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      It was a perfect spring evening for spying. The moon hid behind the clouds. The majority of the oceanfront homes on this stretch of the beach were still vacant for the season. And their target? Well, he was finally cooperating.

      It was a private investigator’s dream. Or it should have been, except Lexie Smith hated everything about this case.

      “Have you gotten the picture of the lying-cheating-rat-bastard yet?” Kat Jones asked for the tenth time.

      “No. Now hush, before we get caught.” Lexie shifted her butt to sit firmly on the tree branch and glanced toward the neighbor’s house on the left. They had come home early. Just her freaking luck. Hopefully the cool breeze blowing off the water would keep them inside.

      Lexie turned back to their assignment. Her firm, LexaKat PI, had been hired to prove that Mr. Salvatore Figerello, the aforementioned lying-cheating-rat-bastard, was engaged in an adulterous affair. Over the course of the last week, Mr. Figerello, the LCRB, had not cooperated in proving his wife correct, until tonight when he’d brought home his administrative assistant.

      Talk about a cliché.

      Both she and Kat, her best friend and business partner, were armed with telephoto lenses ready to obtain proof for their client.

      “She’s pretty,” Lexie said.

      “Pretty young.”

      “What a cute belt.”

      “I think it’s supposed to be a skirt.”

      “This blows,” Lexie whispered. This was not how she pictured her career. Where were the cases in which she got to hunt down the bad guys, recover stolen jewels and artwork, or reunite long-lost loved ones? It was moments like these that made her question her choice to open a private investigations company. “I’d rather be working insurance fraud. Does he really think she’s in love with him? He’s twice her age.”

      “More like in love with his bank balance.” Kat scooted further out on her branch. “Move your foot so I can get a picture of the tramp while she prances in front of the window. Now, if he'd just shut up and make his move, we could get what we need and get out of here.”

      “Let’s not take any more infidelity cases, okay? Watching him flush his marriage down the septic tank over a quick ego boost is depressing. Not to mention, I feel slimy.”

      “Okay with me, but last I heard you liked to eat.”

      Her stomach grumbled as if agreeing with Kat. “I could stand to lose a few.”

      “Right. Speaking of eating, it’s still early and since you blew off your date with Benjamin Franklin Bacon the Fourth, we should go get dinner when we’re done. Maybe catch a movie?”

      “I’m not dating Ben. My mom wanted me to round out the dinner party numbers.” She took a few more pictures and paused. “Isn’t Paul at home waiting for you?”

      “Does Ben know that? And no, Paul had a thing. So, dinner?” She smiled over her shoulder at Lexie. “We could get bacon burgers.”

      “Funny.”

      “Seriously, how can you date a guy with the last name of Bacon? I'd be hungry all the time. I’d be like one of those dogs in the commercial—‘Bacon, bacon, baaaacon, I smell baaconnnn.’ He needs a nickname like B4, and then I won’t always be thinking of eating.”

      As if that could ever happen. “Again, not dating. Now shush. We're here to do a job, not discuss my social life. Besides, if you ate more than rabbit food you wouldn’t always be hungry.”

      Not wanting to continue the conversation, Lexie snapped a succession of pictures of the LCRB and mistress as they moved into a tender embrace. She’d gone out with Benjamin a few times and the sizzle didn’t even fizzle. He was a nice guy that she knew her parents hoped would end up being more than her plus-one at social functions, but she just didn’t see it happening. They needed to stop pushing him on her before he got the wrong idea and wound up hurt.

      “Just a couple more minutes and we can wrap up this case.”

      “Speaking of social lives.” Kat scooted back to look her in the eye. “You never did say what you thought about a certain former resident’s return and his position as lead detective with the police department?”

      Keeping her eye on the assignment, Lexie refused Kat’s invitation to discuss the topic of Rafe Barandas. Yeah, she’d heard about his appointment with the department. Witnessed him making his way around town, saying hello to the business owners, getting to know the new people in town. Lexie had had several near misses with the detective to date and she planned to keep it that way.

      Getting reacquainted with her former flame, no matter how hot he’d become, was listed on her agenda under the never doing section.

      “Hey, girls, what’re you doing in a tree?”

      Lexie reached out to grab Kat as she jumped at the voice below, and missed. It was a close call, but Kat managed to grasp the branch and save herself from a painful fall. Lexie shook her head and returned to her task.

      Vinnie, another man she wasn’t in the mood to deal with.

      Lexie dropped the camera around her neck and took in Vinnie’s outfit. Her eye twitched. Her lips fought to stay straight. She lost the battle.

      “Thank goodness no one else can see you.”

      He looked down at his white polyester suit with the wide lapels, black silk shirt, and high-polished dress shoes and ran a hand through slicked-back hair.

      Must be disco night.

      “What’s wrong with the suit?” He went all New York old-school gangster, tugging at his lapels and looking indignant.

      “Vinnie, the seventies are long gone. They were gone before you died.” She didn’t understand it, but for some reason the universe had decided to attach Vinnie to her and Kat the moment they were born, which just happened to be seconds apart from each other and the same moment he died.

      “Like it matters what I wear. The only ones who can see me are yous two. Sometimes being dead sucks. I get all decked out and you give me grief.” He snorted out a sigh and leaned back against the trunk of the tree. “What’s the gig tonight?”

      “Stakeout. What are you doing here anyway?” She turned back to her subjects, gathering more evidence and trying not to lose her cookies as the LCRB stripped to his tighty-whities. “You look like you’re ready to slide across a dance floor.”

      “Thought I’d get some fresh air. Take a stroll down the beach. Saw you two birds perched up in the tree. Figured I’d see what’s up.” He looked across the yard and chuckled. “Figerello’s niece is visiting again.”

      The women exchanged a look. Lexie swallowed her response as she focused on the subjects ahead of her.

      “You’re a sick puppy, Vinnie. Try the LCRB of the Week and his sleaze of a secretary. We haven’t seen much of you in the office lately. Where’ve you been?” Kat asked.

      “You know, here, there, keeping an eye on the local action,” he replied.

