














“You scared the hell out of me.”


She hadn’t expected to hear that admission, and his quiet statement held more power than if he’d yelled it. “Um . . .” She swallowed. Um, what? She wasn’t about to apologize for saving her own life. “I didn’t mean to.”


“I know, you can’t help it.” He watched her closely, the low light enough to cast a gleam on his eyes, giving them an intensity she hadn’t noticed earlier. “You don’t panic in a crisis, and you don’t wait for someone to save you.” His gaze roamed her face, as if memorizing the details of each feature. “Last year, when I first listened to you tell us about how you escaped the drug dealers in Colombia, I admired your self-reliance and determination.”


“You did?”


He nodded slightly, almost to himself. “I don’t anymore.”


“What?” She set her fork aside, forgetting about her risotto. “Why not?”


“Because it’s hard to admire what scares me to death. You’re risking your life.” His voice was low, almost grave. “I need you to stop it.”


Her gaze kept drifting to his mouth, distracting her with the memory of what it felt like to be kissed by those lips. His gaze wandered, too, lingering on her mouth, her hair, even her breasts, leaving tingling sensations everywhere it touched. Shadows moved along his jaw as muscles tensed. “Stop making me crazy, Janet.”


She shook her head as if she were confused about what he meant. But she knew. She was starting to feel a little crazy herself. . . .
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One
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Dumping the world’s worst husband called for more than a celebration. It required a symbolic act. Like hocking her engagement ring.


“You know what this is? It’s poetic justice.” Janet Aims admired the tasteful display of diamonds twinkling in the window of Portman’s Jewelers as if she were buying, not selling. “This is where Banner bought the stupid thing in the first place. I found the receipt.”


“That doesn’t mean they’ll buy it back,” Ellie pointed out. “I don’t think jewelry stores do that, Jan, especially high-class places like Portman’s.”


“They buy estate jewelry. This ring is now part of the Westfield estate, which ought to be enough to impress anyone in this town. I just have to suck it up and be a Westfield one last time.”


She shifted to get a better view of her reflection and finger combed the hairs that barely covered her ears. She wasn’t used to the short haircut yet, but she liked it. It was all part of the new Janet. New haircut, new condo, and new marital status—single, with no dazzling diamond ring to remind her of the biggest mistake of her life.


“Do I look rich and influential enough?”


Her friend laughed. “You were born rich and influential. You can do rich and influential in jammies and bunny slippers.”


“Not Westfield rich. It’s a whole different class of wealth.” She gave Ellie a significant eyebrow wiggle. “One you’d better get used to.”


“Jack’s a Payton, not a Westfield.”


“Payton, Westfield, what’s the difference? They all connect to Elizabeth Payton Westfield, and it doesn’t get any richer than that, at least not in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan.” She pulled a white box out of her purse. “Come on, I’ll take advantage of my status one last time and show you how the rich folk throw their weight around.”


Ellie snickered. “You demonstrate. I’ll take notes. You know, it would almost be worth telling Banner what you did with his big, expensive ring—just to ruin his day.”


“Since that would require speaking to him, no way. But I like the sentiment.” She paused to give her friend a quick hug. “This whole mess has been easier having your support. You’re the best.” Taking Ellie’s hand, she pulled her inside the store. “Let’s do this.”


Ellie walked fast to keep up. “I’m glad you’re in such a good mood. I have to ask you a favor.”


“Anything.”


“It involves Rocky.”


Damn! That was not what Janet wanted to hear. She turned, ready to accuse Ellie of taking advantage of her excitement, when a voice behind her said, “Mrs. Westfield! Welcome to Portman’s. How may I help you?”


“We’ll discuss this later,” Janet hissed to Ellie before replacing her glare with a smile. She turned toward the man behind the counter. She didn’t know him, so he must have recognized her from newspaper photos—the wife of the accused. One more reason to hate Banner.


“Hello, Mr. . . .”


“Portman. William Portman.”


