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About the Book


The Summer Escape


Love can be an adventure . . .


Anna Moore didn’t just wake up one day and decide to go on an adventure, so how in the world did she end up racing against the clock to prove that her dad is innocent of stealing a million-dollar necklace? The answer would be her bossy big sister Wendy: seven months pregnant and on bed rest, but desperate to clear their dad’s name.


Joining her on her unexpected quest is the sexy and enigmatic Owen Harris. His goal? To prove that Anna’s dad is guilty as hell and return the lost jewellery back to its rightful owner - his elderly great aunt.


Forced to work together despite their mutual animosity, Anna and Owen find themselves on a scavenger hunt for clues to the past (with Wendy remotely along for the ride via an earbud). As they start to piece together what really happened to the necklace, they also start to learn more about themselves . . . and the inexplicable and explosive chemistry between them that they can no longer ignore.









CHAPTER 1
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At the ripe old age of eight, Anna Moore decided she knew enough about engineering and physics to design a cape so she could fly. It went without saying that “flying” off her family’s second-story deck into a pile of soft, spongy Tahoe snow—which had in fact been neither soft nor spongy—had gone badly.


As an adult, she understood the ridiculous plan had come from the part of her brain responsible for stupid ideas. Older now, and hopefully wiser, Anna had long ago locked that part of herself away and given up being a wild child. It’d definitely taken her longer than it should’ve, but eventually she’d accepted that it was safer to live life by the book.


Apparently though, she still had to learn her lessons the hard way. Or as in today’s case, the really hard way. She’d told Mari, her entire support staff at her private investigations firm, that she didn’t need backup today. So there she stood, alone in the alley of the bar she’d been staking out for a case, having run into the pissed-off ex-husband of a different client. The guy was as big and mean as the Sierra mountains behind him and, oh goodie, held a knife in his hand.


Some days it didn’t pay to get out of bed.


Anna had her back pressed to the brick wall behind her and her hands out in front of her, signaling she came in peace, wondering how to reach the Mace in her back pocket without him noticing. Problem was, while he towered threateningly over her, he wasn’t quite close enough for a well-aimed knee to the crotch.


So yeah, hindsight being twenty-twenty and all, she could’ve used backup. And where the hell was everyone anyway? It was broad daylight, and the bar, part of a beautiful little shopping village, sat right across the street from Lake Tahoe. Normally on a gorgeous July day like this, there’d be people swarming everywhere. But today . . . not a soul. Seemed her luck was on point as always. “Okay, Gerald, you’ve got my attention. Let’s talk this out.”


“You testified against me in court and Tish got custody of Brownie.”


Brownie being a nine-pound Shih Tzu. “Yes,” she said. “Because you went off the rails during mediation and threatened to bake Brownie like, well, a brownie.”


Gerald’s massive shoulders drooped, and a flash of shame crossed his face as he lowered his knife. “I’m sorry. But I never would’ve done it. Brownie’s my baby. I rescued him at five days old and bottle-fed him for weeks. Tish didn’t even want him.” His eyes went misty. “He’s all I’ve got left, and now he’s gone too.”


From inside her pocket, her phone buzzed an incoming text, and she knew from the air of superiority surrounding it who it was from. “Listen,” she said. “That’s my big sister, and trust me when I tell you that if I don’t respond immediately, she’ll send out the cops, SWAT, and the National Guard.” This was probably not even a fib. Hi, she was twenty-eight, and her sister, only six years older, still tried to mother/smother her on the daily.


“I’m the baby of the family too,” Gerald said sympathetically. “I’ve got four older sisters who never leave me alone. They’re always bossing me around and telling me what to do.”


“So you understand me,” Anna said. “And I understand you. See, this is just a mistake, Gerald. Let me go and there’s no harm, no foul.”


He scratched his scruffy jaw as he thought so hard she could almost see smoke curling from the top of his head. “You’ll call the cops on me.”


She shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that to you.” Her most impressive investigator skill was lying. “You could just walk away.”


He thought about that. “If you agree to talk to Tish about joint custody of Brownie.”


“Sure. Consider it done.” She would talk to Tish, not that she could guarantee anything.


When he nodded and walked away, she let out a relieved breath and sagged against the wall. Honestly, she understood some of Gerald’s rage, if not his methods. If an ex had taken Clawdia, the feline love of her life currently shedding all over her bed, she’d be devastated too.


But the knife? No. She couldn’t let that stand.


Giving up on surveillance, she called Gerald’s ex, warning her about the weapon and the threat, letting her know that Gerald claimed all he wanted was Brownie. Tish said she never should’ve given him that knife for Christmas a few years back—gee, ya think?—and also she was tired of Brownie eating her shoes anyway.


