of a carefully
hatched scheme to gain access to Holt.

There was only one way to find out. She had to
follow through with the threat she’d hit Tom with
last night. She had to spy on him.
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Tom tugged his sweat-drenched T-shirt over his
head, tossed it across a patio chair, then went back
to work with a saw and clippers, cutting back the
purple and orange bougainvillea that had in-
vaded nearly every inch of Mere Belle’s courtyard
during the twenty-six years the chateau sat unoc-
cupied.

Even now, a couple of months after he’d inher-
ited everything that had belonged to his French
grandparents, he found it difficult to believe that
they sold most everything inside the chateau after
Chase had been killed. Found it even harder to be-
lieve that they’d had the mansion boarded up.
They’d paid the taxes. They’d hired a gardener to
come in a few times a year to hack down the
weeds.

But they’d neglected the place, ignored it—just
as they had Tom.

They’d died a few months apart, of old age,
Tom had been told. The will Tom had first heard
about two and a half months ago left everything
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to their only grandchild. Every penny. Not one
cent left to charity. Nothing given to friends or de-
voted servants. Maybe they’d had none.

Tom laughed to himself as he whacked away at
a long dead royal Poinciana. He’d probably been
damn lucky to have gone to live with Pop instead
of getting saddled with his mother’s parents.
They’d pretty much disowned their daughter,
hadn’t bothered to come to her funeral or her hus-
band’s, and had never set eyes on their grandson.

Had they been completely cold? he often won-
dered. Totally without emotion? Someday he’d
try to find out. Someday he’d visit the other
houses that were now his. Someday he’d start
doling out some of his millions to people who
needed it far more than he did.

But for now, he had to learn the truth about his
father’s death.

And turn this mansion back into a home.
Of course, a hell of a lot of other people had

their own ideas on what should be done with
Mere Belle.

Half a dozen landscapers had called or stopped
by the mansion in the last few days to tell Tom
that in just a matter of weeks they could have the
estate looking better than ever. They’d even
brought pictures with them, showing him how it
had looked in its heyday and how they envi-
sioned it looking after they put a few hundred
thousand dollars’ worth of work into it.

Snooty interior designers had knocked on his
door, too, each one telling him they had the ideal
plan for turning his palatial home into a show-
place. Most felt contemporary would be his style.
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Black and white leather with chrome everywhere.
Two wanted to create an African theme, with ze-
bra stripes and leopard prints everywhere, and a
massive bed in the master bedroom, draped, of
course, in netting to go with the overall look.

No one seemed to understand why he turned
them away, but he understood perfectly. Exhaust-
ing himself doing yard work and stripping and
painting walls was a way of working through the
anger that threatened to consume him. At least
that’s how it had started. But it hadn’t taken more
than a couple of days of toil and sweat for him to
realize that making the mansion and surrounding
grounds a home had become a labor of love.

Each time he walked through the nearly empty
chateau he remembered long-ago days when he
and his father had played hide and seek in the or-
nately decorated rooms, and when he was out-
side, images of his dad teaching him to swim in
the pool or of them building sand castles on the
beach came to mind.

And when he played the grand piano that had
been left behind, the one that had belonged to his
mom and that he’d had completely refurbished
and tuned, he remembered his dad and the
strength of his arms as they’d sat together on the
piano bench listening to audiotapes of his mother
playing Mozart and Beethoven, Rachmaninoff
and Gershwin.

How he could possibly have blocked out those
memories for nearly twenty-six years amazed
him, because they were all so clear now.

Tom ripped a brittle brown vine away from the
dead Poinciana and other memories returned. Vi-
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cious, haunting recollections of being tugged
from his comfortable bed and carried out of the
house.

His muscles tensed and a chill raced up his
spine as he remembered his father’s face, his
pain-filled and loving smile, as they huddled to-
gether in the front seat of the car. He saw his
dad’s tie hanging loose, his always immaculate
suit coat crumpled and torn, and the dark stains
on his white shirt. And he felt the ever-weakening
hugs of a man who hummed to him and told him
everything would be all right.

But everything hadn’t been all right. Every-
thing had gone damn wrong.

His dad died in his arms.
He remembered being questioned by the police

and child psychologists about the shooting. They
wanted to know where he and his father had
driven when they’d left Mere Belle, and over and
over again they asked him where Chase had hid-
den that damned piece of artwork.

He remembered crying for hours on end. He
remembered one face after another staring at him,
sizing him up, dying to know everything he had
locked up inside of his head.

In the end he’d told them nothing they didn’t
already know. And when they were finished with
him, he’d been shuttled off to live in the Ever-
glades with a man he’d never seen before, a
grandfather who, over the course of time, con-
vinced him that his former life had been nothing
but a dream. Who’d told him that his parents had
been killed in a plane crash, and never again
spoke of the past.
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Until a few months ago, when the attorneys
showed up in the Everglades to tell Tom he was a
very rich man.

Details were coming back to him now. Little by
little. But there were still too damn many ques-
tions hanging over his head.

The musical peal of his cell phone jerked Tom
out of the past and back to the present. He
thought about ignoring the annoying ring be-
cause God knows no one called him except guys
dying to invest his money and make him richer.
Hell, he was already richer than sin. How much
more could a man possibly want or need?

Hating the sound of the incessant ringing, he
dropped the clippers he’d been gripping in his
right hand, strode to the marble-topped patio
table, and grabbed the phone. “Hello.”

“You’re being watched.”
Tom frowned, troubled by the worry he heard

in his grandfather’s voice. “What are you talking
about?”

“There’s a boat out on the water and for the last
half hour now, someone has been standing on the
deck watching you.”

Tom looked out across the vast expanse of lawn
he’d mowed earlier that afternoon and saw little
more than the sleek white and black Adagio rest-
ing at the dock.

“Are you inside the boat, Pop?”
“Figured that was the smartest place to be if I

was going to watch the person watching you.”
“Well, stay put.”
“That was my plan,” Pop said, as Tom looked

for a better vantage point. “I’m half dead already
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and if someone’s out to get you, I’m not about to
put myself in harm’s way and rush the in-
evitable.”

That was a lie, of course. Pop would lay down
his life for Tom. The feeling was mutual.

With his gaze focused on the ocean, Tom made
his way to a life-size statue of a naked goddess
standing tall and beautiful while she surveyed the
gardens. Hiding behind the marble sculpture, he
stared off into the distance, past the palms, the
Adagio, and across the sparkling and exceedingly
calm Atlantic.

“See it?” Pop asked. “The black ski boat with
red flames painted on the side?”

“I see it, but I can’t see anyone in it.”
“Take my word for it, ’cause I’ve got my best

spotting telescope zoomed in on a pretty blonde
standing at the wheel. And she’s got a pair of
binoculars trained on you.”

Tom folded his arms atop the goddess’s marble
breasts and smiled as he stared over her shoulder.
“Is my not-so-secretive spy curvy?”

“As far as I can tell.”
Well, well, well, was the captivating Miss Dev-

lin watching him to make sure he didn’t do any-
thing to mess up the plans for her gala? Or was
she just checking him out? Maybe he should wave
at her. Maybe he should strip down to nothing
and stroll around the grounds.

Of course, maybe it wasn’t Angel Devlin.
“Look at her really close, Pop. Does she have a

nice tan, great legs, and sapphire eyes?”
“Tell you what,” Pop said, his words tinged

with annoyance, “why don’t I pull my fishing
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boat away from the dock, motor out to the young
lady, and ask her over for drinks and casual con-
versation so you can check those not-so-important
details for yourself?”

“Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Pop.”
Tom heard his grandfather sigh through the

phone. “Look, Tom. You’re being watched and I
don’t like it.”

“I don’t have anything to hide.”
“Your father did. God knows how many people

thought that statue he stole—”
“He didn’t steal it.”
“Yeah, well, a lot of people were sure that he

did. They were also sure he hid it in the yard
you’re standing in now, or in that house you’re
living in. Hell, the police searched every inch of
the place. They searched my place. And they
spent days questioning you and me. Now we’re
back in this godforsaken town and all of that crap
is being stirred up again. I don’t like it one bit.”

“If my dad stole The Embrace and hid it here, it
would have been found by now. But no one has
found it and no one has tried to fence it—”

“That you know of.”
“Damn it, Pop, let’s not argue.”
“Fine by me. We hardly ever argued when we

lived in the Glades and you were wrestling
gators. If you ask me, we should go back. Open up
another gator farm with you running the entire
show this time around.”

“You know I never liked wrestling gators and I
sure as hell hated to charm snakes.”

“I suppose you’d prefer wrestling and then
charming pretty blond spies?”
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“Yeah, I suppose I would.”
Again Pop sighed heavily. “Look, son, I’ve got

this god-awful feeling in the pit of my stomach
that if we don’t get away from this town you’re
going to end up in a heap of trouble.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve already come to the conclusion
that with enough money you can buy yourself out
of any trouble you could possibly get into, espe-
cially here in Palm Beach. And I’ve got money to
burn.”

“I don’t like hearing that kind of talk. Maybe I
should just go back to the Glades by myself so I
don’t have to watch you become just another
slick-as-swamp-scum rich guy who’s too big for
his britches.”

“If you want to go back—” Tom bit back his
words but the silence on the other end of the
phone was so deafening that Tom knew Pop un-
derstood perfectly well what had been on the tip
of his grandson’s tongue.

“You want me to go back?” Pop asked, his voice
a mixture of choked-back hurt and frustration.

“No, Pop.” Tom shoved his fingers through
sweat-soaked hair. “I don’t want you going back
any more than I want to go back. I can’t explain it,
Pop, but I get the feeling I was meant to be here.”

“Well, hell, if you want to stay, stay.”
“You, too?” Tom asked softly.
“I suppose. Besides . . .”
Tom heard Pop muttering under his breath.
“What is it, Pop? Is everything okay?”
“Let’s just say that it’s a good thing I’m sticking

around because someone’s got to keep an eye on
all the people spying on you.”
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“It’s one person spying on me, Pop, and if I’m
not mistaken, that pretty blonde is the woman I’m
getting together with tonight.”

“I’m not referring to the pretty blonde. I’m talk-
ing about the other boat on the water and the
other pair of binoculars trained on you all of a
sudden.”

“What? You mean I have more than one female
admirer trying to check me out?”

“It’s not a woman, Tom. It’s a man . . . and if
I’m not mistaken, he’s got a devil tattooed on his
chest.”
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Sparks of light glinted off Emma’s emerald-
studded hoop earrings as she plucked one of
Jazzzzz’s signature pink and green tortilla chips
out of the bowl sitting in the center of the table
she shared with Angel. “You didn’t really go out
on your boat to spy on the Piano Man, did you?”

“Of course I did.” Angel crossed her legs, ad-
justing the gentle folds of her black silk sundress
so they covered her always-present stiletto. “But
I’m not the only one who was spying on him.”

Emma frowned. “No?”
“Dagger was out there, too, in what used to be

my boat.”
“Maybe he was spying on you. God knows the

bastard told you more than once that if he
couldn’t have you—”

“He wasn’t spying on me,” Angel said, cutting
off Emma’s words. She didn’t want to think about
the threats Dagger used to wave around as often
as he waved his knife. “He had his binoculars
trained on Tom, and when I headed my boat over
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to his to find out what the hell he was up to, he
took off.”

“Don’t tell me he managed to lose you.”
“I didn’t bother keeping up with him. Besides,

I had other things to do and I figure I’ll have the
misfortune of bumping into him soon enough.”
She took a sip of Perrier with a twist of lime. “I’ll
find out what he’s up to then.”

Emma nibbled the edge off of her chip. “Did
you have any better luck figuring out what Tom
Donovan is up to?”

Angel laughed lightly. “Yard work.”
Emma’s frown deepened. “Run that by me

again.”
“I spent nearly an hour watching him work in

his courtyard, ripping up weeds, trimming trees,
and drinking beer.”

“As I’ve said before,” Emma said, shaking her
head, “P.I. work sounds dreadfully boring.”

“It wasn’t that boring.” Angel took another sip
of her Perrier, the image of Tom’s nearly naked
body flashing before her eyes. “He took his shirt
off while I was watching him.”

Emma’s eyes sparkled as she folded her arms
on the edge of the table and leaned forward. “Let
me guess. He was bronzed and buff?”

A wide smile touched Angel’s face. “Think
Hugh Jackman.”

“As Wolverine with claws? Or Wolverine
nearly naked? Or in that movie with Meg Ryan?
Or . . . Oh, never mind.” Emma patted her heart
in extreme delight. “Hugh Jackman is Hugh Jack-
man and most women would take him any way
they could possibly get him. So, now that you’ve
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seen the Piano Man stripped down to almost
nothing, what’s next?”

“The lovely lady with the angel wings tat-
tooed on her shoulder explains why she was
spying on me.”

Lightning streaked through Angel’s insides
when she heard that voice. When she felt those
warm, callused fingers swirling around her crim-
son tattoo. Her eyes narrowed. She tried to spin
around, but the Piano Man’s closely shaved and
intoxicatingly spice-scented cheek pressed against
hers and the pressure of his fingers on her shoul-
ders kept her still.

Trapped.
Speechless.
God, he smelled good.
His touch felt even better.
For sanity’s sake, she had to tell him touching

her was off limits. Of course how she would say
that without sounding weak and out of control
was anybody’s guess.

As she did so often, she just jumped right in,
tossing out the first words that came to mind.
“Would you do me a big favor, Mr. Donovan?”

His face was too close to get a good look at his
expression, but she could feel the brush of his lips
against her cheek, felt them tilt into what she
knew was an insufferable grin. “If you’re going to
ask me to pay you more money for the privilege
of having you bestow your favors on me tonight,
you’re going to have to sweeten the pot.”

“Getting more money from you is a delightful
idea.” Angel twisted out of Tom’s embrace and hit
him with her best I’m-in-control-tonight-and-
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don’t-you-forget-it smile. “Why don’t you have a
seat and we’ll discuss your ever-growing charita-
ble contribution?”

Tom flipped a chair around, set it right close to
Angel’s, and straddled it. His arm brushed her
shoulder and lightning struck her again.

Damn it.
He flashed his ever-so-charming smile at far-

too-gullible Emma. “Before we talk about money,
Miss Devlin, why don’t you introduce me to your
friend? We didn’t have the pleasure of being
properly introduced at Morganna’s this morn-
ing.”

Emma stretched her elegant hand across the
table in the polite, sophisticated manner they’d
been taught at Mrs. Alexander’s. Her emerald
bracelet glistened. So did her smile. “It’s so nice to
meet you, Mr. Donovan. I’m Emma Claire.”

Tom took Emma’s hand and held it tightly and
far too long. Was he trying to seduce Emma now?
Was he just being nice? Polite?

Or was he trying to make Angel jealous?
Ha! Like that could ever happen.
“You’re the purse designer, right?” Tom said,

his index finger toying with the emerald charms
dangling from Emma’s bracelet.

“I started with purses.” Emma’s eyes sparkled
as brightly as her jewels. “I’ve recently added lug-
gage and sunglasses to my product line, and I’ll
soon be dabbling in watches and perfume.”

“I love a woman with many talents,” Tom said,
turning his dastardly charisma on Emma.

“Angel is loaded with talent,” Emma cooed,
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her allure just as dastardly as Tom’s. “Did you
know she’s an expert knife thrower?”

“So she told me.”
“Did you know she carries a stiletto with her at

all times?”
“I discovered that just last night.”
“In fact, Mr. Donovan”—Emma smiled

brightly—“I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she has
her hand on her stiletto right this very minute.”

Tom grinned wickedly. “Do you think she
wishes to use it on me?”

“Not at the moment,” Angel said, casually lean-
ing back in her chair, “but the evening’s still
young.”

Tom’s undeniably sexy gaze shifted to Angel.
“It would be a shame for you to slice my throat
before we discuss how much more money you
want from me and what you’re willing to do to get
it. And we still need to discuss the reason you and
the guy with the devil tattooed on his chest were
spying on me.”

So much for being sneaky. Obviously she
needed to try another method of operation with
such a perceptive man. Maybe flat-out honesty
would have to be the best policy when dealing
with Tom Donovan.

Angel lifted her glass of Perrier and touched
the cold and damp ice-filled glass to her chest,
drawing it lightly toward the hint of cleavage vis-
ible over her strapless black dress. “My reasons
were quite simple, I assure you.” Angel smiled co-
quettishly, as Tom’s gaze followed the movement
of her glass. “First, as I told you last night, I’ll be



100 Patti Berg

keeping an eye on you to make sure you don’t do
anything to bother Holt Hudson. Second . . . I
wanted to see you with your shirt off and my ef-
forts were well rewarded.” She winked. “Your
chest is quite impressive.”

Tom plucked the glass from her hand and took
a cold swallow of mineral water. “If I decide to
bother Holt Hudson, you won’t be able to stop
me. As for your second reason for spying on
me . . . anytime you want me to take off my shirt,
just ask.”

“It’s far more fun watching someone strip when
they’re totally unaware of your presence.”

“Perhaps. But”—Tom reached across the table
with her drink and skimmed the cold and wet
glass over her chest—“you had no way of know-
ing I’d be outside, nor did you know I’d take off
my shirt.”

Angel covered his hand with hers to keep the
glass from moving, to keep his fingers from whis-
pering over her skin. To keep that damned light-
ning from streaking through her insides.

“Speculation,” Angel said, “is all part of a P.I.’s
life. You learn a little bit here and a little bit there
about a person, you add two and two together,
and then you act accordingly. Sometimes your in-
stincts pay off; sometimes they don’t.”

“Did your instincts about me pay off?”
“As I said, you look rather fine without your

shirt on.”
“Are you always so open and honest?”
“Not always.”
“Is that the reason you’re not telling me why

someone else was watching me?”
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“I can honestly say I don’t know why the guy
in the other boat was watching you.” She could
tell Tom who that other guy was, but she saw no
reason to tell him anything about Dagger with-
out first knowing what her ex—the bastard—was
up to.

“I take it he doesn’t work for you?”
“No.”
“I watched you go after him in your boat. Obvi-

ously you want to know what he was up to just as
much as I do.”

“I admit I’m curious and I’m sure I’ll find out
soon.”

“And then you’ll tell me—won’t you?”
“Perhaps.”
Tom set Angel’s glass on the table, then

dragged the tips of his fingers lightly over her
chest. “Now,” he said, as Angel’s heart began a
rapid and far-too-heavy beat, “I believe we were
going to discuss an addition to my charitable con-
tribution. Do you have an amount in mind?”

She swallowed hard. Took a deep breath. His
fingertips continued to float over her flesh, heat-
ing it, making it tingle, setting her entire body
afire. Yet somehow she managed to keep a cool
and calm countenance about her.

Angel smiled confidently and answered, “Five
grand.”

Tom didn’t even blink at her words. He seemed
totally unruffled. And his fingers continued to
work their magic spell. “What do I get in return?”

Angel teased his cheek with the tips of her fin-
gernails. “You’re already getting all you’re going
to get, Mr. Donovan.” Don’t lose control, she
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warned herself. Don’t let him get the upper hand.
“It’s not often that I let a man touch me.”

“You’re worth every penny.” Tom traced the
edge of her black silk bodice with his middle fin-
ger. Slowly, seductively, while his dark brown
eyes held hers captive. “How much more can I
have for another five thousand?”

“You’re up to thirty already. It wouldn’t be fair
to take anything more from you—or to give you
hope for anything more from me.”

Emma cleared her throat. “Excuse me, but have
you both forgotten that you’re in a public place
and that I’m here with you?”

Angel tore her gaze from Tom’s bewitching
eyes and realized that she had forgotten where she
was. She had forgotten that Emma was sitting at
the same table.

And if she wasn’t careful, if she didn’t get up
right this very minute and head off to her stakeout,
if she didn’t stay focused, she was going to lose
not only her senses but her ability to do her job.

Far more important than that—if she didn’t get
away from Tom’s wildly hot touch, he might mes-
merize her completely, and then she just might
lose her soul.



8

He liked her. He hadn’t wanted to. Hell, Angel
Devlin was nothing more to him than an easy way
to get to Holt Hudson. But he’d made the mistake
of dancing with her and found himself transfixed
by her smile, challenged by her bravado, and
wanting to do nothing more than sit here in the
suffocatingly small car and talk with her.

Well, that wasn’t a hundred percent true. He
wanted to do a lot more than talk. Sex sounded
good. Hot, no-holds-barred sex, the kind he
hadn’t had in a long time. But something told him
Angel Devlin wasn’t the kind of woman who’d
take kindly to being rushed.

Then there was the stiletto strapped to her
thigh. He might want to feel every sexy and
smooth inch of her skin, inside and out, but he
didn’t want to feel the point of her knife.

He’d wrestled an angry alligator before. Tan-
gling with an angry woman was bound to be far
more dangerous.

Leaning against the passenger door inside An-
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gel’s Jag, letting a hint of breeze blow in through
the open window, and wishing the car wasn’t so
damn confining, Tom tossed a spear of the
pineapple he’d bought from the bartender at
Jazzzzz into his mouth and chewed slowly. He
saw Angel cast him a quick glance out of the cor-
ner of her eye. Her jaw tightened. Eating in the car
seemed to irritate her. And, hell, she sure was
pretty when she was irritated.

With nothing better to do while they sat
crowded together in Angel’s car, which was
parked across the street from the gated entry to
Frederike LeVien’s lavish Greek Revival mansion,
Tom licked juice from his fingers and studied An-
gel’s curves—her long and slender neck, more-
than-a-mouthful breasts he hungered to taste, and
luscious hips and thighs that his hands had al-
ready lingered on.

The woman was a knockout—so were her short
and sleek black strapless dress and her kick-ass
stilettos.

“Do you always dress to thrill when you’re on
stakeout,” he asked, determined to break the si-
lence that had cropped up between them a good
ten or fifteen minutes ago, “or did you wear that
outfit just for me?”

“I never dress for a man, Mr. Donovan.” She
didn’t turn around. She merely stared across the
street, but he could hear the disgruntled tone in
her voice. “I dress strictly for me, and I rather like
high heels and sexy dresses.”

“Well, just so you know, I haven’t got any com-
plaints.”

“Thank you, Mr. Donovan. The evening would
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have been a huge disappointment for me if you
hadn’t told me that.”

Angel was sure proving to be a challenge, and
damned if he didn’t relish challenges.

“Doesn’t it drive you crazy sitting in a car all
night with nothing more to do than stare into the
dark, wondering if and when a woman who may
or may not be having an affair is going to come
out of her house?”

“I never get bored. And just so you know, I
rarely follow women. Normally it’s women who
pay me to follow their cheating husbands or
boyfriends or lovers. Slick, sleazy, good-for-
nothing men who think with their penis instead
of their brain.”

“Are you lumping me into that category?”
“Should I?”
“I may not be at the top of the food chain but I

don’t think I’ve hit rock bottom yet. I can even
carry on an intelligent conversation when the
mood strikes.”

“Does it strike very often?”
“When the company I’m keeping is willing to

be civil and polite.”
Tom grabbed another spear of pineapple, licked

off the juice that threatened to drip from the end,
then sucked it into his mouth, just to see Angel’s
reaction. He got exactly what he expected. Her
eyes flared with annoyance when she swung her
sweet, curvy body away from the driver’s-side
window.

“Could you be a little more careful with that
pineapple?”

“I’m licking my fingers after every bite.”
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“I’d appreciate it if you’d stop doing that, too.”
Tom couldn’t help but grin. “Is there a hand-

book for private investigators stating that it’s a sin
or a crime or even the least bit unorthodox to eat
inside a car while you’re on stakeout?”

Angel’s eyes narrowed. “It takes just one little
accident for greasy food or slimy food or sugary
food to go sailing onto the leather upholstery or
the floor or God knows where else. And the last
thing I want when I have to sit in my car for hours
on end is to smell a mixture of noxious odors.”

Tom licked the tip of his thumb. Slowly.
“Is the thought of an accidental spill what’s re-

ally bothering you? Or—”
“Look, Tom”—Angel’s sapphire eyes darkened

to the color of a stormy midnight sky— “I’m try-
ing to concentrate on my job. I need to stay fo-
cused, and having you beside me, sucking on
pineapple and on your fingers and making all
sorts of squishy noises, is driving me insane.”

“I like licking fingers.” His grin widened.
“And, hell, live in the swamp as long as I have
and you get used to squishy noises. But if it’ll
make you happy, I won’t eat another bite.”

“Thank you.”
She glared out the window again.
“And if you find anything sticky on the seats

tomorrow, just give me a holler and I’ll personally
take your car in to have it detailed.”

Angel heaved a sigh. He’d irritated her, and
God, she was pretty when she was irritated.

Slowly she turned and leaned back in her seat,
gripping the steering wheel. It was damned obvi-
ous that she didn’t want to look at him, but she
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did cast him a quick glance. “Are you always so
free with money?”

“I’ve got a lot to be free with.”
“I haven’t seen a penny of the thirty thousand

you owe me.”
“Are you worried I’ll back out of the deal?”
“No.”
Tom reached into the pocket of his Levi’s and

pulled out a folded piece of paper. “Here you go.
One check in the amount of twenty-five grand. I
still owe you an extra five thousand for giving me
the pleasure of touching your chest.”

Angel plucked the check from his fingers,
opened the purse that had been resting on the
console between them, and shoved it inside.

“You know,” she said, a hint of worry in her
voice, “something tells me you expect far more
from me in return for that twenty-five thousand.”

“Thirty before we’re finished.”
“All right, thirty.” Angel breathed deeply, her

luscious breasts rising and falling and his insides
fighting every instinct to reach out and caress her.

“So,” she said, “what are you really hoping to
get in return for your generous donation to
Alzheimer’s research?”

“A chance to sit here with you to see how an ace
private investigator handles a stakeout. If your
surveillance lasts only one hour, fine, but we’re
not parting company until the sun comes up. We
can talk; we can be quiet. I’m not making any de-
mands or expecting anything other than spend-
ing time with you.”

“How very chivalrous.”
“Not chivalrous; just patient.”
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“Care to explain that?”
“Want an honest answer or an out-and-out lie?”
“I’ll go for honest, thank you.”
“I want to make love to you, but you haven’t yet

decided what your feelings are on that subject.
Until you do, I’ll bide my time getting to know
you better.”

“Biding your time isn’t going to get you a
thing, Mr. Donovan.”

“No?”
“No.”
“And why not?”
“You’re cocky, brash, and too damn good look-

ing. That’s a lethal combination a girl like me
should stay away from.”

“And what kind of girl are you?”
“I’m no angel, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“I never thought that for a moment. Besides,

I’m not into sweet and docile.”
The breeze blew lightly through the open win-

dows, stirring the wisps of hair that had fallen out
of Angel’s no-longer-perfect, swept-off-her-neck
hairdo. God, she was beautiful.

Reaching across her seat, he curled a lock of
windblown hair behind her ear. A smart man
would have withdrawn his hand. Tom wasn’t
feeling smart right now.

He slipped his fingers behind her neck, into
soft, errant curls. She resisted his touch . . . for not
much more than a second. Her eyes weren’t mid-
night blue any longer, they were back to sapphire
again. Dreamy.

She licked her lower lip.



I ’m No Angel 109

A sigh escaped from somewhere deep in her
throat.

Her tantalizing mouth parted slightly. And Tom
leaned forward, drew her pretty face close . . . and
kissed her. A tender, unthreatening kiss. She
tasted damn good. A hint of lime, maybe lemon.
He dragged in a deep breath that carried her
scent. Soft. Sweet.

All of his senses fought for restraint.
But he wanted everything.
Damn moderation and self-control.
His right hand swept under her arm and

around her back. Pressing a palm against the
curve of her spine, he pulled her into him. Close.
Real close.

Her mouth opened a little more beneath his and,
sweet Jesus, she licked his lips. Slowly. Seductively.

He let her take control. Let her taste him while he
listened to the purr in her throat, felt the warmth of
her sigh against his lips, against his tongue.

Long slender fingers dove into his hair just as
her seductive tongue dove into his mouth and tan-
gled with his.

The hell with the stakeout. The hell with re-
straint.

Tom twisted in his seat, maneuvered around in
the restrictive Jag so he could get up close and real
personal with the devilish beauty who made him
ache.

And then he heard the yap of a couple of dogs,
loud and piercing, breaking through the silence,
through his senses.

Shit.
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Angel tore away from him. Her lips were wet.
Swollen. Her lipstick smudged. Her eyes wide.

Tom’s chest ached. His groin burned. Hell, he’d
been on the verge of tasting her breasts for the
very first time—and they’d been forced to stop
because a couple of blasted dogs were barking.

Angel’s long blond hair had tumbled out of its
classy ’do and smacked his face as she swung away,
just barely slapping some sense back into him.

“Put your seat belt on,” Angel ordered, as the
white wrought-iron gates leading to Frederike
LeVien’s mansion automatically opened and an
antique yellow and green Deusenberg sailed out
of the drive.

“You don’t mean to tell me we’re going some-
where now, do you?”

“In spite of what just happened, I’m working,
Mr. Donovan.”

“Yeah, but—”
“No buts. I’ve seen Frederike’s chauffeur in ac-

tion. He drives like a bat out of hell and if I don’t
want to lose her, I’ve got to keep up. So put your
seat belt on. Now.”

Tom tried to be rational as he latched his seat
belt. “You know, Angel, whether you’re working
or not, we had a really good thing going there for
a couple of minutes. So why don’t we just forget
Frederike and go back to my place?”

“I don’t think so.” The tires on Angel’s Jag
screeched as she whipped away from the curb and
hung a death-defying U-turn right in the middle
of South Ocean Boulevard. “Besides, you seem to
have forgotten something vitally important.”

“What?”
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“Oh, come on, Mr. Donovan. Surely you know
what I’m talking about.”

“If you mean condoms, I’ve got a hell of a lot of
them at home.”

“Don’t be silly.” Angel hit him with a devilish
laugh. “You’ve forgotten that you paid for a stake-
out and as I told you before, that’s all you’re get-
ting from me tonight.”

Angel raced through town, driving just under
fifty in a thirty-five when the Deusenberg she was
tailing crossed the double yellow line and passed
a doing-the-speed-limit pearly white Rolls-Royce
without once touching the brakes. She was going
to lose the Countess if she didn’t follow suit. On
the other hand, if she zipped around the Rolls,
she could get stopped by the cops, have a head-on
collision, or be spotted.

Since none of those options fit into her current
agenda, she slowed to a snail’s pace and stayed
behind the Rolls, but kept her gaze glued on the
classic yellow and green car.

Her plans for this evening hadn’t included go-
ing on a stakeout with a brash, cocky, and far-too-
good-looking-for-words male, especially one who
was sucking on pineapple and licking his fingers.
Nor had she planned on being kissed, but God
knows she couldn’t get rid of the memory of
Tom’s incredibly divine lips or the taste of
pineapple on his tantalizing tongue, a delicious
experience that made her long for an intimate
night on the beach sharing a cold and intoxicating
mai-tai and a whole lot more with her dream
man—if such a guy existed.
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Remembering that kiss made the simple act of
driving nearly impossible. The lights all around
her were a blur. Her muscles were tense and if she
wasn’t careful, a cop might pull her over and give
her a sobriety test, even though she was stone-
cold sober.

She really had to snap out of this ridiculous in-
fatuation with Tom Donovan because she knew
where it would lead, and she knew exactly what
would happen if they ripped off their clothes.

She’d panic, he’d yell at her for being a tease,
call her a frigid bitch, and she’d end up running
home and using a blown-up photo of Dagger as a
target, hitting him in the crotch every time she
tossed her knife.

Maybe she needed a shrink.
Maybe she just needed a damn good man, and

she sure as hell didn’t think the sexy guy sucking
on pineapple in the seat next to her was going to
be the one.

“You know, Angel, you might want to keep
your mind on your driving.” Tom’s deep, en-
thralling voice was one more intoxicant-slash-
irritant she didn’t need right now.

“That’s exactly where my mind is, thank you
very much,” Angel snapped. Tom didn’t deserve
it, but it wasn’t just her nerves that were prickly, it
was her tongue, her fingertips, her heart, her
mind, and her soul.

Tom Donovan was driving her insane.
“Be that as it may,” Tom said calmly, a smug

grin on his face as he relaxed against the passen-
ger door, “you came damn close to wiping out a
palm tree on that last turn.”



I ’m No Angel 113

“I did that on purpose,” she lied, trying her
best to sound confident and in control. “It’s an old
P.I. trick.”

One of Tom’s seductive eyebrows rose and he
nodded slowly. “I see.”

She wished she could smack the cocky look off
of his face. He didn’t see anything but her lie. He
knew she was still thinking about that kiss and it
made him feel all-powerful.

Damn him.
“Since you seem to know all sorts of oddball P.I.

tricks, is there one that states the best way to be
inconspicuous is to drive around in an eye-
catching car?” Tom folded his hands behind his
head, looking far too comfortable for a man who
should be petrified by her driving. “I’m not a P.I.,
but I would have thought tailing someone in a
screaming red Jag would be a no-no.”

“Let me ask you this, Mr. Donovan. How many
Fords or Toyotas have you seen driving around
the streets of Palm Beach since you’ve been here?”

Tom merely shrugged.
“You’d be hard-pressed to find two or three ve-

hicles that don’t reek of wealth in this town and
driving one of those two or three vehicles—and
we might as well toss your Jeep into that mix—
would make a person stick out like a sore thumb.
My Jag blends in perfectly.”

“In other words, it’s pretty much the same sce-
nario as me wearing Levi’s, T-shirts, and croco-
dile boots when most men in Palm Beach are
wearing Brooks Brothers and, God forbid, Stubbs
& Wootton slippers out on the street.”

“You catch on fast.”
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“I’m quite perceptive. I know I’ll never fit into
this town. Then again, I’m not out to impress any-
one.”

That, of course, was one of the things that made
him so impressive, so irresistible. He was his own
man; he wasn’t trying to follow the norm.

And, damn it, he was inching his way into her
every thought. This had to stop, and stop fast.

“You know, sweetheart,” Tom said, stretching
an arm across the back of her seat, toying with her
hair that had fallen out of its once-perfect French
roll, and leaning so close to her that their cheeks
nearly rubbed together, “there’s no one coming
toward us in the opposite lane. Now might be as
good a time as any to smash your foot down on
the accelerator and pass the guy in the Rolls.”

She’d tell him to mind his own business, but he
was right.

Angel tromped on the gas, swung the Jag off to
the left, and zoomed past the Rolls. She jerked
back into the right lane when a pair of oncoming
headlights got too close, and kept her foot firmly
on the pedal until they’d once again gotten close
enough to the Deusenberg to keep easier track of
where the Countess was headed.

“Doesn’t my driving scare you the least bit?”
Angel asked, as she zipped across Flagler Memo-
rial Bridge, and continued their cat-and-mouse
chase in West Palm Beach.

“After wrestling alligators for a living, very lit-
tle scares me.”

“You haven’t really wrestled alligators, have
you?” Angel asked, skirting around a big rig, then
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making a screeching right hand turn from the far
left lane.

“I’ve charmed water moccasins, too.”
“How do you do that? Play Liszt or Chopin for

their listening pleasure, smile disarmingly, and
call them sweetheart?”

Tom wound an index finger up in a strand of
her hair. “I’ve reserved that method strictly for
you.”

She glared at him out of the corner of her eye.
“I’m not charmed.”

“If I remember correctly, it usually takes me
three or four tries to completely charm a snake.
Until that happens, they do an awful lot of hiss-
ing and squirming, trying like hell to get away
from me.”

“And once they’re thoroughly mesmerized?”
“They roll over on their backs and let me pet

their soft side.”
“Pretty foolish, if you ask me,” Angel quipped.

“I wouldn’t roll over for anyone.”
“You know what? Those water moccasins said

the same thing.” Tom winked wickedly. “But they
couldn’t escape my charm.”

Why did she have the horrid feeling she
wouldn’t be able to escape his charms, either?

Hell, she couldn’t think about mesmerizing
men at the moment. She needed to concentrate on
the Deusenberg that was rapidly making its way
to the outskirts of West Palm Beach.

Almost a block ahead of her, the Deusenberg
whipped along as if the chauffeur didn’t have a
care in the world, which made him the perfect
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driver for the Countess. God knows she couldn’t
have many cares, when she couldn’t even be both-
ered with burying her husband until the social
season ended.

Of course, who was she to judge? If Dagger had
died while she’d been married to him, she would
have seriously considered putting his dead body
out at the curb with the rest of the trash.

Too many thoughts were ripping through her
mind tonight. It was totally unlike her to have so
little concentration—so little, in fact, that she blew
right through a red light and didn’t notice until
she was halfway across the intersection.

Angel shot a nervous glance at Tom, who didn’t
seem the least bit fazed. Instead, he was sucking
more blasted pineapple juice off his middle finger
and, damn it all, an indescribably delicious twitch
vibrated between her thighs.

If Tom didn’t stop what he was doing, she was
going to throw him out of the car at the next stop-
light.

“You know, Angel”—how many more times to-
night could he possibly say ‘You know, Angel’ or ‘You
know, sweetheart’?—“I was just wondering.” Tom’s
eyes narrowed as he slowly, methodically, and
provocatively licked another finger. Damn him!
“Is running a red light another one of those secret
P.I. tricks you like to practice?”

“At the risk of sounding foolish, I’ll admit, Mr.
Donovan, that that was an unfortunate accident.
No one, not a P.I., not an alligator wrestler, or even
a snake charmer, should practice an idiotic ma-
neuver like that.”

“Which makes me wonder why the hell you’re
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putting so much effort into following Frederike
LeVien. She’s not a murderer. She’s not a terror-
ist.”

“It’s my job. I’m being paid to find out what
she’s up to, and I work damn hard to make my
clients happy.”

“At the risk of your life and possibly mine?”
“Just like you, I like to live dangerously.”
“I like that in a woman.”
“Is there anything you don’t like in a woman?”
Out of the corner of her eye Angel saw Tom

snatch the last piece of pineapple out of its plastic
take-out container and pop it into his mouth. He
chewed slowly, his gaze drifting up and down the
entire length of her body.

“Believe it or not, sweetheart, there have been
more than a few women who haven’t interested
me. On the other hand, there have been very few
whose every action, every word, and, I must ad-
mit, every breath, have intrigued me to the point
that I’d pay thirty thousand dollars just to have
the pleasure of being near them. In fact, you’re the
only woman to hold that distinction.”

Her heart slammed against her chest. God, how
she wanted to believe him, but her suspicious na-
ture got the better of her.

“If you’re saying that in the hope that I’ll break
down and wrangle you an invitation to the gala,
you’re sorely mistaken.”

“There you go again, thinking I have an ulte-
rior motive.”

“Don’t you?”
“The only ulterior motive I have for being here

now or for saying something that’s the God’s
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honest truth is having the opportunity to kiss you
again.”

“That last kiss came about in a moment of pure
insanity, Mr. Donovan.”

“I knew perfectly well what I was doing, and
something tells me you never do anything you
don’t want to do.”

“You’re right, I did want to kiss you, but don’t
get your hopes up for anything more.”

“I always have high hopes, Miss Devlin. In fact,
that’s why I bought a fabulous Italian Renais-
sance bed at the antique store across from Mor-
ganna’s this morning.” His fingers feathered
across the nape of her neck. The dimple to the
right of his lips deepened as he smiled a very
wicked smile. “And just so you’ll know, it was de-
livered shortly after you spied on me this after-
noon and”—he winked, damn him!—“it’s all set
up and ready to go.”



9

Of all the places in all the world Frederike could
have picked for her night on the town, why did
she choose the Tropical Lei, a gaudy, red, yellow,
and green neon-festooned “gentlemen’s” club on
the outskirts of West Palm Beach? Everyone knew
the place was a den of iniquity. But if Frederike
went inside, Angel had no choice but to follow—
and boy oh boy, wouldn’t that just put the frosting
on the cake for Tom Donovan’s expensively pur-
chased stakeout?

The Deusenberg turned left after pulling into
the seedy strip joint’s parking lot. Angel turned
right, trying to keep an eye on Frederike’s vehicle,
while looking for a parking space. Tom, of course,
relaxed in the passenger seat, sporting a lascivi-
ous smirk.

“Well, well, well,” Tom said. “Who would have
thought the grand dame of high society would
frequent a place like this?”

“Don’t jump to conclusions, Mr. Donovan.” An-
gel slipped her Jag in between a mud-splattered
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monster truck and an old pink Cadillac with
black-and-white-checkered upholstery and fuzzy
dice hanging from the rearview mirror. “There’s
always the possibility that her chauffer needs to
dash inside for a moment.”

“What? For a quickie?”
Angel shut off the engine. “Maybe he needed to

use the little boy’s room.”
“I don’t think so, sweetheart. If a man stops at a

strip joint, he’s got more on his mind than taking
a leak.”

“Guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”
Angel folded her arms on top of the steering

wheel and kept an eye on the Countess’s car.
Frederike’s bat-out-of-hell, black-suit-wearing
chauffeur climbed out of the Deusenberg, walked
to the far side of the long and elegant vehicle, and
offered a hand to Frederike as she stepped out of
the car with both of her little dogs cuddled in her
arms.