“Mr. Portman. I’m Miss Aims now.”


He flushed. “Of course, I’m sorry.”


Letting him feel a little embarrassed might work in her favor. She placed the small box on the glass countertop and opened the white silk lid. “Do you remember this ring, Mr. Portman?”


He smiled as soon as he saw the large diamond flanked by two smaller stones. “Oh, yes. A beautiful piece. We designed the setting exclusively for—” his smile slipped and he cleared his throat. “For Mr. Westfield.”


“Yes, you did. So you can understand why, as beautiful as it is, I don’t want it anymore.”


“Hmm, yes.” He pursed his lips and frowned, apparently unsure of the protocol when acknowledging one’s association with a known criminal.


“How much can you give me for it?”


Portman looked even more uncomfortable. “Miss Aims, Portman’s doesn’t accept returns on used jewelry.”


“Used?” She arched an eyebrow. “Mr. Portman, this jewelry belongs to the Westfield estate. Do you, or do you not, deal in estate jewelry?”


Janet saw his gaze dart across the room to a tall display case labeled, “Estate Jewelry,” then shift quickly away. “Yes, but those are heirloom pieces, crafted by well-known artists. They have historic value in addition to their intrinsic worth.”


“I see.” She smiled sweetly. “And my ring was crafted by—whom did you say?”


“By, um, us.”


“By Portman’s Jewelers. A name with a longstanding reputation for fine jewelry. One would hope it was well deserved.” She nearly winced at her own arrogance, and reminded herself it was for a good cause—getting rid of the last trace of Banner Westfield. “As for its value, well, I am in possession of the original receipt for this ring. The price was quite impressive. I would hope that a diamond ring costing as much as my BMW would be worth what my husband paid.” Whoops—the BMW had been Banner’s idea, too. The car would have to go. Maybe she should make a list.


Portman turned an interesting shade of dusky purple. “Portman’s Jewelers is competitively priced. The price on your ring was fair. Your diamond is of exceptional quality, Miss Aims.”


“Of course it is. Heirloom quality, you might say. And it does come with a rather interesting history, doesn’t it?” If one were interested in high-profile criminals charged with drug running, money laundering, and attempted murder.


Janet picked up the ring box, admiring the brilliance of the stones. “I had many compliments on the ring. I’m sure you could sell it again. Or even reset the stones. The large one must be quite valuable on its own.”


Portman took the ring from the box, allowing the diamond’s facets to catch the bright overhead lights. Tiny arrows of color shot from its surface as the smaller diamonds twinkled beside it. “I don’t know.” He spoke quietly, almost to himself. “It would be highly irregular and against store policy.”


Janet felt a surge of excitement. If he was waffling, she had him.


“My father still owns the store, you know,” Portman continued. “Going strong at seventy-six. He doesn’t care to make exceptions to the rules.”


She knew just how to handle this final hurdle. “Oh yes, Lewis Portman. I believe my mother-in-law, Elizabeth Westfield, knows him well.” Janet inserted herself back into the Westfield family temporarily, hoping Elizabeth wouldn’t mind. She seemed to like Janet better than her own son these days, anyway. “She’s purchased so many lovely pieces of jewelry from your store over the years.” She paused deliberately. “The Westfields have always been good customers.”


“That’s true.”


She waited while he thought about the possibility of offending a long-term customer. A wealthy long-term customer.


“I couldn’t give you anything near what Mr. Westfield paid for the ring.”


Warm relief coursed through her, spreading heat to her cold limbs. “I understand completely, Mr. Portman, and I trust whatever you think is fair. Oh, and I wonder if you could include this in the purchase.” Before he could object, she pulled a crinkled wad of tissue from her purse and set it on the counter. Inside the thin wrapping, metal rattled against glass. “It was a gift from Mr. Westfield, and I would rather not keep it.”


Portman frowned at the tiny bundle as if she’d placed a toad on his immaculate display case. “I really don’t think—”


Sensing rejection, Janet rushed to remove the tissue. A double-strand pearl necklace slithered out, followed by a clunk from the attached pendant. Portman stopped talking.