With that handled, Anna quickly accessed her texts. One from Mari, checking in from the office. One from her friend Nikki, reminding her that it was Anna’s turn to buy drinks that week. And . . . shock . . . three from her pregnant-with-triplets sister.




WENDY: I need you.







WENDY: ???







WENDY: It’s an emergency! And this time I mean it!





Heart kicking hard, Anna quickly strode to her car as she called her sister. “What’s wrong?” she asked the second Wendy answered. “The babies?”


“They’re fine, but I’m not. I need pickles.”


Anna sucked in air as her heart settled back in her chest. “You’ve got to stop doing that!”


“I can’t,” Wendy said. “Not until you forgive me.”


They’d had a fight. Yet another in a long line of fights that Anna didn’t have time to deal with today. “Do you really need pickles?”


“More than anything except peace on earth and maybe for Ryan Reynolds to be single. Don’t tell Hayden.”


Hayden being Wendy’s saint of a husband. “Fine,” Anna said. “I’ll bring you pickles after work.”


“But . . . what are you doing right now?”


Besides dodging knife-toting dumbasses? “Working.”


“Okay, but the babies really need pickles.”


Anna thunked her head on her steering wheel.


“I know, I’m being slightly bossy again, aren’t I?” Wendy sighed. “Ignore me.”


If only that were an option . . . “I’ll be there soon as I can.” Fifteen minutes later, she was in the store, heading toward the checkout with a massive jar of pickles, when a new stream of texts came through.




WENDY: I could use a watermelon too.







WENDY: And a steak!







WENDY: Oh, and Raisin Bran!







ANNA: Anna Moore has left this conversation.







WENDY: I know that’s a lie . . .





Thirty minutes later, Anna let herself into her sister’s house, carrying four bags of groceries. The cute little cabin that Hayden had inherited from his grandmother wasn’t too far from the lake. Close enough to walk on a nice day, far enough that the swarms of summertime tourists seemed a world away. Wendy had the perfect life: the cute home, a husband who loved her, and babies on the way.


Telling herself it was silly to be a little envious, especially since she didn’t want any of those things right now, Anna left everything but the pickles in the kitchen and walked down the hall to the main bedroom. There she found her supposedly on-bed-rest sister sitting on the floor of her closet, everything she owned scattered around her, reading a book.


“You came!” Wendy said, and then burst into tears.


Anna grimaced. “The doctor said if you keep crying every five minutes, you’re going to get dehydrated.”


“I know.” Wendy was currently twenty-six weeks pregnant, and the plan was if she didn’t go into labor by week thirty-two, her OB-GYN would induce, since carrying triplets for longer than that could get dangerous. She wore a pair of Hayden’s sweat bottoms, low-slung beneath her massive belly, and a tank top that was straining to within an inch of its life to hold everything in. There was a stain across the middle because Wendy used her baby bump as her table.


“You’re staring at the stain on my shirt, aren’t you?”


“Nope. Not me. No way.”


“No, I get it.” Wendy hiccupped. “I’m falling apart!”


Feeling bad for her lack of patience, Anna dropped to her knees next to her sister. “Listen . . . tacos fall apart, but they’re still amazing, right? And so are you.”


Wendy’s eyes watered again. “You still love me.”


“As much as I love tacos.” Which unfortunately was a whole lot. Anna took in the mess. “Was there a tornado in here?”


“Ha-ha.” Wendy blew her nose. “I was cleaning out my closet and found a baby book Hayden had bought me months ago. Did you know that babies get hot lava poops? Hot lava poops! What does that even mean?”


Horrified, Anna shook her head, unable to even fathom the thought.


Wendy tossed the book aside and made gimme hands at the massive jar of pickles.


Anna held it out of reach. “Not until you get back into bed.”


It took the both of them to get her there. Finally, Wendy sat back against the headboard, legs crossed, the pickle jar snugged between as she dove right in. “You know what would make these even better? If they were fried.”


“I’m not going anywhere else except back to work,” Anna said.


Wendy swallowed a bite of pickle. “You work too hard. You should retire. How long could you live comfortably with what you’ve saved?”


“Comfortably?” Anna shrugged. “Thirty minutes, give or take.”


Wendy sighed. “I know you’re upset with me, but I really am sorry for setting you up with my dentist last week. I keep trying because all I want is for you to find a great guy and get married and have babies like me. Is it so wrong to want you happy?”


“First, there are all kinds of happy,” Anna said. “But also, that ‘great’ guy ordered the most expensive thing on the menu, and when I pulled out my credit card to split the bill with him, he smiled and thanked me for buying dinner.”