      Kat gave her one of those whatever eye rolls. Camden Point, Connecticut, population just under ten-K, was a hotbed of activity. Not. Weekend options generally consisted of basket weaving at the senior center, catching a flick at the community center (aka the elementary school lunchroom) or hanging out at the dive bar on the edge of town.

      Of course, she could always go to the country club with her parents and their friends. The idea rated right up there with surgery minus anesthesia.

      But regardless of the usual snooze factor, Camden Point was home.

      LexaKat PI had opened two years ago and their most exciting job to date had been locating a missing seventy-year-old woman who ended up being at Foxwoods Casino hitting the slots. Most of the time, the cases were exactly like tonight, conducting surveillance on misbehaving spouses or insurance claims with the occasional subpoena being served. Yet their reputation was growing and, sooner or later, the bigger cases—the ones she craved like a chocoholic craved chocolate—would come their way.

      Scanning the floor-to-ceiling windows that ran the full length of the house overlooking Long Island Sound, she spied the lovers in the master bedroom. Lexie snapped off a series of make-no-mistake-he's-cheating pictures and slowly scooted toward the trunk of the tree.

      “Okay, people, that's a wrap. We have proof Mr. Salvatore Figerello is, indeed, a no-good LCRB, ensuring Mrs. Figerello of an uncontested divorce and protecting her prenup and property. Let's get out of here.”

      She shooed Kat with her hand to get her to shimmy down the tree so she could follow.

      “Hey, what's going on next door?” Vinnie asked.

      Both Lexie and Kat looked toward the neighbors on the left, but Vinnie shook his head and pointed in the other direction to a house she knew well. Alan and Holly Irwin were her godparents and currently being wined and dined at the club by Lexie’s parents. The dark house held no sign of life, as expected.

      Thank goodness for small favors.

      All was as it should be. A few houses down, the anxious, possessive bark of a dog claiming his yard echoed through the night. The constant yapping—my yard, my yard—and the rotten assignment stole the enjoyment out of a perfectly good evening of listening to the gentle whoosh of the ocean as it rushed onto the sandy shore.

      “Vin, nothing's going on next door. Now move out of my way, or I'm going through you. While we have permission from the wife—who's the legal property owner—it doesn't mean I want a confrontation with the husband, especially in his current state of undress.” Lexie scooted a few more inches, hoping he’d get the point.

      Kat nudged her arm. “Hey, Lex, look again. Someone is in the Irwins’ house and I don't think it's either Holly or Alan.”

      Lexie turned her head and followed a thin beam of light bouncing around Alan’s study.

      Great. I do not need this double-edged headache.

      “Come on, let's go bust some balls,” Vinnie urged.

      “Vinnie, are you crazy? What if they’re packing? You know neither of us carries a gun,” Lexie replied.

      “Right. You broads stay here and I'll go check it out.”

      Vinnie disappeared in a silent poof.

      Lexie turned to Kat. “Did he really just call us broads?”

      “Yep, he did.”

      “Remind me again how we’re supposed to respect our elders, because if he was solid, I’d smack him upside his head.”

      The light continued to bounce around in Alan's study. Her heart sped up, muscles tensed. They needed to get out of there and call 911. She wasn’t stupid enough to confront intruders—possibly armed—no matter how much it would help their reputation.

      “I've got a bad feeling about this, Kat. Let's get out of here.”

      Instead of shimmying down the tree, Kat scooted farther out on her branch, shoving budding leaves around. “Can you zoom in with your camera and get a clear picture? Maybe see who's in there? I've got branches in my way.”

      She could argue, but it’d be faster to take the picture. “Fine. I'll try, and you call 911 and report the—” Two figures clad in head-to-toe black ran out the back door, startling both women. Kat sucked in her breath and bolted upright. The branch protested at the sudden shift of her weight with a crack that sounded as if the whole tree was coming down on them. The second thief, taller by a half a foot, stopped, then turned with his gun pointed in their direction.

      Every muscle in Lexie’s body froze.

      She didn’t even dare blink. From the corner of her eye she could see Kat sitting just as still. The full moon was a good week or more away and only one outside light glowed, barely reaching the edge of the patio. As long as the intruders didn’t shine their flashlights on them, they should be safe. Otherwise, they were screwed because being perched in a tree with no weapons usually didn’t equal a fast getaway. Lucky for them the shorter guy—and with that beer gut, it was definitely a male—turned back, grabbed his partner, and pulled him down the beach in the opposite direction of their hiding spot.

      First to come back online was her heart, followed by her lungs, and finally her brain. Lexie clicked off as many pictures as she could until the guys were out of sight.

      Kat dropped to the ground and Lexie followed, making as little noise as possible. Crouched low, they scampered across the backyard in the opposite direction.

      They headed toward the opening between the Figerellos’ and the house on the left. A sliding door grated across its tracks. Both women froze midstride.

      In the open doorway stood Mr. McDaniel holding two wine glasses, his head turned to one side as he listened to Mrs. McDaniel inside.

      “Go,” Lexie whispered.

      They dove behind a big bush, holding their breath as they heard Mrs. McDaniel join her husband on the patio. The bush blocked their view, which meant the McDaniels couldn't see them either, but the noises coming from behind them were clear.

      Embarrassingly clear.

      Kat leaned closer to Lexie, “Now what?” she whispered. “We can’t go between the Irwins’ and the Figerellos’, it’s blocked. Do we head down the beach after the perps?”

      Lexie dropped her head forward, shaking it back and forth. “Just shoot me. Seriously, I'll never be able to look Lindsey in the face again and keep my mouth shut if I have to listen to her parents have sex.”

      “Maybe they'll save us and go back inside before, you know, doing the deed.”

      The noises and murmuring grew in volume and intensity from the other side of the bush.

      “Just have a seat here, young lady, on the exam table.”

      “Doctor, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m having . . .”

      Lexie pressed her hands over her ears to block out the rest, but it was kind of hard with just a bush and a few feet between her and the amorous couple.

      “Oh, my gawd.” Kat scrunched her face up to contain the laughter. “This is why I go to a female doc.”

      “That's it, I can't stay here, it's just wrong on so many levels. I’m going to need brain bleach as it is to forget this night.”

      “Does it come in five-gallon containers?”