Janet angled the pendant toward Portman. Inside an ornate, filigreed circle of gold, a large red stone glowed beneath the store’s strong lights. “If you don’t want it, I’ll take it somewhere else. I just want to get rid of it.” No sense blowing the whole deal because he didn’t want her ugly necklace.


Portman leaned closer. So did Ellie, showing the first glimmer of interest in the proceedings. “When did you get that?” Ellie asked. “It’s kind of gaudy, isn’t it?”


Janet nodded. “Banner bought it for my birthday. I didn’t want to offend him by not wearing it, but it’s awfully heavy and definitely not my style.”


Portman touched the pearl chain and spread it across the glass, giving him a better view of the pendant. Janet said nothing, watching his expression grow thoughtful. He lifted the necklace and let the pendant dangle. Areas of solid gold were decorated with curlicues and raised gold beads. In Janet’s opinion, it missed being pretty and went straight to tacky.


“Where did your husband buy this?” he asked without looking away from the necklace.


She was tempted to correct her marital status, but decided not to distract Portman from his obvious fascination with the necklace. If she’d known it would get this sort of reaction, she would have shown it to him first.


“I don’t know where he bought it. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“I have,” Portman murmured, lost in his examination. “Somewhere. The style is quite old; it might be a copy of a museum piece. Quality workmanship . . .” His voice faded out as he fumbled beneath his collar and then pulled out a chain with a gold hexagon on the end. He opened it like a jackknife, revealing a jeweler’s loupe. Portman held it to his eye and peered closely at the stone. Seconds passed. He tilted the pendant at different angles, still saying nothing. Janet wondered if he’d forgotten about her.


Portman finally looked up, dropping the loupe to let it hang over his tie. “Fifteen thousand.”


Her mouth opened, but it took a couple more seconds for words to come out. “Sorry, what?”


“Five for the ring, and ten for the necklace. You understand, I’m taking a big chance on the ring. It’s possible no one will want it—with its shady history.” He didn’t even look embarrassed when he said it.


Janet stared. The ring was worth ten times what he offered, but she hadn’t expected more. It was the offer for the necklace that threw her. It had been an afterthought to bring it along, and she would have been thrilled if he’d offered even a few hundred dollars for it.


“Ten thousand dollars for the necklace?”


“Again, a risk on my part.”


He didn’t strike her as the type to take risks with money. “Then the stone is real?”


“Real? Yes, it’s a gemstone.”


“A ruby?”


The corner of his mouth gave an arrogant twitch upward. “No. Quality rubies don’t come that large. I’m sure it’s a spinel.”


His expression was unreadable. She had a feeling he wasn’t lying to her, but he also wasn’t offering information. “Is that good?”


“Depends. Historically, they were often mistaken for rubies and used in fine pieces of jewelry, most notably in England’s Imperial State Crown. Today, they are less common but smaller ones are quite affordable.”


She tried to sort out the pertinent facts. “Are you saying this could be a historic piece?”


He shifted from one foot to the other, looking suddenly uncomfortable. “Possibly. It could also be a modern knockoff and relatively worthless.” He pursed his lips as he took her measure, probably weighing how far he could push her. “My father is the expert on antique jewelry. If you’d like to wait a couple days for him to look at it—”


And risk having him reduce the price to two hundred dollars? “No need. I accept your offer.”


Portman gave a brisk nod and moved quickly to the back of the store.


Ellie grabbed her arm. “Are you crazy? What’s the hurry? You should have Rocky look at the necklace. No one knows more about precious gems than he does, and he wouldn’t lie to you.”


“I don’t think Mr. Portman is lying.”


“And he’s not telling you the whole truth, either. That necklace could be worth a fortune. Rocky would know. Why don’t you let me call him?”


Rocky again. Just the thought of him made her insides jumpy.