Wendy winced. “I’m—”


“Sorry, I know. But, Wendy, please stop trying to fix me, because I’m not broken. Okay?”


“Okay,” Wendy said softly.


Anna nodded, then looked around at the mess again, stilling at the box of her dad’s things, the box they’d never been able to get themselves to go through. A sharp jab of grief hit her in her chest like a hot poker. He’d been gone a year and the loss still hurt, proving whoever had come up with the “time heals all wounds” mantra had no idea what they were talking about. Turning away from the box, she found her sister still eating pickles.


“I know what you’re thinking,” Wendy said, licking her fingers.


“I’m thinking you’re going to get heartburn if you eat another one.”


“A lot you know. I’ve had heartburn since five weeks into this five-year-long pregnancy.”


Anna snorted.


“Laugh now, but you’re the godmother. You get these puppies when they turn into teenagers and send me to the loony bin.”


“I love puppies.” This from Hayden, who came into the room shrugging out of his suit jacket, moving with a smile toward Wendy. “Hey, babe.” He kissed her.


“Hey yourself.” Wendy grabbed him by the lapels and sniffed at him. “Wait. Why do you smell like your mom’s amazing chicken noodle soup?”


“Because I stopped by her house to pick up a whole big pot of it for you.”


“God, I love her.”


Hayden went brows up.


Wendy smiled. “Love you too, but let’s be honest. I married you for your mom.”


Hayden didn’t look concerned. He was incredibly laid-back. Anna supposed he had to be to deal with Wendy, plus he used that great energy as CFO of the Moore Foundation, which their dad had started as a way to facilitate getting money and resources to people and places who needed it most.


“I’m going to shower and change,” Hayden said, and kissed Wendy’s belly. “Hi, babies.”


Anna turned away from their cuteness, her gaze once again falling on the box of her dad’s things. Kneeling before it, she took a deep breath. After a year, she should be used to missing his laughing eyes, the way he smiled at her like she was his favorite person in the whole world, his warm hugs . . .


Maybe it’d help if she had something of his home at her place. She pulled out a framed picture that sucked the air from her lungs.


“You okay?” Wendy asked.


Unable to answer, she brought the pic to the bed. Wendy let out a soft breath as they both looked at the image of a young Wendy and their pregnant mom at the lake.


“I was almost six here,” her sister said softly. “I had a thing about sand, hated it. Mom said I was such a princess that I wouldn’t even put my toes in it, so Dad had to carry me the whole time.”


A sweet memory, but Anna would give just about anything to also have memories of their mom. Or even one. Shoving the sadness where she shoved all her unwanted emotions—deep, deep down—she distracted herself by taking another dive into the box. Fixating on the flash of something shiny rather than facing any more family photos, she pulled out a small gold coin about half an inch in diameter. “Wow. It’s dated 1853.”


Wendy’s eyes got big. “Let me see!”


Anna dutifully brought it over.


Wendy stared at it. “What if it’s worth a ton of money? We could be like those people on that Antiques Roadshow who’ve been sitting on a fortune and don’t even know it!”


“It’s probably just a reproduction.”


“Are there any more?”


Anna went through the box. “No.”


Wendy bit the coin. “It tastes like real gold.”


“How do you know what gold tastes like?”


“It tastes like this.” Wendy held it up to the light. “You know what we need? A coin shop. They’d have an expert there who could help us.” She started to push herself to the edge of the bed to get up.


Anna held out a hand. “Stay.”


Wendy rolled her eyes, and Anna said, “Yeah, sucks when someone bosses you around and tells you what to do, doesn’t it? Now just sit there and eat the pickles in your lap.”


“I can’t even see my lap. For all I know, I could’ve finished all the pickles already. And you don’t always have to be the keeper of the rules for everyone, you know.”


Anna slid her a look. “If this is where you give me the ‘live a little’ lecture, save your pickled breath.”


“Come on. Aren’t you the least bit curious about the coin?”


She was trying not to be.


“You could even go now. Come on, you’re your own boss.”


“Yes, but my caseload is overwhelming right now.” Another fib. She was low on jobs. And money. But that was another problem entirely.


“Hayden, make her listen to me,” Wendy said as he came back into the room, his hair damp, now wearing basketball shorts and a T-shirt. He took the jar of pickles from Wendy and replaced it with a bowl of soup.


“Like I’ve ever been able to make either of you listen to me.”