The short, pudgy woman who dressed like
Cruella De Vil pressed an overly long kiss to the
furry head of one skinny little pooch, then the
other, before handing her prized and, as everyone
in Palm Beach knew, much-loved dogs to her
driver.

“Looks like it’s Frederike who’s going inside,”
Angel said, her eyes narrowing. “But why?”

“Maybe she’s a lesbian.”
Angel rolled her eyes at Tom’s ludicrous state-

ment. “She’s been married eight times.”
“Obviously the men in her life haven’t made

her happy. Switching to women could be the best
thing for her.”
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“I’m not even going to venture a guess about
what’s in the Countess’s mind or what’s best for
her.”

Tom reached across the car and curled a wind-
tossed lock of hair behind Angel’s ear. A mischie-
vous smile touched his lips. “Does that mean we
can call it a night? Head back to your place . . . or
mine?”

Angel shook her head slowly. “Sorry. This job
won’t be over until I figure out what Frederike is
up to, which means we follow her wherever she
goes.”

“Guess you’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do,
and if you insist I accompany you, well, I suppose
I’m up for it.” Tom’s grin widened. “After all, I
haven’t been to a good strip club in . . . months.”

“How many bad ones have you been to?”
“Far too many to keep track of.” Tom winked

again, an annoying yet far too charming habit.
“How about you? Do you frequent strip clubs?”

“I danced in one to pay my way through col-
lege.” That was a big fat lie, but at least it shut Tom
up long enough for Angel to reach over the back
seat and grab one of the bags full of disguises that
she carried around at all times.

“That wouldn’t be filled with G-strings, pasties,
and feather boas, would it?” Tom asked, his voice
sounding hopeful.

“Close.”
Plopping the satchel on the console between

her and Tom, Angel unzipped it and pulled out a
pair of five-inch shiny red hooker heels that she
dangled in front of Tom’s overexcited eyes. “What
do you think?”
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“I think they’ll look damn good on you.”
Angel slipped off her Manolos and tucked

them under her seat, then slid her feet into the
cheap mail-order stilettos and crisscrossed the
long fake leather cords around and around her
legs until she tied them off just below her knees.

“Is there anything else of interest in there?”
Tom asked, digging into the bag.

Angel swatted his hand lightly. “Why don’t you
keep an eye on Frederike instead of me?”

“Where’s the fun in that?”
“For your information, Mr. Donovan, P.I. work

isn’t all fun and games.”
One of Tom’s eyebrows slanted. “No?”
“No.”
Angel touched an index finger to his strong,

just-sprouting-a-hint-of-beard jaw and pushed
until his eyes were facing the window. “Keep an
eye on Frederike, please. She may or may not be
going inside. If she does—or doesn’t—we need to
be ready to follow her.”

Tom fastened his gaze on Frederike, but Angel
couldn’t miss the way he continually cast quick
glances in her direction, as she rummaged
through her bag of tricks.

“Mind telling me why you have to change
clothes to go into this place?” Tom asked.

“So I won’t be recognized if I see someone I
know,” Angel said, shoving her blond hair under
a sleek, perfectly straight black wig that Cleopatra
would have killed for.

“You don’t think guys are going to stare at you
in the getup you’re putting on?”

“They might stare but”—she popped a piece of
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gum into her mouth and gave it a quick couple of
chews—“honestly, sugar, I don’t think anybody’s
gonna realize or even care that under all this black
hair is a blond lady of impeccable taste.”

“You’re still wearing a dress of impeccable
taste, if I do say so myself.”

“That’s the next thing to go, honey bunch.”
Angel whipped a shimmering ruby tube dress

out of the bag.
“Let me guess,” Tom said, his eyes growing

dark and hot, as his gaze raked over the dress.
“You’re going to change into that right this
minute?”

“That’s the plan.”
“Right here in the car with me sitting beside

you?”
“Do you have a problem with that?” Angel said

innocently.
“My libido does.”
“Well, hon”—Angel dragged a red fingernail

down the center of his chest—“you just keep that
libido under control because I don’t have time to
deal with it and even if I did”—she smiled—“I
wouldn’t.”

Angel peeled her black silk Calvin Klein over
her head and frowned when she caught Tom star-
ing first at her strapless satin bra and then her
barely-there thong. “I thought I told you to keep
an eye on Frederike.”

“I listened but my libido didn’t.”
“Take one last look,” she said, trying to appear

stern but failing miserably, “because most of what
you’re gawking at is going to disappear in just a
couple of seconds.”
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“I’d ask if I could touch, but something tells me
you’d have an instant comeback, something hav-
ing to do with your stiletto and my balls.”

“You’re a very astute man, Mr. Donovan.” She
winked. “Now, if you don’t mind, would you and
your libido please turn your attention back to the
Countess?”

“Whatever your little heart desires.”
Angel wasn’t too sure what her heart desired.

Unfortunately, she was beginning to realize that
every other part of her anatomy, with the excep-
tion of her brain, had an uncanny desire to climb
into the back seat and take Tom with her.

Thank God her brain was telling her “No way!”
because climbing into the back seat would more
than likely prove disastrous.

Wiping that thought from her mind, she
slipped her hooker heels through the top of the
spandex dress and wiggled her body into it.
When the bodice was sufficiently in place, she un-
hooked her bra and peeled it out from under the
dress, then leaned over and shook her breasts into
some semblance of order inside the spandex.

“Now, that’s a maneuver a guy like me doesn’t
see every day.”

“And one you shouldn’t have seen just now,
since you’re supposed to be on lookout.” Angel’s
eyes narrowed. “Is Frederike still with her dogs?”

“She just went inside.”
“Then we’d better hurry.” Angel dug into the

bag again, pulled out a black fishnet tanktop and
a couple of thick gold necklaces, then hit Tom
with a grin. “Take off your T-shirt.”
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Tom’s eyebrow rose. “Excuse me?”
“If I’m going into that place looking like a

hooker, you can dress appropriately, too.”
“No.”
“Don’t argue.”
“You know, sweetheart, I’d rather have you

slice off my balls a quarter of an inch at a time
than go into that place looking like an asshole.”

“You’re supposed to be doing what I want you
to do, but since that’s obviously an impossibility
on your part and since I don’t have time to go
around and around with you on the subject of
what you should wear inside this place so you
won’t be recognized, either, I’ll let your inability
to do as you’re told slide.”

Angel shoved the shirt and gold chains back
into the bag. When her hand reappeared, she held
an enormous floppy felt sunflower studded with
beads and sequins.

“If you think I’m going to wear that,” Tom
growled, “you’re sorely mistaken.”

“This, Mr. Donovan, is to cover up the bulge
dangling down my right thigh.” She pinned it to
the dress, right over her stiletto. “It’s tacky, but so
is the rest of the outfit.”

Tom slid a finger up her leg and curled it
around the floppy flower. “I like tacky.”

Angel picked Tom’s hand off of her thigh. “I’m
sure that once we’re inside, you’ll find all the
tacky things your little ole heart desires.”

Angel threw open the door to the Jaguar and
climbed out. When Tom was at her side, she
pressed the lock button on her key ring, tossed it
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into her much-too-expensive-to-wear-with-hooker-
clothes Emma Claire original handbag, and sash-
ayed toward Tropical Lei.

A bouncer cruised the neon-lit, palm-tree-lined
red carpet leading to the shiny black entry doors.
The guy was a big bruiser with a flabby and flat
nose that looked like it had been broken far too
many times. His swollen right eye must have
taken a beating at one time, too. Tropical Lei was
supposed to be a classy joint, but truth be told, it
didn’t look like a decent place for man or beast—
or a woman, especially one dressed as a hooker.

For safety’s sake, Angel latched on to Tom’s
arm. He seemed all too willing to have her close
to his side as they sauntered up the carpet, so
willing, in fact, that his hand drifted from her
waist—where it belonged—to her butt, where it
had no business going.

“That’s for effect, sweetheart,” he whispered,
taking a quick nibble on her ear in the process.
“Any hooker worth her weight in gold would al-
low her john to keep his fingers on her derriere.
You do want to look authentic, don’t you?”

Angel paid Tom back, latching on to his earlobe
with just the slightest bite of her teeth. “You can
touch my butt, Mr. Donovan, but try to make this
hooker-and-her-john masquerade look too au-
thentic and I’ll make a eunuch out of you.”

“You do say the nicest things, Miss Devlin.”
Angel smiled widely. “I try, Mr. Donovan.”
They had to pay two hundred each, up front, to

become members of Tropical Lei, an American
Express charge that would show up on an item-
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ized expense invoice that Frederike’s butler
would receive at the end of the month. Of course,
paying a membership fee to a private “gentle-
men’s” club meant a whole lot more could be go-
ing on inside than one would find in a
run-of-the-mill Palm Beach County strip joint.
Drinking was allowed in the private clubs. Full
nudity, too.

Oh, this was going to be fun, Angel thought
facetiously.

Throwing back her shoulders, she stuck out her
boobs, and fought for composure as she and Tom
stepped through the double-door entry, with no
telling what they would find inside.

The garish club reeked of perfume, aftershave,
and sweat. Bump-and-grind music pulsated
through speakers barely concealed by plastic
palm trees, ferns, and birdcages stuffed with fake
parrots. The bigger, at-least-six-foot-tall birdcages
were stuffed with nearly naked, undulating
women.

But the pièce de résistance were the three white
wicker daybeds suspended atop bamboo-studded
revolving columns. Of course, it wasn’t just the
daybeds that caught Angel’s eye, it was the two
young honeys decked out in nothing more than
leopardskin thongs who cavorted on each black
fur-covered mattresses.

“Kind of seedy, isn’t it?” Angel said, as she and
Tom made their way through the crowd.

“Sure the hell is.” Tom grinned, his gawking
eyes sparkling with splatters of color from the
strobe lights. “Just my kind of place.”
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“Don’t get too comfortable,” Angel ordered.
“As soon as we find out what’s going on with
Frederike, we’re out of here.”

Since it didn’t appear Tom was in any hurry to
move away from the action on the daybeds, Angel
threaded her fingers through his and jerked him
away, steering them around the outer edges of the
massive, underlit room, keeping an eye out for
Frederike, but in spite of the fabulously gaudy
hats the Countess always wore, she seemed to
have disappeared into the crowd.

Angel and Tom wove their way through the
throng of men high on testosterone and booze, ac-
cidentally dead-ending at a circular stage rimmed
by a bar, barstools, and drooling voyeurs. And
smack-dab in the middle of the stage a spotlight
beamed down on a busty babe whose rusty red
hair had been teased at least ten inches high and
ten inches wide. She wore nothing more than a
gleaming red rhinestone in her belly button and
stripper heels that must have been an inch higher
than the pair Angel herself was wearing.

Tom stopped dead in his tracks, tugging Angel
tightly against his side, as his libidinous gaze
fixed on the redhead’s bobbing breasts.

Angel’s jaw tightened. Her eyes narrowed as
Tom thoroughly scrutinized the woman’s curves,
that cheap red bobble in her navel, her strobe-lit
thighs, and the speck of red curls that hadn’t been
ripped out by a bikini wax.

Angel elbowed Tom in the ribs. A slow smile
touched his face and slowly, far too slowly, he
tilted his head away from the stripper, focused his
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silly-assed and mesmerized grin on Angel, and
winked. “Pretty nice, huh?”

“Her boobs are fake. She’s got rouge on her
nipples—”

Tom spun Angel around and into his embrace.
His fingers slid to her derriere and he tugged her
hard against his hips. “Don’t worry, sweetheart.”
His words fell against her lips. “She’s not my
type.”

His breath was warm against her mouth, his
hold strong, tight. On instinct alone, Angel’s eyes
drifted closed and she waited for his kiss. But it
didn’t come.

Damn it!
Suddenly Tom took control, weaving his fin-

gers through hers tightly—protectively—and An-
gel’s eyes flashed open as he led her through the
mass of perspiring men and found a table and a
couple of chairs amid the hubbub.

“Stay here while I get us something to drink.”
Angel regained her composure, and latched on

to Tom’s belt buckle before he skirted away.
“Here’s another one of those handy dandy P.I.
tricks,” Angel said. “Keep your hands to yourself.
Keep focused on your objective—which is look-
ing for Frederike. And don’t forget that you’re
with me.”

Tom leaned down, cradled Angel’s face in his
hands, and moved in really close and personal.
“There’s only one naked lady I’m interested in be-
ing with tonight, and that’s you.”

“But I’m not naked.”
His lips touched hers. His blessedly sweet
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tongue teased her mouth. His eyes glittered. “Not
yet, sweetheart. But the night’s still young.”

Tom straightened, winked, then walked away
like a man with a purpose, and all Angel could do
was admire the view of his magnificent behind as
he strolled through the crowd, looking all-
powerful and far too virile.

He’d charmed her. Fighting it had become im-
possible. She’d tried; she’d failed miserably. Hell,
before the night was over he might have her
rolling over and allowing him to stroke her soft,
sleek skin, just like his blasted snakes.

Get a grip, she told herself. She was becoming
so fixated on Tom that she was forgetting why
she’d come to the Tropical Lei. She’d been paid to
concentrate on Frederike LeVien. Of course, Tom
had paid her, too, and from all outward appear-
ances, he was getting pretty damn close to what
he’d probably wanted from her right from the
get-go.

The red accent lights scattered about the club
suddenly turned several shades of lavender. The
wicker daybeds began to twirl around and
around as the leopard-thonged babes stalked
each other atop the mattresses. But it was the
stage that took on new life. Crisscrossing pink
spotlights shot down center stage, Jimi Hendrix’s
“Purple Haze” blared through the speakers, and
a man and woman painted in swirls of glittering
pink and lavender slithered from the darkness
into the light, and started a nearly naked dance
that was on the verge of leaving nothing to the
imagination.

“Like what you see?”
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Tom set a martini on the table in front of her,
scraped a chair across the black concrete floor un-
til it touched Angel’s, and sat down. He took a
swallow of beer, grinning at Angel over the top of
the bottle.

“I really didn’t expect to see anything this
graphic.”

“They don’t go all the way, if that’s got you
worried.”

Angel sipped at her martini. “I take it you’ve
watched this kind of action before?”

“I’m no more of an angel than you are, sweet-
heart.”

Angel forced herself to look away from Tom’s
mesmerizing eyes, and did a quick scan of the
club, looking again for a little woman of great
girth wearing a gigantic, raspberry-colored hat
trimmed with some kid of white fur—which was
probably real.

“You didn’t by any chance see Frederike when
you went to the bar, did you?” Angel asked.

Tom shook his head. “I thought about looking
into one of the private rooms to see if she might be
involved in her own personal fantasy, but figured
it wouldn’t be polite to interrupt.”

“Afraid you might be embarrassed?”
“There’s not much that embarrasses me.”
“Does that mean you’d get up on that stage and

do a few nearly naked bumps and grinds for the
right price?”

Tom tilted his beer to his lips, took a swallow,
then set the bottle back on the table. He wove the
fingers of one strong hand around the back of An-
gel’s neck and leaned in close. “I do my bumping
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and grinding in private—just me and the woman
I’m with. And I wouldn’t charge her to watch.”

It was all too easy to imagine Tom bumping
and grinding. Angel pictured him sweaty, with
his shirt off, and all of that gorgeous bronze skin
sliding over satin sheets. Better yet, she pictured
all of that bronze and beautiful and oh-so-hot
flesh sliding over her. It wasn’t something she
thought she should be thinking about right now,
but it was hard not to when he kept his eyes fo-
cused on her face.

He wanted her. There was nothing more to that
want than a roll in the sack. Uninhibited sex.
Down-and-dirty sex. Unquestionably the best sex
she’d ever had in her life. The kind of sex she and
Emma had talked about late into the night at Por-
tia Alexander’s Academy.

But she’d freeze if Tom got too close. She’d get
scared. And then she’d run.

Dagger had done that to her. Dagger had ru-
ined her fantasy of what love should be.

Angel touched the cool martini glass to her
throat and wondered if Tom could make even one
small portion of that fantasy come true for her.
She wasn’t in love with him. God, no! They knew
next to nothing about each other and she’d made
the horrid mistake with Dagger of thinking lust
was the same thing as love. Four days after meet-
ing the jerk she’d married him.

And he’d never even cared for her; he’d simply
been using her.

The warm touch of Tom’s hand on her face
jerked Angel back to reality. “Are you okay?” he
asked, his fingers gently caressing her cheek.
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“I’m fine. Why?”
“Your eyes are red, and you had a faraway look

that made it seem like you’d retreated to some
dark corner of the world, where no one could get
to you.”

“It’s smoky in here, that’s all,” she tossed back,
peeling his fingers from her cheek even though
they felt damn good. She couldn’t let him see her
vulnerability. “And I suppose I was thinking that
I’ve been a bit remiss in my duties the past few
hours. Frederike is my main concern tonight. Not
the nearly naked dancers on the stage. Not the
ladies frolicking on the beds. And . . . not you,
Tom.”

Tom stroked her lips with the tip of his thumb,
and she tried to stifle the tingling ripples of desire
that zipped through her body.

“Why do you work so hard at fighting me?”
Tom asked, his eyes narrowed, filled with ques-
tions. Concern.

“Because no matter how much I’d like to trust
you, I don’t. Because I’m sure you’ve got some un-
derlying motive for being with me and because
I’m sure that something has to do with Holt Hud-
son.”

“Yet in spite of all that, you’re here with me
now.”

“On the contrary. You’re here with me.” Angel
grinned, refusing to give in to what she was feeling
for Tom. “You paid to be here and having you close
by makes it easier for me to keep an eye on you,
just to make sure you don’t do something that will
in any way harm Holt Hudson or jeopardize the
relationship I’ve worked hard to form with him.”
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“You could have asked one of your minions to
keep an eye on me.”

“I don’t have minions working for me.”
“How interesting.” Tom took a swallow of beer.

“Last night you led me to believe that you had an
army of P.I.s working for you, and that you could
have any number of them watching me at any
given time of the day or night.”

“I lied.”
He curled his fingers around her cheek. “You

don’t have to lie to me, you know. And you don’t
have to hide anything, either.” Slowly, and ever so
lightly, he again caressed her sensitive lips with a
rough but tender thumb. “You might be surprised
how good a listener I am.”

“This isn’t exactly the kind of place where one
pours out their heart.”

Tom grinned as he looked around the room.
“Okay, so maybe the time isn’t right for you to
pour out your heart, but maybe you have some
deep, dark secrets you’d like to share.”

Angel tugged Tom’s hand from her cheek and
took a sip of the already warm martini. “I’m
afraid I don’t have any deep, dark secrets.”

“You’re not being very cooperative,” Tom said.
“I’m trying to make light, civil conversation. Try-
ing to get to know you better.”

“Deep, dark secrets are things you share with
someone you already know quite well. If you
want to ask a question, why not make it a little
less personal?”

“All right,” he said, smiling softly, as if he were
slowly, and easily, drawing her under his spell,
making it nearly impossible to resist his charm or
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unburden her soul. “Why don’t you tell me why
you work alone?”

“Easy enough,” she answered. “I had an
assistant-slash-quasi-partner once, but I fired him
for being interested in no one but himself. After
that I divorced him and by the time our attorneys
got through, I’d given my ex our home, our boat,
and our measly savings, just so I could hang on to
the P.I. business my dad gave me when he re-
tired.”

Angel took a cool sip of her martini to wash the
foul taste of Dagger out of her mouth. “My poor
excuse of a marriage lasted seven years, I’ve been
divorced for five, and nowadays I prefer to work
all by myself.”

“So let me guess,” Tom said, elbows on the
table, his bottle of beer poised close to his mouth.
“It’s not just me you distrust, it’s men in general.”

“Not all men. I do know a few good ones—my
dad and my three brothers are prime examples.”

“But you’re not willing to lump me into that
quote-unquote good category?”

“I don’t know you well enough.”
“That could be changed, if you’d just loosen up.”
“I’ve already let my guard down too much to-

night.” Angel took another sip of her drink. “And
now I’m going to tell you just one more thing—
another handy-dandy P.I. secret.”

“Which is?”
“A good P.I. is always professional—and I’ve

been anything but professional tonight. That’s
changing—beginning now.”

A slow, challenging smile touched Tom’s face.
He raised his beer and clicked Angel’s martini
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glass. “Here’s to professionalism.” He hit her
with another one of his damnable winks. “For
now.”

Ignoring the comment, and realizing that it was
far too easy for Tom to mesmerize her, Angel
pushed back her chair and stood.

“Going somewhere?” Tom asked, then took a
swallow of beer.

“Not until I find Frederike,” Angel offered.
“She’s got to be here somewhere.”

“We could check out the back rooms, give you a
bird’s-eye view of what goes on behind closed
doors.”

Angel hit Tom with her own wink, deciding
playfulness with Tom was far safer than heart-to-
heart talks. “In your dreams.”

“Trust me, Angel, the things that go on in my
dreams are a hell of a lot more exciting than
what’s going on in those back rooms. Be nice,” he
said, “and I might share one or two of those
dreams with you.”

She shook her head, but couldn’t help but
smile. Tom Donovan had an uncanny way of
turning every single subject into something sex-
ual, something highly sensual and erotic. And,
damn it all, she was beginning to enjoy it.

Standing over six feet tall in her five-inch stilet-
tos made looking over the heads of most of the
lascivious jerks swaggering around Tropical Lei a
piece of cake. Unfortunately, Frederike was
nowhere around.

Angel checked her watch. She’d give this on-
the-verge-of-becoming-ridiculous escapade an-
other half hour, and then she figured it would be
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time to call it quits for the night. Tomorrow she
could call the Countess and come up with an ex-
cuse to see her. They could talk about her precious
dogs and Angel could dig for information. Fred-
erike was always forthcoming with gossip about
herself and others—whether she knew what she
was talking about or not.

Angel swallowed the last of her martini, keep-
ing her gaze focused on the partiers and off of
Tom, who was too much of a distraction.

The front entrance door opened and closed over
and over again, with far more men coming in
than were going out. The noise level was almost
unbearable. Lights flashed everywhere—and
then one spotlight landed on the face of the man
she despised.

Dagger Zane.
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The room began to spin. A raw, burning pain
twisted in Angel’s stomach. And suddenly it was
her wedding night all over again.

God, she’d been so excited, ready to give her
new husband anything. They were in a seedy mo-
tel, all they could afford after their justice-of-the-
peace wedding. Dagger had smoked a joint. He’d
drunk a few bottles of beer, and then he’d
stripped off her clothes, threw her on the bed,
and straddled her hips.

He’d kissed her and she’d closed her eyes, wait-
ing for that special moment—a special moment
that never came. Opening her eyes slowly, won-
dering why he’d stopped kissing her, wondering
why he didn’t touch her, she saw Dagger staring
at the knife he’d produced from out of nowhere.

When he kissed the twelve-inch blade, she’d
turned cold. Numb. Scared out of her mind. The
man smiling down at her, the man holding the
knife, was her husband. A man she’d sworn 
she would love, honor, cherish, and even obey—
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forever. She refused to believe she’d made a mis-
take. Refused to believe what he was doing would
be more than a onetime game.

God, she’d been so wrong.
He’d reached out with the knife that night.

She’d shuddered; he’d laughed. And then he
sliced off a lock of her hair, told her he’d carry it
with him forever, then clenched the knife between
his teeth as he plunged into her.

She might have screamed when she felt the
pain, but something told her that would give him
too much pleasure. So she endured everything
that night, just praying it would soon be over.

For seven long years she’d put up with his
games. For seven long years they’d worked to-
gether, she’d taught him everything her dad and
brothers had taught her, and she’d hoped and
prayed that he’d change. But when night rolled
around, he’d pull out his trusty knife. That’s when
she knew just how much she abhorred him, but
she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of showing
her fear.

And damn it all, she wasn’t going to let him in-
terfere with her life or her career. She wasn’t
about to let horrid memories and Dagger’s pres-
ence ruin her evening, not now, when—after so
many years—she’d finally come this close to
wanting a man with every fiber of her being.

Shaking off the nightmare of her past, Angel be-
came suddenly aware that the spotlight had cir-
cled the room and settled on her. That’s when she
saw Dagger’s nasty lopsided grin.

She spun around. With any luck he hadn’t rec-
ognized her through the disguise because she
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knew damn good and well that if he had, he’d
come over to the table and make her life pure
misery.

That’s what he thrived on. He’d never beat her.
Never drawn blood with his knife, but the threat
was always there. Menacing. Ominous, especially
when he’d told her again and again to remember
that he owned her, that he could do anything he
wanted to her.

And not for the first time, she wondered why
on earth she hadn’t filed charges the one and only
time she’d found the courage to call the police on
Dagger. Why she’d felt so bad after the cops
hauled him off to jail that she’d told the district at-
torney’s office that she’d lied when she’d said he
hurt her, that she’d merely been angry because
he’d cheated on her.

God forbid that he should now be treating an-
other woman the way he’d treated her.

“Something wrong?” Tom asked, standing in
front of her, gripping her shoulders.

She drew in a deep breath. Forced herself to re-
lax. She offered him a tremulous smile.

“The devil just walked into the room.”
“The devil?” Tom asked, his eyes narrowed.
“My ex. And the last thing on earth I want to do

is bump into him or have him bump into me.”
“Tell you what.” Tom’s fingers tightened on her

arms, offering her comfort. “Why don’t you sit
down and I’ll go have a little talk with him?”

“No. Please.” Angel shook her head. “I despise
him. I don’t want to talk to him. And—”

“Then let’s get the hell out of here. Sneak out
the back door.”
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“We’ve got to stay here and keep an eye out for
Frederike.”

“Can’t you just forget about your work for a lit-
tle while? Maybe think about your safety?”

“I’m not afraid of my ex and I’m not going to
run from him. I’d just rather not be seen.”

An I’ve-got-a-devious-idea grin sparkled in
Tom’s eyes. “Then give me a lap dance.”

“Excuse me?”
Tom collapsed in his chair and grasped An-

gel’s hands. “Straddle me, wrap your arms
around me, and . . . well, we can play the rest by
ear.”

Angel’s frown deepened. “And the reason be-
hind this would be?”

“If your ex walks by all he’ll see is the gorgeous
back of a working girl taking care of my needs.”

“You are out of your mind.”
“No, I’m fulfilling your fondest desire.”
“Which is?”
“Not being seen by your ex.”
Angel sighed heavily. “I’m not crazy about this

idea, but I don’t see any other options in sight.”
She straddled Tom’s lap, hitting him with a no-
nonsense glare. “Just don’t try anything funny.
Which means, one hand on my shoulder at all
times so Dagger doesn’t recognize my tattoo, and
while you’re at it, you might as well keep the
other hand on my other shoulder. Understood?”

Tom’s callused fingers slid over her bare arms.
They curved warmly over her shoulder blade
where the crimson angel wings fluttered. And
then he tugged her close. “Tell you what, sweet-
heart. I’ll protect you from the devil, I’ll keep an
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eye out for Frederike, and all you have to do is
concentrate on me.”

“This wasn’t part of our bargain, you know.”
“This is called improvisation. I would have

thought that would be one of your handy-dandy
P.I. tricks.”

“I don’t recall lap dancing or kissing ever
falling into the improvisation category.”

“There’s always a first for everything.”
Tom kissed her. Softly—and all thoughts of

fighting him off went poof inside her brain. When
it happened she wasn’t sure, but suddenly this
wasn’t just a kiss. It was need. Strong, desperate
need.

Angel could barely breathe but she had to, and
when she did she inhaled the spiciness of his af-
tershave. It wafted through her senses, making
her need him even more. Her fingers dug into his
neck and her lips parted. She drank in his heat,
his scent. His masculinity and his charm over-
powered her, took away any possible desire to
even think about pulling away from him.

Her breasts brushed against his T-shirt. They
seemed to swell, to ache, wanting more but know-
ing there’d be nothing more than this for now.
More than ready to take the chance with him,
ready to see if she deserved to once again feel all
that a woman should feel when she was alone
with a man.

Intimately.
Tangled in sheets.
In an Italian Renaissance bed that was all made

up and ready to go.
Without reservation, without fear, she slipped
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her tongue over his lips and into the dark, inner
recesses of his mouth. He tasted of beer. Deli-
cious. Intoxicating. She explored his teeth—
smooth and hard—and felt them nip her tongue
teasingly, then she went back to exploring, savor-
ing, memorizing every contour, every ridge.

And this was just the beginning.
Music, laughter, and cheers echoed around her.

Her heart beat harder than the pulsing bass and
drum in the stripper songs.

Her fingers tightened around his neck. She
scooted closer to Tom’s hips, felt his left hand
slide down her side, his fingers skimming sensi-
tive flesh, curving over her waist and then to her
thigh. He settled his hand over the stiletto that
must have been sticking out for all the world to
see. He was protecting her—and making her feel
damn good while he was at it.

And then she felt his erection between her legs.
Hard as steel. Thick and long, trapped beneath
his zipper yet bursting to be let loose.

Unconsciously she moved against him, her hips
circling slowly, losing all focus, all thought of
what she was supposed to be doing other than be-
ing turned on by the feel of him against her satin
thong.

“Keep that up, sweetheart,” he whispered
against her mouth, “and we’re going to be in seri-
ous trouble here.”

She froze. Every muscle in her body tensed.
What the hell was she doing?
A lump settled hard in her throat, but somehow

she fought for speech. “That wasn’t supposed to
happen.”
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Tom smiled warmly. “I’m glad it did. Hell, I’d
like it to happen again.”

“Maybe we should just leave. And I don’t mean
go back to your place, or maybe I do mean that.
I’m just not sure right now but—”

“We can’t leave. First off, you’re hiding from
your ex. Second . . . Frederike LeVien has just
popped into view and I do believe the little lady is
walking toward us, with some tall, dark-haired
guy with a scar across his cheek.”

“Shit.”
“Excuse me?” Tom’s warm breath fluttered

across her lips. “Is that any kind of word for a
sweet young thing like you to utter?”

“It’s cleaner than the one I could have used, be-
cause if I’m not mistaken, the guy with the scar is
my ex.”

“Then don’t move, sweetheart,” Tom said, “just
keep your hot little mouth pressed to my neck and
I’ll do all the talking while you remain invisible
straddling my hips.”

This evening was not going well at all, Angel
decided. Stakeouts were usually boring. They
never involved kissing or lap dances and . . .
and . . . the second she heard Dagger’s familiar,
reprehensible laugh, she pressed her lips against
Tom’s warm neck and kissed him.

With her head tilted down, Angel caught sight
of Frederike’s raspberry-colored pumps, studded
with Swarovski crystals, striding by. Then she
saw a pair of spit-polished-and-shined brown
loafers. More than likely they belonged to Dag-
ger, but she wasn’t about to look up and see.

“Why, what a pleasant surprise!” The excite-
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ment in Frederike’s voice rang through the room.
“I can’t believe I’ve found another Palm Beacher
haunting the Tropical Lei.”

Angel couldn’t see a blasted thing. All she
could do was feel Tom’s warm, taut skin beneath
her lips, feel his heart beat against her chest, and
the palms of his hands on her shoulders, holding
her tight and hiding her tattoo.

“We haven’t had the pleasure of meeting,” she
heard Frederike twitter, “but I’ve seen you about
town a time or two, Mr. Donovan. I’m Frederike
LeVien.”

“Nice to meet you,” Tom said, and Angel could
easily imagine the way Frederike’s always
beringed fingers clasped Tom’s hand and held on
tight, rather than giving him a proper shake.

“And this is my friend Dagger Zane.”
Beneath her lips, Angel could feel Tom’s mus-

cles tighten.
“I do believe, Mr. Donovan,” Frederike chirped,

“that Dagger and I have caught you at a most in-
opportune moment.”

“Five minutes later and it would have been
completely inopportune, Countess.” Tom’s words
vibrated against Angel’s lips. Another part of his
anatomy seemed to be vibrating between her
thighs. “You don’t mind me calling you Countess,
do you?” he said in his oh-so-charming voice.

“Of course not, dahling. I paid good money for
the title just so my friends could call me some-
thing other than Frederike or Mrs. LeVien.”

“Well, Countess”—both of Tom’s hands were
once again on Angel’s shoulder blades, his
thumbs swirling over her flesh, making her dizzy
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as she kissed him—“as you must know, a man
doesn’t come to a place like Tropical Lei if he ex-
pects privacy.”

“Privacy is quite overrated,” Frederike said.
“Don’t you agree, Dagger?”

“Wholeheartedly.”
Dagger-the-devil must be the guy who had

Frederike’s butler all in a tizzy, Angel surmised.
Either he’d changed his ways and was no longer
using a knife, or Frederike and Dagger weren’t
having sex. Absently drawing her tongue over
Tom’s neck, she hoped and prayed both were
true.

“Of course, there’s a limit to everything,” Fred-
erike said, her voice sounding a bit miffed as she
tapped cold fingers on Angel’s shoulder. “Young
lady.”

Obviously that was a demand for Angel to stop
what she was doing and pay attention to the
Countess. But Angel wasn’t about to turn around
and be recognized by her ex.

“Yes, Countess?” Angel said, her nose still
buried in the warm spiciness of Tom’s neck.

“Why don’t you be a good girl and leave us
alone now? Take your money and run off to some
other fellow.”

“That’s not possible,” Tom said. “I’ve bought
and paid for this charming lady—and she’s mine
all night.”

Angel sat up ramrod straight. How dare Tom
say she’d been bought and paid for. Dagger might
have considered her personal property, but no
other man ever would.

Never.
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Fire had rushed from her toes to her cheeks and
she had a damn good idea Tom could feel it flam-
ing out of her eyes and slapping him a time or two
for that insensitive comment—whether it was a
joke or not.

Of course, the blasted man who’d made that
blasted, offhand remark that irritated the hell out
of her had the audacity to wink. Obviously he
thought it was funny.

She spun around, no longer caring who saw
her. She wanted to give Tom a tongue-lashing for
that comment about buying her. She wanted to
lay into Frederike for treating her like a second-
class citizen. And she wanted to put a knee in
Dagger’s groin.

Instead, she kept her wits about her and plas-
tered a phony smile on her face. “You do know
why Tom has to pay a woman for this, don’t you?”

Frederike’s eyes narrowed. “I hadn’t given it
any thought, my dear.”

“Well, I’ll tell you, Countess. It’s his affliction.”
Frederike’s hand flew to her chest in utter dis-

may. “Affliction? Oh, dear. Whatever is the prob-
lem?”

“Yes, sweetheart,” Tom said, laughter in his
voice. “Tell the Countess about my affliction.”

“I’m dying to hear this myself,” Dagger said,
sliding his fingers possessively around Fred-
erike’s arm, but keeping his eyes planted on An-
gel’s face. They’d worked together and lived
together for so many years and from the gleam in
his sinister eyes, she knew Dagger had recog-
nized her. He knew she was playing a game. The
only question now: Would he spill the beans?
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“Well, Countess,” Angel continued, determined
not to let Dagger bother her, even more deter-
mined to get even with Tom for his wisecrack
about buying her, “Tom’s affliction isn’t some-
thing that one usually discusses in public, and it’s
not something that he would like everyone in
Palm Beach to know, but I do feel you should be
aware of the truth since you caught us . . . well . . .
almost doing the deed.”

Frederike gasped. “Please. Tell me more.”
“It’s quite serious, you know. And such a

shame. But in spite of all the shrinks he’s seen,
Tom can’t get a woman without paying for one.”
Angel smiled sweetly, while dragging her finger-
nails along Tom’s cheek. “It’s that little problem
of his.”

“Problem?” Frederike’s eyes widened.
“He may have money, good looks, and charm,”

Angel said, “but, hmmm, how can I put this deli-
cately?” She shrugged. “Highly paid escorts like
me don’t care how horribly a man performs sexu-
ally.”

“I had no idea, Mr. Donovan.” Frederike shook
her head in shock. “If you don’t mind me being a
bit forward, have you tried Viagra?”

“Don’t care for the stuff.”
Frederike’s eyes narrowed in immense concern.

“You have seen a good doctor, haven’t you?”
“Not recently.”
“Well, I’ll have my butler get in touch with

yours and give you the name and phone number
of the man my late husband used. He worked
wonders on Evan. A little implant, you know.”
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“That would be so nice of you, Countess,” An-
gel said sweetly. “After all, it is just a little implant
that he needs.”

Now that Angel had stuck the knife into Tom
for his vicious comment about paying her for her
services, she was on a roll, and turned her anger
on Dagger. “And what about you, Mr. Zane. Do
you need a little something special to help you get
it up?”

Dagger’s eyes narrowed as he glared at his ex-
wife. His anger was palpable. “I don’t believe that
is a subject one should discuss in the company of
a refined lady like Frederike.”

The Countess tilted her head to smile up at
Dagger. “You are just the sweetest man. Always
so considerate.”

Angel thought she’d throw up.
“The two of you know each other well, then?”

Tom asked, directing his question to Frederike
and Dagger, as if he knew Angel would want to be
privy to that bit of information.

“We’ve known each other a week now. And
such a lovely week it has been,” Frederike said, all
smiles as she held on tight to Dagger’s arm and
looked adoringly into his still-handsome but des-
picable mug. “Mr. Zane is a walker,” Frederike
continued. “A new walker, of course, recently in-
troduced to me by Stephania Allardyce. But he’s
ever so good at the job.”

“Walker?” Tom questioned.
“An escort,” Dagger admitted. “An unpaid es-

cort.”
“I forget you’re new to the island, Tommy,”
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Frederike quipped. “You don’t mind me calling
you Tommy, do you?”

“Please do.” Tom grinned. “In fact, I’ll let you
be the only one on the face of the earth who’s al-
lowed to call me that.”

“You are such a lovely man.” Frederike smiled.
“If you weren’t so wealthy, I’m sure you’d make
an absolutely grand walker. There are so many
women like me on the island who no longer have
husbands to escort them around town. No sex,
mind you, just lively conversation, a strong arm to
hold on to, a pretty face to look at over dinner,
and a good dance partner. Dagger is all of those
things, and he does everything with a delightful
smile.”

“And Mr. Zane does this for absolutely noth-
ing?” Tom asked.

“For the sheer pleasure of Frederike’s com-
pany.” Dagger patted the Countess’s arm. A spark
almost glinted off of his perfect white teeth as he
smiled down at her.

“I believe, however,” Angel added, “that the
Countess foots the bill for everything.”

“You make it sound quite sinful.” Frederike hit
Angel with frowning eyes. “In truth, I have
money to burn, I’m of age, and Mr. Zane has been
more than willing to escort me to places I’ve al-
ways dreamed of seeing, but never would have
dared venturing to on my own . . . like this place.”

“You’re a lucky woman,” Tom said, but Angel
felt sorry for her—first that she didn’t have a real
man at her side; second, that she’d fallen into
Dagger’s clutches. It might be wise to warn Fred-
erike LeVien, but Angel had no proof that Dagger
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had done anything or planned to do anything
wrong.

“I am quite lucky.” Frederike smiled widely.
“Why, who would have thought a man who once
worked as a P.I. here in town would become a
walker? Of course, he was married at the time.
Perhaps you’ve met his ex? Angel Devlin?”

“Lovely lady,” Tom said, smiling at Angel when
she looked his way. “Deeply involved in earning
money—in any way she can—for charity.”

“I don’t have such fond memories of her,” Dag-
ger said, glaring heatedly at Angel when she
twisted her head around to see his reaction.

“Messy divorce?” Tom asked.
“Messy marriage, too.” Dagger’s beady eyes

slid up and down Angel’s body. “The woman was
far too involved in her work, tried to keep secrets
from me, she even went so far as to wear a dis-
guise once, thinking she could sneak around be-
hind my back.” Dagger grinned from Angel to
Tom. “But I’ve put that experience behind me.”

Frederike laughed giddily, waving a beringed
hand around, drawing attention back to herself. “I
do believe I’ve heard enough talk about sex and
marriage for one night. I should get home before
that nosy butler of mine comes looking for me.”

Frederike straightened the fur-trimmed hat that
had slid a tad sideways on her head. “You know,
dahlings, I believe my children would like to have
me declared incompetent so they can control my
money. I also believe they’ve asked my butler to
keep an eye on me, so”—she grinned—“I’ve gone
out of my way to give the snoops ever so much to
suspect me of and talk about. Why, I’m sure
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there’s someone watching me now, and won’t my
children be shocked when they hear where I’ve
spent the evening? Right now that nasty butler
probably thinks I’m having an affair with a man
who’s out to screw me and take all my money.”
Frederike patted Dagger on the cheek, just like
the mindful dog he was. “But we know that’s not
true.”

“Of course it isn’t true, Countess.” Angel glared
at Dagger. “Dagger doesn’t look at all like the
kind of man who’d screw a woman and take her
for all she’s worth.”

Frederike hit Angel with another one of her
condescending grins, then turned all of her atten-
tion to Tom. “It was a delight to meet you,
Tommy.” Frederike took Tom’s hand and held it
tightly. “I’m sure we’ll bump into each other
again. After all, we still have a good month left to
the season.”