      “Okay, I have a plan. We army crawl out, nice and quietlike. Keep your head down, eyes averted, and we should be able to make a clean getaway without the need for additional therapy.” Lexie swung the camera around to rest on her back, dropped to her stomach, and crept forward, saying a prayer to the powers that be.

      Miraculously, they reached the street without being seen by any of the residents.  Kat hit 911 and Lexie jogged down the street and stowed away their cameras in their trunk before the police showed. There was no sense in having their client’s proof confiscated if the pictures she’d taken didn’t yield any viable pictures of the crooks. If they did, she’d turn them over first thing tomorrow.

      Together they waited on the far side of the street opposite the Irwins’ driveway under the streetlight for the police to arrive.

      “We forgot about Vinnie,” Kat stated, looking toward the opening between the houses they had just exited.

      Vinnie took that moment to pop up next to them, making Kat jump.

      “Why doesn’t that ever startle you?” Kat asked Lexie.

      “Seriously? He’s been popping in and out our whole lives. Why does it scare you?” She turned away before Kat could respond. “Hey Vin, what'd you see in there?”

      “Just the two who ran out the back, couldn’t see anything what with them all dressed in black. They had on ski masks. Total amateurs. Doubt if the pigs⁠—”

      Lexie flashed him a warning look.

      “—cops will find anything. Sloppy work, but they had enough brains to wear gloves. Think they were looking for something specific.” He laughed then. “Couple of chickenshi—chickens. I bumped a table and the two of them bugged out of there.”

      “Did they get into the safe?” Lexie scanned the road for the police and oncoming traffic, especially any cars driven by men in black. As if they would still be running around dressed by Burglars “R” Us or take the risk of coming back.

      There was no way to tell where the thieves had parked or which way they’d escaped, and since she was pretty sure they didn’t actually see her and Kat in the backyard, she planned to keep their identity safe. She also kept a close watch on the three houses across the street. It would be best if Mr. Figerello and the McDaniels remained unaware of their presence.

      “Nah, they hit the dame’s jewel case and not much of anything else. The office looked normal, laptop on the desk, and Alan’s Rolex was sitting on top of it. What a waste.”

      “Vinnie!” both Kat and Lexie admonished.

      “Sorry. Old habits.”

      “Why didn’t you follow them?” Lexie asked.

      Vinnie took that moment to inspect his nails, before shrugging his shoulders. “I’m just the intern.”

      “You were too busy checking out the Rolex to even notice they’d left. Admit it.” Kat crossed her arms, toes tapping. “We were in danger and you were casing the place.”

      “You’re killing me, kid. You know that?” he said.

      “I wish.” Lexie said.

      “We need a new intern,” Kat replied.

      The soft purr of an approaching engine had both women stepping off to the side of the road. An unmarked SUV rolled to a halt at Lexie’s Chevrolet Cruze, the interior suddenly lit by a blinding spotlight.

      Kat raised her brows in a questioning look. “Cameras?”

      “Trunk.”

      They waited as the driver of the SUV pulled off to the side of the road in front of them. Lexie took a deep breath and steeled her nerves. Out stepped Detective Rafael Barandas. She didn't need the glow of the streetlight to know he was six-two and extremely fit, or how his dark brown eyes looked black when his blood was pumping, or how thanks to his Portuguese heritage he had a yearlong tan. All those details were burned into her brain a lifetime ago.

      “That man is like fine wine.”

      “Shut up, Kat.”

      “Well, well, well, if it isn't the stable boy,” Vinnie piped in.

      “Shut up, Vinnie,” Lexie and Kat replied.

      The detective cautiously stepped out from behind the open car door, as if they were a threat instead of just two women.

      “Well, if it isn’t Smith and Jones, forever together.”

      Vinnie snorted in her ear. “Good one.”

      If she could, she’d have elbowed him in the gut.

      Rafe looked up and down the quiet street. “One of you call in a burglary?”

      “Yes, sir,” Kat said.

      Feet planted shoulder width apart, arms crossed in front of him, she could imagine the intimidating stance worked on many a suspect. Ignoring Kat’s answer, he pointed in the direction of her car. “You’re parked illegally. Engine trouble?”

      “No, sir,” Kat said.

      He made his way over, stopping directly in front of Lexie, stealing the air from her lungs. The saliva in her mouth went Sahara Desert dry, her tongue stuck to the roof, refusing to work. Her heart pounded a strong, fast rhythm in her ears.

      “Just out for a late evening stroll and happened to see the crime going down?”

      She swallowed a few times, focusing on his Adam’s apple as he spoke, refusing to look into his eyes. Oh no, she knew better, having fallen into that trap before. But she wasn’t the same person now. That was a lifetime ago, so why was she having the same old reaction to him? Stupid pheromones. And where was her voice?

      “Uh, not exactly. Lex, you want to explain to Detective Barandas how we happened to be in the area?” Kat jumped in, but not exactly to save her.

      Lexie shot her best friend—former best friend—a look that said a whole lot more than no. The less said the better, for more reasons than she cared to think about, but at the top of the list was the possibility of losing her client’s proof if her camera was confiscated as evidence.

      “Not really.” Pulling it together, she looked him in the eyes. “Suffice it to say we were in the area on business and caught sight of someone in the Irwins’ house.”

      Rafe looked at the nearby houses. She followed his gaze from the cars in the driveway to the lights on inside the homes. The look on his face, as he scratched his jaw, made her want to laugh.

      “Probably best I don't ask. Your call said the burglars exited through the back door?”

      He directed his question to her, but Kat responded. “Yes, sir, that is correct.”

      “Okay, can you two wait here while I check the residence? I'll take your statements after I've cleared the home.” After getting their affirmative head nods, he stalked across the street as quietly as a giant cat on the prowl for its next meal.

      “I’ve got to say it, wow. He just keeps getting better looking every time I see him. Don't you think so?” Kat nudged her arm with an elbow.

      Lexie pushed Kat away and took a step back, giving herself some space to breathe.