“It’s not like either of us are rolling in the dough,” Wendy said to Anna. “All of Dad’s money went to his humanitarian and philanthropy efforts. My teaching salary’s on hold for my pregnancy leave, and yeah, Hayden loves his job, but it’s not exactly making us rich. An unforeseen windfall could change all of our lives.”


Okay, good point. But if their dad had wanted to leave them something other than his reputation, he would have. And call her obstinate—others had used far more derogatory names—but she didn’t want anything she hadn’t earned.


Unfortunately, Wendy being pregnant threw a wrench in Anna’s defiance. This pregnancy was ten years in the making and Wendy’s lifelong dream come true. Until her sister safely popped out Things One, Two, and Three, Anna was going to have to suck it up to keep her happy. “Fine. I’ll take the coin in tomorrow. Happy?”


“Yes.” But then Wendy burst into tears again.


Anna turned to Hayden. “You’re up at bat.”


Unfazed, he handed Wendy the tissue box from the top of their dresser.


“I’m sorry,” Wendy said soggily. “I’m so tired of crying every time someone does something nice for me.”


Anna wisely didn’t say that she was also tired of the crying, mostly because she wanted to keep on breathing.


LATE THE NEXT day, Anna was back at Wendy’s, like it or not. All she wanted was a loaded pizza, a shower, and her own bed. Okay, and maybe she also wanted her laundry magically folded and put away, a car that didn’t have its “service needed” light on, and she sure wouldn’t turn down an orgasm or two. But she’d brought in the coin to check its value, and there’d been a shock.


“I can’t believe a news crew was there at the same time as you.” Wendy pulled a bag of cheese puffs from Anna’s bag.


“Hey, those are mine.”


“Finders keepers.” Wendy had her laptop open. “I’m searching YouTube for the news segment. They really said the coin was worth over ten grand?”


“Unbelievably, yes.” Anna was still stunned. “Apparently it’s part of a collection that hasn’t been seen in years. The guy asked me if I had the rest of the set.”


“Oh my God, do you think we do?”


“Where?” Anna asked.


“Good point.”


“Listen . . .” Anna confiscated back her family-size bag of cheese puffs, aka her dinner. “I know the coin’s worth a lot, but I think we should keep it until we know why Dad had it—”


“Found it!” Wendy hit play on the video.


A reporter stood in the coin shop next to a very annoyed-looking Anna. “We don’t need to see this—”


“Shh! And wow. That sweater you stole from me really makes your eyes pop. But . . . did you even brush your hair?”


Anna ran a hand down her always wild and crazy waves. “Well, it’s not like I knew there’d be a camera crew there.”


“Yes, but what if you’d run into a cute guy who’s into smart-ass, perpetually irritated, brilliant women?” her sister demanded. “And what happened to the emergency lip gloss I put in your purse?”


“You think I’m brilliant?”


“Duh.”


The reporter smiled into the camera. “Today we’re visiting Sunrise Cove’s Rare Coin and Antique Shop, where we came across Anna Moore, who found a rare coin in a box of her deceased father’s belongings. Back in the day, Louis Moore made his fortune in real estate wholesaling, flipping before ‘flipping’ was even a term. Of course he’s even more famous for his philanthropy, giving away much of his fortune—”


“Or all of it,” Wendy said proudly.


“—and to this very day, Sunrise Cove is grateful to him for donating buildings that became our rec center, the local hospital, and our historic society, among others. Anna, how do you think your dad came to be in possession of the coin? Do you think it’s from his rumored cat burglar days?”


Wendy sucked in a breath. “Cat burglar days?”


On-screen, Anna said, “He was never a cat burglar.”


The reporter turned to the camera, blocking Anna out of the shot. “A modern-day mystery. Makes one wonder what other mysteries might be associated with Louis Moore and if he . . . cat-burgled . . . the coin.” She smiled. “Back to you, Doug, and the incoming weather system.”


Wendy shut her laptop. “You let her defame Dad?”


“Hey, I said he wasn’t a cat burglar.”


Wendy snatched back the cheese puffs. “What if they take his name off the hospital wing? What if this ruins all the good he did? Ohmigod, what will I tell the babies? They can’t grow up with the whole town thinking their grandpa was a thief, they’ll get bullied! I mean, you were bullied and look how much it messed you up.”


Did all big sisters drive their little sisters bonkers? Or was that just a special skill of Wendy’s? “I was bullied because you’d always brush my hair into a squirrel’s tail. You’re not supposed to brush hair like mine once it’s dried! And you never used any product. Do you have any idea how many products I’ve had to use to keep the frizz at bay?” Anna paused because they both knew in spite of spending a fortune, her hair was still frizzy. “And I’m not messed up. I mean, not terribly.”