Frederike air-kissed both of Tom’s cheeks and
gave Angel a withering glare. “Tootle-ooo!” she
chirped, and, turning on the heel of her crystal-
studded shoes, sashayed from the club with Dag-
ger in tow.

Tom’s warm, powerful fingers touched Angel’s
chin, and he drew her face toward his. His smile
was hot. A wicked gleam twinkled in his eyes.
“Now that that’s over and done with, want to go
back to my place and try that lap dance again?”

Angel’s eyes narrowed. “You’re insufferable.
Not only that, but you’re arrogant and cocky
and—” She grabbed her purse and pulled out the
folded check Tom had given her. She slapped it
against his chest. “I may need this money, Mr.
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Donovan. But I no longer want it, nor do I want to
have anything to do with you.”

Tom grinned. “I take it that means we won’t be
having sex tonight.”

“Tonight, tomorrow, or any other time.” Angel
shoved out of his lap. “And if you don’t mind, I’d
like you, your libido, and your overabundance of
testosterone to stay away from me, because you’re
making my life miserable.”



11

Angel ripped the wig off her head as she stalked
across the parking lot. The night air was almost
unbearably thick and hot and she longed to get in
the car, roll down the windows, and drive fast,
just to let the wind toss around her and hopefully
blow away her rip-roaring fury.

She aimed her key ring at the Jaguar and heard
the driver’s door unlock, but before she could slip
inside, Tom had his hands around her waist and
spun her into his arms.

“I’ve learned from experience that a woman
who’s pissed at a man shouldn’t be sitting behind
the wheel.”

“Excuse me?”
“You’re angry. You’re tense. And your mind is a

million miles away, which means I’m going to
drive.”

Angel struggled against him to no avail. “I’m
more than capable.”

He smiled warmly. “Humor me.”
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“I think I humored you enough with that lap
dance.”

“That wasn’t humorous. It was sexy as hell and
I had the distinct feeling you were enjoying it just
as much as me.”

“That lap dance was a mistake.”
“Mind telling me why?”
“Sure. I hate men.”
“All men?” Tom asked, keeping her trapped,

his big body pressed lightly against hers, his
callused fingers whispering over her cheek,
brushing away damp, wayward hair. “Or is it
just the guy you used to be married to that you
hate?”

Angel’s eyes narrowed. “You think this anger
I’m feeing right now is because of my ex?”

“Isn’t it?”
“I can’t waste my energy being angry with him.

Yeah, I hate him. Yeah, I wish he’d fall off the face
of the earth. But getting angry over anything he
says or does at this stage of the game would mean
he still has power over me. And he doesn’t.”

“Then would you please tell me why you’re so
damn angry?”

“Because you, Mr. Donovan”—Angel stabbed
at his chest with her finger—“told Frederike you
bought and paid for me.”

“That was a joke. Nothing more than a half-
assed comment to make up for the stupidity of
what Frederike was saying.”

“I didn’t find it all that funny.”
“I thought you had a better sense of humor.”
Angel sighed heavily. “I told you this morning
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that I couldn’t be bought. It irritated the hell out of
me that you’d even suggest such a thing.”

“Yeah, but the only reason I’m here with you to-
night is because I paid you damn good money for
the privilege.”

“You didn’t pay for me or for sex, you paid to
go on a stakeout with me and nothing more.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed, but more out of concern
than anger. “What’s this about, Angel?”

She tried to turn her face away from him, but he
curled his fingers around her cheek, forced her to
look at him. “Tell me. Like I told you before, you
might be surprised how understanding I can be.”

Angel plowed her fingers through her hair.
“You’re not the only one with bad memories.”
She sighed heavily. “I try not to think about them.
For the most part I try to laugh things off, but see-
ing Dagger tonight, watching him leer at me,
knowing that he knew who was behind my
ridiculous disguise, made me remember the way
he used to tell me that he owned me. Owned me,
as if I were nothing more than one of the fancy
toys he liked to buy with the money I worked
damn hard for. And then you pop off with that
completely insensitive comment.”

“I’m sorry.”
“Please don’t say that unless you mean it.”
“I don’t say things I don’t mean, Angel. I’m

honest to a fault—you should have figured that
out by now.”

Angel looked long and hard into his eyes and
something she saw deep inside him, something
that he made her feel, something she couldn’t un-
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derstand, made her believe he was telling the
truth.

“I hate losing control,” she said softly. “I hate
looking like a lily-livered lady who needs a man
to take care of her, to soothe her.”

“Never in my wildest dreams would I ever see
you as a lily-livered lady.”

“No?”
Tom shook his head. “You’re the kind of lady

who fights fire with fire, who gives as good as she
gets, and you don’t bow down to anyone. That’s
what I like about you.”

She laughed lightly. “I thought it was my body
that attracted you.”

“I like the whole package.”
Tom leaned forward to kiss her, but she moved

away. “I think we’ve had enough kissing for one
night.”

“I thought we’d just gotten started.”
“The stakeout’s over, Tom. I know what Fred-

erike’s up to—which is absolutely nothing her
butler needs to worry about. It’s late, I’m tired, so
why don’t we head back to Jazzzzz and call it a
night?”

Tom looked at his watch. “It’s barely two a.m.
We’ve got at least another four hours before
morning.”

Angel sighed heavily. “You’re not going to give
me a break, are you?”

“The last thing you need is to be alone.” His
fingers drifted up her arms and settled on her
shoulders, digging gently into her overly taut
muscles. “You need a drink. You need a massage.”
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“Let me guess. You’re suggesting we go back to
my place for a nightcap.”

“Not your place, Angel. Mine. I’ve got a pool
and the ocean out back. I’ve got beer and wine
and I could even make a martini if you want one.
And I’ve got something else, too.”

“I know. An Italian Renaissance bed that’s all
set up and ready to go.”

“Yeah, I’ve got that. But I’ve also got a grand pi-
ano. If you don’t want me to take away your wor-
ries with a sweaty roll in the hay”—he
winked—“let me do for you what I do for me
when I’ve got too much on my mind.”

“What’s that?”
“Tickle the ivories.” He cradled her cheeks in

his hands and lightly kissed her forehead. “And
once I have you good and relaxed, just say the
word, and I’d be more than happy to tickle you,
too.”

Mere Belle was wild. Overgrown with royal Poin-
ciana that hadn’t yet burst into a riot of color. That
would come in June, when the oppressive heat
and humidity drove most of the islanders off to
their summer places in Newport or Southampton.

But Tom liked the heat.
Especially the heat of the woman beside him in

the car. She was tempting and beautiful and . . .
and he knew he’d have to move slowly. Angel
wasn’t the kind of woman a man could rush.

Hell, she was the kind of woman a man should
take his time with. Every second with her was
worth savoring.

That, of course, didn’t negate the fact that he
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wanted to spend long hours with her in the sack.
He just needed to bide his time, treat her right,
gently, until she was damn good and ready.

The drive up to the chateau wound through
palms, wild orchid, and a thicket of twisted
bougainvillea in every color known to man. The
stone driveway was torn up in places, but he
didn’t apologize for the mess that he’d already
grown to love.

Apparently he didn’t need to apologize for any-
thing, because Angel looked at the mansion and
the five-acre estate with wide-eyed wonder.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “Not at all like
the overly manicured mansions in town, places
where you’re afraid to walk on the grass or pick a
flower for fear you might mess up the carefully
planned aesthetic value.”

“Living in a place like that would drive me
crazy. I’m used to the Everglades—where every-
thing is wild.”

“Do you miss it?” she asked, as Tom pulled the
Jag to a stop in front of the white stone chateau.

“I haven’t had time to miss it.” He reached
across the car and, resting his hand on the back of
the passenger seat, coiled a lock of Angel’s soft,
silky hair around his fingers. “I’ve got a lot of
landscaping to do. Cleaning. Painting. Decorat-
ing.”

“You could hire someone to do all of that.”
“And then what? Sit around on my butt all day,

drinking beer, watching ESPN, getting fat, and
being lazy?”

“Join a country club or two. Play polo. Tennis.
Go sailing.”
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“Do I look like the country club type to you?”
Angel shook her head. “That’s what makes you

so attractive. You’re not like anyone else in town.”
That was a come-on for a kiss if he’d ever heard

one, and he didn’t waste time making his move.
He curled his fingers around Angel’s neck and
leaned toward her. Her lips were ripe. Warm. And
he could already taste their sweetness.

Her sapphire eyes darkened. Turned dreamy.
She licked her lips, and he closed his eyes, mov-

ing in for the kill.
Before he knew what was happening, Angel’s

silky hair pulled free from his grasp. He heard the
click of the car door opening, and the clack of
high heels on the cracked stone drive.

His eyes popped open to see Angel peering at
him from outside, a wide smile on her face. “Did
you forget that you were going to play the piano
for me?”

He’d like to forget, but he had a damn good
idea that she’d remind him again and again if he
tried to do anything tonight that even remotely
smacked of sex.

Tom threw open the driver’s door and climbed
out. Skirting around the Jag, he took Angel’s arm,
trying to ignore her heat, the way her breasts jig-
gled when she walked, and her smile. He ushered
her up the white stone entry and through a pair of
double doors that still squeaked from lack of use.

“It’s empty,” Angel said, a frown narrowing her
eyes as she stood in the massive entry hall. “I ex-
pected the walls to be covered with portraits and
landscapes, and I was sure the place would be
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scattered with seventeenth-century European fur-
niture.”

Tom leaned against the wall he’d recently be-
gun to strip of its peeling wallpaper. He folded
his arms across his chest. “You sound disap-
pointed.”

“Just surprised,” she said, her spiked heels
clicking on the marble flooring that needed to be
cleaned and buffed. She strolled to the center of
the ballroom, closed her eyes, and inhaled, her
luscious breasts swelling, rising, close to tum-
bling out of the tight red dress she was wearing.

“Someone’s been using lemon oil in here.”
“Me.” Tom joined her, the thud of his crocodile

boots on marble echoing through the room.
“There’s a lot of wood that needs polishing. A lot
of walls that need stripping.” He turned in a cir-
cle, imagining the beauty of the place once he fin-
ished his work. “I figure I’ve got a year or two of
work to do, but I’m in no hurry. As for furnish-
ings . . .”

He looked across the room, at the shiny black
Steinway grand that stood not far from the doors
leading out to the courtyard. “I’ve got a piano
down here and another one upstairs in my bed-
room, right by the big screen TV and that big 
old Italian Renaissance bed I just had delivered.” 
Tom smiled. “What more could a man want? Or
need?”

The smile she offered was filled with just one
answer. “A family to fill up the empty spaces.”

Tom laughed uncomfortably. Family wasn’t
something he normally talked about with a
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woman he eventually hoped to have knock-
down-drag-out sex with.

He didn’t want to even think about commit-
ment.

He walked to the doors leading to the court-
yard and looked out toward the dock and the
yacht that was only dimly lit at this time of morn-
ing. “My grandfather lives on the yacht out back,”
Tom said, “and before you ask why he doesn’t live
inside with me, let’s just say he prefers living on
the water. But”—he shrugged—“that’s about as
close as family’s going to get to Mere Belle for
quite a few years.”

“I can certainly understand that.”
That hadn’t been the comment he’d expected.

Part of him expected Angel to talk about her own
desire for a family—she was a woman, after all—
but instead she walked to the piano and caressed
the ebony wood. “Did you really wrestle alliga-
tors in your past?” she asked, “or are you a con-
cert pianist who likes to tease?”

Tom turned away from the French doors. “I
would have thought you’d know everything there
is to know about my past by now.”

“I ran out of time to do a thorough search into
your past. And you did tell me if I had any ques-
tions about you, I should just ask. So”—she
glanced at him out of the corner of her eye—“no
more joking. You are a concert pianist, aren’t
you?”

“That was the dream my grandparents had for
my mother, but she married my dad instead. As
for me,” Tom said, strolling toward the piano, “I
must have inherited her talent, but there aren’t



I ’m No Angel 163

many concert pianists living in Everglade City.”
He sat down on the shiny black bench. “There are
tourist attractions, though.”

He put his fingers on the keys and as he did so
often, let the music he felt so deeply inside him
come out.

Angel sat beside him, her arm brushing against
his as he played, sending a thrill through his body
that he didn’t need right now—since sex was off-
limits.

He tried to remember what he’d been talking
about, and couldn’t help but wonder how she’d
managed to mess so completely with his mind,
since he usually had so much control. It must have
something to do with wanting something he
couldn’t have.

Yet.
He launched into a little Chopin, and concen-

trated on conversation instead of his libido. “My
grandfather opened an alligator farm in the mid-
fifties. It wasn’t much, just a neon sign, fresh
lemonade, a fenced pond, and a couple of gators
that people driving down the highway would pay
fifty cents to see. Over the years he bought a little
more land, added snakes, rare birds.”

Tom gave the keys a little trill, interrupted
Chopin to add an improvised birdcall, and
grinned at Angel, whose sweet, lush breasts were
rising and falling lightly with each breath she took.

His libido was winning the battle.
“When my dad died I went to live with my

grandfather. Pop’s kind of a curmudgeonly old
guy and he wasn’t all that keen on having me live
with him in the beginning.”
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“Why?”
“I was four and scared to death of just about

everything. I hated the gators, screamed when I
saw the snakes, and refused to get close to any-
thing that had fangs or slithered.”

“But not anymore?”
Tom shook his head. “Pop used bribery. He

said he’d buy me a piano if I’d touch one gator
and one snake every day for a month. Took a few
weeks before I got the nerve to do it and once I
did, and I didn’t lose a hand or my head or any-
thing else, I decided I liked the thrill. Before long
I was posing with the things while tourists took
pictures.”

“And you got your piano?”
“It wasn’t much of a piano and it had to be

tuned, but every night I’d sit down and play silly
little songs while Pop rocked in his chair and
smoked his pipe.”

“No lessons?”
Tom shook his head. “I can’t read music, either.

I just listen to the songs and play what I hear.”
“Did you ever think about becoming a concert

pianist?”
“If I became a concert pianist, playing would

become a job instead of a passion.”
“Was wrestling alligators a passion or a job?”
“I liked working with the gators. I liked the

tourists. But I could take it or leave it. Pop and I
sold the farm a few months back and I haven’t
missed the place. But there’s not a day that goes
by when I don’t want to sit down at the piano and
play.”

“Is yard work a passion of yours, too?”
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“More a labor of love,” Tom said. “Or does that
sound too sentimental?”

“I wouldn’t have expected words like that to
come out of the mouth of an alligator wrestler,
even a former alligator wrestler.”

“There’s more to me than just what meets the
eye.” He ran his fingers over the keys, wishing
they were running over her body. “You said you
knew Liszt. Do you know this one?”

Tom’s hands glided over the keyboard, the rip-
pling broken chords and seamless melody di-
vided almost equally between both hands.

“It sounds familiar,” Angel said, “but I couldn’t
give you a name.”

“ ‘Un Sospiro’—‘A Sigh,’ ” Tom said, adding his
own sigh to the notes he played. “After I went to
live with my grandfather, I forgot pretty much
everything about the first four years of my life.
But I did remember the music. I didn’t know why,
it was just there, in my head. A couple of months
ago I inherited a lot of things, including Mere
Belle, and when I walked in the doors the first
time, I remembered my mother playing this
song.”

Angel frowned. “I thought she died in child-
birth.”

“She did, but my dad had taped dozens of songs
that she played, and after she was gone, he’d play
them over and over again. This was his favorite.”

Angel closed her eyes while he played. She
breathed deeply, her breasts rising and falling, al-
most keeping time with his music. He could eas-
ily get used to having her around—of course,
he’d have to be able to touch her.
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“We used to sit here on the bench listening to
my mom play,” Tom continued. “Dad talked
about her and about the plans they’d had for their
firstborn child. I might have been a concert pianist
if she’d lived. I might have met you when I was
younger. I seriously doubt I ever would have
wrestled alligators.”

“You might have grown up to be a jet-setting
snob, and I might have ended up working for
your wife or mistress, following you around,
snapping pictures of you in indecent situations.”

Tom grinned. “Or I might have grown up to be
the exact same man sitting beside you now.”

“That’s the one I’d prefer.”
Angel touched his cheek softly. Gently. He

fought the urge to grab her hand, to pull her into
his lap and kiss her until her lips were swollen.
He wanted to drown out his bitterness in the soft-
ness of her. But her touch was all too brief. She
turned away from him, walked across the room,
and looked out on the view of the swimming
pool.

“That’s one of the first things I had refur-
bished,” Tom said. “I try to swim at least twice a
day. It’s a luxury I didn’t have before coming
here.”

Angel opened the French doors and a breeze
blew her honey-blond hair. Everything about her
mesmerized him. Her soft curves. Her long legs.
Her hooker heels and that tight red dress.

How he was going to keep his hands off her he
hadn’t a clue. And if he didn’t keep his hands off
her, he doubted he could go slow.

He wanted her. Plain and simple.
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He pushed away from the piano and walked to
where she stood in the doorway. Slipping his
hands over her shoulders, he leaned close. His
bristly cheek caressed her smooth skin. “Want to
go for a swim?”

Her quick nod surprised him. He’d expected
her to say no, to insist he take her home. But she’d
nodded yes—that was a pretty damn good start to
what Tom hoped would happen later.

He took her fingers and led her to the pool.
Slowly, taking his time, he peeled off his shirt and
stood before her in nothing more than faded
Levi’s and crocodile boots.

Angel’s gaze trailed up and down his body, set-
tling on his chest, except for that one brief instant
when she zoomed in on his crotch. A gaze like
that was destined to get her in trouble.

“Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” she said, her
voice barely a whisper. “After all, I don’t have a
swimsuit.”

Tom unlatched his belt, popped the top button
on his jeans, then the second button. “Swimsuits,”
he said, flashing a grin in her direction, “are for
wimps.”

“Is that so?”
He nodded. “Some people might disagree with

me, but it’s my expert opinion that wearing cloth-
ing of any type while swimming just gets in the
way.”

He tugged her against him. Slowly, ever so
slowly, his palms slid down her sides. He could
feel the soft curve of her breasts, the slenderness
of her waist, and the flair of her hips. He wrapped
his fingers around the hem of her dress, peeled it



168 Patti Berg

over her head, then dropped it on the cobblestone
deck.

He felt her body tremble at his touch, at his
gaze roving over her blessedly sweet breasts and
skimpy thong. God, how he wanted to make love
to her. Forget the swim. Forget playing the piano.
He wanted to lose himself inside her, but some-
thing deep within him again screamed go slow.

With the tenderest of touches, he kissed her
forehead, the bridge of her nose, her lips, her
chin, then tasted her neck, his lips, his tongue lin-
gering there for long seconds. Tasting. Tempting.
And beneath his mouth he felt her quiver.

Again his hands swept over her cool, bare
shoulders. Her pebbled nipples brushed over his
chest, setting him on fire.

His fingers whispered along the curve of her
spine, flared out over her bottom. Again she trem-
bled. Again he touched. Explored.

When her breathing eased, when she seemed
calm in his embrace, he slipped his thumbs under
the straps at the side her thong and—

She slapped his fingers. “This is as naked as I
get.”

“A guy can try, can’t he?”
“He can try. And I can stop him.”
Tom’s gaze darted to the knife and the white

leather garter on her thigh. “What about the
stiletto?”

“I only take that off when I feel I can trust the
person I’m with.”

“Trust me, Angel. The last thing on my mind
right now is hurting you.”

There was worry in Angel’s eyes when he
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touched the stiletto. A little more worry when his
fingers slid beneath the leather garter and slowly,
methodically dragged it down her leg. He peeled
it over her high heels, then went back to the ties
crisscrossing up to each knee, and just as slowly,
he unwrapped each long leather strap, pressing
warm, lengthy kisses to her calf, her ankle, the
bridge of each foot until he tossed the shoes off to
the side.

Her entire body wobbled. He thought she
might turn to butter and melt right in his arms.
Okay, so he was hoping she would turn to butter
and melt in his arms. But she was still controlling
her emotions. Fighting him every step of the way.

Wrapping his fingers around her waist, he rose
just far enough that he could kiss her stomach.
Her skin was cool; begging to be heated.

And again he felt her tremble beneath his
touch.

She pulled away as if she were afraid of his fire
and walked to the deep end of the pool, her stun-
ning body radiating in the dim lights that shone
down on the water, the palms, and the deep pur-
ple bougainvillea. Mounting the diving board,
she walked to the very end, curled her toes over
the edge, and raised her arms high over her head.
Her full, round breasts rose, too. And then she
dove, a magnificent, perfectly executed flight
through air and into the pool.

She came out from under the wavering blue
water in the shallow end. Her blond hair swept
away from her face. Rivulets of water coursed
over high cheekbones, over glistening tanned
skin. Hard nipples beckoned to him.



170 Patti Berg

Jerking off his boots, ripping off his jeans and
boxers, he jumped into the water, executing a
masterful, knee-hugging bomb. Water exploded
around him. And to his surprise, so did Angel’s
laughter. And damn how he liked that sound.

He swam toward her, circled her, studying her
body as the water rippled around her waist, hips
and thighs.

At last he stood. Close. Real close. Half a head
taller than her. Her breasts heaved, those budding
pink nipples just barely above the water jutting
out to meet him, but he kept his distance. Not
touching her.

Yet.
He circled her again, then curled his hands on

her shoulders, kneading the muscles running up
her neck, along her shoulder blades. “God, you’re
tight.”

“It comes with the job. I’m always on edge.”
“Are you sure it has nothing to do with being

here in the water with me? Naked? And knowing
what’s going to happen soon?”

“I’m not afraid of you, if that’s what you want
to know.”

“Something’s making you awfully tense,” he
said, massaging her shoulders. “If I’m reading
you right, you’re uncomfortable with the way I’m
touching you.”

She swam away, to the far end of the pool, and
Tom joined her, taking long strokes until he
reached her. Through the water he could see her
legs scissoring back and forth, keeping her head
and shoulders from sinking below the water’s
surface.



I ’m No Angel 171

He slid his hands around her waist and pulled
her against him, his own legs moving with hers.
He was hard. Damn hard, and he rubbed against
her pelvis. He wanted her, and her eyes widened.
Was it fear he saw?

He could ask, but he didn’t want to get into
some long psychological discussion right now.
Didn’t want her to tell him it was too soon.

Dragging her hands from where they rested on
his chest, he placed them around his neck and
then softly, ever so softly, he touched her mouth
with his.

He’d tell her he wanted her, but there was no
need for words. His body said far more than he
could utter.

With his hands clasped around her waist, he
kicked away from the deep end, needed to put his
feet on something solid. As soon as his toes
touched bottom and his shoulders were above the
water, he deepened the kiss, savored her sweet-
ness.

Angel tried to pull away, that damnable fear
again creeping up on her, until his fingers swept
into her hair. He didn’t force her against him, he
just cradled her head in his hands and tasted her
lips with the tip of his tongue. Gently.

He heard her deep intake of breath. A soft purr;
an even softer sigh. And at last she leaned into
him, opening her lips and letting him taste the
inside of her mouth just as she tasted the inside
of his.

And then he danced with her. A serene waltz,
their bodies cutting through the water, her soft
breasts and pebbled nipples pressed against his
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chest. He wanted to taste her. All of her. He
wanted to be inside her, hot and tight and slick.

Her fingers were in his hair, tugging, but she
wasn’t trying to escape. She was grasping for
more.

Fighting the urge to rip off her panties and take
her now, right in the middle of the pool, he tore
his lips from her sweet, hungry mouth and
touched them lightly against the base of her
throat.

A sigh tore from her lips and her head fell back
as her breasts heaved against him. Her throat was
warm and wet and soft, and as he kissed her she
began to pant and her breasts rose higher. She
seemed as desperate for more as he was.

He grasped her thighs and spread her legs to
wrap around his waist, and then, when her fabu-
lous, succulent breasts floated atop the water, he
took one cold, beaded nipple into his mouth.

A deep moan escaped his throat. “Oh, God,” he
whispered against her dusky pink flesh. He suck-
led her, teased her with the tip of his tongue, cir-
cling that nipple lightly, then firmly, kissing her
puckered flesh before taking the other breast into
the palm of his hand, kneading her, tasting the
tempting, heavenly body that thrust against him
as the water lapped around them.

Again he captured her mouth, with urgency
now. With need. Desire. She was every bit as hun-
gry for him as he was for her, and that spurred
him on.

He lifted her in his arms, and her hands tight-
ened around his neck so their lips wouldn’t part.
He carried her up the pool steps. Water dripped
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from their bodies and the warm breeze hit them.
It should have cooled him off, but he was burning,
every inch inflamed. Throbbing with need.

He was careful not to slip on the marble floor,
bounded up the circular staircase, and headed
straight for the master bedroom at the end of the
hall. There wasn’t much in the room other than
the intricately carved Italian Renaissance bed
he’d bought yesterday morning.

He laid her on the high, soft, and thick mat-
tress, and his body screamed at him to take her
right then and there, to spread her legs and climb
between them and thrust hard and deep, once,
twice, three, four, five times, and come with an
all-powerful force. He wanted her that desper-
ately. That urgently.

He climbed onto the bed beside her, feeling the
mattress give beneath his weight. He kissed her
as his fingers slid down her belly, under the tiny
scrap of thong she wore, through tempting curls,
to the heat he longed to feast upon and make
love to.

God, why was she so damn tense? He could
feel it in her stomach muscles, in her shoulders, in
the way her fingers grasped his hair, pulling
painfully.

Opening eyes he’d kept shut so he could feel
each stroke, each touch, each movement deep in
his insides, just as he felt his music in his soul, he
watched her eyes. They were tight. Her teeth were
clenched.

“Easy, sweetheart,” he whispered, kissing her
lips gently. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

He slipped his middle finger inside her. She
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was hot and wet and tight and her legs were like a
vise.

Muscles clenched inside her as he worked his
finger in and out. God, he’d never known a
woman to be so tight, to clamp around him. He
slipped a second finger inside her, needing to re-
lease some of her tension, needing to stroke her
deep and make her feel everything he wanted her
to feel.

He swirled his thumb over that warm, tender lit-
tle nub of flesh and nerves and her body froze. Her
eyes flashed open in something close to horror.

“Stop,” she nearly screamed. “Please.”
It took a second or two for the words to register,

and then he halted. His breathing came in ragged
gasps as he withdrew his fingers. His entire body
ached with the need to be inside her, but not like
this. Not if she fought the pleasure he wanted to
give her.

Not if she was afraid of him.
He rested on top of her, cradling her face in his

hands and trying to understand what was going
on inside her head. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt
you?”

Angel shook her head, then pushed at his chest
and rolled out from under him. “I need to go.”

He grasped her arm, but not so tightly that she
couldn’t pull away if she was desperate to leave.
“Maybe you should stay so we can talk about
what just happened.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.”
Angel tugged out of his grasp, rolled out of bed,

and ran from the room, disappearing from his
view, from his arms.
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Tom’s gut tightened. He’d had women leave
his bed before, but not before they had sex. It was
always afterward. After they’d found pleasure in
each other’s bodies and they’d both been
drained of energy. There was usually a quick
kiss, a smile, and a wave, because the women
he’d known hadn’t wanted a commitment any
more than he had.

But Angel was different.
Damn it. He didn’t want her to be different. He

wanted to have sex with her. Wanted her to enjoy
it. Didn’t want any commitments.

Hell, he didn’t want her to be scared. Or special.
And he didn’t want her to run away. He wanted

her too damn much.

What the hell was she doing? Angel wondered, as
she breezed through the French doors, struggling
to pull the tight spandex dress over her breasts,
clutching her shoes plus her stiletto and garter in
one hand and searching for her purse.

She needed to get away before Tom confronted
her, before he called her a tease and a frigid bitch
like the last guy she’d allowed to go almost as far
as Tom had gotten.

But it didn’t appear she needed to worry about
that. Tom was nowhere in sight. He was probably
fast asleep in bed, figuring she wasn’t worth
yelling at or berating.

She spotted her purse on top of the piano.
Grabbing it quickly, she turned to run for the
front door and her car, and ended up running into
Tom’s powerful chest. His fingers dug into her
arms, holding her almost at arm’s length.
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Slowly she looked up and saw the chill in his
eyes. She tried to avoid them by gazing at the
door, by wishing that she could will herself
through it, into her car, and into her home, where
she could pretend that none of this had hap-
pened.

God, she needed to get away.
“I have to go home, Tom.”
“No, you don’t,” he said brusquely. “We need

to talk.”
“There’s nothing to talk about.” She twisted out

of his hold and ran for the door, but he caught her
again, spinning her around, holding her tight.

“Tell me what the hell happened upstairs.”
“It’s pretty damn obvious, isn’t it?”
“The only thing that was obvious to me was

that for some goddamned reason you were scared
shitless. You were so damn tight I could hardly
get my fingers inside you. But it was also pretty
damn obvious that you wanted me to make love
to you, and you can bet your bottom dollar I
wouldn’t have stopped and you would have en-
joyed every second of it if you hadn’t brought
everything to a screeching halt.”

Her jaw tightened. “I brought it to a screeching
halt because it shouldn’t have happened in the
first place.”

“You said the same thing about kissing me
when we were parked in front of Frederike
LeVien’s place, but you know damn good and
well you enjoyed that kiss and all of the others we
shared tonight just as much as I did. You liked
that lap dance, too. Didn’t you?”

“Of course I did. But—”
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“But what?” His hold tightened. His eyes
blazed. “Do you have some dreaded disease
you’re afraid to tell me about? Are you going to
turn into a frog if we make love?”

“Maybe I’m just frigid,” she lied, knowing he
wouldn’t want to hear and probably wouldn’t
care about the real reason. “Maybe I hate sex.”

“Bullshit. You were hot. You were wet. You were
slick, and I could hear every moan, every purr,
every growl deep down in your throat. I felt your
muscles tighten around my fingers. I watched
your breasts heave. Damn it, Angel, a woman
who’s frigid or hates sex doesn’t react in any of
those ways. A woman who’s frigid or hates sex
wouldn’t be a turn-on to a man, and let me tell
you, sweetheart, you turn me on more than any
woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. Now,” he said, his
breathing hard and deep, “are you going to tell
me what the hell happened up there?”

She wasn’t ready to tell him. How could she tell
him what she didn’t understand herself?

She jerked out of his arms and walked back to
the open French doors. The cool breeze fluttered
around her as she stared out at the brightly lit
palms.

Behind her she heard Tom’s labored breathing.
Heard it calm, then felt his hands sliding around
her waist, his fingers clasping over her stomach.
He cradled her back against his chest, his cheek
brushing against hers. He didn’t say a word, he
just held her close for the longest time. Comfort-
ing her in a way no man had ever comforted her.

Slowly, ever so slowly, she relaxed in his arms.
“Want a glass of wine?” he asked softly.
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Angel shook her head. “No, but thanks.”
“Chocolate? I might have an old Hershey bar

lying around somewhere.”
His teasing made her smile. It surprised her

that he could laugh or even want to comfort her
after what had happened, and she couldn’t help
but ask, “Why are you still holding me?”

“I like the way you feel.” His voice whispered
against her cheek. “I like everything about you,
Angel, and I’m not about to let you out of my arms
until you tell me what’s wrong. I can’t help unless
I know.”

Could she put her trust in a man she’d known
only two days? Could she bare her soul to him?

She folded her hands over his, and his warmth
and strength seeped into her. She felt his compas-
sion and an unexplainable need that seemed so
much like her own.

Slowly she let her words, her thoughts flow out
to Tom. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to
want someone desperately? To want to be held
and touched and kissed? To have your insides
ache with a need you can’t even express?”

“I’m feeling all of those things right now,” Tom
answered.

Angel turned in his arms. Her breasts rubbed
softly against his chest and her heart beat gently,
as she looked deep into his eyes. “Before you had
sex the first time, do you remember having
dreams that it would be wonderful and exciting?”

He laughed, but Angel knew it wasn’t her ques-
tion he found funny; it had to be the memory of
that first time. “It was a long time ago, but yeah, I
remember those feelings.”
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“Is it always wonderful and exciting for you?”
“I’m a man. It always feels good. Some times

are better than others.” He kissed her softly, his
lips lingered a moment, and then he pulled back
just the slightest amount, and looked at her with
gently caressing eyes. “Sometimes you know it’s
going to be good even before you get to the sex.
There’s a connection. Something that just feels so
damn right.”

“And then it’s great when you get to the sex.
Right?”

“Well . . .” He laughed again. “Yeah.”
“This is crazy,” Angel said, bolting across the

room. “I’ve told you way too much.”
Tom stopped her retreat, tugging her back into

his arms. “You haven’t told me a thing, you’ve
just asked a lot of questions. But you know what?”
His eyes narrowed. “I seem to be getting a pretty
good picture of what’s going on here.”

“What do you mean?”
“You’re a tease, Angel.” She felt her body stiffen

at his words. “You dress to kill wearing kick-ass
high heels and tight dresses and stripping in front
of a man and telling him he’s not getting any-
thing more.”

“You think I’m a tease?” she tossed back.
“You’ve hit me with one sexual innuendo after
another from the first second we met.”

“Yeah, but I’m not the one walking away right
now.”

“Most men do.” Anger erupted inside her.
“They get pissed off because I won’t go all the
way.”

“Does that piss you off, Angel, or do you se-
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cretly enjoy making men horny, letting them get
to the point of no return, then slapping cold water
in their faces by saying stop?”

Her back stiffened. “You don’t know a thing
about me.”

“But I want to.”
“You want a good roll in the hay. Nothing

more.”
“If that’s all I wanted, you’d be gone by now

and I’d be at Jazzzzz or some other club looking
for a woman who’d guarantee me a great time.
But you’re here. I’m here. And you know what,
sweetheart, I’m not going to let you go until you
tell me what’s going on in that head of yours.”

The intensity in his eyes bore into her as if he
really and truly did want to know what was trou-
bling her. And God knows she’d looked long and
hard for a man she could trust. It might be a mis-
take to open up to Tom. Then, again, it might be
an even bigger mistake not to, because if she
pulled away once more, he might give up on her
completely.

“She ran her hands through still-wet hair. “If I
tell you everything, you’ll tell me I need a
shrink.”

“I hate shrinks.” Tom’s words were blunt. His
smile soft, coaxing, and she found herself leaning
into the comfort of his rock solid body.

“You’re sure you want to hear this?”
“Positive.”
Angel took a deep breath, then let it all spill out.

“Marrying Dagger was the biggest mistake I ever
made. My dad told me not to. My brothers,
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Emma, my mom. They didn’t like him but, I don’t
know, I was young and rebellious and . . .”

“We’ve all done stupid things in our lives.”
“Yeah, but I married a man who slept with a

knife, who introduced me to making love by teas-
ing me with a blade, and kept on teasing me with
it for seven long years because he couldn’t get ex-
cited any other way.”

Tom’s fingers clutched her arms. She could feel
his anger. His concern.

“He said it was all fun and games,” Angel con-
tinued. “He said he’d never hurt me, but every
time we were together I felt as if I were being
raped, felt if I didn’t spread my legs for him and let
him do what he wanted, he’d use the knife on me.”

“Did he?”
“No, but the threat was always there.”
“Why didn’t you leave him?”
“A million reasons, which seem ridiculous

now.”
“Such as?” Tom asked.
“I didn’t want my parents or my brothers to

know I’d made a mistake. I didn’t want to look like
a failure. Most of all, I’d never believed in divorce. I
always thought there was something wrong with a
man or a woman who couldn’t make their mar-
riage work.”

“But you finally walked away?”
“My mom got hit with Alzheimer’s and I

watched how gentle my dad was with her. He
brushed her hair if she forgot. He’d sit for hours
reading books and magazines to her even though
some days she’d just stare at the wall. That’s when
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I realized that if I ever got hit with a fatal disease,
Dagger might slice my throat so he wouldn’t have
to deal with an invalid. That’s when I realized I
didn’t have a marriage. I had nothing.”

“And now?” Tom asked.
“I’ve tried to wipe Dagger from my memory,

and for the most part I’ve been successful. But
when it comes to sex—I’m just so damn scared.
Petrified. Afraid I’ll be hurt.”

Tom smiled gently. “Kind of like me at four,
when I first had to touch an alligator. Scared shit-
less until I knew I was going to get something
good in return. All I had to do was relax, take that
first step, touch the gator, and Pop bought me a
piano, which was the thrill of my life.”

Angel found herself smiling. “That’s an inter-
esting analogy.”

“It was damn good, wasn’t it?” Tom laughed as
he stroked a lock of damp hair away from her
face. “You might be scared of me, Angel, but just
touch me—and let me touch you—and I’ll prove
you have nothing to fear. And then I’ll show you
how good it can be for both of us.”

“This isn’t a ploy just to get me back into your
bed, is it?”

“I could be a real asshole and tell you every lie
in the book, but the truth is, touching you excites
me, Angel. Looking at you, feeling you, watching
you stroll around in kick-ass high heels makes me
want you. I don’t need a knife, I don’t need
threats, I just need you to say, ‘Make love to me.’ ”

“I’m still scared shitless.”
Warm fingers caressed her cheek, curled be-

neath her chin, and held her gaze captive. “Hurt-
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ing you is the last thing on my mind. Making you
feel good, making you moan and squirm and
come over and over again . . . that’s what I want.”

A moment’s hesitancy continued to hang over
her. “You’ll go slow?”

“If that’s what you want.”
“You’ll stop if I tell you to?”
He kissed her lips lightly. Gently. “I’m not go-

ing to hurt you, Angel. Trust me. Please.”
He swept her up in his arms and headed for the

stairs. “I’m going to go slow, Angel. I’m going to
make you feel all the things you should have felt
for years. And if you get scared, if you tell me to
stop, I’ll stop. It may be the hardest thing I’ve ever
had to do in this life, but I don’t want to make love
to a woman who’s frightened. I want to make love
to a woman who wants me.”

Angel sighed, letting go of the tension. The fear.
Her fingers tightened in Tom’s long, silky hair,
and then she whispered against his lips, “I want
you.”



12

Moonlight poured through the open French
doors and danced across Tom’s body as he
stretched out beside Angel in the massive Italian
Renaissance bed. He was gorgeous and mesmer-
izing, and even now, as he slipped an arm be-
neath her neck and caressed her cheek with a
callused palm, she couldn’t believe he’d run after
her. That he still wanted her.

His first kiss was tender. Cautious. He breathed
deeply, his eyes open, watching her with a gentle
smile, just as she watched him.

“How’s that?” he whispered against her lips.
“Too much?”

“I’ve got no problem with your kisses,” she
said, curling into his body, slipping fingers into his
hair, praying that this time she wouldn’t fall apart
when he got too close. “In all honesty, I could lie
here all night doing nothing more than kissing.”

Tom skimmed the tip of his tongue over her
bottom lip. “Kissing’s fine for starters, but we’re
going all the way, sweetheart. All the way.”
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And God how he wanted her now. This very in-
stant. But he’d promised to go slow. Taking his
time, he touched her neck, his fingers feathering
over soft, warm skin. Slowly, ever so slowly, he ca-
ressed her side, listening to each breath she took,
waiting for the hesitancy and fear to go away.
Inch after precious inch he captured each curve,
each little mole in his memory.

He rested his fingers on the flare of her hip and
deepened his kiss. Her lips parted. Their tongues
touched. Mingled. And then they danced—a
waltz, sweet and smooth and rhythmic. All the
while he could feel the tension easing where his
fingers cradled her shoulder, could hear small
sighs deep within her.

While her senses were caught in the magic of
their kiss, he rolled her onto her back and swept
his palm to her belly. She flinched. He could have
stopped kissing her. Could have said, ‘It’s okay.
I’m not going to hurt you,’ but he told her in ac-
tions what she might not believe in words.

His hand merely rested on her stomach. A light
touch, nothing more. He could feel every breath
she took and they came closer together, grew
shorter, heavier, as his lips strayed from her
mouth. He kissed her throat, drawing lazy circles
with his tongue over her collarbone, her chest, at
last arriving at her breast.

A sigh escaped him when he found her sweet,
hardened nipple. God, that little nub tasted like
manna from heaven, a feast he sorely doubted he
could ever get enough of.

But now he wanted more.
Angel could feel every hard inch of Tom’s body
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pressed against her, could smell his heat, the scent
of his aftershave, the chlorine that still lingered on
his skin. He nibbled on her nipple, suckled her,
and was driving her mad with a need she’d never
felt before.

Slowly, tentatively, she reached out and
threaded her fingers into his hair. He moaned
when she touched him, and he looked up from
her wet and swollen breast and smiled.

“How are you holding up?” he asked, a twinge
of laughter in his eyes.

“I think I’m going to survive.”
“Then let’s try this again.”
With his dark brown eyes sparkling as he

watched her face, he slid his hand down her belly
and between her legs.

“You’re nice and warm,” he said. “And wet.”
“That’s your doing.”
“Let’s see what else I can do.”
One finger slipped inside her, moving in and

out gently, and she couldn’t believe the feeling,
the way electricity skittered through her veins,
how her heart thumped, how her stomach quiv-
ered.

A second finger joined the first and then he
swirled his thumb over the most sensitive spot of
all. She jumped as a spasm of sheer delight hit her.