      “Let's not go there. Rafe was a long time ago. Besides, I thought you were Team Benjamin. You said he’s a nice guy.” Not that she wanted to date him either, but she had hoped mentioning him would shut Kat and Vinnie up. Apparently not, as snorts of laughter rang through the night.

      She didn’t blame them.

      Rafe and Benjamin. It was like comparing a delicious, fresh, sweet apple to dehydrated apple chips. Same genetic makeup in the beginning, but life had shaped them into totally different beings in the end.

      For her, Rafe would always be sweet temptation. But just like Snow White was a goner with one bite, she knew she would be too if she tasted Rafe Barandas again.

      Sweet memories of the past flooded her brain. Memories of the two of them laughing while they shared a joke in the hall. Stolen moments as they slipped out of sight and shared heated kisses between classes. Sneaking in late because they’d lost time watching the waves crash as they made plans for the future together. She felt a tug on her heart, followed by the bitter pain of betrayal, and shoved the old memories back into the box they came from.

      “You two can quit any time now.” It was like hanging out in junior high again. “You're not funny at all. There’s nothing wrong with dating a nice guy. Besides, Rafe made it clear he didn't want me.”

      Circling her arms around Lexie, Kat wrapped her in a tight hug. “Oh, honey, don't you know nice is boring? And I don't know why he did what he did back then, but that guy has been in love with you since the fifth grade.”

      She hugged Kat back.

      “I could go trip him or something for you,” Vinnie offered.

      With a laugh, she gave her friends a smile of thanks and shook her head. The last thing she needed was Vinnie to go all spiteful spirit on her behalf.

      “Let's concentrate on the case at hand, give the detective our statements, and get out of here.” She pulled her iPhone out of a pocket and started texting. “How about we stop off at Buon Appetito on our way home? I could get a hot, cheesy pizza, and you could get a salad,” Lexie suggested.

      “Hey, don’t knock my eating habits. Not all of us are as lucky as you to have the metabolism of a teenage boy. So not fair.” Kat laughed and playfully punched her in the arm. “Did you text Mrs. Figerello?”

      “Yep, I let her know I’ll hand over the evidence to her lawyer in the morning. Also, the locksmith and movers will be here then to move Sal out and have the residence ready for her return in the afternoon.”

      Twin pinpricks of light pierced the darkness, growing rapidly closer while the sound of an engine roared down the road. For safety, they stepped around to the far side of the SUV, out of sight. The car slowed as it came even with the two vehicles parked on the side of the road before turning into the Irwins’ driveway.

      “Ah, perché io? I should have stayed home tonight,” Vinnie muttered.

      Ha, why him? At least Holly couldn’t see Vinnie and he could just fade away, unlike her.

      “Damn, this night just keeps getting better and better,” Lexie mumbled, shaking her head and looking skyward for an appeal.

      Rafe appeared in the driveway before the car came to a full stop. He gave her and Kat a hand signal to wait, as he approached and spoke with her godparents. He couldn’t have said more than a few words before Alan stormed off toward the front door, but Rafe stepped in front, stopping him. Holly, on the other hand, turned toward them. Her hands fluttered in front of her face, possibly fighting off tears. No one did drama quite like Holly Irwin.

      All hopes for a silent getaway were squashed when Rafe called them over.

      “Girls, what are you doing here?” Alan barely glanced their way, his answer more form than actual concern.

      “They’re witnesses, Mr. Irwin. I need to take their statements first, and then I’ll have you and your wife do a visual walk-through with me to see what was stolen, take pictures of the entry point, and dust for prints. That sort of thing. Please don’t enter the house without me. It could corrupt any evidence that might have been left behind.” His tone was all business and sexy as hell, which was wrong, she wasn’t supposed to think of him like that.

      Rafe and Kat walked to the end of the illuminated drive. Lexie wasn’t worried about her partner staying professional, it was her best friend she was worried about keeping her big mouth shut.

      In the meantime, Holly engulfed Lexie in a mama bear hug.

      “Oh sweetheart, are you okay?” Holly ran her hands up and down Lexie’s arms, turning her around, inspecting her as if she were five again. “I'm so glad you and Katarina saw those scoundrels and chased them off, but your mother is going to have a fit. You could have been hurt. What if they were armed?” She pulled back and looked at Lexie with eyes that belonged to a Chihuahua—big, sad, and quivering with fear.

      “It’s okay, Holly. We weren't in any danger, and we didn't chase them away. We, umm, just happened to be passing by and saw a strange light in your house.” Lexie looked down. She didn't like lying, but client confidentiality prevented her from sharing the truth with her godmother.

      “It's okay, sweetie, I know what you and Katarina were doing. I gave Misty Figerello your names.” Holly glanced over to the Figerello residence and scowled at the yellow VW Bug in the driveway. “Did you catch the rat in the act?”

      “Let’s just say it’s been an interesting night.”

      It’d been more than a decade since she and Rafe had last spoken, and she wouldn’t say they’d departed on amicable terms. But that was a long time ago, and people change and grow. Right? She’d tried to forget, but damn, look at the man! Sexy as sin. Too confident for his own good, and yet she knew there was a soft side to him as well. The combination did things to her. Things she didn’t want to think about.

      Holly prattled on about the drama next door, the burglary, and Lexie’s parents’ dinner party. Lexie made noncommittal responses, her attention on Rafe and Kat as they walked her way. An angry swarm of bees ran rampant in her stomach, and what little she’d eaten that day—a muffin, maybe—threatened to come back up.

      Here I go. My one chance to prove the past is dead and gone.

      “Ms. Smith, if I could have a few moments of your time for your statement.” Rafe's tone held a hint of amusement, yet his face was stone-cold straight.

      Lexie left Kat to deal with the Irwins and Vinnie, and walked to the end of the four-car drive, to join Rafe. After their last encounter, she’d never expected to be this up close and, well, not personal, but definitely within each other's personal bubble. Standing under the street lamp, all the minute details came to life. Fine lines etched at the corners of his deep brown eyes. Streaks of gray teased at his temples in otherwise thick, black hair. He still wore it the same way, short on the sides and long enough in the back to invite your fingers to play in its rich, silky texture.