Her cell phone buzzed with a number she didn’t recognize. She wanted to answer with a Thank you for contacting the abyss, your scream is very important to me, but there are 5,493,823 people ahead of you in line, all of them named Wendy . . . But she controlled herself. “Anna Moore.”


“Anna, this is Suzie McNab, local reporter. We’re running a piece on Louis Moore and I’m hoping to get a quote from you.”


Anna’s stomach sank. “What’s the angle?”


“Whether he was the town savior or an infamous cat burglar. What can you tell us?”


“No comment.” She disconnected.


Wendy, who’d obviously been able to hear the convo, had gone still, a cheese puff halfway to her mouth. “Why did you do that? You had a chance to clear his name.”


“It didn’t matter what I would’ve said—she’d already made up her mind to spin a wild tale.”


In a statement of just how upset she was, Wendy shoved the cheese puffs away from her. “‘Infamous cat burglar’? Dad couldn’t have climbed a building to save his life. His MS made him far too unsteady for that.”


“You’re remembering how he was in the last few years of his life. Early on, he was an athlete and loved to mountain climb.”


“Oh my God. You’re right.” Wendy closed her eyes. “It’s been so long, I’d almost forgotten.” Her eyes flew open. “Wait—you don’t think he did this, do you? Stole the coin?”


“What I think is that we need a lot more information.”


“That’s the investigator in you. But you’re his daughter. You can’t possibly believe— Wait, what am I even saying? You’re the job. No emotions, no feelings, nothing too personal.”


Hard to be insulted at the truth, but Anna managed it just fine. “It’ll blow over.”


“Only if we fix it.” She leveled Anna with a look of despair. “We have to fix this.”


Anna could hear her stress. Not good. “It’s just words, Wen. We know Dad didn’t do this. And anyway, now that he’s gone, it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks.”


“Of course it matters. What do you think will happen to the foundation if Dad’s name is dragged through the mud? Hayden losing his job is the least of it. We do so much good.”


“Okay,” Anna said carefully. “I hear you. But I still think you’re jumping ahead here. Dad didn’t steal anything. He’d never.”


“We need to prove it,” Wendy said softly, hugging her belly.


Anna could withstand a lot of things. Like a lot a lot. But Wendy feeling sick with anxiety right now wasn’t one of them. The doctor had been very clear: no stress. “I’ll do my best to fix this. But don’t get excited,” she warned when she could see her sister doing just that. “I’m not even sure where to start, when the only person with any answers is dead— Why are you on your phone right now?”


“I’m ordering a GoPro so you can take me along for every step of your investigation. It’s got a headband strap and an app that you can download on your phone so if we’re connected, I can see everything you see as you see it.”


Anna choked out a laugh. “No. Hell no.”


“Listen, do you know what it’s like to be the same weight as a whale? Or to have to run with your legs crossed to the bathroom so you don’t pee on the floor? No, you do not. Also, I’ve got one alien kicking me in the stomach, another punching me in the lungs, and every time I move, I . . .”


“You what?”


“Toot.”


“Toot?”


Wendy threw her hands in the air. “Fart. I fart, okay? All the time. And we’re not talking little dainty ones that you can hide either. I’ve been telling Hayden it’s him, but I’m pretty sure he’s not buying it—” She broke off to narrow her eyes at Anna for laughing her ass off. “Jeez, I haven’t seen you laugh in forever, and when you do it’s at my expense?”


Anna swiped at the tears of mirth on her cheeks. “I’m not going to wear a GoPro.”


“Are you telling me I’m about to push Midnight, Sunshine, and Eclipse out of my hoo-ha and you can’t do this one little thing and bring me along?”


“Wen, if you love your babies, you will not give them hippy-dippy names. And as for bringing you along, I’ll wear earbuds and keep a line open when acceptable, but that’s it.”


Wendy hugged Anna so hard it hurt, a perfect euphemism for their relationship. But it wasn’t until she drove home and entered her condo that she realized once again she’d caved like a cheap suitcase to her sister.









CHAPTER 2
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The building where Anna rented an office was expensive, but in Sunrise Cove, they all were. The pros: safe and well-lit parking, vending machines stocked with saturated fats and sugar, and each floor came with a receptionist.


Anna was on the second level, in the first of six offices, which meant if her door was open, she could hear Candy, the receptionist, chewing gum.


A definite con.


Anna was elbows deep in research for one of the insurance companies she did investigations and analysis for to bring in extra cash. They were facing a civil suit, and the insurance company wanted their ducks in a row.


That was Anna, resident Duck Whisperer Extraordinaire.