“Too much?” he asked.
She shook her head bravely. “Not enough.”
“I was hoping you’d say that.”
Without another word, Tom moved over her.

The muscles in his arms flexed as he nudged her
legs apart with his knees and before she had any
idea what he was doing, her legs were resting on
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his shoulders and he was smiling at her from be-
tween her thighs.

Her body tensed. Her legs clamped around his
neck.

“Relax, sweetheart,” Tom whispered. “Just re-
lax.”

She felt the tip of his tongue against her sensi-
tive flesh. Hot. Powerful. Cautious but in full com-
mand, leaving no doubt in her mind that he
wanted to please her, wanted to send her over the
edge and beyond without going too fast and scar-
ing the living daylights out of her.

Did he know she’d never been touched that
way before? Or did he only guess?

Tom’s tongue swirled around and around and
she throbbed down deep inside, wanting more.
Needing more.

It had to have been instinct that made her hips
thrust toward him when she was certain Tom was
going to pull away.

“That’s what I like,” he said. “A woman who
knows what she wants.”

He kissed her softly and then with passion,
right there between her legs, his tongue dancing
over her flesh, setting her ablaze and stoking the
flame when his fingers again found their way in-
side her.

Blood pulsed through her veins. Her heart beat
fast and heavy. Her breathing was labored and
with every skillful thrust of his fingers, every
sweet stroke of his tongue, every kiss, a moan es-
caped her throat. A sigh. And then her entire body
convulsed in blissful pleasure.

She felt a desperate urge to pull away, to keep



188 Patti Berg

from screaming, but Tom captured her legs in his
arms and held her close, keeping her against him,
while he carried her into sweet, blissful ecstasy.

He sucked, he teased; she panted and cried out,
“Stop, please stop.”

He rose above her, a powerful man. Chest heav-
ing, eyes black with desire. He touched her face,
his palms settling on her cheeks. “Please tell me
that ‘Stop, please stop,’ wasn’t for real. That you
really meant, ‘I’m having a hell of a good time
and if you stop, I’ll never speak to you again.’ ”

Angel reached up and cradled his beautiful face
in her hands. “You do have a condom, don’t you?”

“A few dozen, and I can have the first one on
before you can say, ‘Make love to me.’ ”

“Take your time and get it on right,” she said, as
he reached toward the far side of the bed, opened
the drawer in the nightstand, and pulled out a lit-
tle pouch. “This isn’t a race, Tom. It’s a pleasure
trip. My very first one, and I want to enjoy all the
sights and sounds and everything else.”

He rolled the condom on. “And I’m ready to
depart.”

“Then make love to me.”
Tom smiled as he balanced the length of his

body over hers with one muscle-bulging arm. He
reached between them and she could feel him
guiding his erection against her, sliding the head
back and forth over slick skin. And then, ever so
slowly, he pushed inside her.

It had been so long. So damn long. And he was
so big that she was afraid she’d dry up from
panic, from the initial pain of being stretched, but
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he felt so right taking his time getting inside her,
inch by inch by inch.

“You all right?” he asked, his breathing la-
bored, as he buried what had to have been his en-
tire length inside her.

“Couldn’t be better.”
“We both could be better. I’ll show you how.”
He thrust hard and fast and she was sure he’d

touched her heart. And then he began to move in
that same way he had played the piano, calmly
one moment, then with all-consuming power. His
wasn’t the in-and-out, wham-bam, not-even-a-
thank-you-ma’am kind of lovemaking—or just
plain one-sided sex—that she’d had before.

Tom made love. His style was soulful, with a bit
of jazz and rhythm and blues thrown in. There
was a touch of rock and then the classics, played
by a master, each stroke designed to evoke in-
tense, fiery emotions.

This was what she’d fantasized about. This was
what she imagined making love would be. And
now that she’d experienced it, she had the feeling
she’d never get enough, and ask for more when-
ever and wherever the mood struck.

As long as she was with Tom.
How simple it was to enjoy and take immense

delight in all that she was feeling. It seemed crazy,
but she laughed, and Tom’s intense eyes focused
on her face.

“You find my lovemaking funny?”
“Oh, God, no. It’s the best thing I’ve ever expe-

rienced in my whole entire life.”
“It’ll get even better.”
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“I’m sure it will.”
Her hips rose to thrust against him. “Roll over

and let me take charge.”
A grin eased across his face, and suddenly she

was above him, kneeling over his body, her mouth
lowering over his.

She kissed him deeply and lingered there, her
tongue memorizing the contours of his mouth,
the slick feel of his teeth, the pleasure of his
tongue tangling with hers.

Rotating her hips, she clenched her muscles,
and as her insides tightened she felt his erection
throb. She kept him trapped inside her, wanting
to keep him long and hard and hot and thick, and
buried in the heart of her as long as she could.

“I like the feel of you inside me,” she whispered
against his mouth.

“I kind of like being there.”
Her lips drifted lower to caress his jaw, and

lower still, licking away the salty perspiration on
his neck. She traced his collarbone with her
tongue and slowly, steadily kissed her way to his
small beaded nipples. She flicked first one and
then the other, just as he had done to hers, all the
while watching the smile on his face as he folded
his arms beneath his head so he could gaze at her.

“You do that quite well.”
“This is a first for me.” She smiled back. “I lis-

tened intently and with great interest while my
girlfriends read their romance novels out loud.
There were so many things I wanted to do and try
when I made love.”

“Feel free to use me as your testing ground.”
His hips thrust upward. He added a little bump



I ’m No Angel 191

and grind, and a zillion shock waves zapped
through her insides.

“Oh, God, Tom. Do that again. Please.”
And he did, bucking her, filling her completely,

stroking every nerve ending.
It was amazing how good it felt to be on top of

him. She wasn’t in control, but she wasn’t under
his control, either. They were enjoying this to-
gether.

Together . . . because she wanted it to be that
way, not because he had demanded it of her.

She rose above him, straddling his pelvis and
holding on tight, like a woman riding a bronc
gone wild.

His breathing grew hard and heavy and she
moaned with each mounting thrust.

Shivers of need and want and desire and almost
unbearable pleasure ripped through her, and then
she was beneath him again, her ankles locking
around his back, his hands clasping her bottom
and holding her tight as the pounding beat of his
lovemaking deepened and gained momentum.

“Stop, Tom, stop,” she cried, and with her very
next breath beseeched him, “No, no, please. Don’t
ever stop.”

She threaded her fingers into his hair and drew
his face close. His dark eyes were barely open, but
she could see the intensity there. The passion.

And then his mouth slanted over hers. Hard.
Needy. A cry for more and then . . .

Everything inside her and around her quaked.
Her muscles tightened. Her fingernails nearly
dug into his scalp. Tom groaned, his body stiff-
ened and stilled, except for the tightness of his
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hands holding her against him, as if he were
afraid she’d want to pull away.

Deep within her she could feel him pulse. And
when he laid down softly on top of her, when he
kissed her tenderly, she could feel the beat of his
heart.

He didn’t move. He didn’t get up and leave her.
He stayed there, holding her, kissing her, show-
ing her that even her wildest fantasies about what
true lovemaking was like were not nearly as wild
and wonderful as the real thing.

Tom watched Angel sleep. Mascara and eyeliner
had darkened the hollows beneath her eyes and
the long honey-blond hair trailing across his arm
and over the black satin pillows was a mass of
tangles.

They should have taken a shower at some point
during the night. He should have washed her hair
and brushed it out for her. But he hadn’t wanted
to get out of bed. Hell, he hadn’t wanted to be
anyplace but inside of her most of the night. And
he had been.

How he’d managed to get it up so many times
was a mystery. He only hoped they could do the
same thing again and again.

Beneath her eyelids he could see the slight
flicker of her eyes. Was she dreaming? About him,
he hoped, and not about the bastard she’d been
married to.

In all of his life he’d only wanted to wreak
vengeance on one man—Holt Hudson. Now
there was another man he despised—Dagger
Zane. If the man got within spitting distance
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again, Tom would make him regret that he’d ever
been born.

Angel rolled onto her side, as if his thoughts
had awakened her. Or maybe it could have been
his fingers tracing the curve of her waist, the flair
of her hips; or the sound of his breathing when he
remembered the taste of her nipples, and the feel
of her tongue when she’d teased his hard-as-
granite erection.

He touched her lips with his middle finger. They
were cool and plump and red, and she opened her
mouth just the slightest bit and sucked his finger-
tip inside. She licked it, nibbled on it, then reached
under the covers and touched his abs.

He sprang to life in an instant, and her hand
wrapped around him, kneaded him, slid up and
down, up and down, before she straddled his hips
and, with eyes now open wide, lowered herself
onto him.

“Sleep well?” she asked, rising to within a frac-
tion of an inch of him slipping out of her, then
lowering herself again in slow motion until their
bodies melded together and became almost one.

“I don’t remember you letting me sleep.”
Angel smiled slyly. “Want to sleep now?”
“I’d rather just lie here and watch your breasts

while you do all sorts of nasty things to me.”
“You mean I don’t get anything in return?”
“You get the benefit of me being hard as rock

for the third time is as many hours. I don’t know
if I’m capable of anything else.”

“In that case . . .”
The confounded woman had the nerve to climb

off of him, off the bed, and then smirk.
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His eyes narrowed while he did his best not to
grin. “I’ll get you for that.”

Angel laughed. “You have to catch me first.”
Tom bounded off the bed, but Angel was far

faster than him. She raced out of the bedroom and
down the stairs, with him hot on her trail. She
threw open the French doors leading to the pool
and was halfway there when he caught her and
twirled her around.

He trapped her in his embrace and kissed her
lips. They were hot and her laughter echoed in 
his mouth, then turned to moans as his tongue
dipped inside.

Her hands stretched up around his neck and he
lifted her. Her ankles locked around his back and
he carried her to a marble bench and laid her
down.

The marble was cold and hard. On the other
hand, he was on fire and just as hard as the stone,
and he entered her with one deep trust.

And then he came to a sudden, jerking halt.
“Shit.”

Angel’s eyes flew open. “What? Are you hurt?
Is something wrong?”

“We seem to have forgotten all about protec-
tion.”

She cradled his cheeks in her hands. “I haven’t
got anything you need to worry about.”

“Me neither.”
“And the timing’s okay.”
“You’re sure?”
“I know my body.”
He tried not to worry. He tried to concentrate

on just how good and tight and hot and slick she
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felt. And he thrust again. “I’m getting to know it
pretty well, too, and I like it a lot.”

“Shut up and just make love to me.”
And he did.

Angel knew she should leave. It was nearly seven
in the morning and she’d told her dad she’d drop
by to make breakfast for him and her mom. It was
a ritual she performed three or four times a week
to give her father a break, to give him someone to
talk with, and, for her own sake, to maybe catch a
glimpse of the mother she used to know, the mom
who remembered her daughter’s face, even if she
couldn’t always remember her name.

Instead, she sat on the piano bench, tucked be-
tween Tom’s legs, the warm bare skin of his chest
pressed against her back, clothed in the red span-
dex dress she’d donned after they’d made love
and taken a quick dip in the pool.

Tom’s strong, darkly tanned fingers were a
sharp contrast against the white and black piano
keys. They were the hands of an alligator wrestler,
a snake charmer, callused and rough and tanned
from long days in the sun. Yet he played
Beethoven and Chopin from memory, as if the
music were a part of his soul.

Tom kissed her neck lightly. “What’s on your
agenda after you have breakfast with your parents
this morning?”

“I need to talk with Frederike’s butler about
what we witnessed last night—which was pretty
much nothing. I’ve got photos to deliver to an-
other client, I have to prepare for a court case I
need to testify at tomorrow, and make my every-
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other-day meeting with Holt Hudson about the
gala.”

Tom’s fingers stilled on the piano. He kissed
Angel’s neck. “Why don’t you take me with you?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Why not?”
“I told you already. I don’t trust you around

Holt.”
“That was before you knew me.”
“Just because I trust you around me doesn’t

mean I want to take you into Holt Hudson’s home
and let you confront him about something that’s
best forgotten.”

Tom sighed in frustration. “Holt Hudson might
think it’s best forgotten, but I need to know the
truth about that night.”

“The truth was published in the newspapers.
The truth was in the police report.”

“All lies.”
“I read every word of it and—”
Tom’s laughter cut off her words. “You got a

copy of the police report?”
“I told you yesterday that I was going to check

out your background. I might not have gotten
around to finding out anything about you, but I
was lucky enough to get a copy of the police re-
port off of microfiche—and I did find out what
happened that night.”

“I told you that you could ask me anything you
wanted to ask and I’d give you the lowdown.”

“You can’t give me the lowdown about some-
thing you know very little about.”

“I know the police report is a piece of crap.”
“I read it, Tom. Your dad’s fingerprints were on



I ’m No Angel 197

the combination lock leading into the safe where
Holt Hudson keeps his valuables. The same fin-
gerprints were inside the safe where Holt kept The
Embrace, and they were also on Carlotta Hudson’s
headboard.”

“I read the same report and I know exactly
what it says. But there’s got to be some other ex-
planation for those fingerprints. My dad and Holt
were friends. He probably went into that safe on a
lot of different occasions.”

“Not according to Holt. Besides, Tom, there is
no explanation for his fingerprints being on Car-
lotta’s headboard unless—”

“He wasn’t having an affair with her.”
“Damn it, Tom. Let’s not talk about this. Let’s

not ruin what was such a perfect night.”
“You’re the one who got a copy of the police re-

port. You’re the one who isn’t able to understand
my need to talk to Holt.”

“Your father’s blood was on Carlotta’s bed.”
The muscles in Angel’s neck stiffened. Her jaw
felt tight. “If he hadn’t been guilty, why did he
run? Why didn’t he go to a hospital after he was
shot? Why didn’t he call the police?”

Tom shoved his hands through his hair. “I told
you before. If I knew the answers to those things I
wouldn’t have any need to see Holt. He has the
answers, and I’m going to get them from him
whether you help me or not.”

“I’m not going to help you.”
Tom shook his head, exhausted, frustrated, and

hurt. “I should have known you wouldn’t help
me. I should have known—”

“Wait a minute.” Angel’s eyes were cold. Nar-
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rowed. “Is that what this whole thing between
you and me has been about? Is that the reason you
followed me that first night, so you could get close
to me, so you could get into my pants and make
me want you . . . so that I’d end up so grateful for
your lovemaking that I’d do anything for you?”

“Yeah,” Tom muttered. “I thought you might
help me, but—”

“But nothing,” Angel threw back. “You used
me, and I fell for it.”

“You fell for me just like I fell for you.”
“You haven’t fallen for me. This was all a game

to you, just like I was a game for Dagger.”
“Do you really think I spent the night screwing

you instead of making love to you?”
Angel fought to keep the tears from sliding

down her cheeks. “That’s the way it appears.”
“Let me tell you what screwing is, Angel.

Screwing someone is claiming to be their best
friend, as Holt Hudson did with my father.
Screwing someone is shooting them six times for
no reason at all.”

Angel grabbed her purse and her shoes and
headed for the door. She threw it opened and was
halfway out when she looked back at Tom. “You
might as well have shot me in the back, too, Tom.
Because everything I was beginning to feel for
you is dead.”
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“ You look like hell,” Jed Devlin said to his
daughter when Angel opened the screen door and
stepped into the kitchen in the small four-
bedroom home in West Palm Beach where she
and her brothers had grown up. “Rough night?”

“Yeah,” Angel said, but didn’t offer any expla-
nation as she took a mug out of the ever-present
dish drainer on the countertop and poured her-
self some coffee. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to
use your shower, bum a T-shirt, and then I’ll come
back and fix breakfast.”

“I can do breakfast.”
“You burn the bacon. I don’t.” She smiled and

gave her dad a peck on the cheek, then walked
past him and into the laundry room. She’d come
here straight from Tom’s knowing her dad would
worry if she were late. She hadn’t even bothered
to change clothes, but now wanted out of the
clothes she’d worn since last night. Grabbing one
of her dad’s freshly dried Sacramento Kings 
T-shirts and a pair of his jogging shorts, she dis-
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appeared into the small bathroom that she and
her three brothers had shared.

She twisted the knob in the shower and cold
water burst out of the nozzle. It would take a good
minute for it to heat up, and while it did, she
stripped out of her god-awful red dress and pan-
ties and stared at herself in the mirror.

She did look like hell. Her eyes were red from
anger and tears. Her hair was a mass of tangles,
as if a mouse had nested in it. Mascara and eye-
liner smudged the tender skin beneath her eyes.
Her lips were swollen and, oh, God, she had a
hickey on her neck.

She rested her forehead against the cold mirror.
What the hell had she done? She’d spent the past
five years of her life making sure she was always
in control, making sure that no man ever again
got the better of her, and then she’d tumbled into
bed with the first man who didn’t run away from
her when she froze up at the onset of sex—only to
find out that he’d stuck with her because he had
more on his mind than making love.

He’d wanted to use her.
What a fool she’d been.
When the mirror was steamed over, she

climbed under the hot, pulsating water and
scrubbed away a night’s worth of being screwed.

She’d never again let that happen.
Never.

Her father raised his eyes from the newspaper
spread over the table when Angel walked back
into the kitchen. Her hair was wrapped on top of
her head in a fluffy green towel, the back of the 
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T-shirt was wet where water still dribbled from her
hair, and even though she had her dad’s running
shorts cinched up, they rested low on her hips.

Jed Devlin was a big man. Six-four and a good
two hundred sixty pounds. But he was as solidly
built as he was solid in character. An ex-private
investigator who’d worked hard at a job he’d
loved so he could support the family he cher-
ished.

And he’d never screwed anyone.
“How’s Mom this morning?” Angel asked, as

she took a carton of eggs from the fridge.
“I don’t know.” Jed took a swallow of coffee.

“She didn’t want any help getting dressed, got
angry when I mentioned that her dress zipped up
the back instead of the front, and before I came
out here she was putting on makeup so she’d look
pretty for Ted Cushman. That’s the kid who took
her to the senior prom.”

Angel cracked an egg and dumped the insides
into a bowl. “Want me to look in on her?”

“Let’s wait and see what happens once the
scent of bacon and eggs fills the house. If my
guess is right, she’ll know you’re here and want to
see you.”

“She thought I was her mom two days ago.”
“I’m hoping today will be a better day.”
Jed got up from the table, turned the fire on un-

der the big frying pan on the stove, and dropped
some cut-up strips of bacon into the skillet. “Why
don’t I give the bacon a try? If I get close to burn-
ing it, holler at me.”

“Okay, Dad.”
They worked side by side in silence for nearly a
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minute before Jed angled a questioning glance at
his daughter. “Gonna tell me where you were last
night that called for wearing a hooker dress?”

“The Tropical Lei.”
“I hope you were there for business.”
“Come on, Dad, you know I wouldn’t be there

for any other reason.”
“Were you spying on anyone I know?”
“Frederike LeVien. Her butler’s worried about

the company she’s been keeping.”
Jed laughed. “How you can stand to work

around those Palm Beach types is beyond me.
You should have kept the business in West Palm
Beach where normal people live.”

“The pay’s better over there.”
“You live in an apartment and it’s over a pam-

pered pooch boutique.”
“Yeah, but I drive a Jag, I wear designer clothes,

and I’m socking away money for a rainy day—
something you taught me to do.”

“Well, at least you listened to something I had
to say when you were growing up.”

“She didn’t listen when we told her not to marry
Dagger.” Angel spun around when she heard the
familiar voice.

Trace Devlin, Angel’s oldest brother by five
minutes—Ty was eight minutes younger than her
and Hunt was the baby, delivered twelve minutes
later—pushed through the swinging door that
led from the small living room to the kitchen.

“What are you doing in town?” Angel asked
her brother.

Trace, all six-foot-four of him, kissed Angel’s
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forehead, grabbed a carton of orange juice out of
the fridge, and took a drink, not bothering to get a
glass.

“I’m heading to Miami right after breakfast,”
Trace said, looking at his watch. “I’ve got a meeting
at eleven with a possible witness to a cold case I’m
working on. A guy I’ve been looking for for over a
year now and with any luck he won’t flake on me.”

“You weren’t going to come by and see me?”
Angel asked.

“I knew you’d be here to fix breakfast, other-
wise I would have gone out to eat.” Trace winked
at their father. “You know Dad has a bad habit of
burning the bacon.”

“At least I can put a meal together. That’s more
than you ever bothered to learn,” Jed tossed back,
his booming laughter ringing through the house.
Alzheimer’s may have changed the future Jed
had always envisioned for himself and his wife,
but he refused to give in to the disease that was
ravaging the woman he loved. Laughter and his
family got him through the worst of times.

“Are you going to see Ty while you’re in Mi-
ami?” Angel asked, grating cheddar cheese to
throw into the omelet she was making.

“If I get a chance,” Trace said. “And before you
ask about Hunt, I saw him in Manhattan a couple
of days ago. We shot some hoops, then went out
for beer.”

“He didn’t say anything about coming to the
gala, did he?” Angel asked, slapping Trace’s hand
when he dug into the bowl of cheddar she’d just
grated.
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“Hunt doesn’t tell me anything more about
what he’s done or plans to do than he tells anyone
else.”

“He’s a CIA operative,” Jed said. “I’d bet my
bottom dollar on it.”

“I’m sticking with hit man,” Trace stated.
“Seems to me someone gets killed everywhere he
goes.”

Angel tuned out the banter between her brother
and dad, and just took comfort that she had a
close-knit family, even though Hunt was a bit of
an enigma.

She beat the eggs with a whisk that her mother
had used eons ago when cooking for her family
had been one of her favorite pastimes. Her father
stirred the bacon in the pan, making sure it didn’t
burn, and Trace set the table, something he must
have learned after he left home.

When they were little, the boys were taught to
be boys and Angel was taught to be a girly-girl, al-
though that was the last thing she wanted. Trace,
Ty, and Hunt were men in the making. It was
their job to change tires and mow the lawn and
lift heavy things. Angel had the pleasure of cook-
ing and being sent off to Portia Alexander’s 
Academy to become a fine young woman of im-
peccable breeding because God knows Jed Devlin
wanted his tomboy to grow into a lady—not fol-
low in his footsteps as she’d always threatened,
and become a P.I.

Jed ended up with a rebel for a daughter, an
eighteen-year-old who met a good-looking guy
on the flight home from London, and brought the
unemployed, tattooed knife thrower with a pen-
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chant for B.S. home to meet her family. They de-
spised him right off the bat, but she was in love,
full of starry-eyed dreams of romance.

Four days later, wearing cutoffs, a tank top, and
flip-flops, she and Dagger stood in front of the
Palm Beach County Clerk with no family mem-
bers at their side. She carried a single red rose and
Dagger had had her name tattooed on his chest,
right below his devil tattoo. He gave her a ring
he’d picked up at a pawnshop—something she
found out on one of those horrid nights when
they lay together in bed—and she married Dag-
ger Zane, for better or for worse.

Seven years later she’d divorced him. It wasn’t
until then that she told her mom, dad, and broth-
ers the truth. It wasn’t until then that she’d ac-
cepted the truth herself—Dagger had never loved
her; he’d merely used her.

The bastard.
Angel whacked an onion in half with one of her

mom’s extra-sharp kitchen knives, and went to
town chopping the thing into little bits and
pieces.

Her dad frowned; Trace wrapped his arm
around her neck. “Got something you want to
talk about?”

“Nope.”
She whacked the onion again. It was amazing

how much frustration a woman could get rid of
while chopping food.

“I heard through the rumor mill that Dagger’s
in town,” Trace said, putting the knives, forks,
and spoons on the wrong side of the plates as he
set the table.
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Bitterness rose in Angel’s throat as she
whacked a bell pepper. “Yeah, and I had the mis-
fortune of running into him last night.”

Trace’s eyes narrowed. “He didn’t ask you for
money or try anything with you, did he?”

“Hell, no,” Angel blurted. “If that man ever
touches me again, I’ll gut him.”

“That’s my girl.” Jed dumped the crisp, slightly
burned bacon onto a plate lined with paper tow-
els. “If you want, you can stick around here with
your mom this morning and Trace and I will go
have a talk with that asshole you married.”

“I don’t want either one of you tangling with
him. You did it once and you all ended up in jail
overnight. God only knows what would happen if
you got into it with him again.”

“So what’s he doing here?” Trace asked.
“Working as a walker.”
“What woman in her right mind would want to

go anywhere with that son-of-a-bitch?” Jed
asked, dumping the bacon grease into an old cof-
fee can.

“He’s tall and handsome,” Angel said, striving
to think of any other good qualities Dagger might
have—but they were very few and far between. “I
guess he can also be rather charming.”

“He’s got a goddamned devil tattooed on his
chest.” Jed’s anger rang through the kitchen. “He
took your house, he took your money, and he
would have taken the business you built without
any help from him if—”

“Can we change the subject?” Angel asked, but
had the feeling her father hadn’t yet finished his
tirade, and she couldn’t blame him. Dagger Zane
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had hurt Jed’s daughter, and he’d never let the
guy forget it.

Jed sighed heavily, then took a swig of his cof-
fee. “Why I ever hired that worthless, good-for-
nothing sack of shit is beyond me.”

“You hired him because I asked you to. And I’m
the one who married him in spite of all your
warnings. But it’s over and done with, Dad. I’m
divorced. He can’t get another penny from me.”

“Yeah, but—”
Angel couldn’t miss the grim look on her dad’s

face. “But what, Dad?”
“Yeah,” Trace said. “That but had an ominous

sound to it that I don’t like.”
Jed pulled an envelope out of his back pocket.

“I was debating on whether or not to talk with
you about this this morning.”

“What is it?” Trace asked.
Jed pulled the piece of stationery out of the en-

velope. “It seems Dagger has decided to sue me
over the broken nose I gave him.”

“What?” Trace’s eyes narrowed. “That was five
years ago.”

“Yeah, but his nose is crooked and the asshole
says an extremely wealthy woman turned down
his marriage proposal because of it.”

“That’s the most asinine thing I’ve ever heard,”
Trace said, snatching the piece of paper from his
dad’s hand.

“It’s a nuisance suit, nothing more,” Jed added,
“but I haven’t got the money for an attorney.”

“If Dagger thinks he can get away with this,”
Angel said, “he’s sorely mistaken.”

“Dagger always gets away with crap,” Jed said.
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“He pulled all sorts of shit on you and the only
punishment he ever got was a beating from me
and your brothers.”

“He’s not going to get away with any crap this
time,” Angel stated. “He’s living on his boat and I
know where he keeps it and—”

“I don’t want you messing with him on your
own,” Jed said.

“I don’t want either one of you messing with
him,” Trace added. “I’ll have a talk with him after
I go down to Miami.”

Angel sighed. “I need to take care of this now—
the sooner the better.”

“It can wait, Angel,” Trace stated. “I’ll come
back—”

“I don’t want either of you getting into the mid-
dle of this. Trace—you’ve got to leave for Miami
right after breakfast and I know you can’t stay
away from work long. Dad—you’ve got Mom to
take care of. And me, well, Dagger knows damn
good and well that I can use a knife. He also
knows damn good and well that if he tries any-
thing funny with me, I’ll cut his heart out.”

“Maybe we should just pay him off,” Jed said.
“Get him off our backs.”

“If we pay Dagger off,” Trace said, “he’ll find
another reason to come back for more.”

“No one’s paying Dagger a penny, Dad.” Angel
shook her head. “I should have pressed charges
when I was married to him. Should have made
him serve jail time for what he did to me, but I
didn’t. That was my mistake, and I’m not going to
make any more mistakes where he’s concerned.”

“Let who get away with what?”



I ’m No Angel 209

Sarah Devlin walked into the kitchen wearing
an old ski coat she must have dug out of the back
of her closet. She was still so darn beautiful on the
outside, but there was so little of the Mom every-
one knew and loved left on the inside.

“It was nothing, Mom,” Trace said, giving her a
kiss on the cheek and pulling out a chair for her at
the table.

“Good morning, Mom.” Angel kissed her
mother on the other cheek. “I’m making your fa-
vorite omelet for breakfast.”

“I don’t like eggs,” Sarah said, frowning. “Do
you serve Swedish pancakes here? My husband
and I had them when we came here for our hon-
eymoon.”

“Of course we have Swedish pancakes,” Jed
said, tears pooling at the corners of his eyes.
“We’ll have them for you in a jiffy.”

Sarah ignored the chair Trace had pulled out for
her and slowly walked across the kitchen. She
stared through the window into the backyard,
where an old, just-starting-to-rust swing set had
been overtaken by climbing roses that needed to
be pruned. Gardening had been Sarah’s passion
once. Now she claimed to hate the scent of roses.

Angel cut the omelet she’d made in two and
slid the heavy concoction onto plates for Trace
and her dad. Her own appetite ceased to exist.

She grabbed flour and sugar out of one of the
cabinets, hoping by the time she figured out how
to make something resembling Swedish pancakes
her mom would still want to eat them.

“Aren’t you going to eat, Angel?” Jed asked, as
he carried the two plates to the table.
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“I’m not all that hungry.”
“I’m sorry we got on the subject of Dagger,” her

dad added. “Obviously you had other things on
your mind this morning.”

“It’s no big deal, Dad.”
Angel grabbed one of her mom’s cookbooks

and thumbed to the index.
“Hey, Dad?” Angel said, digging another skil-

let out of one of the lower shelves.
“What is it?” Jed asked, giving his wife a hug

that she didn’t react to before he sat down at the
table.

“Did you by any chance know a man named
Chase Donovan?” Angel asked.

“The cat burglar?” Jed said. “The guy who was
shot by Holt Hudson?”

“That’s the one.” Angel pulled a bowl down
from a cabinet so she could mix up the Swedish
pancake concoction. “You don’t by any chance
think the police could have falsified information
on their report into his death, do you?”

“If I remember correctly, Chase Donovan was
shot during a robbery.” Jed scratched his ear, his
eyes squinted in thought. “I don’t remember there
being much controversy over the whole thing. It
seems to me that it was all cut and dry and the ev-
idence proved everything that Holt said.”

“Didn’t that happen thirty years ago or so?”
Trace asked, holding a forkful of omelet close to
his mouth.

“Twenty-six,” Angel said, stirring the pancake
mix.

“Why all the interest in an old case?” Jed
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asked. “I’m sure the file on it was closed a long
time ago.”

“Chase Donovan’s son is in town,” Angel said.
“He thinks there’s a lot more to the story than
what Holt Hudson told the police.”

“Well . . .” Jed laughed. “He could be right. You
know those Palm Beach types. They’re loaded
with money, and money can buy just about any-
thing.”

“So you think the police report could have been
falsified?” Angel asked her dad.

“You know I don’t like to speculate. But if it
were me, I wouldn’t write off Chase Donovan’s
son’s beliefs. Personally, I wouldn’t put anything
past Holt Hudson.”

“He’s the one having the party, isn’t he?” It was
Sarah who spoke, and Angel, Trace, and Jed all
turned toward her as she continued to stare
through the window. “I saw his picture in the pa-
per. It was the same day as your fourth birthday
party.”

Angel remembered the police report. Remem-
bered the date of the shooting—it was just the day
before Angel and her brothers turned four. Some
days Sarah couldn’t remember her husband’s
name; yet some days she remembered all sorts of
inconsequential things from the past.

“That was a great birthday party, Mom,” Angel
said. “Do you remember the cakes you decorated
for us?”

Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “Birthday cakes?” she
asked, as if she’d completely forgotten what
they’d been talking about.
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“You decorated two different cakes—one that
looked like Strawberry Shortcake for me,” Angel
said, hoping her mom would remember every-
thing someday, “and a G.I. Joe for Trace, Ty, and
Hunt.”

“We all got bicycles that year,” Trace added.
“And Angel refused to use training wheels,”

her dad said, cutting into his omelet. “If I’m not
mistaken, she fell down and broke her two front
teeth.”

“They were going to fall out anyway,” Angel
said.

Slowly Sarah turned and tilted her head toward
her daughter. “You really should try to be less like
your brothers, Angel, and dress like a girl. I’ve
bought you so many pretty dresses.”

“I know you have, Mom. In fact, why don’t we
go shopping later and I’ll buy you something ex-
tra pretty to wear to the gala?”

“A hat?” Sarah asked. “Like the ones I used to
sell.”

“Of course we could buy you a hat. Better yet,
we could go to Emma’s and get a pretty purse for
you.”

“I like purses. I sold those, too,” Sarah said, her
gaze and her mind both far away. “I had a pink
one for Easter last year. And a pink dress, too.”

“And you looked awfully pretty.” Jed pushed
up from the table and squeezed his wife’s hand.
God only knows how long ago she’d had a pink
purse and shoes for Easter. It was an old memory,
like so many other old memories that would crop
up at the strangest of times.

They all held out hope that Sarah’s memory
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would return for good. That she’d be the same
mom and wife that they loved. But in truth, they
knew it was too late for Sarah. They’d just enjoy
every minute they possibly could with her now—
whether the times were good or bad.

Jed put his arm around his wife. “Why don’t
you sit down now and have some juice?” He ush-
ered his wife to the table and pulled a chair out
for her.

Angel lifted one of the Swedish pancakes onto
a plate, filled it with apricot and pineapple pre-
serves, her mom’s favorite, rolled it up and sprin-
kled it with powdered sugar, then set it on the
table.

“What’s this?” Sarah asked.
“A Swedish pancake.”
Sarah frowned, then pushed the plate away. “I

don’t like Swedish pancakes.”
Angel sighed heavily. Her mom was slipping

away far too fast, a torture Angel could hardly
bear. And as she took her mother’s plate away,
tears slipped down Angel’s face for all that she’d
lost so far, and all that she’d lose way too soon.



14

Tom stood in the center of the nursery, remem-
bering the days when he’d slept in this room. The
paint was only slightly faded, and he decided that
this was one room he’d have a specialist restore.
His parents had worked together to make this
room special, painting a chivalrous scene of fairy-
tale castles, jousting knights, and damsels in dis-
tress. He might never use the room as a nursery,
but it would be impossible to cover up the love
that had gone into every paint stroke.

Even the ceiling was painted with cherubs
floating around, and puffy white clouds dotting
the sapphire sky. Hell, the sky was the same radi-
ant color as Angel’s eyes.

God, he’d sure made a mess of things this
morning. Who would have thought a night of al-
most unending and fabulous no-holds-barred sex
would end with a fight? And not just any fight.
He’d pretty much told her he’d used her. A man
couldn’t get much stupider than that.

Damn. He didn’t want to think about Angel
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now. She wasn’t about to help him get in to see
Holt Hudson, so why should he bother trying to
get back into her good graces?

It wasn’t as if he wanted to have a relationship
with her.

Or did he?
He plowed his fingers through his hair. He

didn’t need a woman messing with his mind. He
had more important things to do. And right
now—all he wanted to do was pour his energy
and his frustration into the mansion he’d inher-
ited.

He swept a broom across the floor, gathering
up a cobweb thick with dust from a far corner. He
wrapped the web around and around in the
broom, stopping to pull out a piece of old con-
struction paper that had been lying there for God
knows how long.

Heading to the trash can that was filled almost
to the brim, he started to throw away the paper
when he noticed the childish printing on the
front. And a memory smacked against him. A
long-ago day when he’d lain on the floor in this
room, fat crayons in hand, and made the Valen-
tine for his dad.

So much had been cleared out of the chateau.
Most everything Tom remembered had been sold
at auction. He had few pictures of himself with
his dad. Few mementos of their time together. But
all of a sudden he had a Valentine, old and faded
and covered with years of dust.

He brushed it off gently, and suddenly other
memories came back to him. The pressure of his
father’s strong and loving hands against Tom’s
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back when he’d pushed him on the swing that
had once been a prominent feature on the lawn
that spread down to the ocean. His dad’s laughter
when they lay together on the floor watching car-
toons on Saturday morning. His father’s cold, still
body as they sat together in the Everglades, his
eyes wide open even though he didn’t talk, didn’t
smile, and didn’t breathe.

He didn’t want to think about those days in the
Glades, trapped inside an insufferably hot car.
God, he wished that had all been a dream, just as
Pop had told him.

Maybe some of it was a dream, because, damn
it all, there were things he remembered that
couldn’t possibly have happened. He’d been
home in bed when his dad came for him, yet . . .

Tom slammed his fist against the wall. Why did
he remember being in the dark and all alone and
afraid for what seemed an eternity? Why did he
remember sitting all hunched up inside a box
with nothing to drink and nothing to eat?

That part was a dream. A frightened little boy’s
nightmare.

“Find something interesting up here?”
Tom turned at the sound of Pop’s voice, and

leaned on the handle of his broom. “A lot of dirt
and cobwebs.”

Pop hobbled about the room, using his cane for
support. “Pretty room.”

“It will be.”
“Your dad could have been an artist, you

know. He used to paint pictures for your
grandma and me.”
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More and more things Tom didn’t know kept
surfacing, as if Pop wanted to dole each little bit
out slowly, afraid Tom might not be able to handle
all of the details about a forgotten life all at once.

“Do you still have them?” Tom asked.
“Nope.”
“Why not?”
Pop sat on top of an old and dusty toy castle.

“Your dad tried giving your grandma an emerald
necklace once. He was twenty-two or twenty-
three at the time. Your grandma was so dang
proud of your dad and she couldn’t stop smiling
when Chase gave her that necklace. It was the
prettiest thing she’d ever seen and it sure as hell
wasn’t something I could buy for her. The next
day I heard about a cat burglar breaking into a
home in Miami and the newspaper ran pictures
of the things that were taken.”

“The necklace?” Tom asked.
Pop nodded. “I should have turned your dad in

to the cops. He might have been alive now if he’d
gotten arrested and served some time in jail. But
no, I lectured him instead.”

“Did Grandma lecture him, too?”
“No. She just cried, ’cause her only son had bro-

ken her heart. After that I gave him back the neck-
lace, got rid of every reminder I had of
him—including the pictures he’d painted for me
and your grandma—and told him I never wanted
to see him again.”

“But you did.”
“I talked to him a time or two, but I didn’t see

him again until his funeral.” Pop’s eyes had red-
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dened. “If it wasn’t for you I wouldn’t have any
reminders of my son.” Pop shrugged. “I was a
foolish old man.”

“You’re still a foolish old man,” Tom said, us-
ing the broom to knock down cobwebs, needing
something to do to tamp down his frustration
over all the bitterness of what might have been.
“You still think Chase stole that statue and at-
tacked Holt Hudson’s wife.”

Pop shrugged. “I’ve been thinking a lot about
that.”

“What? You’ve had a change of heart?”
“No, but I don’t want to die believing the

worst of your dad.” Pop sighed heavily. “If you
can find any proof, no matter how small, that he
might have been innocent, I might be able to
muster up the same kind of faith in him that
you’ve got.”

Those were the most encouraging words he’d
heard from Pop in months.

“I’m trying to find proof, Pop, but I’m sure as
hell bumping into a lot of obstacles. Seems like no
one wants me to learn the truth.”

“What about that girl you were gonna use?”
Tom knocked down a big cobweb. “That didn’t

work out.”
“Told you it wouldn’t.”
“Yeah, well, you’ve told me a lot of things over

the years and I haven’t always listened.”
“Which reminds me,” Pop said. “I came up

here to tell you something important.”
“And you’re just now remembering?”
“It takes a heap of energy just getting up all the

stairs in this monstrosity you insist on living in. I
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can’t be expected to huff and puff for half an hour
and then remember why I came here in the first
place.”

“So, what did you want to tell me, and why
didn’t you just call?”

“Your cell phone was turned off and you
haven’t bothered to install real phones in this
place yet.”

“All right, I’m at fault for making you expend
so much energy. Now tell me what was so impor-
tant it couldn’t wait.”

“You’re being watched again.”
Tom grinned. “The pretty blonde?”
“Nope, the guy with the devil tattoo on his

chest.”
Tom went to the window and pushed back the

dusty curtains. “I see the same cabin cruiser that
was out there yesterday, but I don’t see anyone on
board. Do you have your spotting scope with
you?”

“I can’t use a cane and carry a scope at the same
time. Take my word for it, that’s the same guy
who was out there yesterday. And I don’t like it
one bit.”

Tom squinted, trying to get a better look, but all
he saw was another boat speeding toward the one
that he was watching. A black boat with red
flames. Angel’s boat.

What the hell was she up to, and why on earth
was she pulling up close to the boat belonging to
the other guy who’d been spying on him? Tom
didn’t have a clue what was going on, but he was
damn sure going to find out.

* * *
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Dagger Zane should have known better than to
mess with Angel’s family. She was livid, and as
soon as she confronted Dagger, he was going to
get an earful. And after she’d given him a piece of
her mind, she might also give him a mouthful of
broken teeth.

She tied her speedboat next to the cabin cruiser
she’d given Dagger as part of their divorce settle-
ment. That, the house and their savings should
have been enough to keep him happy. But Dagger
always wanted more.

Trying to tune out the annoying noise of the
speedboats and Jet Skis racing by, she climbed the
ladder leading to the sun deck and stepped over
the railing. Dagger stood in the sunlight, grinning
at her.