      As it was early April in New England, she was layered up: Under Armour, heavy cotton shirt, topped with her fleece jacket. How was he not freezing? Probably all that hot Mediterranean blood keeping him warm. It had kept both of them warm on plenty of nights.

      His jeans and long-sleeve tee fit him like a second skin and Lexie’s hands itched to feel the smooth expanse. She shoved her hands in her back pockets to avoid giving in to temptation. Hanging down in the middle of his chest hung his shiny, gold badge drawing her eyes to his chest again, testing her willpower, daring her to try to keep her gaze at eye level.

      This close up, she could see that the too-serious expression didn't reach his eyes, mischief dancing in their depths. “What would you like to know, Detective?” She kept his gaze, accepting the challenge issued within.

      “Since Ms. Jones has already given me her statement, if you could confirm a few facts for me? She stated, you witnessed a light bouncing around in the region of Mr. Irwin’s home office. Then the suspects exited the premises from the rear patio door and ran toward the city park. Is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “What were you doing here?”

      “I've already answered that question. Next.”

      “Were you breaking any laws that I should be aware of?” He skimmed his eyes slowly down her stance and back to her face. “Do I get to break out the cuffs?”

      Steeling her nerves, she shoved the wariness deep down. She’d be damned before she let him know how much he really affected her. Call him her kryptonite—he reduced her willpower to nothing. Lexie returned the appraisal, playing the game. “Only if I get to break out the whips, Detective.”

      Well, damn. There went that whole proving-the-past-was-dead-and-gone goal.

      Rafe’s brows arched, the corners of his mouth lifted, and passion flared in his eyes before he looked away. Something told her life was about to get interesting, even if it was just the two of them trying to dance around the past.

      Rafe cleared his throat. “Do you think Mr. Figerello and his friend or the McDaniels might have seen the intruders?”

      “I can't really answer for someone else, but my guess would be . . . no.”

      She tried to keep the smirk from morphing into a full smile and lost. Damn him. All it took was a few minutes in his company and everything inside of her started to melt, but she wasn’t that young, naïve girl anymore. She was a professional private investigator there to do a job.

      His conspiratorial smile made it hard, but she held her ground. “I got that impression as well. Some people really should learn to close the curtains.”

      He looked toward the others. Alan paced and Holly alternately fluttered her hands and hugged Kat.

      “I don't suppose you captured our visitors on camera, did you?” Rafe's eyes were all business now as they bore down on her.

      “I'm sorry, I don't have anything else which can be of help to you, but if I think of anything, you'll be the first to know. Mind if we go now?”

      “No problem. Thank you for your cooperation.”

      Prying Kat out of Holly and Alan’s embraces, she promised to check in with them soon and hightailed it out of there. As they crossed the street, Vinnie decided it was his turn to lecture her.

      “Hey, Lex, you should give him your phone number. Even though he's a cop, he's still better than Bacon Boy.”

      Lexie shot him a shut-up look, walking at the speed of light.

      “Come on Lexie, the guy's hot for you, give him a break.”

      Some guys just didn’t understand the word subtle. Or quiet, for that matter. Thank goodness no one but her and Kat could hear him.
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      For weeks, Rafe had tried to catch Lexie alone at her office, to say hello and well hell, sorry. Something he’d wanted to say for over a decade, for there wasn’t a day that had gone by in which he hadn’t thought of her. Since his return to Camden Point, every time he attempted to see her, she was either with Kat or not around. When groveling, a man didn’t need or want an audience, so he held off, hoping he’d find her alone for their first meeting. He should have known better. It’d always been Smith and Jones, best friends, partners-in-crime, an impenetrable force.

      Admiration and lust—two things that went hand-in-hand with Lexie Smith—filled him as she walked down the road in her clipped and efficient pace. The lines of her body: confident, graceful and hellishly sexy. The prettiest girl he’d ever seen, she’d stolen his heart in the fifth grade. Smart, quiet, observant, and didn’t put up with his bull. Now she was drop-dead gorgeous and probably still didn’t know it. A trait—one of many—he’d admired in her, like her never-ending legs and firmly rounded ass or her long, soft as silk brown hair. With Lexie it was the whole package including sky-blue eyes that either soothed your soul or warned you of an impending storm, a quick-wit with a generous smile, and a fair and compassionate heart.

      That is, until he broke it.

      Rafe shook his head and brought his focus back to the task at hand; investigating the crime and making sure the owners were safe. Together, he and the Irwins walked through the house, taking inventory. Lexie and Kat had stated the light came from the home office, yet nothing appeared out of place. Neat stacks of envelopes, files and papers sat on the desk. In the center, rested a high-end laptop with a Rolex watch on top, something most thieves would find hard to pass up. The drawers were fully closed and, upon inspection, he found them as orderly as the desktop. It looked as if the Irwins had gotten lucky this time and for their sakes he was glad.

      A home invasion stole your sense of security, which was hard enough to deal with on its own. Dealing with the red tape to replace your valuables simply drew the recovery out—not to mention was a sheer pain in the ass.

      The house spoke of understated wealth: plush carpets, cherry wood, leather furniture, and marble floors. Stepping into the master bedroom, chaos greeted them. Drawers were tilted open, silky items hanging out. Books were knocked off the built-in bookshelves. The walk-in closets had more clothes thrown to the floor and shoved to the sides with gaps in between. The thieves were probably looking for a wall safe. On the bureau, the wife’s jewelry box lay open with a few trinkets dropped nearby.

      Before the break-in, he imagined the room had been as spotless as the rest of the house, everything in its place with no stray clothes out, and shoes lined up in the closet all courtesy of a daily maid. He couldn’t envision his life here, yet this is the type of world Lexie belonged in, always had, always would.

      He turned around at a sharp intake of breath.

      “Oh my gosh, Alan, they got my mother's pearls.” Holly looked at the mess on the dresser, assessing the contents. “My gold bracelet is gone too. Oh no, oh Alan, honey…”

      As she spoke, Mrs. Irwin’s breath came out in short little gasps while the color drained from her face and her voice rose sending a sharp pain through his ears. Mr. Irwin's jaw clenched along with his fists at his side. He caught Rafe staring and let his hands go slack and wrapped his arms around his wife.