Since she had her office door open to draft in fresh air from her window, she heard Candy stop chewing gum to greet someone. Then came a low murmur of an answering male voice, and odd, but she could’ve sworn he said her name.


“I’m sorry,” Candy said. “You’re not on her list for today.”


“I’m a last-minute add,” he said. “Here, I’ll just call her.” There was a silence while he presumably navigated through his phone, then, “Anna darling . . .”


She stared at her phone, which hadn’t rung. But also . . . Anna darling?


“You about ready to grab lunch?” he asked, then paused for a beat as if listening to her response. “No worries, I’ll be right in.”


Anna nearly laughed. No way would that work. Candy might have a sweet-sounding name, but the woman was no pushover. No one got by her, and if they tried, well, the ex–parole officer was working on her black belt in karate and often lamented that she hadn’t been able to kick anyone’s ass in months.


Anna leaned over her desk, precariously perched, trying to peek out the door, not wanting to miss the ass-kicking.


“She said to come right in,” the man said to Candy. “Thanks for your help.”


“Anytime, honey.”


What the hell?


In the next beat, he appeared in Anna’s doorway, startling her so that her hands slipped on her desk, making her lose her balance.


The man’s face creased in concern. “Are you—”


“Fine!” She straightened, refusing to rub the chin she’d just banged on the wood. “I’m fine.”


Appearing to be fighting a smile, he rocked back on his heels. “You sure?”


No, she wasn’t sure. For one thing, her pride hurt right along with her chin. “Who are you?”


“Your next appointment.” He even looked her right in the eyes as he lied.


Impressive. “I don’t have an appointment right now.”


“No? Well, don’t tell your receptionist.” He ambled over to one of the two chairs across from her desk and made himself at home, long legs sprawled out in front of him, comfortable as you please.


She knew “tall, dark, and handsome” was an antiquated saying, but if the shoe fit . . . and this one certainly did. “You lied to her.”


He steepled his fingers on his flat belly. “‘Lie’ is such a strong word.”


Leaning against the side of her desk, arms crossed, she gave him her best badass glare.


The corners of his mouth quirked. “My name’s Owen Harris, and we need to talk.”


“So talk.”


“I’d like to know how it is that you’re in possession of an 1853 P Liberty Gold coin from the SS Central America.”


Good thing she’d done some research on the coin and its origins, because she now knew that he was referring to the ship called the SS Central America, which had gone down in 1857 during a hurricane off the coast of the Carolinas—with a fortune in gold on board. “Why would I tell you anything?”


“Because you’re in possession of a coin that went down with the ship, and I believe it belongs to my great-aunt.”


“What makes you believe that?”


He slapped a few pockets before finding and pulling out his phone. While he flipped through his photos, she studied him. He had short, tousled hair in every possible shade of brown, from sun-kissed to dark, which matched the two-day stubble on his jaw. His eyes were an unsettlingly sharp green. Considering that he’d come to her without an appointment, she thought it was damn impolite of him to look as hot as he did.


Leaning forward, he showed her a snap of an old black-and-white picture that held a framed coin collection labeled 1853 P Liberty Gold. Then he swiped to the next photo—same collection, only the photo was in color now, and all the coins were gone. “They were stolen ten years ago. She filed a report with the police, but it was kept quiet at her request. She no longer enjoys being the center of attention.”


She looked up at him, but the man’s eyes, in addition to being sharp, were impossible to read. “I fail to see how this proves the coin is your great-aunt’s. They’re not numbered or anything.”


“Any coins that were recovered from the shipwreck ended up in private collections, like the one that belonged to my great-aunt Ruby’s family. They purchased the collection legally, then passed them down through the following generations. No one is missing any coins from their collection—except Ruby. So when you popped up with one . . .”


He’d assumed it was his great-aunt’s. “Interesting,” she said casually while her heart raced. “But still not absolute proof.”


He thumbed to another picture. Another old black-and-white, this one of a twentysomething young woman in a wedding dress. Her only jewelry was a stunning necklace.


“That’s my great-aunt Ruby on her wedding day,” he said. “She’s wearing a necklace called the Ruby Red. It’d been given to her by her mother, who’d gotten it from her mother, always passed down on the daughter’s wedding day.” He swiped to another pic, which was of a painting in an ornate frame. “This was my great-aunt’s great-grandma . . . on her wedding day.”


Anna took in both photos with the same striking necklace. “Very cool,” she said genuinely. History fascinated her. “But what does it have to do with the coins?”


“The Ruby Red was stolen on the same day as the coins, and nothing was ever recovered by the authorities. Have you seen this necklace?”


“Never.”