“Well, well, well. I hadn’t expected the pleasure
of seeing you again so soon.” Dagger grinned that
despicable, sleazy grin she remembered from
years ago. “I should tell you, Angel, that I liked
the getup you were wearing last night a lot more
than this preppy sundress you’re wearing. You
looked kind of trampy last night, and I always
liked that in my women.”

“I don’t give a damn what kind of women you
like. This isn’t a social call.”

“Then you’ve come to thank me for not blow-
ing your cover at Tropical Lei?”

“I’m sure you had an ulterior motive for not
giving me away.”

Dagger slapped a hand over his chest. “You
wound me, Angel. Always thinking I have an ul-
terior motive, when the truth is, it was damn fun
seeing the anger in your eyes—that touch of fear
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when you saw me—and I didn’t want the fun and
games to come to an end.”

“Cut the crap, Dagger, I’m not here to bullshit
with you. I want to know why the hell you’re su-
ing my dad, what the hell you’re doing out here
spying on Tom Donovan, and last but certainly
not least, what the hell you’re doing back in Palm
Beach.”

Dagger grinned. He peeled off his shirt and
stood in the sun in nothing more than a Speedo
and all of his tattoos, including the blasted one
that said angel right below the devil on his chest.
“That’s an awful lot of questions.”

“If you have trouble remembering any of them,
I’m sure I can tick them off for you one at a time.”

“I don’t see any need to be so nasty. We had a
good thing once upon a time.”

“That’s not a subject I want to discuss, Dagger,
not now, not ever.”

“From the hot and heavy look of things last
night between you and Tom Donovan, you’re hav-
ing quite a good time now. Is he as good as me?”

Angel fought for breath. She also fought to keep
her fingers from wrapping around the stiletto she
wore under her sundress. Fought to keep from
shoving him overboard and hoping that he’d get
bumped off by a noisy Jet Ski or a speedboat. He
could scream as loud as he wanted, and no one
would hear him over the noise. And then, with
any luck, he’d become shark bait.

Somehow she regained her composure. “Why
are you back in Palm Beach? I thought you were
working in Miami.”

“I was. Had a pretty decent job working for a
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P.I. down there until your brother Ty got wind of
it and fed my boss some shit about me not being
the most upstanding guy on the face of the
planet. I was pretty damn pissed, Angel. I mean,
your family’s done a good job screwing me over
ever since you and I called it quits.”

“There’s only one person who deserves any
blame for your problems, Dagger, and that’s you.”

The asshole laughed. “You’re being awfully
cruel, Angel.”

“Quit playing games and tell me why you’re in
town.”

Dagger shrugged. “Frederike told you. I’m a
walker.”

“Why any woman in her right mind would
want you as an escort is beyond me. You’ve got
the manners of a bloodsucking hyena—”

“Frederike LeVien doesn’t think so. Neither
does Stephania Allardyce. In fact, I’ve been in
town several weeks now making friends with a
number of women. I treat them nice. They treat
me to dinner and wine and parties. And if I’m re-
ally good, they buy me trinkets. Some quite ex-
pensive.”

“And let me guess—you’ve hocked them all.”
“Most of them.” Dagger grinned repulsively,

then picked up a bottle of suntan lotion, poured it
on his chest, and began to rub the oil into his still-
hard but reprehensible body.

“So you really came here just to be a walker?”
“I’ve got a nice boat to live on, thanks to our di-

vorce settlement, and the ladies I accompany are
quite good to me. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner at
all the best places. Leisurely afternoons lying
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around their pools. All I need is a designer
wardrobe and my charm. If I’d known how enjoy-
able it is being a walker, I would have taken up
the profession a long time ago.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you’ve been out
here spying on Tom Donovan.”

“That’s easy, Angel.” Dagger leaned against the
cabin and cockily folded his arms over his devil
tattoo. “One day while I was lounging by Stepha-
nia’s pool reading the local gossip rag, I saw
something quite interesting. A new, filthy rich
almost-a-billionaire had moved into Mere Belle.
There was a slight mention about a cat burglar
who had lived there twenty-six years before, a few
brief lines about The Embrace, a robbery, and the
fact that the statue had never been found.”

“So you put two and two together and decided
that Tom Donovan knows everything there is to
know about The Embrace, that he’s moved to Mere
Belle because he just might have some idea where
it’s hidden, and you’re going to watch him and
take it away from him if and when he does find
it—then sell it, illegally, of course, to the highest
bidder.”

Dagger frowned. “You and your family have ac-
cused me of a lot of things, Angel, but I’m not a
thief. If you must know, if and when it turns up, I
fully intend to give it back to Holt Hudson. I’m
sure he’ll be quite pleased and offer me a hand-
some reward for my trouble.”

“I would imagine Holt Hudson is no longer in-
terested in the piece. It disappeared twenty-six
years ago and I’m sure the insurance company
paid him quite handsomely for his loss.”



224 Patti Berg

“You’re wrong, Angel.” Dagger grinned
smugly. “I did quite extensive homework, and
what do you know, I found out that the insurance
company didn’t pay Holt Hudson a penny be-
cause a claim wasn’t filed after the theft.”

Angel frowned. “How could you possibly
know that?”

“I have connections, Angel. You forget, you did
a damn good job training me how to be a P.I. I
know how to pick pockets, bypass alarm systems,
and find out just about anything I want to know
about anyone. It’s easy when you know all the
tricks. And trust me, I’ve done my homework on
that statue, on Chase Donovan, and on your new
lover.”

“If you’d done your homework you’d know
that Tom doesn’t have a clue where the statue is.”

“What makes you think that?”
“Because he’s trying to prove his dad’s inno-

cence. He wouldn’t be working so hard at that if
he knew for a fact that the statue was somewhere
on his property.”

Still, Angel did find it interesting that Holt
had never filed a claim. That didn’t make sense
at all.

“I suppose,” Angel said, “the idea of finding a
buyer for The Embrace never crossed your mind,
even though it’s worth close to twenty mil?”

Dagger laughed. “Twenty mil would be nice,
but I’ll be just as happy with the money I get out
of the lawsuit I’ve filed against your dad. Hurt
him and I hurt you.”

“You’ll never get a dime from my dad or any-
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thing else from me, so why don’t you call off your
ridiculous suit.”

“Because your father broke my nose.” Dagger
slid his middle finger down the bridge of his
nose, over the insignificant bump her father had
caused, when what her father had really wanted
to do was smash the bastard so hard his brain
would turn to sludge. “I deserve restitution for
what he did to me.”

“And what suit do you plan on filing after you
lose this one—if it ever gets to court?”

“Your brother Ty slandered my good name. I
think that should be worth a pretty penny. What
do you think?”

“I think I’d like to wrap a heavy weight around
your ankles and throw you overboard.”

“That’s not very creative, Angel. Surely you’d
like to do something with your stiletto. Threaten
to cut me. Pretend you’re going to make me
bleed?”

“That’s the game you liked to play, Dagger.”
“It’s a game I’d like to play right now, too.” His

grin made Angel want to run to the side of the
boat and wretch, but she was not about to let him
see anything but a woman in complete control.

“Do you still get your rocks off that way, 
Dagger?”

“Damn right.” Dagger moved toward her and
cupped her cheek. “Wanna go downstairs and let
me remind you how good it can be?”

“She’s not going anywhere with you.”
Angel spun around just in time to see Tom

swing over the side of the cruiser. He stalked
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across the deck and stood just inches from Dag-
ger. “Apologize to the lady.”

“Fuck off.”
Tom’s brow slanted. “That’s not a polite thing

to say in front of Angel.”
“Don’t antagonize him, Tom,” Angel said,

touching Tom’s shoulder. “He’s got a knife and he
knows how to use it.”

Dagger practically slithered toward a deck
chair, slick and slimy as ever. He lifted the shirt
lying there and picked up his scabbard with a
twelve-inch blade stuck inside. “Angel’s right,
you know. I do know how to use this.”

Tom walked away from Angel, circling Dag-
ger, a smirk on his face as he moved. “You don’t
really think that little knife frightens me, do
you?”

“It’s frightened a hell of a lot of people.”
“And I’ve frightened alligators with my bare

hands and my smile.” Tom grinned again. “Let
me tell you this, Mr. Zane, an alligator is a hell of
a lot stronger than you and smarter than you,
but I’ve whipped them without breaking a
sweat. Taking care of you will be a piece of
cake.”

“It took two of Angel’s brothers plus her dad to
get the better of me,” Dagger said, bravado ring-
ing in his voice. “And you’re nothing more than a
sissified piano player.”

Tom clasped his hands behind his back and
stood at ease, feet, legs, and chest bare, wearing
only a pair of baggy surfer shorts. Sunlight
glinted in his eyes. He was far too calm and Angel
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was getting worried as the men played a game of
standoff.

Angel slipped her fingers around the hilt of her
stiletto at the same moment she watched Dagger
grab the hilt of his.

Everything after that seemed to move in slow
motion. Tom slammed an angry fist into Dag-
ger’s gut.

Dagger grabbed his belly. Shock widened his
eyes. He groaned, staggered back a few feet until
he hit the cabin wall. “If you think you’re going to
get away with this—”

Tom slapped an open palm on Dagger’s chest
and got right in his face. “No, Dagger, if you think
you can intimidate me, you’re sorely mistaken.”
Tom ripped the twelve-inch knife out of Dagger’s
scabbard.

Dagger flinched, his eyes filling with terror.
Tom laughed as he studied the glistening blade,

then tossed the vicious knife over the side and
into the Atlantic.

“Let me make something very clear to you,”
Tom growled. “If you ever touch Angel again, if
you don’t withdraw the lawsuit you’ve got
against her dad right now, and if you file any kind
of future lawsuit against her or her family or try
to extort money from them or do anything, and I
mean anything, to hurt her, I’ll haul your miser-
able ass down to the Everglades and feed you to
some of the alligators I’m acquainted with.”

Dagger’s eyes narrowed as Tom backed away.
“You don’t scare me,” Dagger snarled. “And if I
want to touch Angel—”
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Tom grabbed a hunk of Dagger’s hair, latched
onto the back of the asshole’s Speedo, and with
ease and grace, tossed him overboard.

Over the squawk of gulls and the roar and
whine of a couple of speedboats and Jet Skis zip-
ping by, Angel heard a flurry of swearing as Dag-
ger floundered in the water. The bastard
deserved a hell of a lot more. Maybe she’d be
lucky and a shark would swim by. For now . . .
she’d settle for seeing Dagger looking like a half-
drowned rat.

Tom tossed the scabbard into the water, right
next to the Jet Ski tied up to her boat.

As he turned slowly, facing her, Tom’s gaze was
filled with anger. He stalked toward her, standing
just inches from her face. “What on earth pos-
sessed you to come out here and see that bas-
tard?”

“He filed a frivolous lawsuit against my dad.”
“Yeah, I know. I heard every stinking word the

creep had to say. But that’s no excuse for you
confronting him on your own, especially when
the whole thing could have been handled in
court.”

Angel stiffened. “My dad can’t afford an attor-
ney.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. “You could have asked
me for the money.”

“Seems to me you and I were fighting this
morning.” Angel poked Tom in the center of his
very bare, very muscular, and very bronzed chest.
“Seems to me I pretty much told you I didn’t want
anything to do with you and that also means I
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wouldn’t take anything from you, nor would any-
one else in the Devlin family.”

“Seems to me I just saved your pretty little ass.”
“I could have taken care of myself.”
“You could have gotten yourself killed.”
“Well,” Angel tossed back, “I didn’t.”
Tom shoved his fingers through his hair. “I

came out here ready to give you hell for spying on
me again, for joining forces with the other guy
who’d been spying on me—”

“What?” she said aghast. “I’d never join forces
with that asshole ex of mine.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t know it was your asshole
ex you were motoring out here to see, and when I
did realize it was him, when I heard all the shit he
was dishing out, when I saw him touch you—”

Angel saw Tom’s muscles tense. Saw him swal-
low hard, then watched his chest rise and fall
heavily.

“Damn it, Angel, I don’t remember a time when
I wanted to kill someone as much as I did just a
few minutes ago.”

A gentle smile touched Angel’s face. A dizzy
happiness rippled through her insides. And she
walked up to Tom, wove her fingers around his
neck, and kissed him softly. “I owe you one.”

Tom gazed into her eyes. His were the darkest
of brown, touched by anger and fear. Then,
slowly, ever so slowly, he smiled. “I think you owe
me at least two or three, and it just so happens I
don’t have anything planned for the afternoon, so
why don’t we—”

“Go fool around in that big old Italian Renais-
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sance bed?” Angel asked, brimming over with
happiness and excitement.

Tom pulled her into his arms and kissed her
lightly. “That’ll do for starters.”



Tom sucked Angel’s big toe between his lips,
and over her cute little pinkies, he watched a
smile brighten her sapphire eyes. She relaxed
against the marble tub filled nearly to overflow-
ing with bubbles, and teased his stomach with
the toes of her other slender and slippery foot.

“I thought we were going to relax for a while,”
Tom said, drawing the bottom of her foot against
his lips and licking her sweet pink flesh. “God
knows I don’t think I’m up for another hour-long
romp quite so soon.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” She slid the ball
of her foot down to his groin and teased him with
a soft brush of her toes. “If I’m not mistaken, you
might soon be up for just about anything.”

Tom grabbed the foot that was doing all the
probing and teasing and drew it toward his chest.
He held on to both her ankles and sucked one toe
and then the next, grinning as she squirmed, as
her breasts bobbed on top of the water right along
with the bubbles.

15
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“Would you really toss Dagger to the gators if
he got in my face again?” Angel asked, her words
a bit breathless.

“Sure as hell would, and I wouldn’t blink an
eye while Bessie devoured him.”

“Bessie?”
“She’s only nine feet long and lost a foot to a

poacher a few years back, but she’s got the pretti-
est brown eyes you ever did see.”

“Seems a shame to dump a tough piece of crap
like Dagger on a sweet thing like Bessie.”

“Nah, she’ll eat anything. And what she spits
out, her son Ralph will swallow whole.”

“Is that so?”
“Yeah. He’s a mere thirteen feet long and

weighs in at eight-ninety-one, give or take a few
pounds.”

“You wrestle with him?”
“When we’re both in the mood.”
“What are you in the mood for right now?”
Tom nibbled on one of her heels, then swirled

his tongue over her ankle. “Right now I’m pretty
content with what I’m doing.”

“I’m pretty content, too, but how about later?”
Tom wiggled his brows. “You have something

in mind?”
“How about chicken-fried steak, mashed pota-

toes, and gravy?”
“If I’m going to lick something off that sweet

little body of yours,” Tom said, then slid his
tongue along her arch, “couldn’t we make it
chocolate? Or maybe boysenberry?”

“I’m talking about dinner. Tonight,” Angel said
adamantly. “I’m cooking for my mom and dad.”
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“You’re inviting me over to meet them?”
“My opinion of men isn’t always the best. I fig-

ure I should let them check you out and tell me
what they think.”

“You wouldn’t by any chance be thinking of
turning this thing between us into a long-term re-
lationship, would you?”

“It’s already a relationship. Whether it’s long-
term or not remains to be seen.”

“I’ve never been in a long-term relationship.
Hell, I’ve never had a relationship that could
withstand more than one or two dates.”

“We haven’t even had a first date yet,” Angel
said.

Tom slid his hands over her sudsy legs. “What
do you call this?”

“Two close friends exchanging a bit of witty
repartee . . . with some knock-down-drag-out sex
thrown in for good measure.”

“Sounds a hell of a lot better than eating pop-
corn in a stuffy theater or—”

“Not so fast,” Angel said, tugging her feet out of
his hands and kneeling in the tub, one knee on each
side of his legs. “I like stuffy theaters and popcorn.”

“All right,” he said, drawing his palms up her
silky thighs and settling them on her hips. “If you
want to go out on a real date—”

“I like candlelight, too,” she said, lowering her
heavenly body back into the water, her breasts
speckled with suds. “I like caviar and fine wine.
Linen tablecloths and napkins and seven-course
meals.”

“I suppose you like flowers, too?”
Angel moved a little lower, her hips swaying
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gently. His own body throbbed and his penis
went into active duty, ready to take on anything
she wanted to dish out.

“I like red roses,” she said, her fingers sliding
around the base of his erection and slowly, tightly,
moving to the very tip. “I like white orchids and
orange lilies.”

“Anything else I should know about?”
“I like dark chocolate.” She licked her lips, then

purred as she rubbed the very tip of his penis be-
tween her hot and slippery folds of soft, begging-
to-be-fondled skin.

“How about whipped cream?” Tom asked.
“With fresh, plump, juicy strawberries.”
“Ice cream?”
“Rocky road and black walnut.”
“What about me?”
She sighed deeply. “Oh, yeah, I like you, too.”
Tom thrust into her to ease his agony, and Angel

smiled, her eyes closed as she allowed herself to
sink fully onto his erection and let Tom please her.

He caught her hips and held her against him,
loving the feel of her soft, pliant body, the tight-
ness of her insides, and the way she moaned
when he deepened his plunge.

She leaned forward, bracing her hands on the
edge of the tub, and her succulent breasts
brushed lightly over his mouth.

Capturing one nipple, he feasted upon it, suck-
led, almost tasted her heartbeat.

His breath turned ragged as he poured his en-
ergy, his soul into their lovemaking. He thrust up-
ward, driving into her again and again, listening
to her purr and moan.
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Her tangle of wet hair fluttered across his face
as she rose, stealing her breasts away from his
tongue, his lips. Tearing the tight, hot, and slick
haven of her insides away from his erection.

He grabbed her arms as sheer dread ripped
through his insides. “You’re not planning on run-
ning away from me right this instant, are you?”

Angel grinned wickedly. Her tongue slid
around her lips and then slowly, devilishly, she
slipped a finger into her mouth and sucked it in
and out. “No, sweetheart”—she winked—“I don’t
plan on running away. I have far too much to do
right here in the tub with you.”

She slid down, down, down, her skin squeaking
on the bottom of the marble, the curling ends of
her long blond hair puddling on top of the bubbly
water.

And then she slipped her hands beneath his
butt, dragging his body up until his erection
poked out of the bubbles, and she licked the
very tip.

“Now, that I like a whole hell of a lot better than
the thought of you running away,” Tom said.

She sucked the swollen head and he moaned,
trying his damnedest to keep control of his body,
to enjoy the pleasure of her mouth and her tongue
and the nip of her teeth as she teased and almost
consumed him whole.

He threw his arms over the sides of the oversize
tub and held himself just high enough in the wa-
ter so she’d have all the access she wanted,
needed.

And he let her taste him. Taunt him. Drive him
mad, bringing him nearly to the brink, then
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pulling away just long enough to lick one of his
nipples, to fondle his balls, rolling them around
in the palms of her hands, before going down on
him again.

“You know, sweetheart”—the words came out
of Tom’s mouth in a rush, along with a groan
when her tongue flicked back and forth, back and
forth over the very tip of him—“I don’t think I
can last much longer.”

Her smile was wild. Her eyes blazed. And she
swept over his body, her legs straddling his hips,
and lowered herself onto him. Down, down.
Deep.

He had to be touching her heart by now, as
every speck of him squeezed inside her. She was
tight and wet and hot, and her blessed hips began
to swirl and grind and bump, sending him almost
over the edge.

But he’d be damned if he’d go without her.
He latched on to her hips and they rode the

waves together, the water sloshing between them
and over the rim of the tub as their abandoned
ride grew wilder by the moment.

By the heartbeat.
With every moan and purr and groan.
Angel’s breasts heaved with her raspy sighs.

Her eyes closed, flickered. Her lips tilted up into a
soft I-love-the-feel-of-this smile.

And then he felt her shudder inside. Tremble.
Her whole body quaking, shivering, as spasm af-
ter spasm ripped through her and her smile be-
came tinged with unrestrained passion.

He wove his fingers about her neck and
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dragged her mouth down to his, tasted her, teased
her, their tongues dancing together wildly.

Her cries of sheer, unadulterated pleasure rip-
pled through his mouth and he knew, without a
doubt, that somehow, in some strange way, some-
thing he’d never expected happened.

He fell in love with her.
Never wanted to leave her.
Ever.
And when every muscle in his body tightened,

when he chose not to hold back any longer and let
his life and his heart and his soul flow into her, he
realized that even if he never found the answers
that he wanted about his past, he could be whole.

And happy.
As long as Angel was at his side.

It was late afternoon when Tom watched Angel
sweep her crimson sundress off the top of the big-
screen TV in his bedroom and tug it over her
head. Her body was made for loving, he thought
as he zipped up his jeans and went to his dresser
for a clean white T-shirt.

“You know, Angel, I’ve been thinking about to-
night.”

Angel studied his still-naked chest and moved
toward him, swirling her fingers over his pecs and
tracing one perfectly polished red nail down to his
abs and toying with his navel. “Chickening out?”

“I don’t chicken out of anything. But . . .” Tom
frowned. “Isn’t there some unwritten rule that
says a guy shouldn’t meet a girl’s parents until
they’re engaged?”
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“Why?” Angel teased. “Are you thinking you
should propose to me before I leave this morn-
ing?”

“At this stage of the game, I’m heavily into sex.
I hadn’t given any thought at all to a proposal,
and I sure as hell haven’t given marriage any
thought.”

“You think I have?”
“Don’t all women think about getting mar-

ried?”
“I’ve been married. I’m in no big rush to do it

again.”
“So the fact that I’m worth somewhere close to

a billion dollars hasn’t made you picture a ten-
carat diamond on your wedding finger?”

Angel contemplated that for a moment, rub-
bing her chin with her thumb and index finger.
“A billion dollars, huh?”

“Pretty damn close.”
“A ten-carat diamond?”
“That was something I threw out off the top of

my head. If you wanted a twenty-carat diamond
you could have that. But, and this is a big but, I
haven’t proposed and I have no plans to pro-
pose.”

Angel laughed. “Relax, Tom. It’s just dinner.
Chicken-fried steak. Mashed potatoes and gravy.
And if there’s a basketball game on tonight you’ll
have to watch it with my dad and root for his fa-
vorite team.”

“I don’t root for the Lakers.”
“He doesn’t, either.”
“He sounds like my kind of guy.”
“Yeah, but he might grill you.”
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“Suddenly this isn’t sounding so good.”
“It’s just dinner, Tom. No strings attached.”
His hand slid around her waist. “You know,

you never did tell me why Dagger’s been watch-
ing me.”

“He seems to think you’re looking for The Em-
brace.”

“Doesn’t he realize that the police gave this
place a thorough search after that blasted statue
was stolen?”

“Understanding Dagger is like understanding
the inner workings of a cesspool. I told him you
don’t have the statue. I told him you’re not inter-
ested in the thing. Whether that keeps him from
spying on you or not remains to be seen. But”—
Angel smiled—“you might like this bit of infor-
mation. According to Dagger, Holt never filed an
insurance claim for The Embrace.”

Tom frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. He
must have had it insured for a small fortune.”

“I don’t know any of the details, but you’re
right, it doesn’t make sense. If it was stolen, he
had every reason to claim the money.”

“And if it wasn’t stolen and he knew it hadn’t
been stolen”—Tom grinned—“and he put in a
claim, he’d be guilty of insurance fraud.”

“So,” Angel sighed, “if he didn’t put in a claim,
more than likely that means the blasted thing was
never stolen. And if it was never stolen, why did
he say your dad took it?”

“Now do you see why I want to talk to Holt?”
“Of course I see, but there’s still the fact that

Holt doesn’t want to see you.”
Tom pulled her into his arms. “Talk with him,
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Angel. Make him see that I’m not out for revenge.
Make him see that I just want to talk—and ask
him to see me.”

“I’ll have to think about it.”
Tom kissed her softly. “Well, that puts us a few

steps ahead of where we were this morning.”
“I’m warming up to the idea.”
“How about me warming you up a little more

after dinner tonight? I’ll rent a movie. I’ll buy
dark chocolates and strawberries and whipped
cream.”

“Will you light a few candles?”
“Something tells me, sweetheart, that I just

might do anything your little heart desires.”
Tom pulled her into his arms and kissed her,

not yet ready to walk her out to her boat and let
her go. He wanted to make love again, but those
thoughts came to a halt when the doorbell rang.

“Don’t leave yet,” Tom said, leaving Angel at
the base of the stairs when he went to the entry
and opened the front door.

“Tommy, dahling!”
Frederike LeVien stood on the doorstep, her

face nearly invisible beneath a bright sunflower-
shaped hat, complete with a couple of crystal bees
hovering above it on thin gold wire. Her gigantic
handbag matched the hat. So did her shoes, and
her short round body was bedecked in flaming
yellow.

“Good afternoon, Countess.”
Without invitation, she breezed into the man-

sion, carrying her two yappy dogs. It wasn’t that
he had anything against dogs, he just didn’t like
little ones, or ones that barked or snapped. Fred-
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erike’s dogs were everything Tom despised. Es-
pecially since they’d interrupted his kiss with 
Angel.

“Oh, my.” Frederike’s ultra-high heels clicked
on the marble floors as she sauntered toward An-
gel. “Isn’t it fortunate that I should find you here,
too? Of course, why wouldn’t I find you here? It’s
all over town that the two of you are an item.”

“Is it?” Tom asked, when Angel appeared to
have lost her voice.

“I believe it was Morganna who told CoCo Rox-
borough, and naturally CoCo called me, and I dare
say there are so many others we’ll have to notify so
Miss Devlin can be added to all of our guest lists.”

“You know I’m not the partying type,” Angel
said.

“Nonsense. Now that you’re moving up in the
world, it’s imperative that you be seen in all the
right places.”

Frederike flitted toward Tom and whispered, “I
promise not to breathe a word to Miss Devlin
about the woman you were with last night.” She
winked. “That will remain our little secret.”

“Thank you, Countess.”
“Now . . . I can only stay a moment, dahlings,

and then I must dash off. So many people to see
today, so many things to do.”

Frederike wandered toward the piano, looking
about the empty room. “You know, Tommy, I have
the best decorator in all of Palm Beach at my ser-
vice whenever I need him. Since it’s obvious
you’re in desperate need of a mansion makeover,
I’d be happy to give him a call and put the two of
you in touch with each other.”



242 Patti Berg

“Thanks for the offer, but—”
“It’s no bother, Tommy. In fact, I’ll give him a

call as soon as I get home and have him get in
touch with you.”

Just what he needed.
“Was that the reason you dropped by?” Tom

asked.
“Of course it isn’t. I’d assumed you’d already

had Mere Belle decorated and landscaped, but I
should have realized that some people move
faster than others.” She gave both dogs kisses on
their little black snouts. “Actually, the reason I
stopped by is to invite you to Cosette and Celine’s
birthday party tomorrow afternoon at four. You
will come, of course?”

“Cosette and Celine?” Tom questioned. “Your
daughters?”

“No, you silly man.” Frederike looked down at
the dogs in her arms. “My papillons, or, as I prefer
to call them, my little butterflies.”

“I’m not sure I’ll be able—”
“Nonsense, Tommy. It’ll just be a couple of

hours.” Frederike turned her attention on Angel.
“You must come, too, Miss Devlin. It’s at four
o’clock, at Mirasol, of course.”

“I have to be in court tomorrow afternoon,” An-
gel explained.

“I quite understand, dear. If you must be late,
Cosette and Celine will understand. And I’m sure
Tommy won’t mind if you meet him there.”

Tom was on the verge of bursting into laughter.
A birthday party for two spoiled dogs, thrown by
a woman whose dead husband was on ice until
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the social season was over, had to be worth at-
tending.

“I’ll be there,” Tom said. “I can’t speak for Miss
Devlin, however.”

“I’ll be there, too,” Angel answered. “With
bells on.”

“Oh, no, please don’t wear bells,” Frederike
said. “Their ringing is so terribly hard on my but-
terflies’ ears.”

She nuzzled first one dog and then the other,
then looked at her diamond-crusted watch.
“Goodness, it’s getting terribly late and I’ve so
much to do. The florists will be coming at two to-
morrow but I still have to pick out the cake and
gifts for my little ones.”

“Cake?” Angel asked.
“A lovely little confection of chopped liver and

all the other tasty treats that Celine, Cosette, and
all of their friends, love.”

“There’ll be other dogs there?” Tom asked.
“Oh, yes. Seven have RSVP’d already, and

they’ll be dressed in their prettiest frocks. And
just so you know,” Frederike whispered, “Cosette
and Celine absolutely love the Swarovski crystal
collars they sell at Ma Petite Bow-Wow. Cosette
favors seashell pink; Celine absolutely adores any
shade of purple.”

“What about you, Frederike?” Tom said. “What
do you adore?”

She patted Tom’s cheek. “Handsome young
men.”
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“So . . .” Jed Devlin said, sitting in an over-
stuffed easy chair in the cluttered living room, his
beady and questioning eyes staring at Tom across
the big square coffee table. “What do you do for a
living?”

“This isn’t the inquisition, Dad.” Angel set a
bottle of Budweiser on the coffee table in front of
her father and shoved another cool bottle into
Tom’s hand. “Tom’s a friend. Nothing more.”

Jed’s eyes narrowed. “Since when is it illegal for
a man to ask another man what he does for a liv-
ing?”

“It’s not illegal as long as you remember that
this is just a friendship thing. Tom and I aren’t en-
gaged.”

“I should hope the hell not,” Jed barked. “You
just met.”

This wasn’t going all that well, Tom realized, as
he took a swallow of his beer. God, how he
wanted to get out of the place, take Angel home,
and make love to her.
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Looking over the top of the bottle, he saw Jed
glaring at him. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea
to think about Angel and sex right this minute.

Angel’s dad grabbed a handful of chips and
popped a few into his mouth, then washed them
down with beer. “So, Tom . . .” Jed said again,
“what do you do for a living?”

Tom smiled his best I-really-don’t-want-to-be-
meeting-the-parents smile. “I used to wrestle alli-
gators.”

Jed scooted to the edge of the chair and leaned
his elbows on his wide-spread knees. “Like that
guy on TV?”

“Kind of, only he’s Australian and I never had a
TV show.”

“You want to be a TV star?”
“The thought’s never crossed my mind.”
“Let me get this straight,” Jed said. “You said

you used to wrestle alligators,”
“He charmed snakes, too, Dad,” Angel added, as

if she felt that could help Tom’s cause. “He and his
grandfather had a gator farm in the Everglades.”

Jed frowned. “You know, everything I keep
hearing is in the past tense. Mind telling me what
you do now?”

“A little landscaping. A little interior deco-
rating.”

Jed scratched his head. “You don’t make the
jobs sound all that stable.”

“What does it matter, Dad?” Angel tried com-
ing to Tom’s rescue again. “He’s just a friend.”

“Like I said, Angel,” Jed continued, “this is just
a man-to-man chat. And Tom can ignore any
questions he’s uncomfortable with.”



246 Patti Berg

“If you’d like me to be brutally honest, Jed,”
Tom said, wanting to get the interrogation over as
quickly as possible, “I can sum up my life story in
less than a minute or two.”

“I’m not all that concerned with your life story.
In fact, I’ve just got a couple of questions.”

“Such as?”
“Have you ever been in jail?”
“No,” Tom answered. “Have you?”
“A couple of times. Once for beating the crap

out of Angel’s last husband.”
“Did Angel tell you I punched Dagger out this

morning and threw him into the water?”
“No, as a matter of fact, she didn’t.” Jed took a

swallow of beer and grinned. “I might decide to
like you after all.”

“Dad.” Angel’s jaw had tightened. “Would you
lighten up a bit?”

“I’ve only got a couple more questions,” Jed
told his daughter, then faced Tom again. “I’ve al-
ways believed in setting money aside for a rainy
day. Do you sock money away for the future?”

Tom took a swallow of beer. “My savings ac-
count isn’t hurting.”

“Well, it can’t be all that big if all you’ve ever
done is wrestle alligators and worked construc-
tion.”

“It’s big enough.”
“You get paid weekly, monthly, or what?”
“I don’t get a paycheck at all.”
Jed threw his hands up in the air. “Then how the

hell do you expect to take care of my daughter?”
“I take care of myself, Dad,” Angel growled. “I
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have for a long time and you know darn good
and well I don’t like the idea of a man taking care
of me.”

Jed looked deep into Tom’s eyes and shook his
head. “I sent her to some fancy school in England
where she was supposed to learn how to be a gen-
teel young woman and she comes back to me tat-
tooed, wearing a stiletto, and—”

“That was a long time ago, Dad.”
Tom liked this guy. He was a lot like Pop. A lot

like the kind of dad he would have loved. Most of
all, he liked him because he cared so damn much
for his daughter.

“You know what, Jed, let’s stop beating around
the bush. If you want to know my financial status,
all you’ve got to do is ask.”

“All right, do you own a home?”
“Four of them. One in Palm Beach, one in

Monte Carlo, one in Paris, and one in Milan.”
Jed frowned. “You aren’t one of those jet-setting

Palm Beach types, are you?”
“I’m just a guy who grew up in the Everglades,

wrestled alligators and charmed snakes for a liv-
ing, and then had the good fortune of inheriting a
few dollars.”

“How many is a few?”
“At last count, around seven hundred and

seventy-two . . . million. That doesn’t include the
four homes, my Jeep, or the eighty-foot yacht I
bought for my grandfather.”

Jed coughed. Then he took a swallow of beer.
“In other words, you’re worth somewhere in the
neighborhood of a billion dollars?”
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“Yeah, that’s about right.”
Jed’s eyes narrowed again. “I hope you don’t

think you’re good enough for my daughter just
because you have all that money.”

“Dad!”
Jed ignored his daughter’s aggravated appeal.

Tom just grinned.
“You don’t play polo, do you?” Jed asked.
“Nope.”
“Do you attend tea parties?”
“I hate tea,” Tom said.
“You like basketball?” Jed asked.
“As long as the Lakers are losing.”
At last Jed grinned. He reached across the

scuffed coffee table and shook Tom’s hand. “Wel-
come to the family.”

“Angel, darling.”
Angel’s mom, Sarah, had sat quietly through

the entire exchange, doing nothing more than
staring at Tom. The moment she spoke, all eyes
turned toward her.

“What is it, Mom?” Angel asked softly.
Sarah turned toward Tom. “Are you the one

who plays the piano?” she asked in a voice so
much like Angel’s.

“Yes, ma’am.”
“Would you play something for me?” Sarah

asked, a faraway look in her eyes.
Tom stood and walked to the old black upright

standing in a far corner of the room, the top lit-
tered with a myriad of picture frames and family
photos.

“It’s not exactly a Steinway,” Angel said, “and it
hasn’t been played in a long time.”



I ’m No Angel 249

“I keep it tuned,” Jed said, “just in case we ever
have grandchildren who want to play. Sarah gave
birth to quadruplets, but not a one of them was
interested in tickling the ivories.”

Tom sat on the bench, pulling Angel down be-
side him. He opened the lid and put his fingers on
the keys. “Do you have a favorite?” he asked,
looking back at Sarah.

She frowned, as if trying to recall a tune, a title,
and then she smiled. “ ‘Yesterday.’ ” A tear slid
down her cheek. “I didn’t have any troubles
then.”

Jed moved to his wife’s side on the sofa. He
held her close and kissed away her tear.

Tom kissed a tear from Angel’s cheek too, and
felt a lump settle in his throat when she smiled
softly at him. This was the closest he’d ever come
to being part of a real family, one with a mom and
dad. Not that he didn’t love Pop, but it felt special
here. Like he belonged.

And he wanted to do something special for
Sarah.

Tom closed his eyes, hearing Paul McCartney
sing the words he’d written long ago. Heard a
string orchestra filling an outdoor auditorium
with the sweet strains of the song. He’d played it
before, but it seemed to have more meaning to-
night, and when his fingers floated over the keys,
he gave it his all.

Angel’s fingers curled around his thigh as he
played, and then from the corner of his eye he
saw Jed hold out his hand to his wife. She took it
cautiously, then Jed pulled Sarah into his arms
and danced with her, barely moving from where
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they stood, but holding her, kissing her cheek.
When the song ended, when Tom folded down

the cover, Sarah walked toward him slowly and
touched his shoulder. “Do you dance as well as
you play?”

Tom smiled. “I don’t trip over my feet.”
“Yes, Mom,” Angel said, tucking her arm

through Tom’s, “he dances just as well as he
plays.”

Sarah pressed a soft, cold palm to his cheek.
“Will you dance with me at the ball?”

Tom took Sarah’s hand and squeezed it. “Ex-
cept for dancing with Angel, I can’t think of any-
thing I’d rather do.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to go back to my
place?” Tom said, leaning against his Jeep parked
at the curb in front of the Devlin home. “I picked
up strawberries and whipped cream and—”

“I’ve got a lot to do tomorrow and I really do
need a good night’s sleep.” Angel leaned forward
and kissed him. “Unfortunately, I don’t sleep all
that well when I’m with you.”

Tom’s eyebrow rose. “Unfortunately?”
“That was a poor choice of words.”
“Damn right.”
Angel swept her fingers through Tom’s hair

when he pulled her against him. “Tonight must
have been really awful for you. My dad’s not ex-
actly Mr. Warmth and Charm and I really didn’t
expect him to give you the fifth degree.”

“It could have been worse.”
“How?”
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“He could have told me he liked the Lakers and
I would have walked out the door.”

Angel laughed. “You’ve got more couth than
that.”

“Just wait until you get to know me better.”
“You did a rather nice job charming my mom,

too. Of course, part of me has to wonder if you did
that on purpose.”

“Charming people comes easily.”
“You haven’t been able to charm Holt Hud-

son.”
“That’s going to be your job. Now that I need

to dance with your mom at the gala, you’re going
to have to get me into Palazzo Paradiso that
night.”

Angel sighed heavily. “This could be disas-
trous, Tom. You know darn good and well he’s not
going to want to see you.”

“Maybe not,” Tom said, kissing her softly, “but
I’m sure you can wear down his defenses.”

“One little screwup and all my plans for the
gala and the charity auction could go up in
smoke. I’ve put so much effort into this, not for
me, but to raise money for research. People are ex-
pecting it, so I can’t let everything fall apart.”

“Then wait until after the gala to talk to him.”
Angel laughed. “If you’d said that yesterday

or the day before I would have said sure, why
not. But everything’s changed since my mom
asked you to dance with her. You’ve got to be
there.”

“Do you really think she’ll remember?”
“I don’t know. But even if she doesn’t, I’d love
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to see the two of you dance together. And to be
perfectly honest, I don’t think the evening would
be nearly as special to me if you didn’t sweep me
around the ballroom at least once or twice.”
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“ Mr. Hudson will be with you in a few min-
utes, Miss Devlin. Would you like some coffee or
tea while you wait?” the butler asked.

“Tea would be lovely. Thank you.”
Angel had been in Holt Hudson’s library at

least half a dozen times since she’d first been
given permission to step through the lavish gates
of Palazzo Paradiso. The mahogany bookshelves
were strewn with leather-bound first editions of
Charles Dickens and Mark Twain and a host of
classics by other authors.

With the drapes open, she could look through
the massive windows at the swaying palms and
the gentle waves lapping up on the beach. She’d
thought this could easily be a girl’s dream home.
A palace of magnificent proportions, with gilt
walls and frescoes painted on the ceilings.

But she saw it in another light now. It was cold
and impersonal, nothing more than collection
upon collection of priceless artwork and furni-
ture. It was more a museum than a home.
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Mere Belle was just the opposite. The rooms
might be mostly empty, but when she and Tom
had strolled from one room to the next and when
they’d made love in his tub and in his bed, and he
had told her about his father’s love for him, she
could see a family in the place. A big family filling
the vacant rooms with laughter and music.

She’d known Tom such a short time, but al-
ready she felt as if she might be falling in love
with him. But love and all that it entailed fright-
ened her. She was so darn afraid of making an-
other mistake.

Of thinking lust and love were the same thing.
Of falling in love and then marrying someone,

only to find that he was so much different from
what she’d imagined.

She laughed at her worry. Tom hadn’t pro-
posed. He hadn’t even professed love.

He’d simply made love to her. A lot.
Maybe he didn’t want anything more.
God, she hated to speculate, but there was

nothing else to do while she waited for Holt to
make his appearance.

“Good morning, Miss Devlin.”
Angel spun around at the sound of Holt Hud-

son’s deep baritone. “Good morning, Mr. Hud-
son.”

Angel shook Holt’s hand, then slyly tucked it
into the pocket of her jacket and turned on the
small tape recorder.

“My secretary tells me that arrangements for
the gala are going quite well,” Holt said. “And
thank you for faxing over the newest RSVP list. I
had an opportunity to look at it last night.”
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“The turnout is far better than I expected. Much
bigger than last year’s gala,” Angel said. “I have
you to thank for that.”

“Don’t doubt your capabilities, Miss Devlin.
You have worked hard on this event for the last
three years and, like all functions of this sort held
in Palm Beach, they get bigger and better—and
far costlier—every year.”

“Fortunately this one isn’t costing an arm and a
leg.”