      “What else is missing, Mrs. Irwin?”

      “Just another trinket,” Mr. Irwin replied.

      “Honey, how can you say that?” She looked from her husband to Rafe. “Alan gave me an antique, square cut emerald ring last week for our thirty-fifth wedding anniversary. It should have been in the safe, along with my pearls, but I wore it to lunch today, to show the girls at the club, and I was in a hurry when I got home.” She turned into her husband, tears flooding her face, apologizing over and over.

      Giving the couple a moment of privacy, Rafe excused himself to grab his evidence kit from the car. With a town of only ten thousand people, the police force consisted of him, the chief, and two patrolmen. If it weren't for the wealth in the community, the department wouldn't even exist. As such, they did a lot of their own evidence gathering—no specialized teams or high-end equipment.

      Glancing down the road, he studied the houses in front of him. Down this stretch of the beach, the houses were a mix of Colonial, Revivals, and expansive modern glass and wood homes. Both the Irwins’ and Figerellos’ fit into this last category, sitting at around four thousand square feet. Further down the road, where Lexie’s parents lived in their sprawling Colonial, the houses were nearly double the size. A lot of room for so few people. Unlike his childhood home, five people crammed into less than fifteen hundred square feet. What they lacked in privacy, they made up for in love.

      Once upon a time, he’d thought he could fit in with Lexie’s crowd. What a joke. The son of a fisherman and the daughter of a prominent lawyer only made it in fairytales. Yet, he’d come home with hope. Did he stand a ghost of a chance now? They’d each made something of their lives over the years.

      The house in front of him—her godparents’ home—laughed at him. This was her world, her people, not his, this could never be his. Not on his cop’s salary. Winning the lottery might put him in the same tax bracket, but it’d still never be his world.

      A quick perimeter recheck showed he’d missed nothing the first time around. The intruders had entered through a broken window in the master bedroom, exited through the living room doors leading to the backyard and open access to the beach. Back inside, Rafe made quick work of dusting for prints, without success, his only find a small piece of glass near the entry point with a smudge of dried blood. If they got lucky, the perps would be in the system.

      Both of the Irwins waited for him in their showcase of a living room. He admired and even envied the deep, leather couches and the high-polished, rich wood floors. The cut glass dishes, loads of expensive collectables, and fancy oil paintings, each set with their own spotlights, he could do without.

      “Any idea how the intruders could have circumvented your security system? It should have gone off when they broke the window?”

      Holly Irwin looked to her husband.

      Alan let out an exasperated puff. “We didn't turn it on. It’s off-season and we were just down the road. I didn't see a reason why we'd need it tonight.” He handed Rafe a USB thumb drive. “This has pictures of the missing items on it. I'll contact my insurance agent in the morning about the pearls, but I hadn’t had a chance to get the ring covered.”

      “I'll keep you posted.” Rafe excused himself and exited via the patio door. He'd retrace the thieves’ escape route and hope for a viable lead.

      The quiet and dark stretch of beach from the Irwin’s to the public park netted him zero witnesses. The car lot was deserted. Scanning the empty road, Rafe headed back to his vehicle with one thought playing over and over in his mind. Either Lexie or Kat, or perhaps both, had to have a camera. Based on what he witnessed from the backyard, he had a pretty good idea of their assignment. He'd already seen more than he ever wanted of Mr. Figerello.

      He didn’t know whether to be thankful or pissed off at the Fates—those twisted bitches of Greek mythology who liked to play with men’s lives—for years he’d been thinking of Lexie Smith and wondering ‘what if.’ Now, he’d been given the perfect reason to contact her, no more excuses, and she couldn’t avoid him either. Pride wouldn’t let her.

      Tomorrow, he’d find out if twelve years was enough time to mend a broken heart and seek forgiveness.

      Or, if it was just enough time for a woman to plot her revenge.
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      Lexie quietly let herself into Kat’s condo. Or rather cave. Cool and dark indicated Kat was still asleep. Once she fully woke up, every curtain would be wide open to let the sunshine in. Slowly Lexie made her way to the spotless kitchen, careful not to trip on Pyewacket, Kat’s all-black cat. Lexie set the packet of pictures on the counter, flipped the light on, and headed for the coffeepot.

      She hit the switch knowing her friend already had it filled and waiting to go for when she woke up. It was just going to be earlier than Kat planned. Letting the rich aroma of coffee fill her senses, Lexie fingered the envelope. While waiting for the coffee to finish brewing, she noted the lush, green plants in the corner; they looked like something out of a florist shop. Lexie tried to grow plants, but basically, they saw her coming and committed suicide. Better that than endure the slow, painful death her brown thumb would deliver.

      The coffee burped its last drop, and filling two mugs with its life-affirming liquid, Lexie headed upstairs to the lair of the sleeping dragon. Tiptoeing over to the window, she ripped the curtains back with relish.

      “Rise and shine, cupcake.”

      “Gah, bright light, bright light.” Kat buried her head under the pillows. “Did I forget we had an appointment this morning?”

      “No.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Seven thirty.”

      “In the freaking morning? It’s Saturday, correct?”

      “Yes, Grumpzilla, it’s Saturday, but seeing as how I had to be up to meet with Misty Figerello’s lawyer at seven, I figured you, my bestie and business partner, should be up as well.” This statement was delivered with an evil grin as she whipped the pillows away, prepared to battle the beast with the nectar of the gods.

      Kat peeked at her through squinted eyes. “Aw, you made me coffee? That’s so sweet, considering you just woke me from a dream in which I was getting it on with Chris Hemsworth.”

      Taking up residence on the other side of the king-size bed with her own cup, Lexie handed over the coffee and enjoyed a quiet moment while the caffeine woke up Kat’s brain. If she had employed any common sense this morning, she would have switched to decaf. After three or four cups in two hours, her nerves were already firing on overtime.

      Thanks to a certain cop, she hadn’t slept worth a damn. Every time she closed her eyes, dark brown eyes with laugh lines streaking out at the corners stared back at her.

      Kat set the empty mug on the maple nightstand and turned to her. “Lex, tell me again why I’m up so early on a Saturday?” She stretched her arms while twisting her back. “You know I need my beauty sleep.”