Slipping his phone into his pocket, he shrugged. “Reportedly, you didn’t know you had the coin either.” He met her gaze, and she realized she could read his eyes after all.


He was angry.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Harris,” she said. “I truly am. But I don’t have the collection or the necklace. Just the one coin, and I still haven’t seen proof it belonged to your aunt.”


That got her a smile that didn’t meet his eyes as he stood and pulled two one-hundred-dollar bills from a pocket and set them on her desk. “Now you really do have a client, one who’s given you a down payment in good faith. I’m hiring you to find the stolen coins and the Ruby Red. I’m pretty sure the job’s going to be easy for you.”


Anna stared at him. “Because you think my dad was the thief.”


“If the clues fit . . .”


“My dad wouldn’t steal a thing.”


“Really? Have you checked out his police record?”


Her dad had a police record? Apparently, she’d let emotion cloud her judgment from the moment she’d found the coin four days ago, because if she’d taken this more seriously, researching her dad would’ve been one of the first things she’d have done.


Her annoying guest let out a low laugh. “And you call yourself an investigator?”


Her spine snapped ramrod straight. “How do you know it’s not your aunt frauding you, probably along with her insurance company?” she asked.


“She didn’t get a payout.”


“Gee, that doesn’t sound suspicious at all. Did you know that fifteen percent of all claims are fraudulent?”


“Which means eighty-five percent aren’t,” he said. “And she didn’t get a payout because she wasn’t insured. Don’t get me started,” he muttered at her look of shock. “I had no idea she didn’t have any of it covered. She’s . . . not well.”


Unwanted sympathy for him filled Anna. “I’m sorry. Have you been looking for her things from the beginning?”


“From the beginning, yes. But that didn’t last long because the trail went cold.”


Until he’d seen her interview . . . She eyed the two hundred bucks on her desk. Starting her own business had been massively expensive. Could she really afford to turn down his business, especially when she knew she could prove her dad’s innocence? “You seriously want to hire me?”


He gave her a small smile. “Keep your friends close . . .”


“And your enemies closer.” She shook her head at him. “No, thank you. One, working in tandem with a client is dangerous. Two, it’ll spook whoever I try to talk to. And three, it’s not allowed anyway.”


That got her an almost genuine smile. “Are any of those things even true?”


“Sure,” she said. “Which one do you like?”


He just shook his head.


“Seriously,” she said. “I work alone.”


A throat cleared from the doorway. Mari. Anna made a point of looking at the time.


Mari strolled in unapologetically, dropping a bag that smelled like the breakfast burritos she loved so much on Anna’s desk, and Anna immediately changed her irritation at Mari’s tardiness to gratefulness.


“I assume you forgot to eat again,” Mari said, and then eyed their guest. “Hello. I’m Mari, Anna’s right hand. And sometimes her left hand too.”


Owen smiled at her, flashing white teeth and a dead sexy smile. “Owen Harris. New client.”


“Well then . . .” Mari opened a second bag and held it out.


Owen peered in and then removed a cinnamon roll. “Our partnership is off to a good start.”


“This is no partnership!” Anna gave Mari a look that had her retreating down the hall to her own office. When the door shut, Anna eyed the man standing before her, casually eating his cinnamon roll. “Before I get started on this . . . situation,” she said, “is there anything else I should know?”


He studied her a moment while he chewed and swallowed, then licked sugar off his thumb. “You’ve seen the news and the online stories about your dad being a cat burglar back in the day.”


“Baseless rumors.”


“Not all of them. I’ve asked around. The only thing that kept your dad out of jail at the time of the theft was that all the evidence against him was circumstantial.”


She drew a deep breath. If there was one thing she hated, it was being a step behind. She currently felt a mile behind, which she’d rectify immediately—soon as she got rid of him. “Anything else?”


He shrugged. “Depends on if we’re working together or against each other.”


“No matter how things go, whatever I find, I’ll be honest,” she said. “I play by the rules.”


That got her a low laugh. “Shame.”


She also couldn’t be swayed by a good-looking guy, no matter how much her body wanted to be. “I’ll be in touch, Mr. Harris.”


“Owen. And I realize you’re in the position of having something to prove, but don’t let that worry you.”


She gave a rough laugh. “I don’t have to prove anything to you.”


“According to everything I’ve read since you were photographed with the coin, you’ve got something to prove to a whole bunch of people. And while we’re on the subject, I’m going to need the coin back.”


“If it turns out that you’re right, and the coin we found in my father’s belongings is indeed your great-aunt’s, that will be no problem.”


He looked at her for a long beat. “You expect me to believe you’ll be honest, no matter what you find?”