Trying to keep her voice level, she said, “I’ll take the opinion of a professional over an ex-con jewel thief.” She almost winced at her own words; they sounded so harsh and unfair, but she really didn’t want to discuss Rocky.


“Jack’s an ex-con,” Ellie said, unoffended.


“That’s different. Banner framed him; he was innocent.” Janet could never think of Jack as an ex-con, and she knew Ellie couldn’t, either.


Unfortunately, it wasn’t helping her argument against Rocky. “Rocky was framed, too,” Ellie pointed out.


She knew. She’d never asked for the details, but she believed Ellie, and deep down she knew Rocky was a good person. He also stirred other feelings inside her— feelings that she wasn’t ready to have yet.


“It’s not fair to think of him as a jewel thief,” Ellie said, still stuck on defending the man who’d become her business partner and her husband’s best friend.


“I don’t want to think of him at all.”


Ellie narrowed her eyes at Janet’s stubborn expression, which made Janet nervous. No one knew her better than Ellie and eventually, she’d figure it out. Thankfully, Portman reappeared with a check, giving her an excuse to change the subject. She thanked him, tucked it into her purse, and motioned Ellie toward the door.


But Ellie wasn’t ready to drop the subject. Once back in the June sunlight, she said, “Everyone likes Rocky. I can’t believe you don’t.”


Probably because she did like him, far more than she wanted to.


Janet sighed dramatically. “Okay, let’s skip the setup. I can see you’re determined to make me like Rocky. What does he have to do with this favor you want? Because I’m sure I can continue to dislike the man while doing whatever it is you want me to do.” Or at least pretend to dislike him.


Ellie frowned. “Probably. But you can’t let it show, because you’ll be in public. I need you to cover for me and help Rocky with a demonstration we scheduled for tomorrow night.”


“For Red Rose Security? But I don’t know anything about your business.”


“You don’t have to. You just have to be Rocky’s assistant. He’ll show you everything you need to know.”


“Uh-huh.” She bet he would. “You know, you look so innocent with those big blue eyes and your hair in a cute little ponytail. Almost like you aren’t trying to set me up.”


“I’m not.” At Janet’s skeptical look, she threw up her hands. “Honest. Jack and I just finally want to take our delayed honeymoon. But I had the brilliant idea to have Rocky speak to some women’s groups about home security. He’s so charming they fall all over themselves making appointments for personal consultations. We get a ton of business that way.”


It was true. Women ate up that big, lopsided grin, especially when it was combined with his former bad boy life of crime, which Rocky always admitted to. His burglary skills were his credentials. Between his expertise at advising clients on the best security systems and Ellie’s skills at planning and organization, their fledgling security business was booming.


Janet pointed toward her car, parked a couple spaces away, to keep Ellie talking as they walked. “It’s not hard; you just need to be an extra set of hands, then set up any appointments. I’d ask Lisa, but she can’t get a sitter at night. I canceled everything else for the next two weeks, but I can’t get out of this one. I know you’re busy trying to reestablish Aims Air Freight, but—”


“Okay, okay, okay,” Janet relented with a groan. She started the car. “I’m not going to keep my best friend from her honeymoon.”


Her racing heart sounded louder than the engine.


Five minutes later, Janet could feel Ellie studying her as she drove. “You know, he doesn’t feel the same way about you. He thinks you’re great,” Ellie said.


Oh, she knew. Better than she’d ever let on. He hadn’t made it a secret, and resisting a devilishly cute, smooth-talking hunk of man went against some basic instinct that she had to stomp down every time she saw him.


“If you didn’t already know him, I’d introduce you, because I think you two would be great together. Did you know he’s nearly at the top of his class in law school? Smart guy. Plus he’s cute, and funny, and he loves kids. Like you.”


Another perfect man. Although Rocky was possibly the real thing—unlike her ex-husband, who had hidden a psychopath’s personality behind the guise of perfection. She’d paid a big price for her little lapse in judgment, so big that she didn’t know if she could ever trust her gut again. If only Banner had come with the warning, “Willing to screw you over to get what I want,” she could have saved herself a lot of time and heartache.