      Lexie studied Kat’s perfect complexion, noted the absence of dark smudges or any sign of fine lines. Her caramel-colored eyes held flecks of green and gold, but not a single trace of red. If she got any more beauty sleep, the rest of the world would be blinded by the results.

      Lexie handed her the packet of pictures. “I need you to look at these and tell me what you think.”

      “Oh, crap-on-toast, Lex. I haven’t even had breakfast, and you want me to go from seeing the male form in all its perfection to a wrinkled old man with a naked chick on his arm? That’s just mean.”

      Lexie rolled her eyes. “No, I want you to look at the pictures of the thieves who broke into Alan and Holly’s last night. There’s something about the tall one. I can’t place it, whatever it is, but I feel like I know him.”

      Kat sat forward, and crossing her legs to tuck her toes under her, she dutifully studied the pictures. Lexie gave her space and wandered over to the window, which overlooked a small playground in the middle of the complex. Each condo building was set up with two units each, two bedrooms and a bath upstairs and the living room/kitchen combo downstairs. Barely eight in the morning and children were already coming out to play. She couldn’t blame them. The sun was shining and the weatherman had promised the thermometer would hit sixty, which was unusually high for April.

      “You’re right, there is something, but I’m not sure. He looks, and from what I remember from last night, to be around six feet, too skinny for my taste, no muscle—like a desk jockey.” She shoved the pictures back in the envelope and tossed them to Lexie. “Are you going to share those with our good Detective Barandas?”

      “Of course, his set’s in my car. I figured I’d wait till a decent hour and then give him a call or drop the envelope off at the station.”

      “Oh sure, he gets to sleep in.” She came to stare out the window with Lexie. “How weird was it seeing Rafe again?”

      Weird? Not the term she’d use to describe the nerve-racking, sexually charged reunion. It was impossible not to wonder what he’d thought of her. Was he disappointed, or did he find himself as attracted to her as she had been to him? She didn’t want to feel the attraction, yet there was that small, vain part of her that wanted him to want her. To recognize what he’d thrown away.

      “We kept it professional.”

      “Really? Because Vinnie said something about you offering to break out the whips and chains. What kind of profession are you referring to?”

      “Get dressed and come downstairs and make me breakfast. It’s the least you can do to repay me for making coffee,” Lexie called out as she headed down the stairs.

      Rehashing last night and her feelings toward Rafe didn’t hit high on her to-do list. But, now that Kat had pried the lid off that box, it was hard to get it to stay closed and keep those emotions in check. She expected anger or hostility or even a somewhat blasé attitude. Instant lust burning through her veins? Not what she’d expected or welcomed.

      Kat descended the stairs looking fresh and perfectly dressed in dark jeans, a scoop neck tee, and her long blonde tresses pulled up in a ponytail. She could have passed for a college freshman instead of someone in the thirty-something category. Within seconds, all of the curtains were open letting the morning sun in, and her friend’s head was in the fridge, pulling out eggs, ham, cheese, and cilantro.

      “Grab the tortillas out of the pantry for me, please?”

      “What’s on the agenda for you today?” Lexie did as instructed, her stomach rumbling at the thought of Kat’s breakfast burritos.

      “I've got a date with my honey,” Kat called out as she headed toward the front door to answer the rap, rap-rap, rap.

      “Morning girls, what’s shaking?” Vinnie strolled through the front, dressed in skinny jeans and a neon orange Mets T-shirt.

      Kat glanced at her, mouth hanging open, and then back to Vinnie. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Whadda ya mean?” he replied.

      “You knocked and used the front door.”

      “Yeah, well you hate when I pop in unannounced.”

      “Uh, thanks.” Kat closed the door and headed back to the stove. “What if someone had been here, other than Lexie?”

      “You’re killing me, kid. You know that.” He looked from one to the other, sighing dramatically. “Give me some credit. I checked first.”

      Lexie swallowed the chuckle as Kat shot Vin a look that said anything but thanks.

      “Morning, Vinnie, you’re looking bright and modern this morning.” He mumbled thanks and she switched her attention back to Kat and their conversation before Vinnie’s shirt gave her a headache. “Where are you two lovebirds off to today? New York? Boston? Some cozy beach cottage in Newport?”

      “Paul said something about a picnic and Devil's Hopyard.” Kat swirled eggs around the pan, sprinkling chopped cilantro across the mixture.

      “You're. Going. Hiking?” Lexie asked.

      Kat looked out the window, not meeting her eyes.

      “What? I like the outdoors. Mostly. Sort of.” She rolled her eyes at Lexie. “Okay, not at all. But it could be fun, right? And, romantic?”

      “Kat, the guy's a scumbag. You can do better than him,” Vinnie said.

      “What's wrong with Paul? He treats me right, makes me laugh, and he's hot. He's the manager of Camden Point Bank, owns his own home, and his family’s nice,” Kat countered.

      “He's not for you,” Vinnie shot back. “Fuggedaboutit. Do what you want. Just remember, I warned you.” And with that he was gone.

      Time stood still as both women stared at each other, jaws dropped.

      “Well, that was interesting, to say the least. Any idea what brought Vinnie over here this morning?” Kat asked as she folded and refolded the breakfast burrito.

      “Nope, not a clue.”

      “What did he mean by he warned me? Warned me about what?”

      Lexie shook her head, trying to come up with a logical answer, but as Vinnie hadn’t confided in her, she was as clueless as Kat. “Who knows? I think he's bored and he's always been overprotective. He's worse than our dads. No one we date will ever be good enough. Think about it, has Vinnie ever approved of any of them?”

      Lexie reached out and took the plate offered to her, mouthwatering at the scintillating aroma of the breakfast burrito.

      “No, but there was something there just now in the way he said scumbag and the look on his face. It was like he wanted to say more. Vinnie doesn’t usually hold back, which means he’s afraid of hurting my feelings or pissing me off.” Kat deftly wrapped up a second burrito for herself, grabbed her coffee, and took the seat opposite Lexie.