She bristled. “I give every case 110 percent. But I’m telling you right now, my dad was no thief.”


He gave a single nod. “I’ll expect to hear from you within a few days.”


“Or?”


“Or I’ll be forced to involve the authorities.”


She sent him a glacial stare to cover her unease. “Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out, Mr. Harris.”


He slid her another smile, and she watched as the man’s very fine denim-covered ass walked out the door.


Not ten seconds later, Candy stuck her head in the door. “Holy hot guy,” she said. “Good for you.”


“It’s not like that.”


“Girl, you’re due. You’re past due. Make it ‘like that.’”


True story on being past due. She was so far past due, her parts were in danger of expiring. “I hear your phone ringing.”


“Shit.” Candy vanished.


Anna pulled out her cell phone and called one of her oldest friends, Nikki Hernandez.


“Officer Hernandez.”


“Nikki, it’s me. Can you look up something?”


“Hey, chica. And sure, but it’ll cost you. Those drinks you owe me? Top shelf.”


“Deal. Can you tell me if Louis Moore has any sort of record?”


There was a beat of silence. “You mean your dad? You want me to look up your dad? Is this about all the articles on the coin?”


“Seriously?” Anna asked. “How many people actually watch the news?”


Nikki didn’t answer, but Anna could hear her fingers clicking on a keyboard and tried to be patient. It was nothing, she told herself. Nothing. But then she heard Nikki suck in a breath. A big tell from someone who had the best poker face of anyone Anna knew. “What? What did you find?”


Nikki hesitated. Never a good sign. “Are you sure you want to go down this road?”


Of course Anna wasn’t sure. “I’m already on this road. Just tell me.”


“When he was eighteen, he had a record for petty theft and possession of stolen property. And several times after that, in the following few years, he was suspected of more, but no further convictions.”


Anna sank to her chair. “You’re positive?”


“I’m looking right at the records. I’m so sorry, chica.”


“Maybe it was all just wrong place at the wrong time?”


“I mean . . . maybe.”


Anna heard the doubt. “But you don’t think so.”


“Once, yes. But several times?”


Dad, what the hell?


“Uh-oh.”


Anna stilled. “Uh-oh what?”


“I’ve accessed the original police report on the coin theft. Looks like your dad was an early suspect then too but was never charged due to lack of evidence.”


“Okay.” Anna set her forehead to her desk and gulped air. Okay, not being charged was good. “You knew him,” she finally said. “Can you see him doing something like this?”


“No. No way.”


Anna let out a breath and hoped like hell they were both right, for Wendy’s sake. “Thanks.” When she disconnected, she looked up, startled to find Owen Harris leaning against her doorjamb, arms crossed. Shit. She mustered a cool expression. “Déjà vu.”


“I realized I forgot to leave you my business card,” he said.


“Or you wanted to overhear what I did next after you left.”


“A suspicious thing, aren’t you.” Pushing off the doorjamb, he set his card on her desk. “I’ll talk to you soon.”


“Right. Because otherwise you’ll call the cops on me.”


His gaze met hers. “I don’t think I’ll have to.”


“No? And why is that?”


“Because if you play by the rules, you’re also the type to do the right thing. I’ll be seeing you, Anna.”


Not if I see you first . . .


When he was gone, she went back to her desk and sat, then found Mari standing there watching her. “What is this, Annoy Anna Day?”


“Been a long time since I’ve seen Ms. Cool and Collected get off on the wrong foot with someone. Or be interested in a guy.”


“Not my finest moment,” Anna admitted. “And I’m not interested in him.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Do you really have nothing better to do right now?”


Mari grinned. “I’ve got lots to do. But this is way more fun.”


Anna picked up Owen’s card, which read: Tahoe Adventures, Owen Harris, co-owner. So he played for a living. Why did that not surprise her? “Run him, see what you can drum up.”


“So is he really a client?”


“For now. Apparently there are a whole bunch more missing coins like the one I found, plus a necklace, all of it worth a fortune, and he seems to believe I have it all hidden somewhere. We need to disabuse him of that notion.”


Mari smiled. “And here I thought he was going to just be someone fun to tease you about. But now there’s a romantic connection and a mystery. Fun day.”


Anna shook her head and began searching through her drawers for some Advil. She looked up to find Mari still smiling at her. “You’re still standing here why?”


“Right. On it!”









CHAPTER 3


[image: ]


Owen Harris had long ago learned how to deal with stress and worry—with an adrenaline rush. It was dawn, and today’s sunrise stress relief consisted of kitesurfing on five-to-six-foot swells on Tahoe beneath a turbulent sky, courtesy of an incoming summer storm.
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