Ellie was still watching her with a bemused expression.


“Stop matchmaking, El. You found the only perfect guy out there, and I’m willing to settle for watching from the sidelines.”


“Jack is perfect,” she agreed. “And no, you aren’t.”


Trust a best friend to point out when you’re lying. “Stop being a pain in the butt and tell me about this honeymoon of yours. Where are you going to go?”


Ellie took the hint and started talking about her trip. It kept them occupied until they got to Ellie’s house.


Janet pulled in the driveway behind Jack, who was standing beside his car with a well-built, tanned man in a Hawaiian shirt and cutoff shorts. Rocky.


“Crap.”


Ellie laughed.


Not saying hello would be rude. Janet was willing to tarnish her reputation and bolt, but Ellie took her sweet time getting out of the car, long enough for Rocky to stroll over to the driver’s side. Not opening the window would be beyond rude, and it would make Ellie mad. Crap again.


She hit the power switch and ordered herself to relax. Rocky waited for the glass to lower all the way, then folded his arms on the open window and leaned down. His dark eyes were level with hers, and he was close enough for her to appreciate the thick lashes that any woman would have envied.


“Hey, Janet.” His mouth curved into the lopsided smile she’d prepared for, but something still tripped in her chest.


“Hi.”


“Still avoiding me?”


Heat threatened to creep up her neck to her face. “Still deluding yourself that everything I do revolves around you?”


“Interesting fantasy.” His gaze wandered over her for several seconds while she tried not to squirm. “Nice haircut. It looks good on you.”


“Thanks,” she mumbled, unable to stop the automatic response good manners demanded. Damn her proper upbringing. “I thought you liked long hair.” It was the only defiant thought that came to mind.


His smile grew. “Is that why you cut it?”


“No!” This time she felt the blush reach her cheeks and was furious at her own reaction. The idea that cutting her hair had anything to do with him was absurd, but he always seemed to keep her off balance. She needed to take the lead instead of letting him manipulate the conversation. “I just learned I’m filling in for Ellie at some demonstration you’re doing tomorrow night. Can you give me the time and place?”


“I’ll pick you up at seven.”


“I’ll meet you there,” she protested. But when Rocky moved his hand and she felt his fingers brush her cheek, her words faltered.


“A mosquito,” he explained. “If we use one car we’ll save gas. It’s ecologically responsible.”


He knew her well enough to throw out the one reason she wouldn’t argue with. No doubt Ellie had been talking about her. “Fine.” She looked pointedly at his shirt. “Are you dressing like that?”


He feigned surprise. Glancing at the shirt, one of several that made up what Ellie called his “surfer dude” look, he asked, “Is there something wrong with pineapples and palm fronds?”


She considered the loud yellow-and-green pattern. “I’m gonna go with yes.”


He looked amused. “Don’t worry, tomorrow night I will wear what proper Bloomfield Hills ladies expect me to wear.”


That meant something conservative and expensive. She had a wardrobe full of that. “Okay, I’ll be ready.”


“I can come early if you’d like. We can practice.”


She recognized the unspoken meaning, but was annoyed that she didn’t flush at the thought. “No, thanks. I don’t need practice.”


He winked. “Good to know. See you tomorrow.”


Arrogant jerk. He stepped back as she jammed the car into reverse. She barely remembered to wave at Ellie and Jack before speeding off.


Rocky strolled back up the driveway. Jack watched his wife’s rear end appreciatively as she walked to the house before turning his attention back to the matter at hand. Digging into his pocket, he handed the house keys to Rocky. “Ellie said you only have to water the plants once.”


Uh-huh. That wasn’t the thought behind that carefully neutral expression. “And what did she say about Janet?”


Jack’s mouth quirked upward, obviously unperturbed at relaying his wife’s message. “That you shouldn’t rush her.”