Holt smiled, something he rarely did. “You
have quite the knack for twisting the arms of
caterers and florists. Should you ever decide to
give up your private investigative business, I be-
lieve I could offer you a lucrative job working for
Hudson, Inc.”

“Getting rich has never been one of my goals. I
like what I do for a living. I might not have the
biggest and best P.I. business in town. In fact, it’s
probably the smallest and least diverse, but it
serves my purpose, which is to give me time for
my family and—I’m sure you and everyone else
are tired of hearing this from me—it gives me the
time I need to raise money for Alzheimer’s re-
search.”

“What about your personal life?” Holt asked,
clasping his hands behind his back. “You
shouldn’t neglect that.”

“Funny you should mention that, Mr. Hud-
son.”

“Oh? Have you met someone?”
“As a matter of fact, I have.” Time to go in for

the kill. “Your godson. Tom Donovan.”
Holt’s face seemed to melt. The sparkle that
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had been in his eyes disappeared. They were dull
now. The color nearly drained from him. He
looked sallow. Old. Like a man stretched out in a
coffin.

“I know it’s been a long time since you’ve seen
Tom.”

“Twenty-six years,” Holt said, as if he’d kept
count of the years, and maybe even the months
and the days, on a calendar.

Holt walked to the bar and poured himself a
whiskey. “Would you like something to drink?”

“No, thank you.”
Holt sipped on the whiskey and walked to the

window. “Are you aware that Tom has contacted
me numerous times in the last few months, ask-
ing if we could meet?”

“He told me. He also told me that you refuse to
see him.”

“I don’t like to dredge up old memories, espe-
cially memories about that night.”

“He just wants to know the truth.”
Holt turned. His eyes had grown cold. Narrow.

“The truth was in the newspapers. It was in the
police report.”

“But he wants to hear it from you. Don’t you
think you owe him something?”

“This isn’t something I want to talk about.”
Oh, man, she was going to be in big trouble if

she kept this up, but it was getting pretty damned
obvious that Holt was hiding something.

“You and Chase Donovan were best friends,
weren’t you?”

“Yes, we were, and that was the worst night of
my life,” Holt offered, when she was sure he’d
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just clam up. “It plays over and over in my mind
like a nightmare, every single night.”

“Tom has nightmares, too. Nightmares he
doesn’t understand. Maybe if the two of you
talked, the nightmares would end—for both of
you.”

Holt laughed, shaking his head. “I don’t see the
need to justify my reasons for not seeing Tom, but
I will tell you this once and once only. I have seen
photos of Tom and he is the spitting image of his
father. He has the same eyes, the same dimple at
the side of his mouth, and the same color of hair.
If Tom walked into this room right now, it would
be like having a ghost stare at me. An angry
spirit.”

Holt’s jaw clenched. “I cannot forget the look in
Chase’s eyes when I shot him. The hurt, the pain.
And I can’t bear to relive those times. So please,
do not ask me about this again.”

Holt’s anguish was far greater than she ever
would have imagined. It was as if he felt tremen-
dous guilt over what had happened, instead of
feeling justified. And maybe a little piece of her
understood why he didn’t want to see Tom.

“Since it’s impossible for you to talk with Tom,
would you tell me what happened that night?”
Angel asked politely, softly, hoping he’d say yes.

“As I said, it’s not something I talk about.”
She put all of her P.I. skills to use and kept right

on asking questions. “Did you and Chase get into
an argument earlier that day?”

Holt poured himself another whiskey and
slugged it down as he stared out the window. “Do
you plan to badger me all morning?”
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“I’m not badgering you, Mr. Hudson. I’m just
curious about what happened, and I don’t want to
go by gossip, or even the police report. I’d really
like to hear it from you.”

He sighed heavily. “All right. Chase and I
played golf that morning, just as we had most
every day for I don’t know how long.”

“And you had a fight?”
Holt turned. “Why don’t you just read the po-

lice report? All the details are there.”
“I have read the report. Tom’s read the report,

too.”
“Then neither one of you should have any ques-

tions.”
“I’m an investigator, Mr. Hudson. I always have

questions.”
“All right, I’ll give you the complete rundown

of the events as I remember them. You can relate
this information to Tom and then I don’t want to
hear anything more about it.”

Angel sat in one of Holt’s chairs and crossed
her legs. “I’m listening.”

“Chase and I did have a fight . . . over money,
of all things. He always spent too much. He
didn’t invest. He didn’t save. He’d bought so
damn much for Amélie when she was alive and
even more for his son and it was killing him be-
cause he didn’t have any money coming in. I told
him how to invest. I told him how to save, but in-
stead, he asked to borrow money. A hell of a lot of
money, and I said no.”

“Was that the first time he asked you to help
him out?”

“No. He’d asked Amélie’s parents to begin
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with, but they’d already given them Mere Belle.
They’d washed their hands of Tom after that.
Even when Amélie died, they refused to come to
the funeral. They wanted nothing to do with their
grandson—while they were alive, at least, al-
though I hear they provided for him quite well
when they died.”

Holt looked out the window again. “Chase
came to me time and time again asking for
money. He was my best friend and God knows I
would have done anything for him, but there
came a time when I had to tell him no.”

“And that happened the same day you . . .” An-
gel paused, almost afraid to go on.

“You can say it, Miss Devlin. Yes, it happened
the same day I shot him. It was in the morning.
Chase was angry. Furious, in fact.” Holt’s entire
body was reflected in the window, and Angel
could see him wipe his eyes, as if tears had built
up inside. “Chase told me a friend always helps a
friend, no matter what, and when I told him again
that I wouldn’t give him another penny, he said
our friendship was over. He said he’d get money
one way or another, and then he’d get even with
me. Never in my wildest dreams did I think that
meant he’d break into my home, steal one of my
most prized possessions, and then”—Holt took a
deep breath—“attempt to rape my wife. If I
hadn’t heard her screams, Chase might have gone
through with it. But I was here in this room and I
grabbed the gun out of my desk. I ran up the
stairs and saw him there in bed with Carlotta.”

Holt turned slowly. His eyes were clouded as
he poured whiskey into the glass he hadn’t even
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touched. “I begged Chase to stop what he was do-
ing, but he just looked at me and laughed. Car-
lotta was screaming and . . .” Holt sighed heavily.
“And I shot him.”

“Six times?”
“Yes. Six times. One bullet just inches from his

heart, the other five in his back because he
wouldn’t stop what he was doing, and I couldn’t
let him hurt my wife.”

Holt walked across the room and slumped
down in an easy chair. “Chase should have died
right then and there, but he didn’t.”

“He escaped through a window?”
“No. He left the same way he came in—

through the front door, although the papers
wanted to sensationalize the whole account by
printing that he went through a window. If you
read the police report carefully, you’ll see the
truth. As I’ve said, Miss Devlin, everything that
happened is in the police report.”

“Do you know why he went home to get Tom?
Do you have any idea why he drove to the Ever-
glades?”

“Maybe he knew he was going to die and
needed to be with Tom when it happened. That’s
my best guess. As for the Everglades . . .” Holt
shrugged. “Perhaps he was trying to get to his
dad’s place. But we’ll never know for sure.”

“And he had The Embrace with him when he
left?”

“He was choking my wife with it. If you’d seen
the entire police file you would have seen the pho-
tos of the bruises on her neck, pictures of Chase’s
blood in our bed. I wasn’t paying all that much at-
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tention to what he was holding in his hands when
he ran out of the house, all I could think about
was taking care of my wife.”

“So you’re only assuming he stole the statue?”
Holt’s eyes flashed with anger. “The statue dis-

appeared that night and I haven’t seen it since.”
“Then why didn’t you file an insurance claim?”
Holt’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve talked with my

insurance company?”
“I haven’t, but I did hear that bit of information

from a fairly reliable source.” That was a lie,
but . . .

“I’ll answer this last question, Miss Devlin, and
then I suggest you leave. I didn’t file an insurance
claim because I had too many other things on my
mind. My wife was traumatized that night, and
afterward she sank into a horrid depression. Long
before Alzheimer’s hit her, she was little more
than a shell of the woman I loved.”

Holt heaved a heavily burdened sigh. “That
statue had always been my most prized posses-
sion. My friendship with Chase was something
else that I cherished. But none of that mattered to
me after that night. I needed to care for my wife.
To protect her in a way that I’d never protected
her before. Getting a couple of million dollars 
in insurance money meant nothing to me, Miss
Devlin—that’s why I never filed a claim. It just
didn’t matter.”

“I’m sorry I’ve made you rehash bad memo-
ries.”

“As I said, those memories are rarely gone from
my mind.” He stood. “Now, if there’s nothing
else, I’d like you to leave.”
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“I have just one more question, Mr. Hudson.”
He clasped his hands behind his back again.

“What is it?”
“I’d like to invite Tom Donovan to the gala—as

my guest.”
“No. That’s where I draw the line, Miss Devlin.

If he walks through the door that night, I will or-
der everyone to leave.”
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Tom wanted to get the hell out of Frederike’s
freakish maze of a home. The woman collected
“everything, dahling, simply everything!” or so
she’d told him when he arrived at Mirasol with
two extravagantly wrapped six-hundred-dollar-
apiece dog collars he’d picked up at Ma Petite
Bow-Wow.

Everything dominated every nook and cranny
of the thirty-one-room mansion, the main attrac-
tion being a brightly lit full-size 1913 musical
carousel that twirled around and around in the
massive entrance hall from nine in the morning
until midnight, every day of the year.

Frederike liked carousels almost as much as
she liked outlandish hats. Dogs, of course, were
the loves of her life. If her late husband Evan
LeVien had been a dog, he might have been
buried by now instead of cooling on ice until
Frederike could take the time to throw a proper—
and opulent—funeral.

Tom slugged back a glass of champagne and
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grabbed another, figuring if he got drunk he
might make it through the birthday party. One
minute in the chaos of Frederike’s home and he’d
found himself longing for the Glades, for his
grandfather’s fishing boat, Jed and Sarah Devlin’s
small but comfortable and inviting home in West
Palm Beach, and most of all his own empty man-
sion.

As long as Angel was there with him.
“Are you really the son of that Chase Dono-

van?” Stephania Allardyce, the diamond-
bedecked woman who’d been conversing with
him for the past five minutes about her lovely little
dog, Flagler, interrupted his faraway thoughts,
her surgically young face—with skin stretched to
the limit—beaming up at him.

He’d been asked the same question by two
other people since he’d arrived at the party.
Rather than saying anything, Tom nodded.

“Oh, my!” Stephania giggled. “Here come the
dogs.”

Tom slugged down the rest of his champagne
as Cosette and Celine tramped between his legs
for the second time in the last fifteen minutes. A
moment later a pooch the size of a swamp rat
snapped at the toes of his best crocodile boots,
and Stephania’s overly male Schipperke humped
his right leg.

Stephania batted her false eyelashes at Tom, put
a diamond-encrusted hand on Tom’s chest, ap-
parently for balance, and bent over to have a little
chat with her puppy. “Now, now, Flagler, darling,
you know you’re not supposed to do that.”

Flagler let out a loud, piercing bark, humped
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Tom’s leg one more time, snapped at Stephania’s
scolding finger, then scampered across the room
to annoy someone else.

Tom snatched another glass of champagne as
one of the waiters passed by and thought about
Bessie and her appetite for new and different
things. If Flagler didn’t watch himself, Tom just
might snatch the nasty little dog in the middle of
the night and hightail it to the Glades to feed the
thing to his favorite gators. Bessie and Ralph
would love him forever.

“They’re such darling little creatures, aren’t
they, Mr. Donovan?”

Again he nodded, forcing a smile.
“As I was saying,” Stephania went on as if they

hadn’t been interrupted, “your father was such a
lovely man. And your mother . . . What was her
name?”

“Amélie.”
“Yes, yes, that’s right. She had such a divine ac-

cent. Hungarian, I believe.”
“French.”
“Oh, yes, French. She was always the life of

every party—until she died, that is.” Stephania
took a dainty sip of her champagne. “All of the
men loved her but she wanted nothing to do with
anyone but your father.”

“Is that so?”
“Yes, I do believe I have my facts straight on

that, although it is difficult at times to stretch
one’s mind back twenty-six years.”

For half an hour Tom had wanted to get the hell
out of this place, but Stephania had finally caught
his full attention. He wanted to know everything
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possible about his parents—the good, the bad,
and even the ugly. It was the only way he had of
knowing them.

“Tell me everything you know, Mrs. Al-
lardyce,” Tom said, taking Stephania’s empty
champagne glass from her fingers, putting it on
the tray of a passing server, and grabbing her a
crystal-clear flute full of the best bubbly money
can buy.

“Thank you so much,” she said politely, taking
the glass. “If I remember correctly,” she contin-
ued, “Holt Hudson was quite enamored with
your mother, too.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. “Holt Hudson and my
mother?”

“They weren’t an item, of course. Carlotta
never would have allowed that, not after she
fought tooth and nail to win the attentions of Holt
Hudson in the first place. She was desperately in
love with him, you know.”

“Was she jealous of my mother?”
“No, no, of course not. They were the best of

friends and went everywhere together. All four of
them were friends. I remember Carlotta crying
uncontrollably at your mother’s funeral. You were
a newborn, of course. And your poor, poor father
looked like a zombie that day.”

“What about Holt Hudson?”
“He was, I daresay, as lovely a man as your fa-

ther.” Stephania frowned, as if thinking back to
that day so long ago. “I remember Holt comfort-
ing his wife, then sending her off with their
chauffeur so he could stay at the grave with your
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father as everyone else departed. It was quite the
funeral, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know.”
Stephania pressed a hand to Tom’s arm. “I sup-

pose you wouldn’t.” She smiled warmly. “Holt
planned the entire affair because your father was
too distraught. There were flowers everywhere.
Unimaginably beautiful bouquets.

“I remember Holt holding you in his arms
while your father wept on your mother’s casket. I
remember him crying, too, as if his heart were
broken.”

A waiter passed by for the umpteenth time and
Stephania picked a canapé from his silver tray
and nibbled on the edge. “It’s terrible what hap-
pened that night—when your father was shot. I
only saw Holt and Carlotta once after that, when I
went to Palazzo Paradiso the next morning to of-
fer my support. Frederike went with me. She took
a lovely little cake and I took chocolates.” Stepha-
nia smiled sadly. “We always exchanged gifts
when we saw each other. Poor Carlotta. She was
beside herself, running around the room looking
for something to give us in return. The doctor had
given her something for her nerves and”—
Stephania sighed deeply—“it was all so terribly
sad. Carlotta was never the same after that. Nei-
ther was Holt. Their lives were shattered, I be-
lieve. Such a shame.”

Stephania put a cool, age-worn hand on Tom’s
cheek. “Just between you and me, I never believed
your father did any of the things he was accused
of. He may have been a cat burglar in his youth,
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but the man I knew would never have broken into
Holt’s home and stolen a statue. And never, ever
would he have attacked Carlotta.”

“Yoo-hoo! Tommy!”
Damn it. The last voice Tom wanted to hear

right now was Frederike’s. He wanted to spend
more time with Stephania, but she blew him an
air kiss and rushed off, trying to get to Flagler,
who was humping the leg of Frederike’s stuffed
giraffe—a gift, she’d told Tom, from an African
king.

Tom thought about rushing after Stephania, but
when Frederike called his name again he turned,
and thanked the gods for smiling down on him.
Angel strolled alongside the Countess, looking
beautiful in a bright green suit that showed off all
of her curves, and, of course, was slit up the side
so she could easily access her stiletto.

And not for the first time that day or the day
before, he was pretty darn sure that he had fallen
in love.

“Look who finally arrived.” Frederike’s heavily
made-up eyes beamed beneath a pink and purple
hat shaped like a three-tiered birthday cake. At
any moment Tom expected someone to stick can-
dles in the top and set the thing on fire.

“Sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,” Angel said,
“but the court case was a fiasco and I ended up on
the stand far longer than normal.”

“You’ve come,” Frederike said, “and that’s all
that matters, except, of course, for the lovely pres-
ents you brought for Cosette and Celine. We’ll
have such a lovely time unwrapping them later.
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But come, come, now that you’re both here—and
together, of course—let me show you around.”

“Do you have more collections for us to see?”
Tom asked, slipping his arm through Frederike’s
and winking at Angel over the top of the Count-
ess’s hat.

“Oh, yes, of course I do. There’s my hat collec-
tion, which is a must-see on any tour of my home,
plus all of the artwork I’ve been given as gifts,
and next time you come, I’ll take you to the pri-
vate room where Evan kept his ancient Greek
phallus collection. It’s quite a sight.”

“Sounds intriguing,” Angel quipped, and Tom
couldn’t help but notice her rolling her eyes.

“I like mentioning that collection to first-time
visitors to my home,” Frederike told them. “It’s
such an attraction and because I never show it off
to first-time visitors, it always guarantees they’ll
come back a second time. After that, I tempt them
with something else, not that they wouldn’t come
back just to see me, of course.”

“Frederike! Darling!”
The muscles in Tom’s arms, neck, and shoul-

ders went on alert when he heard the voice he rec-
ognized as Dagger’s. Angel’s entire stance was
filled with uneasiness; her eyes with out-and-out
hate.

“What a lovely surprise to have you show up
for Cosette and Celine’s party,” Frederike said,
abandoning her hold on Tom and Angel and slip-
ping her arm through Dagger’s. “I trust you’re
feeling better?”

“Yes, darling,” Dagger said. “I’m terribly sorry
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I had to cancel our plans last evening, but I must
have eaten something that disagreed with me.”

“You had an upset stomach?” Tom said, trying
not to laugh.

“Yes,” Dagger admitted. “But like anything
that upsets me, I bounce back quickly and make
sure I’m prepared should I get caught unaware in
the future.”

“Goodness,” Frederike said, “please don’t even
think about having another upset stomach in the
near future. It’s quite depressing. Personally, I’d
rather think about hats. Wouldn’t you?” she said,
smiling at each of her companions.

“I’d love to see your hats,” Angel said. “Are
they all as unique as the one you’re wearing this
afternoon?”

“Just wait until you see them. They now take up
three rooms here at Mirabel and I’ve had to hire a
man who does nothing but keep them dust-free
and in tip-top shape.”

“Have you decided which one you’ll be wear-
ing to the Alzheimer’s gala?” Angel asked, as
Frederike led them up a stairway lined with por-
traits of all eight of her husbands—all dearly de-
parted, she’d told Tom earlier—and each one of
her past and present “little butterflies,” all of
them with French names and painted with their
jeweled collars.

“I have an absolutely fabulous new hat that’s
being created for me now. It will be the hit of your
gala, Angel, my dear. And what about you? What
will you be wearing?”

“I haven’t quite decided yet,” Angel said.
“I thank God that I don’t have to struggle with
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such a decision,” Dagger said, trying his
damnedest to sound like a stuffy, upper-crust
bastard. “I’ve just picked up a new Armani which
will see me through the rest of the season, and”—
he kissed Frederike’s cheek—“I’ll be taking it
with me to Newport, too.”

“Isn’t it divine?” Frederike said, beaming at
Dagger. “I have a spectacular oceanview condo-
minium in Newport that was left to me by”—she
frowned—“I believe it was Marcus Pennington,
my third husband. It’s rarely used, so I’ve offered
it to Dagger for the summer and he’s graciously
accepted.”

“Then you’ll be leaving town soon?” Tom
said, hitting Dagger with the full force of his dis-
gust.

“When the season ends. In the meantime”—
Dagger grinned—“there will be many parties to
enjoy.”

“Speaking of your gala,” Frederike said, open-
ing the double doors that led into a room filled to
the brim with a mishmash of anything and every-
thing gaudy, “I understand Holt will be auction-
ing off much of his late wife’s jewelry and
donating all of the money to charity. Is that true?”

“Yes. I can’t begin to tell you how excited I am
at the prospect.”

“I’m quite excited, too. Carlotta had a hat-
shaped pin that I always admired, just a small
piece, about the size of . . .” She looked at Dag-
ger’s hand resting on her arm, then at Tom’s hand
clutching Angel’s. “Oh, I’d say it was about the
size of Tommy’s palm. I would love to bid on that
piece.”
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“When I see Holt next, I’ll ask him if that’s one
of the pieces he’ll have on display that night.”

Frederike laughed. “Oh, don’t be silly, Angel.
We all know he won’t have the real pieces on dis-
play. He’ll have fakes made up. God forbid that
anyone should walk off with the real thing. That
hat-shaped pin, all by itself, has got to be worth at
least two, maybe three hundred thousand, and
heaven only knows how many other pieces of
jewelry he has locked away.”

Angel looked uncomfortable. It was pretty darn
obvious to Tom that she didn’t want to discuss
Holt Hudson’s security in front of Dagger. Maybe
she didn’t even want to discuss it in front of him.

“Mr. Hudson hasn’t mentioned anything to me
about having fake jewelry on display,” Angel
said, “and I do know he’ll have all kinds of secu-
rity that night.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that. I’ve heard rumors
that Holt hates security personnel or cameras
monitoring his grounds or the important parts of
his house. It’s all rumor, of course, but if it’s true,
anyone, and I mean anyone, could pretty much
just walk into that place and take whatever they
wanted.”

“I’m sure Holt has security,” Dagger said.
“He’d be foolish not to, and I seriously doubt he’s
a foolish man.”

Frederike frowned. “You’re a private investiga-
tor, Angel, and you’ve been to Palazzo Paradiso.
Have you seen any signs of security?”

“The security of Holt’s home isn’t something I
feel comfortable discussing, Countess, but I will
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promise to talk with Holt when I see him about
that piece of jewelry you’re interested in.”

“You know, dahling, if he doesn’t have it on dis-
play, perhaps Holt will take us up to his safe and
let us take a peek. What do you think, Tommy?
Wouldn’t that be—” Frederike’s frown deepened
as she looked at Tom. “I’m sorry. I suppose you
wouldn’t want to see Holt’s safe, and I suppose
Holt wouldn’t want you anywhere near it since
your dad—”

“Unfortunately,” Angel said, interrupting Fred-
erike’s spiel, “Tom will be out of town the night of
the gala. I had so hoped he’d be able to attend, but
he had a prior engagement.”

Obviously that was the pronouncement she’d
gotten from Holt, Tom thought. He wasn’t to be ad-
mitted to Palazzo Paradiso come hell or high water.
Taking advantage of Holt’s obvious lack of security
may be his best way to get in, he decided. He might
even have to try going through the window again.

“You have a lot of beautiful things in here,” An-
gel said, obviously trying to change the subject.
She slipped her arm through Tom’s, offering him
a smile that said, “I’m sorry.”

“Nearly everything you see in here—except for
the hats, of course—came from friends. Little
gifts, you know, for a kindness here and a kind-
ness there.” Frederike walked across the room
and picked up a broad-brimmed zebra-skin hat.
“This came from a lovely little boutique that used
to be on Worth Avenue.”

“The one where my mother worked?” Angel
asked.
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“That’s right, dahling. I believe I was with Car-
lotta Hudson the day I bought it, and that was
twenty-six, twenty-seven years ago.”

“Do you remember all the little details about
every hat you own?” Angel asked.

“Of course I do. They’re like husbands, you
know. You remember every second of your first
meeting, who was there, what you ate and drank.
Even the music that was playing.” She smiled
fondly at the zebra-skin hat. “It was a Friday
morning when I first saw this lovely piece. Car-
lotta was looking at purses, something dainty, not
the least bit my style, and your mother, Angel,
was an absolute dream, placing the hats on my
head in that special way she always had, tilting it
just so, then standing back as I admired the look
in the full-length mirror.”

Tom had no idea where Frederike’s tale was go-
ing, but he listened intently, determined to relive
the last years of his father’s life through the eyes
of other people who’d been in Palm Beach at the
time.

“Was there music playing?” Tom asked.
Frederike smiled slyly. “If you think I don’t re-

member, you’re wrong, young man. It was a Beat-
les tune.” The Countess looked at Angel. “Your
mother used to play their music all the time,
much to the annoyance of her customers. But she
was such a delight that we never said a word
about her odd taste.”

“She still likes the Beatles,” Angel said.
“Your mother liked this hat, too. She went on

and on about how stunning it was. It was a one-
of-a-kind, the only way I will ever buy a hat, and I
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believe I only wore it once.” Frederike handed the
hat to Angel. “Please, give it to your mother. A lit-
tle gift from an old acquaintance.”

“I couldn’t possibly take this, Frederike.”
“Nonsense. You’ve given me the pleasure of

your company this afternoon and I’m giving you
a gift in return. It’s a tradition among my friends.”

Frederike scurried across the room and pointed
at a hat strewn with fake fruit. “This was a gift
from Bunny Endicott, a little something to thank
me for the chocolates I’d had sent to her from Bel-
gium after she had her breasts enhanced.”

“It’s a lovely hat,” Angel said.
“Oh, no, not the hat.” Frederike lifted it off the

marble statuette of a naked Greek or Roman god.
“Bunny gave me the statue. It’s not my taste, of
course, but it is the most perfect hat stand.” Fred-
erike put a finger to her lips. “Please don’t tell
anyone in town what I’ve done with Bunny’s gift.
If word gets out that I use works of art like this as
hat stands, my friends might stop giving me gifts,
and I’d absolutely hate that.”

“Speaking of statuettes,” Dagger said, his eyes
narrowed at Tom, “isn’t that what your father
stole from Holt Hudson?”

“Allegedly stole.”
“Oh, but he did steal it, Tommy,” Frederike

said. “I remember your father talking about it at a
party once. It was after your mother died, of
course, and he’d been drinking too much and ru-
mor had it that he was borrowing money from
everyone in town and—”

“Please, Frederike,” Angel interrupted. “I don’t
really think Tom needs or wants to hear—”
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“But I do, Angel,” Tom said, putting his hand
on her arm. “I want to hear every word of what
Frederike has to say.”

“I don’t mean to hurt your feelings by saying all
of this, Tommy, but there was no doubt in my mind
at all that your father took that statue. At the time I
believe it was worth three or four million, which
was quite a lot of money twenty-six years ago.
Heavens, if it was sold today, a person could prob-
ably get ten times that much for it. And the night of
the party your father said if that statue belonged to
him, he wouldn’t keep it hidden away. He’d either
charge admission for people to see it or he’d sell
the thing and buy something worthwhile.”

“Sounds pretty incriminating to me,” Dagger
said.

“Maybe it does,” Tom said angrily, “but that
doesn’t explain why the statue was never found.”

“You mean it’s not hidden somewhere at Mere
Belle?” Dagger asked, a sneer on his ugly face.

“For all I know, the damned statue could still be
in Holt Hudson’s safe. For all I know, my dad
might have had some incriminating evidence
against Holt Hudson and Holt shot my dad to
keep him from talking. For all I know, everything
Holt told the police was a lie.”

“You know,” Angel said, gripping Tom’s arm,
“maybe we should go back down to the party.”

“That sounds like a lovely idea,” Frederike said.
“I believe it’s long past time to open presents.”

And, Tom thought, it was long past time for
him to make another attempt to break into
Palazzo Paradiso and find out what the hell had
really happened that night.
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“I’m sorry, Tom,” Angel said, sitting on top of a
blanket she and Tom had taken down to the
beach, her knees drawn up to her chest and her
arms wrapped around her legs as the stars started
appearing in the sky. “I spent a good hour this
morning badgering and nagging Holt, but obvi-
ously my powers of persuasion aren’t quite as
good as you seem to think they are.”

Tom stood at the edge of the surf, the lapping
waves and foam rolling again and again over his
feet. “You have nothing to be sorry about. You did
all you could do to get me in to see Holt.”

“It’s not just that,” Angel said, holding her cas-
sette player in her hand. “It’s everything Holt
said on the tape about what happened that night.
It’s everything Frederike said that confirms Holt’s
story. I wanted so much for your father to be 
innocent—”

“He was. I listened to that tape and I swear, An-
gel, that story Holt told is word for word what he
said in the past. It’s well rehearsed. Scripted so he
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doesn’t leave out any little detail.” Tom turned.
He smiled. “Stephania Allardyce believed my dad
was innocent. I know he’s innocent, too, and you,
sweetheart, are going to help me prove it.”

“I’m what?”
Tom walked toward her, his bare feet sinking

slightly in the soft white sand. He had a grin on
his face that made Angel a tad uncomfortable. “I
said you’re going to help me prove my dad’s in-
nocence.”

“And how do you expect me to do that when
everything, and I mean everything, proves his
guilt?”

“You’re going to help me break into Holt’s
place.”

Angel shook her head adamantly. “No, I’m
not.”

“I have it all planned. We’ll wait until after the
gala because I don’t want anything to screw up
your evening.”

“That’s awfully kind of you, but as I said, Tom,
I’m not helping you break into the place.”

“Your dad told me that you know all the ins
and outs of any security system,” Tom went on,
apparently oblivious to the fact that she’d flat out
told him she would not break into Holt’s place.
“Your poor dad. It makes him mad that you don’t
use your knowledge of security systems and
choose instead to work for the obnoxious rich
snobs of Palm Beach.”

“I know a lot of stuff, Tom. I can even crack com-
bination locks if I put my mind to it, but I’m not
about to use that knowledge for criminal reasons.”
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Tom strolled toward her, his body looking fabu-
lous in a pair of baggy swim trunks that slung
low on his hips. The muscles heaved in his chest
as he got close, and then he dropped down in the
sand in front of her.

“Tell me, sweetheart,” Tom said, clutching the
bottom of the T-shirt he’d loaned her to wear, “do
you think Holt might still have The Embrace in his
safe?”

“I seriously doubt it.”
“But if he did, and if you and I found it there,

wouldn’t that be proof that my dad didn’t steal it?”
“I suppose so.”
“Then let’s break into Holt’s place, break into

his safe, and take a peek.”
“You’re out of your mind.”
Tom drew the shirt over the top of her head.

“I’ve never been more sane or more sure of what I
wanted to do in my entire life.”

“If we got caught we’d go to jail. My life would
be screwed. Your life would be screwed.”

“But what if we didn’t get caught? What if we
got into the safe, found The Embrace, and then
confronted Holt with what we suspect?”

“What is it that you suspect him of doing?”
Tom put his hands on her shoulders and laid

her back in the sand. He kissed one nipple. Then
the other.

“The only thing I suspect him of doing is lying.
I don’t have any proof. I just have a feeling deep
down in my gut.”

“Breaking and entering isn’t going to get you
anything, Tom. And if you do it, you’ll lose me.”
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He kissed her belly. Licked her belly button.
“Would I?”

“I’d refuse to see you again. Ever.”
Slowly, ever so slowly, his warm, callused

palms whispered over her bare skin, along her
sides, over her thighs. He parted her legs. Smiled
wickedly. Slipped a finger inside her.

“Would you really give all of this up?” Tom
asked, sliding a second finger inside her.

“You want to know the God’s honest truth?”
Angel said, slapping her hands against his chest
and trying to push him away. “I’d hate you.”

Tom heaved a heavy sigh. He slid over her, rest-
ing his body easily on top of hers. “I don’t want to
lose you, Angel.”

She threaded her fingers into his dark silky
hair. “And I don’t want to give you up. But I will.”
She felt tears threaten, but she held them back. “I
spent seven years living with a man I couldn’t
trust. I won’t do that again.”

Tom drew a thumb lightly over her lips, then
cradled her face in his hands. “Finding out the
truth is important to me, Angel.”

“More important than me?”
“Yeah, it’s important. I can’t begin to tell you

how much I need to know the truth. But I’m
falling in love with you, Angel. I’m not going to
risk losing you when I’ve lost so many other peo-
ple in my life.”

“You aren’t just saying that to make me change
my mind, are you?”

He kissed her tenderly. “When are you ever go-
ing to put all of your trust in me?”

“I want to trust you, Tom. I want to know that
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the feelings I have for you go beyond lust and are
really love. But I’m still unsure of things.”

“I’m not going to rush you, Angel.”
“And you promise you won’t break into Holt’s

place?”
Tom held her face close to his, his eyes full of a

tenderness she’d never known before and
doubted she’d ever find in another man. “I may
not give up searching for the truth, but for you”—
he shook his head, laughing lightly—“I promise I
won’t break into Holt’s place. Ever.”

“And now that I’ve exacted that promise out of
you,” Angel said, “I probably should do some-
thing very special for you.”

“Can I have anything I want?”
“Within reason.”
Tom traced her lips with the tip of his tongue.

He delved a little farther, touching her teeth, and
Angel parted her lips with a sigh. Tom’s mouth
closed over hers. His sweet, blessed tongue
slipped into her mouth and made pretty music
with hers.

And then she felt his erection. Throbbing.
Hard. Thick and long.

She locked her legs around his waist and
wrapped her fingers around his hot, solid-as-a-
rock penis, and guided him inside her.

Tom moaned when she thrust her hips up and
drove him deep within her core. “That’s my gift to
you, Tom.”

“Whenever I want?”
“All you have to do is say the magic words.”
“And what would those be?” he asked, taking

charge, loving her, carrying her to the brink and
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pushing her over the edge in not more than a few
heartbeats.

She sighed against his mouth. Purred. “Just tell
me you love me, Tom.”

“I love you,” he whispered against her lips, and
then he showed her just how much.

Angel curled up against Tom’s chest, as she had
nearly every night for the last couple of weeks.
His left arm was tucked under her breasts, his
right arm stuffed under her pillow. Her feet rested
against his feet; their legs melded together almost
as one.

She felt safe with him. Loved. And as she lay
wide awake, her head spinning from a little too
much wine and just the right amount of loving,
she was pretty sure that tomorrow she’d be able to
tell Tom that she loved him, too.

“Having troubles sleeping?” Tom’s words were
little more than a whisper against her ear.

“You dragged me to bed at seven o’clock and
right now”—she looked at the clock beside her
bed—“it’s not even ten. I never go to bed so
early.”

“You’ve been going to bed early every night for
over a week now. It’s the sleeping part that has
come much later. We just got an earlier start to-
night.”

“I really should get up and check my list of
things to do for the gala, just to make sure I
haven’t forgotten anything.”

“You can check it in the morning.”
Tom pressed soft warm kisses down the curve
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of her spine. His fingers swept over her breasts,
teasing her nipples. How was it possible to go
from being frightened of sex two weeks ago, to
this? To wanting to be with Tom every minute of
every day. Wanting to be held. Needing to be
kissed.

The phone rang and Tom’s arms tightened
around her when she automatically reached for
the phone.

“Let it ring,” Tom whispered against her back.
“I can’t. It could be my dad. Something could

be wrong with my mom.”
Tom chuckled. “Your mom’s got a lot of years

left. They might not be perfect years, but—”
“But nothing, Tom. I hate to listen to a phone

ring.” She grabbed the phone, only to be greeted
by Holt Hudson’s assistant on the other end.

“Mr. Hudson would appreciate it if you could
come by to see the reproductions he had made of
the jewelry he’ll be donating to the auction.”

“Would tomorrow morning be all right,” Angel
said, “or perhaps later in the afternoon?”

“Mr. Hudson will be unavailable tomorrow. We
realize it is late, but Mr. Hudson would prefer it if
you come now.”

“Now?”
Tom frowned, shaking his head. Angel glared

at him in return.
“Yes,” said Holt’s assistant. “Please.”
“All right. I can be there in half an hour.”
“Thank you. You know the code for getting

through the gate, and I will meet you at the door
when you arrive.”



284 Patti Berg

Angel rolled out of bed and ran to the bath-
room. “I’ve got to take a shower,” she hollered
back at Tom. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

“I’ll join you,” he said, wrapping an arm
around her waist and reaching past her to turn on
the shower.

“I don’t have time to fool around right now. I’ve
got to get to Holt’s.”

“I’m not going to do anything to keep us from
getting there on time.”

“There is no us where this is concerned, Tom,”
she said, as they stepped into the shower.

“It’s late. I’ve plied you with liquor all evening
to make you relax, and I’m not about to let you
drive yourself to Holt’s when you’re not a hun-
dred percent sober.”

“I’ll call a cab,” Angel said, sticking her head
under the powerful spray.

“You’ll do no such thing. You’ll trust me to get
you there safely, and you’ll trust me to sit in the
blasted car while you’re inside talking to my god-
father, the man I’d kill to see.”

“But you’re not going to see him.”
“No, I’m not,” Tom said, smoothing a bar of

soap over Angel’s breasts. “I promised you I
wouldn’t break into his mansion. I promised I
wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize the gala. And
as far as I can tell, I haven’t done anything to blow
your trust.”

Angel grabbed the soap from Tom and lathered
his chest. “All right. You can go with me. But
you’ll sit in the car and you won’t, I repeat won’t,
go into Holt’s even if the place catches on fire.”
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A silly-assed grin touched Tom’s face. “I might
have to draw the line there.”

Angel frowned. “Promise me, Tom.”
He kissed her lips, the hollow beneath her ear,

and took his merry sweet time kissing her breasts.
“I’m still waiting for your promise,” Angel

murmured between her purrs and sighs.
“I promise to do anything I can to keep you

happy.”
And before they left the shower, he made her

very happy, indeed.
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Tom sat in the Jag’s driver’s seat, watching the
sway of Angel’s hips as she strolled across the
drive, wearing the same sexy white suit she’d
worn the first and last time he’d been here at
Palazzo Paradiso. God, she was gorgeous, but she
had a hell of a lot more going for her than beauty.

She had brains and guts. She refused to let any-
one walk over her. And she refused to bend her
principles.

When he’d fallen in love he wasn’t quite sure,
but there was no denying that that’s what he felt.
And every time he said those words to her, they
came from his heart.

If only she could say the same words to him.
The front door opened and an elegant butler let

Angel inside. He wished he were with her. He’d
give anything to talk with Holt, anything to find
out if there was more to the story about that night
when his dad was killed.

Of course, he was on the grounds. He could get
through that front door without any effort at all,
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follow the sound of Angel’s voice, and confront
Holt tonight. He could even bypass all thoughts
of confronting Holt and just search the mansion
for The Embrace.

And if it was in the mansion, in the safe, he’d
know Holt had been lying.

Of course, he had no idea how to open a safe.
He’d also promised Angel he wouldn’t break in.
He’d be damned if he broke that promise. Be-

cause if he did, he’d never hear her whisper, “I
love you.”

His gaze shot to the royal Poinciana he’d
climbed before. He’d been crazy to try and break
in. Insane.

But as he sat in the car staring at that tree, he re-
alized just how easy it would be to do it again.
Right now. He could scale the tree, push open the
window, and sneak into Palazzo Paradiso. He
could wander through the rooms to see if The Em-
brace was anywhere in sight. He could attempt to
find the safe room where Holt apparently kept his
most precious valuables.

But he could be caught. He could get hauled off
to jail and get thrown in a tiny cell more stifling
than the inside of Angel’s Jag.

Then Holt would cancel the gala.
And Angel would walk away from him and

never look back.
He couldn’t do anything to hurt her. He

couldn’t bear to be hurt himself.
Still, he kept his eyes on the tree, wondering

what would have happened if he’d managed to
get inside that night. Wondering what he would
have found.
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He might have found the answers he sought,
but he sure as hell wouldn’t have found Angel.

As much as he wanted to prove his father’s in-
nocence, as much as he wanted Pop to believe in
Chase again, he couldn’t bear to lose the woman
he’d fallen completely in love with.

Leaning back in the driver’s seat, he closed his
eyes and thought about silken thighs and sweet
lips and the tightness of Angel’s body when he
sank into her. His groin ached just thinking about
her. His heart beat fiercely. Blood rushed, hot and
pulsing, through every vein, every artery, and
centered in the one place he didn’t need it to be
centering right now.

His eyes flashed open in a hopeless attempt to
get thoughts of no-holds-barred sex with Angel
out of his head.

It was stuffy in the car even with the windows
rolled down. Opening the door, he climbed out
into the nighttime air, letting a hint of ocean
breeze roll over him.

His body cooled. Calmed. He leaned a hip
against the hood of the car and looked out across
the grounds. Too perfect for his tastes. Everything
sculpted and orderly, while Mere Belle was wild,
like the Everglades that he’d first hated with a
passion, had been afraid of, and at last had grown
to love.

Strains of Mozart whispered through the man-
sion’s open doors and windows, just as they had
the night he’d met Angel, the night he’d at-
tempted to break into Holt’s home. But unlike the
last time, he realized it wasn’t an orchestra play-
ing, it was simply a piano.
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His mother’s piano.
Tom frowned as he listened intently to the light,

airy melody, to the unique play of chords, and to
the short, not more than a two-second-long trill
that his mother had always added to each song
she played.

Did Holt have the tapes Chase had made of
Amélie’s masterful playing? Had he made his
own? Had Amélie and Holt shared a relationship
that was more than friendship?

Tom’s fists tightened. He’d spent the past week
trying not to think about Holt or the past. He’d
sunk himself into his work around Mere Belle.
He’d sunk himself into Angel, making love to her
when the nightmares overwhelmed him, when he
wanted to forget the past, when he just wanted to
have a good time, wanted to please her and take
her away from her own past.

But as much as he wanted to forget all that had
happened years ago, he couldn’t. That night
would live on in his mind until he knew the truth.

Mozart became Gershwin. “Rhapsody in Blue”
rippled through the night. So did the unmistak-
able sound of a splintering limb.