      “You could call him back, ask him about it, or just let it go and if it's still bothering you ask him next time he pops in.” Lexie reached over and squeezed her friend's hand. “I wouldn't let it spoil your mood. Go. Have fun. Do something wild and crazy, just watch out for the poison sumac and ivy. It can be hell, you know, down south.” Lexie pointed toward her lap to drive the point home.

      Laughter erupted at the pained look on Kat’s face and her mumbled curse of the great outdoors.

      “So, while I’m avoiding rashes in unspeakable locations, what will you be doing, my darling friend?”

      Lexie used the last of her tortilla to scoop up a dollop of sour cream before pushing her plate away. “Thought I’d go into the office, do some paperwork, pay some bills, and invoice some clients—exciting stuff like that. Oh, and drop off the pictures to the good detective.”

      “You need backup?” Kat cracked her knuckles and did a little shuffle. “If he gives you any grief, I could take him, don't worry, I’ve got your back covered, girlfriend.”

      Lexie laughed, eyed the silk T-shirt, and thought about the three-inch heels Kat would inappropriately pick out for her date, and shook her head in disbelief. “Does your boyfriend know about this mean streak?”

      Sniffing in mock disdain, Kat tsked over her chipped nail. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. I’m the sweetest person on the planet.” She looked up to meet Lexie’s gaze, all playfulness gone. “Are you okay with Rafe being back?”

      “I don’t know, but I think I’m about to find out.”
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      Rafe parked in front of the beach cottage, noted the empty driveway, and glanced at his watch. Seven in the morning and he’d missed Lexie. He was beginning to think the damn woman had ESP or something and knew when to leave to avoid him. Nah, that was ridiculous. Saturday morning? She was probably snuggled up in bed, fast asleep. So where was her car?

      The house couldn’t have been more than a thousand square feet, maybe a little more and didn’t sport a garage. The little red car from last night was nowhere in sight and he knew it was hers from his research. He also knew Kat lived in town. Maybe Kat had dropped her off and driven the car home, as the crime scene was closer to Lexie’s place.

      Or, she hadn’t come home last night.

      His gut twisted at the thought—a reaction he had no right to claim. Briefly, he acknowledged the emotion before shoving it away. Jealousy wouldn’t help him win her friendship back, and considering how badly he’d screwed up, at this point, friends was the most he could hope for.

      Maybe in time it could be more.

      Right now, he needed to ask her more questions and see those pictures from her camera. Even though she’d denied having anything that would help him, rumors flew pretty fast in a town this small, and he’d already heard about Sal Figerello. And his assistant. Rafe climbed the short steps to the front door and gave it a quick rap. A deep, loud bark greeted him.

      If she’s sleeping, she’s not now.

      The thought brought a satisfied smirk to his face. He waited, yet the only noise he heard was the snuffling sound of the dog on the other side of the door.

      Even at this early hour, the sun already poked its head through the clouds, warming the day. Remembering the Lexie he used to know, he followed the path around to the side of the house, thinking he’d find her enjoying the view of the water from her deck while sipping coffee or maybe strolling along the sand. Climbing onto the empty deck, he scanned the nearly empty beach. Two seagulls fought over a tasty morsel left behind and Rafe inhaled a deep breath of salty ocean air. A loud thump, followed by a deep growl, ruined the quiet serenity when a huge blond dog hit the inside of the glass door. If that didn’t bring Lexie running, there was no way she was home.

      He stepped down off the deck to the path and caught a quick glimpse of her living room. The furnishings were simple, yet looked comfortable—a place to be lived in, not simply admired. A place to call home. How many times had they talked about their dream home, what they wanted for their future, even the pets they’d get? Looked like Lexie had kept after those dreams and achieved them, right down to the furry security system.

      He’d been a scared kid, too stupid to listen to his own head and heart all those years ago, believing the words of a man he’d revered. Botching everything up, he’d ran the first chance he could instead of sticking around and being the man his dad had raised him to be. His parents had been high school sweethearts, and they just celebrated their thirty-fifth anniversary. His older brother, Tony, and his wife Anna, got together while practically still in diapers. Who’s to say he and Lexie couldn’t have experienced the same thing? One way or another he needed to find out if he had a ghost of a chance to win her back. Only then would his head and heart stop playing the what if game they’d played every day for the past decade.

      First, he needed to find the elusive female.

      Her office was the obvious choice, but before he had a chance to find out, dispatch tagged him to investigate a report of vandalism on the other side of town.
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      Lexie spent the next couple of hours in her office waiting for Rafe to return her call. As promised, she’d called the station as soon as she arrived around nine a.m. Iris, the day dispatcher, and normally one of the sweetest women in town whom you could never get off the phone, informed Lexie in an exasperated voice that Rafe was in the field on a call and switched her to voice mail without a second’s hesitation. If she read the police blotter, she’d probably notice that crime was up, especially in those residences occupied by single females. Small towns were like that, slim pickings with fresh meat being scooped up faster than hundred-dollar bills. Well, Detective Barandas could rest easy where she was concerned, as she didn’t need a big strong man to come to her rescue.

      Unable to sit still, waiting for the phone call, Lexie glanced around the room. Cozy yet messy. Wrinkling her nose, she gathered the cleaning gear. A light layer of dust dulled the cherry wood executive desks and the plush leather seats had lost their shine. Along with her computer case, purse, a picture of her dog, Bear, the packet of pictures, and the file from the insurance company there were more papers scattered across her desk—a virtual train wreck compared to Kat’s spotless work space. Lexie spent some time dusting, cleaning, and even spritzing the plants, the whole time praying they didn’t up and die because she came near them. When she was satisfied that clients wouldn’t be afraid to sit in the comfy soft black leather club seats and worry about the condition of their clothes, she turned her eye to the placement of the furniture in the room.

      Currently the two desks formed an L, they had one bookcase behind Kat’s desk, and several plants placed around the room. The walls were painted a soft al fresco wash and they’d hung prints from around the world. They were shooting for a home library or study atmosphere to help their clients relax and open up to them. Offices, especially ones that read private investigation generally set people on edge. Deciding the arrangement was still the best option for the compact space, she returned to her desk. A quick glance at the clock told her only an hour had passed, too soon to try the station again.
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