“Who’s rushing? I’ve known her a year.”


Jack leaned against the car and folded his arms. “Yeah, I was there when you met. You decided you wanted her after knowing her two whole hours. You don’t call that rushing?”


“This from the man who got engaged after knowing a woman—what? Two minutes?”


Jack’s composure slipped into a slight frown. “That doesn’t count. It wasn’t real for at least a week.” Seeing Rocky’s smile, he apparently thought better of using the details of his impromptu engagement to Ellie as a shining example of restraint. “Come on, Rocky. Ellie has a point. I know you’re putting your life back together. You’ve done a good job of it, too, starting the business with Ellie and going to law school. But you don’t have to have everything all at once. You can’t just go out and get an instant wife and family.”


“What family? Janet doesn’t have kids. And I’m not looking to marry her, just be with her. Minus her clothes.” Crude guy humor was safer than admitting the truth, that he just might want something more with this woman.


Jack snorted. “It doesn’t all happen that fast just because you want it to. And you can’t expect her to accommodate your accelerated schedule.”


“Overlooking the fact that it happened exactly that fast for you, I have to repeat, I’ve known Janet for a year. Hell, I knew her six months before I even kissed her. That’s beyond patient for me. I’ve never even had a relationship that lasted that long.”


Jack’s brow lifted. “You kissed her?”


“You mean it wasn’t a household news flash? She didn’t tell Ellie? Those two talk about everything.”


Jack waved it off. “I’m sure she told Ellie. But no one told me. When did this happen?”


He didn’t even question his friend’s intrusion on what he might normally consider private business. He’d met Jack in jail, where privacy was nearly impossible and personal issues were discussed openly. Jack Payton was closer to him than his own brother. “Here, at your New Year’s Eve party.”


Jack made a scoffing noise. “New Year’s kisses don’t count.”


“It wasn’t like that. And believe me, this one counted.”


Jack gave it a moment’s consideration. “Still, I gotta trust Ellie on this. You might be moving too fast. If she’s not ready, you’ll blow it.”


It was a valid point. Janet had been uncertain and scared after her disastrous marriage to Banner. But her confidence was back now: She laughed a lot and had plans for her future. He needed her to know he wanted to be part of that future.


“I think she likes me.”


“Right. That’s why she acts like she wants nothing to do with you.”


He looked down the street toward where Janet’s car had disappeared, smiling as he thought about it. “That’s what I’m hoping.”




Chapter
Two
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It was unusual for her doorbell to ring on a Tuesday morning while she was getting ready for work. It was even more unusual to find two uniformed police officers on her front porch.


“Are you Janet Aims?”


She glanced at their photo IDs and blinked in confusion. “Yes, I am. What can I do for you?”


“May we come in?”


Her gaze automatically flicked past them to the lawn outside her condo. Sprinklers swished across green lawns, and someone walked by with a dog, glancing curiously at the patrol car, then at the officers in her doorway. “Sure.” She stood aside and closed the door behind them, suddenly filled with dread. Didn’t the police always want to talk to you in private when they delivered bad news?


“Did something happen? Was there an accident?” Her mind raced through the possibilities before they could answer. Her parents lived in Arizona—could there have been a medical emergency? Her pulse shot up. Or Elizabeth, who seemed perfectly healthy, but was getting to that age when . . . Oh, God! Ellie and Jack were getting on a plane today. But it wouldn’t have left yet, would it? Her mind whirled and her stomach tightened, bracing for bad news. One of them spoke, but her frantic pulse was so loud in her ears she didn’t catch what he said.


“I’m sorry, what did you say?” She gripped her hands together to keep them from shaking.


The officer—Furley, according to his name badge— spoke more slowly. “Miss Aims, did you sell some pieces of jewelry yesterday at Portman’s Jewelers?”


“What?” She must have looked as dumbfounded as she sounded. Relief washed through her like a cool wave as she tried to concentrate on what he’d said. “Yes. Yes, I did. Why?”