Tom’s gaze shot to the royal Poinciana. Squint-
ing, he saw the long, lean shape of a man leaping
from a tree branch to a window ledge—the same
window ledge he’d stood upon two weeks before.

The man was dressed in black just as Tom had
been, but this man didn’t hesitate to open the
window. Unlike Tom, he placed his hands on the
glass and pushed up.

An instant later, Dagger Zane disappeared
through the window.
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Tom sprinted across the drive, trying not to
give too much thought to his actions or else he
might stop, think things through carefully, and
maybe do nothing.

But he had to do something. There was no
telling what Dagger was up to and there was no
doubt in Tom’s mind Dagger’s ultimate goal
spelled trouble.

Tom could care less if Dagger stole all of Holt’s
prized possessions and got away with them. He
could care less if Dagger vandalized the place.

But he did care about the ultimate results. If
Holt suspected any kind of trouble at all, he’d tell
Angel to forget about holding the gala at Palazzo
Paradiso. He’d withdraw the jewels he was do-
nating to the auction.

And Angel’s world would come crumbling
down.

Tom was running full speed by the time he
neared the tree. He took a flying leap for the low-
est branch, grasped on to it, and swung himself
up. He tried his damnedest not to make noise. He
didn’t want to send up any alarms. He only
wanted to stop Dagger from screwing things up
for Angel. He needed to get Dagger out of the
place before anyone got wise to the break-in.

He moved cautiously but quickly, every foot
placed squarely on branches without twigs that
could snap beneath his boots and send up an
alarm. Breathing easily, trying to stay as relaxed
as possible under the circumstances, he scaled the
tree faster than he had weeks before, in spite of
wearing crocodile boots that lacked any kind of
tread.
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When he reached the limb that stretched to-
ward the open window, he slowed, moving across
it inch by inch. Water again puddled on the ledge,
very little of it wiped away by Dagger’s entry into
the mansion.

Tom’s heart beat heavily now, as he looked into
a near-dark room, the only light entering it seep-
ing under the door from the hallway or room on
the other side. Tom stood silently, listening for the
sound of footsteps, the cast of a shadow. But all
was still.

Dagger was nowhere around.
One more step. Another. He took a deep breath

and leapt. His boots hit the water and limestone
and he slid, his feet gliding over the edge, his
hands losing their hold on the molding.

His legs, his chest plummeted. The mansion’s
rough stone walls scraped his fingers as he fought
for something—anything—to hold on to. Just
when he thought he was going to end up in the
prickly bougainvillea below, he caught hold of the
molding, which stopped his immediate fall, and
he wedged the toe of his boot between the stone
blocks.

Slowly he worked his way back up to the win-
dow. He looked around the grounds to be sure no
one had seen him, then slipped into the darkened
room.

Tom crept toward the light slipping under a far
door. He turned the knob slowly, inched open the
door, then peered out into a wide landing that
looked down on the mansion’s massive ballroom,
where Angel’s gala would be held—if something
didn’t get screwed up tonight.
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He stepped out onto the landing, keeping his
back close to the wall. All he had to do now was
make a choice—go right or left.

Downstairs in the ballroom he could hear An-
gel and Holt. He heard laughter and cautiously
moved to the marble railing.

“This was one of my wife’s favorite pieces,”
Holt said. “Or, I should say, the real necklace was
one of her favorites, but these faux jewels are al-
most exact replicas.”

“It’s beautiful, Mr. Hudson.”
“I believe the bidding should start at some-

where close to thirty thousand for the necklace
and earrings, but I would hope that you’ll be able
to get forty or more.”

“I’ve been getting calls almost constantly from
people coming to the gala, asking if we will be
providing a catalog in advance so they can see
what’s going to be auctioned off.”

“Better that they come and see everything in
person,” Holt said. “And speaking of people who
will or will not be coming, I understand you are
still seeing Tom Donovan.”

“Yes. Have you had second thoughts about—”
“No, Miss Devlin. As I have told you, I do not

want him on my estate. The only reason I men-
tioned his name is to once again reiterate my feel-
ings and to remind you that if he does show up
here, I will close the estate immediately.”

Tom’s muscles tightened. Not even the sound of
Chopin—his mother’s piano again—floating
through the house could ease the fury he was
feeling now. Anger over Holt’s refusal to allow his
godson into his home. Anger over the conde-
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scending way he’d just talked with Angel. Anger
over his threat to renege on his promise to let her
use the mansion for her gala.

Holt Hudson did not sound like a man who
could have cried at Chase’s funeral. Didn’t sound
like a man who could be tortured at all by the
past.

He sounded like nothing more than a rich bas-
tard who cared nothing about anyone but himself.

Damn it all. Tom wanted to find Holt’s safe
himself, take out every piece of Carlotta Hudson’s
precious jewelry and dump it in the middle of the
ocean. He wanted to take something away from
Holt to make him suffer.

But all he could do now was keep quiet, find
Dagger, and get him—and himself—out of
Palazzo Paradiso before trouble rained down on
Angel’s head.

From where he stood, Tom could see all the
doors leading to rooms off the landing. Only two
were open, and Tom held out hope that he’d find
Dagger in one of them.

Walking softly, moving again along the edge of
the wall, Tom slipped through the first open door-
way. It was a bedroom of massive proportions.
The walls were papered with gold brocade. The
fireplace was floor-to-ceiling marble, and antique
chairs and tables littered the room.

Two other doors led off of this one. Tom men-
tally flipped a coin and moved to the door on the
right. He peered inside. A bed canopied with
dark red velvet stood on the far side of the room.
An elaborate cherry wood and gilt desk was on
another side. And gathered in front of the open
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windows looking out onto the ocean was a group-
ing of comfortable chairs.

Just like the first room he’d looked in, the walls
were papered with gold brocade, but there was
something different about the wall to the right of
the bed. A door had been cut into it. A seemingly
secret door—and it was slightly ajar.

It was, no doubt, the room that Frederike had
mentioned; the room where Holt had sat for
hours on end staring at his jewels, and that
blasted statue called The Embrace. And Dagger
was probably behind that door. He probably had
another knife with him. And he was probably on
full alert.

Tom took a long, deep breath, then moved
silently toward the opening in the wall.

Careful. Wary.
His throat tightened.
Every nerve ending was on edge.
And the door creaked open.
Tom stopped. He couldn’t hide. Couldn’t run.

All he could do was stand in place and hope, pray,
that he’d be able to surprise the person on the
other side.

Long fingers wrapped around the edge of the
door. A head of dark hair peered around the edge.

Dagger.
Tom ripped the door open, lunged for the man

he abhorred, slapped a hand around his mouth to
keep him from crying out and disturbing the
peace inside the mansion.

But it was too late for peace. Dagger kicked out
of Tom’s grasp, stumbled across the inner sanc-
tum filled with jewels and art a museum would
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have paid top dollar for. He hit a marble bust with
full force and it toppled, landing with an almost
deafening thud on the floor.

Tom knew he was screwed.

“What was that?”
Angel saw the fear shoot into Holt’s eyes as

they stood before a mirror in the library. His fin-
gers stilled at the back of her neck, all thoughts
about securing the faux emerald necklace coming
to a screeching halt.

“Someone’s upstairs.” Holt dragged the neck-
lace from Angel’s chest. “In my bedroom.”

“Your butler?” Angel asked, hoping she was
right. Praying that Tom hadn’t broken in. “A
housekeeper?”

“An intruder.” Holt spun Angel around. “It’s
Mr. Donovan, isn’t it?”

Angel shook her head. “It couldn’t be. He said
he’d wait in the car.”

“Someone is in my bedroom without my per-
mission.” Holt stalked across the room, ripped
open a drawer in one of the many desks scattered
around the house, and pulled out a gun.

“You don’t need that, Mr. Hudson. Please.”
Anger raged in his eyes as he raced from the

room.
Damn you, Tom. Damn you.
Angel followed Holt out of the library, racing

through the massive entry hall and up the stairs,
keeping up with his long, angered strides. But
when she heard the glass break and something
hard and heavy slam into a wall, she cut around
Holt.
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She had to get there first.
She didn’t want Holt getting anywhere close to

Tom with a gun.
She ran down the landing, tore through an

opened door, and continued to follow the noise
until she saw Tom crash into a wall on the far side
of the room.

And then she saw Dagger barrel into him, his
head butting Tom in the shoulder.

Angel slammed the door behind her. Locked it.
She’d be damned if she’d let Holt come into this
room. Not with a lethal weapon.

Angel’s eyes narrowed in something close to
panic mixed with anger as ornately framed art-
work careened off the walls and marble busts top-
pled off their stands.

“Damn you both!” she hollered, then joined the
fray, grabbing Dagger by the hair as he lunged af-
ter Tom. But he spun around and as he’d done in
the past—took control.

Dagger latched on to her hair. His eyes feral.
His teeth bared. And with one swift jerk, he threw
her across the room. She smashed into the bed-
post, bounced off of it, tumbled over a chair, and
before she could get her footing, upended a porce-
lain vase full of flowers and water.

“Let me in, Miss Devlin,” she heard Holt holler.
“Damn it, let me in.”

“Call the police,” she yelled back at Holt. “Tell
them to get here quick.”

She’d rather have Tom behind bars, locked
away for God knows how long, than have him
dead.

“Stop,” she pleaded, out of breath, her body
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bruised, her scalp aching, but when neither man
listened to her, she raced back into their midst.

“Get the hell out of here,” Tom yelled at her. “I
don’t want you hurt.”

“I’m already hurt,” she shouted back, then
closed her eyes and ducked when a chair flew
across the room and sailed over her head.

She opened her eyes just in time to see Tom
sling a right hook and bash Dagger under the
nose. Angel heard the crack, heard Dagger
scream, and watched Tom grab on to the black
shirt Dagger was wearing and throw the bastard
against the wall.

Dagger staggered. He slumped. He held his
nose, looking like he was going to pass out.

Blood dripped through his fingers. Onto the
carpet.

Angel could hear her asshole of an ex-husband
whimpering like a baby.

And then she watched Tom bend forward,
hands on his knees. He dragged in a deep breath.
Blood trickled from his nose, his lip. He tilted his
head and looked at Angel, overwhelming guilt in
his eyes. “I saw him climbing through an upstairs
window,” Tom said. “I had to follow him.”

“Why?” Angel asked, anger in her eyes, her
voice shaky. Furious. “Because you thought he’d
lead you to the safe so you could look for that
goddamned statue?”

Tom stood up straight. His breathing was er-
ratic, heavy. “I wanted to get him out of here so he
wouldn’t cause you any trouble.”

“You sure did a hell of a job.”
“You don’t believe me, do you?”
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“You could have knocked on Holt’s front door.
You could have told the butler that you saw an in-
truder breaking into the house.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. And then he laughed. “I
thought you trusted me.”

“I wanted to. Now I know I shouldn’t—”
Angel’s words were cut short by the blur

streaking across the room. The flash of steel.
“Tom!” Angel screamed, but Dagger’s blade

speared into the man who’d thrown him off his
boat, the man who’d just broken his nose, the
man Angel loved.

Everything else seemed to happen in a split
second.

Dagger ran for the window, as Tom slumped to
the floor. “Stop, Dagger. Stop. Now!” Angel
screamed, but her ex leapt for the window.

She wasn’t about to let the bastard get away, not
when he might have killed Tom. She grabbed her
stiletto and as she’d done thousands of times be-
fore, she threw it with precision. The knife buried
itself into the window jamb.

“You’re not going to get away, Dagger.”
Dagger spun around, one leg outside the win-

dow, the other ready to pull through at any mo-
ment. A sickening sneer touched his face. He
pulled Angel’s stiletto from the wood. “I thought I
taught you better than this, Angel. Missing a tar-
get can get you in all sorts of trouble.”

“I could have killed you, Dagger.”
“No, you couldn’t. You never had the stomach

for anything like that. But I don’t have the same
reservations. Never have. Never will.”

He raised the knife, and Angel dragged in what
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could easily be her last swallow of air. Dagger’s
aim was always dead on, even with a moving tar-
get. If he wanted to hit her—even kill her—he
would.

But she refused to go down looking like a
chicken. Refused to let him think she was scared
in any way. So she glared at him, defying him to
throw, as she moved toward Tom, showing Dag-
ger that the man on the floor was her only con-
cern right now.

Just as she got to Tom, he staggered to his feet,
and a prayer of thanks shot through her. She
wanted to grab him. Hold him, but he had some-
thing else in mind.

Tom ripped the bloody knife out of his left arm
and in what looked like a near blinding rage,
threw it at Dagger.

The blade whizzed past Dagger’s shoulder, and
the bastard grinned.

“I knew he wasn’t as good as me.” Dagger
laughed, but he also seemed to think twice about
throwing the knife in his hand as Tom tore across
the room after him.

Sirens rang out. Loud. Piercing. And Dagger hit
Angel with one last hate-filled stare before disap-
pearing outside.

Angel ran to Tom, but he couldn’t be stopped.
He lunged through the window, and in spite of
his wound, in spite of the blood, he jumped from
the window ledge to the tree outside.

Her heart thundered in her chest as one horrid
thought after another tore through her insides—
the worst one . . . that a man would die before all
of this was over.
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She raced for the window, determined to stop
Tom, but she was far too late. A hot and humid
breeze slapped her face. And then she heard the
snap of the branch wobbling beneath Tom’s feet.
She saw the look of horror on his beautiful face,
the blood on his white T-shirt, and in the next in-
stant, the thick limb broke beneath the weight of
two men.

Angel screamed.
And the man she loved and the man she hated

crashed to the ground.
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He was dead, a six-inch blade embedded in the
word angel that Dagger had had tattooed be-
neath the devil on his chest.

Angel rubbed her arms, trying to find some
warmth amid the cluster of police and firemen.
Tom—bruised, his lip and nose bloodied—sat in
the back of the ambulance, an EMT treating the
wound in his arm. They’d wanted to take him to
the hospital but he’d refused. Stubborn to a fault.

But as he sat on the gurney, his gaze stayed
fixed on Angel. There was no mistaking the sad-
ness and hurt in his eyes. She knew he was as torn
apart inside as she was. He’d promised her he’d
stay in the car and he’d lied. She wanted to be-
lieve that he’d gone inside the mansion only to
follow Dagger, to protect her, to keep trouble from
happening, but he’d also wanted to find that
statue. She knew it in every fiber of her being.

And she knew inside that he’d keep on trying
to find out the truth about his father’s death, even
if it meant breaking promises or getting hurt.
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There was no way she could fault him for that.
She’d do the same thing if something bad had
happened to someone she loved. She’d do any-
thing to get to the truth.

But God forbid, she knew all that had hap-
pened tonight was going to put an end to all she
had planned for. Her dreams of making a lot of
money for charity.

It seemed so selfish to think about that now,
when Dagger was dead, when Tom was
wounded, when her own body was a mass of
aching muscles and bones.

When Holt stood at her side. Cold. Emotion-
less.

“Excuse me, Miss Devlin.” Detective Brodie
stood at her side, a small leather-bound notebook
and pen in hand. “Could I have a moment of your
time? In private.”

Holt’s eyes narrowed. He squeezed her arm
and nodded once.

It was time to lie.
Before the police had arrived, Holt had begged

Angel and Tom not to bring up the past. He
wanted this investigation to be put to bed fast. He
didn’t want Tom mentioning that he’d climbed
through a window to get inside. Didn’t want Tom
mentioning that he’d been trying to see Holt for
months.

“Tell the police you were my guests,” Holt had
insisted. “The past is history, over and done with,
and I want to keep it that way.”

They’d argued. Tom standing there, pale,
breathing hard, pressing Angel’s white jacket
against the wound in his arm, saying he had
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nothing to hide. Holt, controlled, his eyes nar-
rowed, telling Tom if he ever—ever—wanted to sit
down face to face and discuss the events that hap-
pened twenty-six years ago, he wouldn’t mention
the past. He’d tell the police that he’d been inside
the house with Angel and Holt looking at jewelry,
not waiting outside.

When the gates opened and the police and the
emergency vehicles drove onto the estate, Tom re-
luctantly agreed to do as Holt had asked. Angel
agreed, too. She didn’t know what Tom’s true mo-
tives had been, but she knew he wasn’t a thief,
hadn’t been out to steal anything. Because of that,
she’d protect Tom; she’d protect Holt, too, even
though deep down inside she knew before this
night was over he’d tell her he was backing out on
his sponsorship of the gala.

Angel followed the detective she’d known for
years to his car. “Would you like some coffee?” he
asked.

“No, thank you. I’m fine.”
She leaned against the dark blue sedan and

folded her arms over her chest.
“Mr. Zane is . . . was your ex-husband. Right?”
Angel stared at the body lying on the grass.

“You know the answer to that.”
“Are you okay?”
“I will be,” she answered honestly.
“Want to tell me what happened?”
“Do you really need my version?” she asked.

Tired. Wanting to just go home. “You’ve already
talked with Mr. Hudson and Mr. Donovan.”

“You know how this works, Angel.”
She inhaled deeply, and let the air out slowly.
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Fighting for composure. “Mr. Donovan—Tom—
and I came here to see the jewelry Mr. Hudson is
donating to the charity gala that we’re holding
next week. Actually, the pieces we looked at were
reproductions because Mr. Hudson didn’t want to
take the real jewels out of his safe until he had the
proper security for it.”

“You knew in advance that Mr. Hudson
wouldn’t be showing you the real jewelry?”

“I knew. Mr. Donovan knew. Dagger Zane
knew.” Angel laughed lightly. “I imagine most of
Palm Beach knew, since the jewelry and the sub-
ject of security came up in a conversation that
took place at Frederike LeVien’s home a couple of
weeks ago.”

Detective Brodie’s eyes narrowed. “You brought
up the subject of security?”

“I believe Mrs. LeVien brought it up. I tried to
change the subject.”

“Not easy to do with the Countess.” The detec-
tive grinned knowingly. “Did you have any rea-
son to think Mr. Zane would want to steal the
jewelry?”

“My ex-husband was an asshole. You know
that, Detective. But as far as I know he’d never
stolen a thing before. Finding him upstairs was a
shock.”

“How did you know he was upstairs?”
“I didn’t know he was upstairs, not at first.” An-

gel swept her hair behind her ear. “We were look-
ing at the jewelry. In fact, Mr. Hudson was
slipping an emerald-and-diamond pendant
around my neck when we heard something hit
the floor upstairs.”
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“Then what happened?”
Holt grabbed a gun, but Angel left that part out,

as she’d been instructed. “We ran up the stairs
and saw Dagger running out of the room where
Mr. Hudson keeps his valuables. Tom ran after
him as he dashed for the window. They fought.”
Angel dragged in a deep breath. “Dagger stabbed
Tom and I threw the stiletto I always carry at
him.”

“Did you hit him?”
“I missed. On purpose. As much as I hated him,

as many times as I wished he were dead”—Angel
shook her head slowly—“I didn’t want to kill
him.”

“But it was your knife that killed him?”
“Yes, it was my knife. He’d pulled it out of the

wall.” Angel’s eyes narrowed. She felt a tear slide
down her cheek. “I might not have wanted to kill
him, but he was going to throw the thing right
back at me, and I know he wouldn’t have
missed.”

“Did he throw it?”
“Tom stopped him. I don’t know if he meant to

miss or not, but he threw Dagger’s knife at him
and then he charged Dagger. That’s when they
went out the window, out onto the tree, and”—
she dragged in a deep breath—“that’s when the
branch broke.”

Angel looked toward the ambulance. At Tom’s
arm in a sling. His gaze hot, intense, as he
watched Angel talk. “Mr. Hudson and I rushed
out of the house.”

“Were there any servants around?”
“If there were, none of them came out.”
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“What did you find when you got outside?”
“Tom was tangled in the branches but managed

to stand up with my help and Mr. Hudson’s.
Then we went to Dagger . . . but he wasn’t mov-
ing. Wasn’t breathing. That’s when Mr. Hudson
went inside and called 911.”

Angel’s eyes trailed back to Detective Brodie.
“There’s nothing else I can tell you.”

“Did Mr. Zane have any family we can con-
tact?”

“Last I heard his dad owned a wrecking yard in
Wichita. They weren’t all that close.” Angel
looked into Detective Brodie’s comforting eyes. “I
don’t have to deal with contacting him or any-
thing like that, do I? I mean, we were married,
but—”

“We’ll take care of everything, Angel.”
Detective Brodie tucked his notebook and pen

inside his suitcoat. “Can I give you a lift home?”
“I can drive, thank you. I’ll roll down all the

windows and let in the fresh air. I think I need it.”
They walked together to the ambulance.
“Sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?” the

EMT said as Tom climbed down from the gurney.
“I’ve been bit by an alligator before.” Tom

laughed lightly, but Angel could sense his pain,
not just from the wound but from what had hap-
pened. “All I need is a few aspirins and a good
night’s sleep.”

The EMT dished out more directions, but Tom
didn’t seem to hear them as he walked up to An-
gel and slid his uninjured arm around her shoul-
ders. “Are you all right?”

“I’ll be fine. Thank you.”
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She pulled away from Tom’s hold and walked
up to Holt.

“I’m sorry about tonight,” she said. “Sorry
about all of this.”

“I do not want the police to hear your apolo-
gies,” Holt said. “Let me walk you to your car, or
shall I have my chauffeur take you home?”

“I’ll drive,” Angel said. “Tom lives just up the
road at Mere Belle—as you know. After I drop
him off, I’ll be going to my parents’ for a few
days.”

“Please give your mother my regards,” Holt
said solemnly.

Angel’s muscles tensed. “She’ll be at the gala.
She’s even got a pretty gown to wear.” Angel
smiled warmly. “Perhaps you could dance with
her that night.”

“I will be closing Palazzo Paradiso as soon as
the police have finished their investigation. I
knew it was a mistake to open my home to you.
Knew it was a mistake to let my defenses down.”
Holt linked his hands behind his back. “You will
have to find another venue for your gala, Miss
Devlin.”

Tom grabbed Holt’s arm. “You can’t do that.
She’s spent months planning that night. The invi-
tations are sent. Everything is arranged.”

Holt dragged Tom’s hand from his arm. “You
should have thought of that before you entered
my home.”

“There won’t be any other problems,” Angel
stated. “I assure you.”

“You gave me your assurances a couple of
weeks ago that everything would go smoothly,
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without any trouble at all. I believe you told me
the same thing when you came here a year ago
asking me to open my home. You were wrong,
Miss Devlin. Things haven’t gone smoothly and
tonight’s trouble is something I don’t ever want to
see repeated.” Holt’s eyes narrowed. “Now
please go.”

Holt turned on his heel and strolled back to his
cold, lonely mansion, without saying another
word.

Angel stared at Holt Hudson’s back, and felt as
if she’d just been stabbed with her own knife.
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They sat almost side by side on the drive to Mere
Belle, but there might as well have been a million
miles between Angel and Tom. She was silent; he
was, too, his right elbow propped on the open
window, his fingers plowed into dark hair that
blew in the cool night air.

Angel stared through the windshield at her
headlights flashing on palm trees as she sped
through the night. There were no other cars on
South Ocean Boulevard. It was quiet out, except for
the sound of the tires on the road and the breeze
whipping through her hair, through the car.

Pulling to a stop at the gates in front of Mere
Belle, she pressed the code Tom had given her
into the security box recessed into a tall marble
column. When the intricate white wrought-iron
gates swung open, she drove up the circular drive
and stopped in front of the chateau, leaving the
car’s engine running.

Tom turned slowly. “You’re going to come in-
side, aren’t you?”
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“No. I thought we should say goodbye here.”
Tom reached across the car with his right arm

and switched off the engine. “I told you before, I
didn’t go into Holt’s home to look for The Em-
brace. Yeah, I know I broke my promise about
staying out of that place, but—”

“It doesn’t matter anymore.”
“If it doesn’t matter, then why won’t you talk to

me? Why won’t you let me touch you?”
Angel gripped the steering wheel and looked

out the driver’s-side window. “My ex-husband
was just killed.”

“I’m sorry about that, Angel.” She heard Tom’s
heavy sigh. “If I hadn’t followed him into the
house, he’d still be alive.”

“And you wouldn’t have come close to getting
killed—first by Dagger throwing a knife into you
and second by falling out of a tree.”

“Wait a minute.” Tom pivoted in the seat and
cradled her cheek in his right palm. “Are you giv-
ing me the silent treatment because I almost got
killed?”

“Because you almost got killed. Because Holt
backed out of his agreement. Because all of my
plans for the gala have just been shot to hell.”

“I’m sorry about the gala.”
Angel dragged in a deep breath. “I spent an en-

tire year trying to make that a success. A whole
year doing everything right. Bending over back-
wards to make Holt happy. It was all going so
perfectly—”

“Until I screwed it up.”
Angel shook her head. “You didn’t screw it up.

I did.”
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“I’m the one that went into Holt’s place when I
wasn’t supposed to.”

“I would have done the same thing if I’d seen
Dagger. Well, maybe I would have gone in
through the front door. But I know you did it for
all the right reasons. I know you did it to try and
protect me.”

“So why the hell are you telling me goodbye?”
“Because I’ve spent the past five years learning

how to keep my emotions under control. Five
years learning that I can be in charge of any situa-
tion and that I don’t have to kowtow to anyone
else. But you walk into my life and completely
mesmerize me—”

“It’s called love, Angel.”
“It’s called giving up everything I am for the

sake of someone else. I don’t want to do that,
Tom.”

He laughed, but she heard the hurt mixed with
his cynicism. “You’d rather spend the rest of your
life alone? Without me?”

“I don’t know what I want right now. I just
know that the gala fell completely apart because I
lost control. How many other things in my life
will fall apart if I let my guard down?”

“You’ve got to take chances, Angel.”
“I know my limits, Tom. I know what I’m good

at, and right now I want to crawl back into the
safety of that cocoon I’ve lived in for the last five
years.”

“You know what, Angel?” Tom said, his eyes
cold, filled with frustration. “You’re feeling god-
damned sorry for yourself. Pure and simple.
When you decide you want to crawl out of that co-
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coon, when you decide you’re willing to take
chances, and be willing to get hurt, you can come
looking for me. I may be around. Then again,”
Tom said, climbing out of the car, “I might not.”

He slammed the door. He didn’t look back, he
merely walked away, up the stairs of Mere Belle,
and disappeared inside.

She’d lost him. She knew it. And for the first
time in her life, she realized what utter and com-
plete pain felt like.
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Tom tore off his sling and sat down at the piano,
the only thing he could face at the moment. The
pain in his arm was almost unbearable, but it was
minor compared to the ache in his heart.

He slammed his fingers down on the keys and
the deep, vibrating thrum echoed through the
nearly empty room. For long minutes he played,
bits and pieces of one mind-numbing masterpiece
blending into another, every sound dark and
haunting.

“Do you plan on pounding that piano through
the floor?”

Tom’s fingers stilled on the keys, and through
the remnants of the music still reverberating
through the room, he heard Pop’s cane and the
shuffling of his feet as he walked toward the piano.

“I heard something on the news tonight that
sent shivers down my spine.”

“What?” Tom asked, although he had the dis-
tinct feeling Pop already knew some details about
Dagger’s death.
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Pop sat on the bench beside Tom. He touched
the bandages on his arm. “The reporters said
Dagger Zane was dead. They didn’t mention any-
one else being injured.”

“There’s no reason for the press to know about
it. And knowing Holt Hudson the way I do, I
imagine very few details will ever be released to
the public.”

“Are you all right?”
“No.”
Tom sucked in a deep breath and played the pi-

ano again, lightly this time.
“I expected Angel to be here with you.”
“She won’t be back again.”
Pop scratched his head. “That’s too bad. I liked

her.”
“Me, too.”
“You gonna tell me what happened?”
“No.”
“You ready to head back to the Glades now and

forget all about this town?”
“No.”
“You gonna forget about Angel?”
“No.”
“You gonna forget about learning the truth

about your dad?”
“No, Pop, I’m not.”
“Then what the hell are you gonna do? Sit here

until you wear out those piano keys, or fight what-
ever it is that’s got you so pissed off right now?”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. And then he slung his
arm over Pop’s shoulder. “Shit.”

“Did I say something wrong?”
“No, Pop, I got stabbed tonight and it hurts like
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hell. But what hurts even more than that is that I
walked away from Angel when I should have
kept on fighting and I walked away from Holt
Hudson when I should have made that bastard
talk to me.”

“So what are you going to do about it?”
Tom laughed. “I’m going to go have a talk with

Holt Hudson.”
“What about Angel?”
“With any luck, she’ll come to her senses and

realize just how much she loves me.”

Tom knew the code to Holt’s security gate. He’d
memorized it after watching Angel punch it in
earlier tonight. There’d be no more climbing
trees and sneaking through windows. It might be
four o’clock in the morning, but Tom was going
to walk through the front door, walk straight up
to Holt Hudson, and give him a piece of his
mind.

And this time Holt had damn well better listen.
He slammed the car door, not caring who heard

him, and raced up the circular stairs leading to
Palazzo Paradiso’s grand entry. He knocked hard.

He waited.
He took a few deep breaths and continued to

wait.
He knocked again. Harder this time.
The massive door opened and the butler,

dressed in slippers and a blue silk robe, stood be-
tween Tom and the rest of the house.

“May I help you?” the tousled old gentleman
asked.

“I need to see Mr. Hudson.”
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“I’m afraid that isn’t possible, sir. Mr. Hudson
is asleep and has asked not to be disturbed.”

“Unfortunately, disturbing Mr. Hudson is
something I need to do.”

“Please leave, Mr. Donovan. If you don’t, I will
be forced to call the police.”

Tom grinned. “Mr. Hudson could have turned
me in to the police earlier tonight, but he didn’t.
The way I see it, Mr. Hudson doesn’t want the
world—or the police—knowing that he bears any
animosity against me. So . . . I seriously doubt
you’ll be calling anyone.”

The butler tried to shove the door in Tom’s face,
but Tom slammed a hand against the wood and
pushed. He stepped inside, skirting around the
butler. “You can go back to bed now.”

“I most certainly will not.”
“All right.” Tom winked and headed for the

stairs. “I know where Mr. Hudson’s bedroom is.
You’re more than welcome to follow me if you
want.”

Tom’s boots echoed on the marble floor as he
beat a path through the elaborate and enormous
gallery where Angel’s gala would be held. Holt
may have thought he could put a stop to it, but
Holt had another think coming.

He bounded up the stairs, taking them two and
three at a time. The pain in his arm was gut-
wrenching, but he pushed the agony aside.

Twisting the knob that led into Holt’s quarters,
Tom slung open the door and went inside. There
was no need to be quiet. Something told him Holt
already knew Tom was in the house and that he
couldn’t be stopped.
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Holt wasn’t in the bedroom. He was sitting in
an easy chair staring through an open window
that looked out toward the Atlantic. Smoke curled
over his head, and when Tom stood in front of the
man he’d learned to despise, he saw a fat cigar
resting between Holt’s lips.

“We need to talk.” Tom shoved a chair close to
Holt and sat down, facing him.

“You’re wasting your time. I can’t be threat-
ened. I can’t be intimidated. And I will not dis-
cuss what happened the night your father was
shot.”

Tom crossed a booted ankle over his knee and
leaned back casually, trying to look calm and in
control, when he was seething inside. “I know
what the police report says. I know my dad’s fin-
gerprints were on your safe, on your wife’s head-
board, and that he was shot in your wife’s bed.
But I will never believe that he did anything
wrong that night. And if it’s the last thing I do, I
will find out the truth, not just for me, but for my
grandfather, because his heart broke the day my
dad died, and I won’t rest easy until he believes
his son was innocent.”

“As I said, that is not a subject I wish to dis-
cuss.”

“Contrary to what you may think, that’s not
why I’m here tonight. I want to talk about the
gala.”

“That’s as much history as that incident twenty-
six years ago.”

“I’ll tell you what, Mr. Hudson. You get on the
phone first thing tomorrow morning and call An-
gel Devlin. Tell her you’ve had second thoughts,
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that she can hold the gala here after all, and that
you’re still going to donate your wife’s jewelry.
It’s to be your idea and your idea only. Do this,
and I will never again try to talk with you about
my father or that night. If you don’t throw the
gala, I will make your life a living hell until the
day you die.”

“I don’t like people giving me ultimatums.”
Tom shoved out of the chair and headed for the

door. “And I don’t like liars.”

Angel’s hand shook as she poured orange juice
into a glass. It was five a.m. and she’d done noth-
ing but pace the floor of her parents’ kitchen since
three in the morning.

She’d made such a mess of things. Tom. The
gala.

Tom.
The kitchen door swung open and her dad

walked into the room in boxers and a wrinkled T-
shirt, his hair mussed, sleep in the corners of his
eyes, and a day’s growth of beard on his face.

“You know, Angel,” he said, “this kitchen floor
is getting old. It squeaks. And if you don’t stop
that pacing you’re going to wake your mom the
same way you woke me.”

“Sorry.”
He patted her cheek, then plucked the glass of

orange juice from her shaky hand and slugged it
down. “You going to tell me why you spent the
night here instead of going home—or to Tom’s
place?”

“Tom’s history.”
“I see.”
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“You really don’t see, Dad, but I’m not going to
get into a long discussion about that now.”

“Pretty bad night, huh?”
Angel sighed. “Dagger’s dead.”
Jed’s face went blank. “What happened?”
“He fell on my knife.”
“Fitting end for an asshole.”
Jed put the glass on the counter and pulled his

daughter into his arms. His chest was warm and
solid and comforting, and she rested her cheek
against him.

“You okay?” Jed asked softly.
“I don’t know why I feel bad, but I do.”
“Because he was young. Because in spite of all

he did to hurt you, you spent seven years hoping
that he’d make something of his life, praying that
he’d love you, that . . .” Jed hugged her tightly.
“Some people don’t want to change, honey. Some
people feel they’re perfect and that everyone else
has problems. That was Dagger in a nutshell.”

Angel allowed herself to cry for all the years of
pain and suffering Dagger had put her through.
There was no telling how long she stood there with
her dad. He just held her tight, and let her get rid of
the anguish she had thought would never go away.

At long last, she took a deep breath and wiped
the remnants of tears from her eyes. “You’ve got
mascara all over you,” she said, tugging on her
dad’s T-shirt.

“It’ll wash out.” He kissed her forehead. “Now,
is there somebody else you want to cry over? Tom,
maybe?”

Cry? Hell, no. Because it wasn’t over between
them. Not by a long shot.
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“Actually, Dad, I think I need to go see Holt
Hudson.”

Jed glanced at the old kitchen clock on the wall.
“It’s five-thirty. Something tells me those Palm
Beach types don’t get up this early.”

“Something tells me he hasn’t gone to sleep
yet,” Angel said. “And even if he is in bed, I plan
to give him a piece of my mind.”

Angel strolled into Palazzo Paradiso, head high,
in spite of the bruised and swollen eye she hadn’t
been able to camouflage with makeup. After her
crying jag in her dad’s arms, she’d headed for
home, hopped into a cold shower, and painfully
washed away blood and tears and anguish.

She didn’t have time to grieve or feel sorry for
herself. Once again, she had to retake control of
her life.

Now, dressed in a crimson silk suit, an Emma
Claire original slung over her shoulder, four-inch
red crocodile slingbacks, and her hair twisted into
a chic French roll that reeked of professionalism,
she allowed Holt’s butler to usher her into the
mansion.

“Mr. Hudson is waiting in the library.”
She’d ask the butler how he and Holt Hudson

had known she was coming, since she hadn’t
called, but she preferred showing off an air of self-
confidence, after doing such a damn good job of
losing all control a few hours ago.

The mansion was silent except for the click of
her heels on stone cold floors. The ever-present pi-
ano melodies were missing, as light from the crack
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of dawn filtered through the windows and skit-
tered across the remnants of nighttime shadows.

They walked briskly through a maze of corri-
dors, and at last the butler opened the massive
door leading into a mahogany-paneled library.

The butler stepped inside the room. “Miss Dev-
lin is here to see you, sir.”

“Thank you, George.”
Holt, dressed in a charcoal suit, not one strand

of his silver hair out of place, stood in front of the
floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on his
formal gardens. He puffed on a cigar, and the
smoke wafted around him.

“Come in, Miss Devlin. George has put coffee
out if you’d like to help yourself.”

“Thank you.”
It was all too polite in the room, considering

that a fight had recently taken place upstairs and
a man had died on the lawn not far from the main
entry. It would be easy to apologize to Holt right
now, but apologies weren’t in her game plan.

Crossing the room, exuding poise and confi-
dence, she poured coffee into a delicate porcelain
cup, spooned in a few heaping spoons of sugar
for energy, and, holding the saucer in one hand,
turned toward Holt, taking a sip of the sweet,
steaming brew.

Holt turned. He watched her drinking her cof-
fee. Looked at the pot and the empty second cup,
as if he couldn’t understand why she hadn’t
played the role of subservient or even refined
young woman and poured him a cup, too.

But she hadn’t come here to be refined or sub-
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servient. She marched across the room, sat grace-
fully on a white brocade sofa, and crossed her
legs. “I’m here to discuss Tom Donovan.”

“That’s a closed subject. Let’s talk about the
gala instead.”

Angel took a sip of coffee, realizing that getting
and keeping the upper hand with Holt Hudson
would not be easy. But if he wanted to discuss the
gala first, fine, she’d go there. And then she’d get
back to the more important matter.

“I assume you’ve had a change of heart.” She is-
sued the words as a statement, with no hint of a
question in her tone.

Holt walked powerfully across the room but
leaned casually against his desk. She’d never seen
anything casual in his stance, and couldn’t help
but wonder what he was up to now.

“I made a promise to you many months ago,
Miss Devlin. I told you I would open my estate to
you as a contribution to your gala. I offered to do-
nate many extremely valuable pieces of jewelry.
You in turn assured me that there would be no
trouble, no mishaps. You did not live up to your
part of the bargain.”

If he thought she was going to get all wimpy
and whiny when he’d spoken the truth, he was
wrong. She could take criticism. She wondered if
he could take it, too, because when he was fin-
ished with his diatribe, she was going to launch
into him with one of her own.

Taking a slow, calculated sip of her coffee, she
kept her gaze on Holt and waited for him to con-
tinue.

“Contrary to what you might believe, I rarely
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go back on my word. I realize that invitations
have been issued and all of the arrangements have
been made. Therefore, I have decided you may go
ahead and hold your gala here.”

Angel smiled inside. Hell, she was bubbling
over with sheer, unadulterated joy. But she re-
fused to let Holt see her excitement.

“And your late wife’s jewelry?” she asked
calmly.

“All of the pieces were recovered last night
and”—he sighed heavily—“the security here will
be upgraded. I don’t want a repeat of what hap-
pened tonight.”

“Did you upgrade the security twenty-six years
ago?” Angel asked. She put her coffee cup on the
table and stood. “Or did you decide it was easier
to hide?”

“We were talking about what happened last
night, Miss Devlin. I don’t want to discuss the
other incident with you.”

“Or with your godson.” Angel walked to the
window and stood silhouetted in the just-rising
sunlight. “Have you ever wondered what Chase
would say about the way you’ve treated his son?
Or”—she shrugged—“maybe you and Chase
weren’t as close as you’ve tried to convince me
you were. Maybe the people in town who’ve re-
lated stories to Tom and I about your friendship
with Chase were misled all those years ago.
Maybe you weren’t best friends. Maybe you
didn’t care about Chase at all.”

“That’s enough, Miss Devlin.”
“Have I hit a sore spot?” Angel said. “If not, I’d

like to. God knows, if Chase were here now—if, of
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course, you hadn’t shot and killed him—I imag-
ine he’d be pretty damn angry to learn that you’d
abandoned his little boy, the little boy you prom-
ised to take care of if anything happened to his
dad.”

Holt turned away from Angel and stared out
the window. He didn’t want to hear any more and
she knew it. But she was going to keep right on
hitting him with truths he didn’t want to hear.

“Tell me, Mr. Hudson, do you think Chase
would have abandoned your child if you’d had
one? Do you think he would have refused to talk
to your child, to answer that child’s questions, to
help that child learn something about his past? Or
do you think he would have thought about him-
self first? Wallowed in self-pity and guilt, and not
once given any thought to a four-year-old boy
who wasn’t guilty of a thing, but ended up hav-
ing to watch his father die, and had to face a grief
far greater than any of us could ever imagine?”

“Tom’s not a child any longer. And he’s had a
good life.”

“How do you know anything about his life?”
“I’ve kept tabs.”
“Then you do have something resembling a

heart beneath the expensive suits you wear?”
Holt spun around, anger in his eyes. “What is it

you want from me? I’ve told you that you can
have your gala. I’m giving you the jewelry—”

“That means a lot to me, Mr. Hudson, and I ap-
preciate it more than you’ll ever know. A year ago
it seemed like a miracle to me that you were going
to come out of hiding after more than two de-
cades. People in this town are so damn excited
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about seeing you again, which tells me that at
some point in time you must have been a man
with a generous heart.”

“I don’t need to be sweet-talked, Miss Devlin.”
“All right, no sugar coating. You may have

come out of seclusion, but my gut instinct tells me
you’re still hiding from something. Something
that’s haunted you for twenty-six years. And my
gut instinct also tells me that you’re going to be
haunted by it until the day you die, unless you tell
the truth to your godson.”

“Are you quite finished?”
“No.”
“Well, Miss Devlin, I am.” Holt stalked across

the room but Angel caught up with him. She
blocked his exit through the door.

She moved in close. Stood eye to eye, not about
to back down. “I’ll be inviting Tom to the gala.”

Holt’s eyes narrowed. Burned. “Do whatever
you have to do.”

That answer came as a shock.
“Just one more thing,” Angel said. “Why don’t

we check your calendar right now and find a time
when you and Tom can meet . . . and talk?”

Holt shook his head and laughed. “I can only
be pushed so far, Miss Devlin. And I feel I’ve been
poked and prodded enough for one night.”

Angel zipped up South Ocean Drive, exhausted
from her meeting with Holt, but anxious to see
Tom, to invite him to the gala, to tell him he
might, just might, get a chance to talk with Holt.

And more than anything, she wanted to fall
into his arms and beg his forgiveness. For being
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afraid that he could be even a little bit like Dagger.
For being afraid that he’d try to control her when,
in truth, he’d shown her how much power she re-
ally had.

She wanted to kiss him, to feel the warmth of
his breath against her lips, the beat of his heart
against hers, and the power of his arms as she
gave herself up to his embrace.

And then she’d tell him she loved him.
She had no doubts at all about that any longer.
She’d never doubt it ever again.
Not more than five minutes later Angel stopped

in front of Mere Belle. Her heart beat rapidly, full
of excitement, anxiety, and anticipation. Stepping
out of the car, she raced up the steps and knocked
on the door.

And waited.
Anxiety peaked. A lump formed in her throat

when no one answered the door. After knocking
again and waiting even longer, she wove her way
through the wild overgrowth of the estate to a
winding path that led to the courtyard, hoping
that Tom was working out back as he did so often.

The courtyard was empty. There wasn’t a
shovel, a pair of clippers, or even a wheelbarrow
in sight, as there’d always been before.

She ran to the pool.
Nothing.
Walking to the French doors, she shaded her

eyes and peeked through the glass. She saw
Tom’s piano with the lid closed—even though he
always kept it open.

She dragged in a long, deep breath of cool
morning air, then walked to the edge of the patio,
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past the shrubs and the statuary, to the long ex-
panse of grass. If Tom wasn’t inside, she’d go see
Pop. Tell him that she needed to talk to Tom, or
hopefully find Tom on the fishing boat sharing
coffee or breakfast with his grandfather.

But when she reached the lawn and looked out
to Tom’s private dock, the Adagio was gone. And
even though she didn’t want to believe it, she
knew the yacht, Pop, and Tom wouldn’t be re-
turning anytime soon.
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Not one cloud marred the sky the night of the
gala. Lights twinkled in nearly every tree, nearly
every shrub. Bentleys, Rolls-Royces, a handful of
Maseratis and Ferraris, and a yellow and green
Deusenberg rounded the circular drive at Palazzo
Paradiso, while young men in white dinner jack-
ets graciously opened doors for the ladies and
gentlemen, and, for those without chauffeurs,
parked their cars.

The inside reeked of the tropics, with magnifi-
cent arrangements of white and lavender orchids,
hibiscus, ginger, and bird of paradise placed on
nearly every tabletop in Holt’s fabulous ballroom.

Angel couldn’t have asked for a more perfect
night. Well, that wasn’t true. It would have been
absolutely perfect if Tom had been present, but
the Adagio hadn’t returned to Mere Belle, she
hadn’t heard from Tom, and all of the messages
she left on his recorder in the past two weeks went
unanswered.

She refused to be sad. Disappointed—definitely.
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But she wasn’t about to let anything spoil this eve-
ning. It was far too special, her mother looked
fabulous and seemed to be comfortable in spite of
all the people, and she knew without a doubt—
well, maybe one or two—that she’d see Tom
again.

If she had to go to the Everglades and search
him out, fighting off alligators and mosquitoes
and water moccasins along the way, she would.

Tom Donovan had not seen the last of Angel
Devlin.

“You look marvelous tonight,” Emma said,
gliding toward Angel, wearing a simple white
gown and the fabulous diamonds Cartier had do-
nated to the auction.

Angel touched the glittering rubies and dia-
monds dripping down her own neck, a fabulous
piece of jewelry Holt had asked her to wear with
her feathery crimson gown. “What do you think
of this?”

“Well . . .” Emma frowned. “They’re not me, so
I won’t be bidding on them. But they’re definitely
you, Angel.”

“I was thinking the same thing myself. Of
course, there’s no way in hell I can afford them.”

“Maybe some sugar daddy will come along
and buy them for you.”

“In my dreams.”
Emma smiled warmly. “Come on, Angel, we

both know it’s not a sugar daddy you want. It’s
Tom Donovan, and you’d take him even if you
had to spend the rest of your life living with him
in a mosquito-infested swamp.”

“Unfortunately Mr. Donovan isn’t around. Un-
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fortunately Mr. Donovan hasn’t been invited to
this gala. So—”

“Oh, my God!”
“What?” Angel frowned as Emma’s eyes

opened wide.
“You should see the hunk who just walked in.”

Emma patted her chest. “He’s gorgeous, Angel.
Absolutely gorgeous.”

Angel spun around and her heart leapt into her
throat.

Tom strolled through the crowd. Tall. Broad-
shouldered. He wore the finest tux she’d ever
seen on a man and it fit as if it had been tailored
just for him. And, to echo Emma, he was ab-
solutely gorgeous.

A Straus waltz was playing, something rousing
and wonderful. Angel hoped Tom would look
around the room and find her. Instead, his eyes
never veered from the beautiful woman holding
on to another man’s arm.

A tear slid down Angel’s cheek as Tom walked
up to her mother, took her hand, and led her out
to the dance floor—just as he’d promised. Not
once did he stop smiling that warm, generous,
and wonderful smile that Angel remembered and
loved.

Sarah’s steps were halting, uncertain, but Tom
held her against him, guiding her, talking to
her—mesmerizing her as only Tom could do.

“May I have this dance?”
Angel turned to the voice at her side. A much

older version of Tom stood there, cane in hand,
bent and a bit fragile, but looking incredibly
handsome in his tux.
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“Hi, Pop,” she said, fighting the lump of happi-
ness lodged in her throat.

“Bet you didn’t expect to see me tonight.”
“I hoped I’d see you days ago. But I’m glad

you’re here now. Angel slid a hand around Pop’s
neck, taking his free hand in hers.

“I’m not as steady on my feet as I used to be
and I’m sure as hell not as tall as I was when I was
forty—hell, even when I was sixty—but it’s been a
long time since I danced with a pretty woman
and I want to make the best of this.”

“We’ll go as slow or as fast as you want,” Angel
said, as they took a couple of halting steps, then
pretty much stood together on the edge of the
dance floor.

“I’ve missed you . . . and Tom,” she said, as
they barely moved from the place where they’d
begun their dance.

“We went to the Glades. Ate a lot of gator tail.
Drank a lot of beer. Got drunk a few times and
went fishing every day.”

“I’m surprised you came back.”
“I got to missing the ocean view. Amazing how

pretty the morning is with the sun rising over the
Atlantic.”

“You were homesick, huh?”
“I suppose. Sure as hell didn’t think I’d get to

feeling that way when I made Tom take me back
to Everglade City. Thought that would be the best
place for both of us after that night.”

“It was your idea?”
“Sure as hell was. After spending a couple of

hours listening to Tom pound on the piano keys,
making all sorts of god-awful racket, I figured it
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was best if we got the hell away from Palm
Beach.”

“So why’d you come back?”
“Like I said, I got homesick.”
“And Tom?”
Warm fingers wrapped around her arm. Cal-

lused fingers. Familiar fingers. “Because just like
Pop,” Tom said, “I received an invitation to your
gala from Holt, of all people. And because I got
homesick, too.”

Tom stood at her side, touching her gently not
just with his hands but with his eyes, his smile,
making her heart swell.

“Mind if I cut in, Pop?” Tom said.
“Nope. My body was about to give out anyway.”
Tom spun Angel into his arms and heat radi-

ated through her veins. Her heart beat wonder-
fully fast, as his smooth, heavenly-smelling cheek
pressed against hers. “I’ve missed you,” Tom
whispered.

“Me, too.”
He swayed with her in his arms, circled around

and around, even did a little dip for everyone in
the room to see, then nearly swept her off her feet
as he danced her out onto the balcony in the cool
night air.

“I shouldn’t have left you. Shouldn’t have got-
ten angry.”

Angel put a finger to his luscious lips to stop his
apologies. “I was afraid of losing control. Of do-
ing something for others simply because they
wanted it, not because I wanted it. I was scared of
falling for someone and letting him take control
of me. But you’d never do that, Tom. It just took
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me a while to realize it.” She drew a deep breath.
“I love you, Tom. I could never stop loving you,
no matter what.”

Tom kissed her. Soft. Gentle. Keeping her in his
embrace. Keeping her warm and loved, and then
he began to dance again, circling the terrace until
they were hidden behind a cluster of palms.

His fingers swept down her sides, over her hips.
“I’ve missed making love to you.”

“We could easily make up for lost time.”
“Now?” Tom asked, a gleam in his eye.
“I think we need to wait until the gala is over.”
“What if I try something funny before then?

Will you threaten to cut off my balls?”
Angel grinned. She placed her hand on top of

his and slid it down her thigh.
Tom frowned. “Are you missing something?”
“No. I gave something up.”
“You’re no longer wearing the stiletto?”
Angel shook her head and wove her hands into

his hair and pulled his mouth close to hers. “I
don’t need it any longer, Tom. I don’t need to
build any more of those walls you told me I was
throwing up—unless I built one around the two
of us to keep us together.”

“Excuse me.”
Tom jerked back, their long-awaited and much

missed kiss interrupted before their lips had even
touched.

“Pardon my interruption,” Holt’s butler said,
“but Mr. Hudson would like to see you in his li-
brary.”

Tom and Angel reluctantly followed the butler
through the crowd. Everyone was having a won-
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derful time, drinking, eating hors d’oeuvres, and
talking about the extraordinary jewels, the divine
Emma Claire original purse, and all of the other
items that would soon be up for auction.

Of course, that auction couldn’t begin until An-
gel returned to offer her thanks to everyone for
making the evening so special, and to encourage
them to contribute with open hearts and very big
checks.

They entered the mahogany library. Pop was
there, leaning on his cane and the back of a chair,
glaring at Holt, who stood on the far side of the
room, his hands clasped behind his back.

“I apologize for dragging you away from the
party,” Holt said. “It appears to be going quite
well.”

“It is,” Angel said. “Thank you.”
Holt’s gaze turned to Tom. “It’s been a long

time since you were in this house—because you’d
been invited here.”

“I don’t remember ever being here with an in-
vitation.”

“You came here quite often with your father. I
even had a swing set installed outside—just for
you.”

Suddenly Tom remembered feeling the weight
of a man’s hand pressed against his back as he
was pushed in a swing, and he wondered if it had
been Holt’s hands he’d felt, his dad’s, or both.

But why had Holt picked tonight to talk of old
times?

“Have you called us here to unburden your
soul?” Tom asked.
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“There is a lot I want to share with you,” Holt
said.

“You could have picked a hell of a better time,”
Tom said. “This is Angel’s night. She’s worked
hard to put this gala together and she should be in
the ballroom celebrating with everyone.”

Angel clutched Tom’s arm. “It’s all right, Tom.
You’ve waited a long time for this. It’s more im-
portant than anything going on outside. Besides,
Emma is in her element. She’ll make sure every-
thing goes smoothly.”

“So what do you plan to tell us?” Tom asked.
“You aren’t the only three who will know the

truth when tonight is over.” Holt lifted a few
sheets of paper from his desk. “I have a press re-
lease to fax to the newspaper. And after tonight’s
auction, I have a speech to give, so everyone will
know what happened the night your father was
shot.”

“You plan to tell my grandson the truth with
everyone else looking on?” Pop moved toward
Holt, his cane thumping on the floor. “That’s the
most despicable thing I’ve ever heard.”

“No,” Holt said. “You three will see the truth
first.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. “See the truth.”
Holt opened one of his desk drawers and pulled

out a videotape. “Twenty-six years ago I had video
monitors installed in the house. Not for security
purposes, not to monitor anyone’s actions as they
happened, but to look at should someone break in.”

“The same type of system they use in conve-
nience stores?” Angel said.
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“Pretty much,” Holt said.
“So let me get this straight.” Tom swept his fin-

gers through his hair. “You expect me to sit here
tonight and watch a videotape of you shooting my
dad?”

“I want you to watch a videotape to see what
happened that night. Please sit down, Tom,” Holt
said in his imperialistic way. “You, too, Miss Dev-
lin. Mr. Donovan.”

While Holt walked to the TV on the far wall
and put the tape in the VCR, Tom helped his
grandfather sit in one of the easy chairs, then sat
beside Angel. She clutched his hand tightly,
knowing this was undoubtedly going to cause
him pain.

Holt dimmed the lights. Static and snow filled
the screen, and then Chase stepped into the pic-
ture.

“My God,” Pop said. “That’s your father.”
Tom stared at the screen, seeing the young and

handsome man that he remembered. He was
thirty then. He’d always be thirty—the same age
Tom was now.

“The audio is filled with quite a lot of static,”
Holt said, as the film flickered on the TV screen.
“But watch closely. The room you’re seeing is my
master suite. There’s a walk-in safe in the wall.
You’ve been in there, Tom,” Holt said. “It’s quite
large and hidden, but any good thief would be
able to find it.”

“Your father had been a cat burglar,” Holt went
on. “He’d stopped stealing right about the time
we met, and when I wanted a safe built into my
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home, I asked him to design it and oversee con-
struction.”

“Why would you do that?” Pop asked. “You
were opening yourself up to being robbed.”

“Because I trusted Chase. Amélie trusted
Chase.” A faraway smile touched Holt’s face.
“He’d worked quite hard to gain your trust, Mr.
Donovan. Sadly, he died without getting it, but I
hope before we leave this room that you will see
what a good man Chase had become.”

Again Tom turned his full attention to the mon-
itor, and watched Chase press a spot on the wall
near the four-poster bed. A panel swung away
from the wall, revealing a heavy steel door and a
combination lock.

Everything Tom saw was exactly what he’d
read in the police report.

Holt fast-forwarded as Chase twisted and
turned the lock, finally opening the safe to reveal
a tall bronze statue of two lovers.

“That’s the infamous statue, The Embrace,”
Holt said, as Tom watched Chase grasp it in his
hand.

“He’s shaking,” Pop said. “Chase never shook.
He was damn good at cracking safes. Knew ex-
actly what he was doing. He shouldn’t have been
shaking.”

“Keep watching,” Holt said. “You’ll soon know
the reason.”

Chase turned, statue in his hand, and walked
out of the safe room. He didn’t bother closing the
door behind him, he just stared, as if someone
were standing in front of him.
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“I can’t do this,” Chase said, his voice full of
anguish. “Not to Holt.”

Tom frowned at his dad’s words. Who the hell
was he talking to?

“Do you think I care if Holt is hurt by this?”
It was a woman’s voice Tom heard. Frantic.

Loud.
“He loves that damned statue more than me,”

she said, but she never came into view. “He loves
you more than me and, God forbid, he loved your
wife more than me, too.”

Tom saw his dad shake his head. “You’re
wrong, I tell you. He loves you. Only you.”

“Shut up,” the woman screamed. “Shut up.”
“That was my wife yelling at Chase,” Holt said,

his voice breaking with sadness as he stared at the
television. “And she was right, Tom. I did love
your father. I’d never had a friend as close or as
dear, and I haven’t had a friend like him since. I
loved your mother, too, but as nothing more than
a friend. It was my wife I loved, more than life it-
self, but . . .” Holt shook his head. “Just watch.”

Chase stood still, the damned statue clutched in
his hands.

Why didn’t he drop it? Tom wondered. Why
was he just staring at Holt’s wife?

“Where is my son?” Chase asked, his voice beg-
ging to know. Imploring the woman to answer
him, and Tom felt a shudder deep inside him.

Fear.
“He’s someplace where he’ll never be found—

unless you do exactly as I say.”
Tom moved toward the TV screen to get a better

view.
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“She was mad,” Holt said. “Completely mad,
but I didn’t know it at the time.”

Tom kept his focus on the monitor, on his dad.
“I’ll do exactly as you tell me,” Chase said, his

words frantic, his voice tinged with anger and
pain. His hands trembled as he held the statue in
a death grip. “Please,” Chase begged, “just tell me
what you’ve done with my son.”

“Later, Chase.” Carlotta Hudson’s taped laugh-
ter rang through the library, sending chills racing
up Tom’s spine. “Later.”

Holt fast-forwarded again, and Tom watched
his father and the woman who had to be Carlotta
Hudson speeding down the hallway, into a bed-
room. The tape slowed. Flickered. And Holt
dragged in a ragged breath as a canopied bed
popped into view with Carlotta lying in the cen-
ter of it—a gun gripped in her hands.

“It was a .25 automatic,” Holt said, as the tape
played on, almost in slow motion. “It was my gun.
One I kept just in case someone broke in.”

Tom found the tape hard to watch. Almost like
a poorly made porn flick with the characters still
clothed, but ready to take everything off. Carlotta
beckoned to Chase with the wiggle of an index
finger. “Make love to me,” she purred. “Please,
Chase, make love to me.”

“I won’t.” Chase stood at the far end of the bed,
his voice controlled but angry. “I won’t do that to
Holt.”

“Think about your son.” Carlotta laughed. “If
you want him back, you’ll do as I say.”

Tom plowed his hands through his hair. A sick-
ening knot had balled up in his gut.
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“This is crazy,” Chase said. “What is this going
to get you?”

“Pregnant, perhaps. With your child.” Carlotta
grinned, her distorted face glaring at the camera.
“And once I’m with child, I can tell Holt you’re
the father. Then Holt will hate you and I’ll have
him to myself again. All to myself.”

Chase shook his head. “You’re mad.”
“Perhaps. But I also have your son—sweet, pre-

cious little Tom—which means you will do as I
say.”

Tom plowed his fingers through his hair. “I re-
member now. Oh, God.” His chest heaved with
pain. “I remember.”

Holt paused the tape again. “What do you re-
member, Tom? Please. Tell us.”

“It wasn’t my dad who took me from my bed
that night. It was Carlotta. She said we were going
on a picnic, that we’d play hide and seek.” Tom
frowned as the memories came tumbling back.
“We drove for the longest time, at least it seemed
long to me. We sang songs in the car and it was
dark out and then she stopped. We got out of the
car and it was hot and there were mosquitoes fly-
ing around and—”

Tom took a deep breath, not wanting to remem-
ber, but realizing that this one memory had been
right at the very tip of breaking through for a long
time. “There was a wooden box.” He frowned, re-
membering the rough texture of the wood, the
way it smelled, and the heat. “It wasn’t all that
big,” Tom said. “But Carlotta told me to climb in-
side because it would be the perfect place to hide.
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She said no one would find me there and I’d win
the game.”

“You always loved playing hide and seek,”
Holt said. “We played it here and at Mere Belle.”

“I don’t remember anything else,” Tom said,
pressing fingers into his throbbing temples. “Just
the dark and the mosquitoes. And I remember be-
ing afraid that I’d be locked away forever. Like I
was in jail for being a bad boy—until my dad
found me and picked me up and carried me to his
car.”

Tom swallowed hard, trying to get rid of the
damn lump in his throat. He breathed deeply,
and Angel stepped behind him, put her hands on
his shoulders, and gave him some measure of
comfort.

“We sat in the car together, just my dad and I,
and he was humming to me and telling me every-
thing would be all right.” Tom frowned, his whole
body wracked with anguish. “And then my dad
just stopped speaking. He stopped humming.
His eyes were open and he stared straight
ahead—at nothing.”

Tom looked up at Holt, standing just on the
other side of the TV, and saw tears in his eyes.
“You knew all of this, didn’t you?”

“Not all of it.” Holt shook his head. “I know ex-
actly what happened while your father was here
in the house. As for what happened between here
and the Everglades, I didn’t know, not until I read
in the papers that you and your father had been
found by park rangers.”

Anger and frustration ripped through Tom.
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“What I’ve just seen on the tape isn’t what’s on
the police report?”

“For the most part, what you read on the police
report is what I believed had happened,” Holt ad-
mitted.

“But you had the tape,” Angel said, her eyes
narrowed. Questioning.

“I had a distraught wife who told me she’d al-
most been raped,” Holt said. “She was frantic. Al-
most incoherent. On top of that my best friend
had been shot. He’d disappeared and so had his
son.”

Holt dragged in a deep breath. “I didn’t even
think about the tape until days later, after the doc-
tors had been here and the police. You’ve got to
understand, I was nearly as grief-stricken as my
wife and I wasn’t thinking straight.” Holt pressed
his fingers into his neck, as if trying to soothe
away pain. “After I saw the tape, I saw no need to
let the world know that my wife had gone insane
that night.”

“I still don’t know why you shot my dad that
night,” Tom said. “Were you jealous? Did you
catch him with your wife?”

Holt shook his head. “It’s all on the tape if you
want to see it.”

“I already have memories of my father dying. I
don’t need new memories of seeing him shot. I
just want to know the truth. Why you shot him.”

“It’s all on the tape,” Holt said. “Perhaps—”
“No, damn it,” Tom said. “Just tell us what hap-

pened. It’s time you bring it all out in the open the
way you should have done twenty-six years ago.”

Holt walked to the window again and looked
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outside. “Your father did as Carlotta asked—up
to a point. She begged him to make love to her.
Pleaded for him to treat her in a way that she felt
I’d never treated her.” Holt shook his head, as if
he wished he could shake off the memories. “The
tape’s all fuzzy. You saw how bad it is, but . . . but
Chase got on the bed with Carlotta. He caressed
her face. He kissed her. He told her he’d never
loved anyone but her.”

“And that’s when you came in?” Tom asked,
his breathing labored. Bitter. “Is that when you
shot my dad?”

Holt turned slowly and shook his head. “Car-
lotta was mad. Chase must have realized it that
night, just as I realized it a few days later. He
played along with her. Made her believe he loved
her, and then he asked her to tell him what she’d
done with you.”

Holt crossed the room and slumped in a chair.
“Your father could charm anyone and he
charmed Carlotta that night. She told him exactly
where she’d left you—a place where we’d gone
once or twice before, when Amélie was still alive.
And as soon as Chase knew the truth, he tried to
leave, but she grabbed his hair, tore at his shirt.
She was wild and he put his hands around her
neck to stop her and . . .” Holt stared at Tom, sad-
ness reddening his eyes. “Carlotta shot him. Not
me. Carlotta. She shot him once, twice, but her
hands were shaking so badly that she only
grazed his sides. That’s when he let go of her
throat. He was bleeding, holding his sides, but he
managed to get away from her, to get off of the
bed. And he was cursing at her, telling her that if
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his son had been hurt, he’d come back and kill
her.”

Holt paused, looking into Tom’s eyes.
Tom had never seen such sorrow. So many tears

streaking down a man’s face. And then he looked
at Pop, his face pale, expressionless, his gnarled
fingers gripping his cane.

“What happened then?” Tom asked.
“Chase turned to run, but Carlotta kept on

shooting.”
The room became deathly silent, except for the

strains of Beethoven coming from the ballroom,
which seemed a billion miles away.

“I’m sorry,” Holt said. “Deeply sorry.”
“Where were you when this happened?” Angel

asked.
“Sailing. I’d been gone, just like it said in the

police report. But I didn’t get home to see Chase
attacking my wife. I got home not more than ten,
fifteen minutes later to see her sitting in a bloody
bed with an empty gun in her hand.”

“Why not tell the truth?” Tom asked. “Why all
the lies?”

“As I told you. Carlotta told me Chase had
tried to rape her. She told me he’d stolen the
statue. She told me she’d shot him but he’d es-
caped. I didn’t want to believe the worst of Chase,
but I loved my wife. I had to believe her, and what
she told me was exactly what I told the police, ex-
cept for the part about who shot Chase.”

“But why tell the police that you’d shot my
dad?” Tom asked.

“Because Carlotta was fragile. Because I was
afraid if she wasn’t completely mad, she would be
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if the police questioned her over and over again.
Because I wanted to protect her; and when it was
over, and up until the time she died, I wanted to
protect her from gossip. From prying eyes.

“If the truth had come out,” he continued, his
anguish unmistakable, “she would have gone to
prison, but she was already in a prison in her
mind. And I imprisoned her in our home, afraid of
what she might do if she left. That’s why very few
people ever saw us after that night. My reasons
were selfish, too. Carlotta had said on that tape
that I didn’t love her, but I did. And I never left her
after that night. I did everything in my power to
show her that she was loved, even when she got to
the point where she couldn’t recognize me.”

“Carlotta’s been dead for six years,” Angel said,
standing as close to Tom as he could hold her.
“Why not tell the truth after she was gone? Why
not clear Chase’s name? And why wouldn’t you
talk with Tom?”

“Self-preservation, I suppose. Selfishness. Old
friends remembered Carlotta for her generosity
and I didn’t want them to remember her mad-
ness. I didn’t want anyone knowing what I’d
done, how I’d let my best friend take the blame.”
Holt looked at Tom, tears in the corners of his
eyes. “She used to hold you when you were a
baby. She’d rock you and, just like your father and
I, she’d play old tapes of your mother playing the
piano. We were the best of friends once, and then
everything fell apart.”

Holt sighed heavily. “As for why I didn’t want
to see you, well, I just couldn’t bear to face you,
Tom. In a sense, you’re the only family I have, and
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I knew you’d hate me when I told you the truth.”
He laughed nervously. “Who could blame you, af-
ter what I’ve done? I abandoned you. I allowed
your father to be called a would-be rapist. I made
a lot of mistakes, and I don’t expect you to forgive
me. But now that this is out in the open, maybe I
can move on.”

“You’re right, Holt. I can’t forgive you,” Tom
said, his body aching with anger.

“I can,” Pop said. “I would have protected my
wife until the ends of the earth, too. That’s an
emotion I can understand. As for my son . . . I
loved him dearly, but he wasn’t a saint. No, he
didn’t deserve to be shot, and God knows I wish
he were here now, wish he’d been able to watch
Tom grow up. But at least now I know that Chase
hadn’t turned bad . . . again. I know he had good
reasons for everything he did.”

Using his cane, Pop walked toward Holt and
put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve made mistakes,
too. It’s gonna take me a long time to forgive you
for the mistakes you made, but something tells
me you’re redeemable, just as my son was re-
deemable.”

“What about the stories about Chase being
broke?” Tom asked Holt. “What about him asking
you for money and the two of you getting into an
argument? Was all of that a lie, too?”

“That, I’m afraid, is the truth. That’s why I went
fishing that night. I hated the fact that Chase and I
had had such a horrible argument that morning. I
was trying to decide if I should loan him money
again. In the end I decided against it, not that it
mattered after that. When Carlotta told me that
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Chase had broken into the safe and taken the
statue, it made perfect sense. He needed money
and the statue was worth a fortune.” Holt
shrugged. “What better way to get back at me
than to take the statue and my wife—one way or
another? It made perfect sense to me and it made
perfect sense to the police.”

“But you had the tape,” Tom said. “You had
proof that my dad was innocent. That Carlotta
had taken me, that she’d threatened my dad.”

“As I said, I didn’t see the tape until later. Not
until the case was closed. By then the damage was
done. And as I told you, I needed to protect my
wife and, yes, I wanted to protect my good name,
too.”

“So what happens now?” Tom asked.
“I send the press release off,” Holt said. “I tell

every person here the truth. And then your fa-
ther’s name will be cleared.”

“He’ll still be branded a thief,” Tom said. “Un-
less you know the whereabouts of The Embrace.”

“I honestly don’t know if Chase had it with him
when he left or if Carlotta had hidden it.”

“My father didn’t take it,” Tom said adamantly,
prepared to defend his father until the bitter end.

“No, I don’t believe he did,” Holt said. “I never
put in an insurance claim for it because it ceased
to be important to me after that night. It could be
worth a billion dollars and I wouldn’t care.” Holt
walked to the window and stood by Tom. “I lost
my dearest friend that night. I lost my wife, first to
madness and then to Alzheimer’s. I lost the god-
son who I had loved.” Holt put a hand on Tom’s
shoulder. “I owe you so much. Tonight was the
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first step. And right now all I can say is, can you
find it in your heart to forgive me?”

Tom shrugged away from Holt’s touch. He
walked to the VCR and pulled out the tape. “May
I have this?”

“It’s yours,” Holt said. “You may do with it
what you want.”

“Personally,” Pop said, “I’d like to see it
dropped in the center of the ocean and com-
pletely forgotten.”

“Are you out of your mind, Pop?” Tom said. “It
proves my dad was innocent.”

“It happened twenty-six years ago,” Pop said.
“The whole thing has become a distorted mish-
mash of truths and lies and gossip, and God
knows, no one but us gives a damn whether your
dad was innocent or guilty. I know the truth. You
know the truth. That’s all that matters to me.”

“I want the police to have this,” Tom said. “I
want Carlotta held responsible for a kidnapping.
For murder.”

Angel stepped in front of Tom and cradled his
face in her hands. “Don’t do anything rash, Tom.
Think about it for a while.”

“I’ve thought about it constantly for far too
long.”

He tugged away from Angel, walked to the li-
brary door, and threw it open.

And then he heard the music. A recording of
his mother playing the piano so beautifully. He
dragged in a deep breath, then turned around
and shut the library door behind him.

“Why do you play my mother’s music?” Tom
asked Holt.
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Holt smiled, a long-ago warmth touching his
face. “To remind myself of the good times in my
life, when Amélie and Chase and Carlotta and I
were the best of friends. To remind myself of you
and Chase sitting at the grand piano in my ball-
room. You couldn’t even play ‘Chopsticks’ at the
time, but your father had always hoped that you’d
play like your mother someday.” A tear slipped
from Holt’s eye and he wiped it away. “Those re-
ally were the best of times, Tom. The absolute
best.”

Tom looked across the room at Pop, standing
as tall as he possibly could with the pain rav-
aging his joints. He looked at Angel—his angel—
smiling at him, needing him. Both of them would
stand by his side no matter what he decided to do.

And then he looked at Holt. Really, really
looked at him—tired, aging, and hurting deep
down inside. A man who’d made a mistake
twenty-six years ago and had lived with the con-
sequences ever since.

Tom could make a mistake tonight, too. He
could ruin a man and the memory of his wife; or
clear a man people barely remembered, a man
who was loved only by three of the people stand-
ing in this room.

Tom stared at the videotape in his hands, then
walked across the room. He tossed it into the fire-
place.

“You don’t have to do that, Tom,” Holt said. “I
gave it to you so you could clear your father.”

“Let me ask you this, Holt. Did you ever once
hate my dad?”

Holt frowned deeply. “He was my best friend. I
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would have gone to the ends of the earth for him and
he would have done the same for me. I didn’t like the
way he handled his money and he didn’t like the fact
that I worked twenty hours a day, but in all of my life,
I’ve never known a man so generous or so loving.

“In fact,” Holt went on, “you reminded me of
him when you came back here the other morning
and told me you’d never again ask to know the
truth about your father’s death if I’d call Angel
and tell her she could have the gala in my home.”

Angel’s eyes narrowed as she looked at Tom.
“You did that?”

Tom shrugged. “It was no big deal.”
“And you, Angel,” Holt continued, “reminded

me very much of Amélie when you came here
even later that morning and pretty much called
me a self-centered bastard and then told me you
were going to give Tom an invitation whether I
wanted you to or not. Amélie would have done
exactly the same thing.”

“What he’s trying to tell you,” Pop said, “in
case you can’t figure it out, is that people will do
all sorts of strange things in the name of love.
Kind of crazy, but that’s just the way it is.”

Every emotion known to man rumbled through
Tom’s insides. He had all of his answers, he just
wasn’t sure where to go from here.

And then Angel slipped her fingers into his
hand—and he knew. It was time to start a new
chapter in his life, one that could look back at
the good things from his past, and forget all the
bad.

He wrapped her up in his arms, not caring who
was watching, and kissed her softly. Gently. Drag-
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ging in a warmth he’d known only with her—the
woman he loved.

Letting go of her uneasily, he walked to Holt’s
desk, picked up the speech and the press release,
and tossed them into the fireplace. “Do you have
a match?” Tom asked Holt, not bothering to turn
around, knowing that all eyes in the room were
on what he was doing.

Behind him he heard a drawer open. Heard
Holt’s dress shoes cross the floor, and felt their
arms brush lightly as he and Holt stood side by
side.

Holt handed a lighter to Tom, and without giv-
ing it another thought, Tom set the carefully
typed pages on fire, watched the flare of the
flames, and the tape inside the cartridge curl and
crinkle as it melted—and all of the past disap-
peared, became ashes.

Tom drew in a breath of air and let it out slowly.
There was just one more thing he had to do.

He turned to Holt and held out his hand.
There were questions in Holt’s eyes. Worry. But

he grasped Tom’s hand and held it tightly.
“Someday,” Tom said, “when I’ve got the en-

ergy to forgive you, I might let you tell me stories
about my mom and dad.”

“I’d like that,” Holt said. “I really would like
that.”

Tom caught a glimpse of Pop moving slowly to-
ward Holt, his cane helping him every step of the
way. His grandfather slapped Holt’s shoulder.
“There’s a party going on outside. Why don’t we
go see if we can get into some mischief?”

Holt grinned, a sight Tom figured hadn’t been
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seen in twenty-six years. “I remember Chase telling
me that you like to fish,” Holt said. “Was that just a
passing fancy, or something you still do?”

“Oh, I still fish, all right,” Pop said. “Used to
have me a real good fishing partner, too, but ever
since he hooked up with the pretty lady in red,
I’ve been left to my own devices.”

“I was thinking about going out tomorrow and
buying a new pole or two, then heading over to
the Gulf for a week or so to see what I can catch,”
Holt said, walking slowly at Pop’s side as they
headed for the door. “Care to join me?”

“Sounds pretty damn good,” Pop said. “By the
way, do you like gator? I’ve got a recipe for fried
gator tail . . .”

The library door clicked shut at last, and the
massive mahogany-paneled room was quiet, ex-
cept for the beat of Tom’s heart, and the click of
kick-ass heels walking toward him.

Feathery red fabric floated around Angel, the
gown he’d first seen her in a couple of weeks ago
just barely covering luscious, tantalizing breasts
that jiggled as she walked. Her blond hair was
wrapped on top of her head in some elegant kind
of ’do that begged to be let down. And her
smile—oh, God, her smile—was wicked. Dev-
ilish.

She slipped into his embrace, weaving her fin-
gers around his neck and capturing his mouth.
Sweet. Tempting.

All his.
A soft purr echoed in her throat as his hands

floated down to her heavenly derriere and tugged
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her against him. A needy moan ripped through
his body.

And then she whispered, warm breath flutter-
ing against his lips. “Are you feeling adventur-
ous?”

Tom’s heart beat wildly. “What do you have in
mind?”

“A quickie.” Angel’s tongue slid deliciously
across his lips. “Your place or mine?”

“What about the gala?”
An impish smile touched her mouth, sparkled

in her eyes. “It’s going to last until the wee hours
of the morning. And really, Tom, if someone no-
tices I’m missing, well”—she shrugged her sexy
bare shoulders—“everybody knows that I’m no
angel.”

“And don’t ever change, sweetheart,” Tom
whispered, drawing her toward the French doors
and leading her out into the cool night breeze.
“Don’t ever change.”



Epilogue

“ Yoo-hoo! Tommy! Yoo-hoo! Angel!”
Frederike LeVien scurried down the wooden

dock with her chauffer shuffling along behind.
She looked like a lemon in yellow pumps, yellow
suit, and a bright yellow sultanlike hat with a
bright green feather sticking out the top. Her
arms waved back and forth in the air, obviously
trying to catch Tom’s attention before he and his
brand-new wife cruised off on their honeymoon.

Behind her ran Cosette and Celine, their
Swarovski crystal collars glistening in the sun-
light, their leashes bobbing up and down, and the
Countess’s poor chauffeur holding both dogs at
bay while he tried to keep hold of a gigantic gift
box with a bow the size of Florida on top.

Tom climbed down from Pop’s fishing boat to
greet the woman who’d become a friend in the
past year. She was kooky, but she had a heart of
gold. She’d even buried poor, dearly departed
Evan when last year’s season was over, and cried
during the funeral.
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A week later, ensconced in her Newport, Rhode
Island, twenty-eight-million-dollar cottage, she’d
married husband number nine. He didn’t have a
title, but she loved him all the same.

Frederike latched on to Tom’s arm, huffing and
puffing until she caught her breath.

“Are you all right?” Tom asked.
“I couldn’t be better, Tommy, dahling. That new

husband of mine bought me the loveliest new hat.
One he picked out all by himself, and as I was
looking for an appropriate place to keep it, I
stumbled on the loveliest piece of artwork. Some-
thing I thought would be absolutely perfect for
you and Angel.”

Frederike frowned. “Where is she, by the way?”
Downstairs, lying naked on black satin sheets,

anxiously waiting for the present Tom planned to
give her as soon as he could get rid of Frederike.
But that’s not what he told the Countess.

“She’s cooking up a mess of fried gator.” Tom
grinned. “Care to join us for lunch before we take
off?”

“Oh, my word, no! But thank you all the same.”
Cosette and Celine pranced around Frederike’s

lemon yellow pumps and Frederike giggled. “All
right, my precious little butterflies, we’ll just be
another moment, then Mommy will take you to
Ma Petite Bow-Wow to buy you some treats.”

Frederike’s chauffeur inched forward, looking
as if he’d like to kick Cosette and Celine over the
dock and drown them, but he kept a somewhat
straight face as he handed the box to Tom.

“I hope you’ll love it.” Frederike beamed. “I’d
almost forgotten the thing existed until this
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morning, and then I remembered Carlotta Hud-
son giving it to me the day after that horrible
shooting. I took her the loveliest chocolates that
day. Or maybe it was a cake. Oh, it doesn’t matter.
She was just so touched that I cared, and she gave
me a gift in return. It’s a tradition amongst my
friends, you know.”

“I believe you’ve mentioned that a time or two,”
Tom said, smiling. “Maybe Angel and I will find a
pretty hat for you while we’re traveling.”

“That would be lovely. Absolutely lovely. And
while you’re gone, please keep an eye out for
carousels. You know me, the more unique the bet-
ter. But now,” she said, blowing Tom an air kiss, “I
must be off. My little butterflies have been terribly
impatient today.”

“Tootle-ooo!”
The Countess scurried off, her butterflies and

her chauffeur bustling along after her.
Tom climbed back onto the Adagio, contemplat-

ing the big, heavy gift box Frederike had given
him for all of a second or two. Something told
him The Embrace was inside, a statue that had
been part of the grief of his past. And grief was
the last thing he wanted to think about now.

With any luck there was a naked woman wait-
ing for him downstairs, and he had a much better
present to give her.

He set the box Frederike had given him on top
of the outside bar, pulled the slim, black velvet
box out of his back pocket, and raced down the
stairs to the master bedroom to be with his wife.

She stood at the window, looking out at the
ocean where they’d be heading soon. Her silky
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blond hair trailed down her lovely back, her crim-
son angel wing tattoo kissed her shoulder, and
her sleek, sexy, blessedly naked body called out
to him.

Turning slowly, a sly and wicked smile on her
lips, she winked. “Is that for me?”

“Are you looking at the box or—”
“I’m looking at you, Tom. You’re the best pres-

ent a girl could ever get.”
“Better than a ruby and diamond necklace?”

Tom asked, strolling toward her slowly, methodi-
cally, taking in every speck of her luscious bare
flesh, as he opened the box to show her the fabu-
lous jewels. “It’s a family heirloom. I thought you
might wear it for me.”

Angel touched the sparkling gems. “It’s beauti-
ful, Tom. Absolutely gorgeous. But I didn’t pack
anything special enough to wear it with.”

“You’re pretty damn special, sweetheart—
dressed or undressed.

Tom stepped behind his wife and slipped the
diamonds and rubies around her neck. He spun
her around, gazed into her dazzling sapphire
eyes, and took his merry sweet time contemplat-
ing the gift he’d given her and—with even greater
pleasure—the woman who’d given herself to him
completely.

“I have a gift for you, too, Mr. Donovan.”
“And what would that be?”
His devilish Angel pressed her heavenly

breasts against his chest. “Dark chocolate,
whipped cream, strawberries, and champagne. I
thought we could treat ourselves to some
wickedly delicious sundaes. And while we’re at
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it”—she traced his lips with her tantalizing
tongue—“we can treat ourselves to each other.”

Tom smiled warmly as he kissed his wife—the
woman he loved and would always love—and
then whispered against her lips. “That’s the best
gift of all, sweetheart. The very best gift of all.”
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