He pulled a piece of paper from an inner pocket in his jacket, unfolding it to reveal a picture. “Do you recognize this?”


One corner of the white paper showed a computer-generated digital picture. But not that of the diamond ring she expected to see. Instead, it was the pearl-studded chain and the ugly gold pendant with the embedded red stone. Curiosity was overcoming surprise as she met the officers’ expressionless gazes. “Yes, that’s my necklace. I mean, it was. I sold it to Mr. Portman.”


Furley shot a quick glance at the other policeman, making Janet tense up. “What’s wrong? Has there been a robbery or something?” Not that it should involve her, but maybe Mr. Portman needed her to verify his inventory.


Something flickered in Furley’s eyes and he looked more alert. “Why do you say that?”


“Because I don’t know why you would ask me to identify the necklace, unless to verify that Portman’s had it.”


But that wasn’t it, she could tell from his blank expression. Another thought struck her—what if Mr. Portman had discovered that it wasn’t nearly as valuable as he’d thought, and wanted his money back? Would he call the police for that?


No, of course not. But the thought did nothing to allay her heart-pounding panic. There was still something wrong, and the police had come to her house, looking stern and implacable. That couldn’t be good.


When Furley didn’t say anything, she tried a direct approach. “Why are you asking me about the necklace?”


“Miss Aims, how did you acquire the necklace?”


The same thing Portman had asked.


“My ex-husband gave it to me for my birthday. I don’t know where he bought it. I already told Mr. Portman all this.” If she knew what they were getting at, she could be more helpful, not to mention a whole lot less nervous. It was amazing how being questioned by the police had a way of making a simple transaction sound terrifying.


“Do you have a sales receipt for it?”


“No, it was a gift.”


“Do you usually sell expensive gifts from family members?”


Nerves gave way to annoyance. He’d just hit what was still a very sensitive spot. “No, I don’t. Officer, do you know who my ex-husband is?”


“Yes, ma’am, I do. Banner Westfield, currently awaiting trial on charges of drug running and money laundering.”


“And attempted murder. Of me.” She let it sink in. “And you wonder why I don’t want to keep a memento of our wonderful time together?” She nodded at the picture. “Besides the fact that it’s ugly. Just look at it. Frankly, I don’t know if Portman’s can find a market for it. No one makes necklaces like that anymore.”


“No ma’am, they don’t. Not for the past several hundred years, since the time this one was made.” He held the photo out again.


She gave the picture a careless glance. So it really was an heirloom. Old, but probably cheap, being so unattractive. It wouldn’t be fair to keep the ten thousand dollars, but right now she felt like she deserved something, if only because her breakfast was now a hard lump in her stomach. Maybe fifty dollars. Portman had agreed to buy the thing, after all. “It’s old. So what?”


“The senior Mr. Portman identified it as soon as he saw it. He showed us a detailed drawing of it in a book. The necklace is part of a jewelry collection that was owned by a museum in Germany until it was stolen in”—he looked at something scribbled on the back of the photo—“1788.”


Her uncharitable thoughts about Portman came screeching to a halt. “Wait. It was stolen? From a museum?” She had no idea how Banner ended up buying it more than two hundred years later, but that wasn’t her problem. If it had been stolen, that meant it had to be returned. No one got to keep the necklace. Which meant she couldn’t keep the money. She sighed, prepared to deal with yet another piece of debris from her disastrous marriage.


“It’s not a problem, officer. I’m quite willing to give Mr. Portman his money back. I’ll just rip up the check.”


“Ma’am, you can work that out with Portman’s later. Right now we’d like you to come to the station with us for a talk.”


She nodded, willing to cooperate, but unsure what more she could tell them. “About what?”


“About why you were in possession of priceless stolen jewelry. And why you were so anxious to sell it.” He raised an eyebrow, the first change in his expression. “Just to clear things up.”


Priceless? Janet swallowed, and wasn’t surprised to feel a lump in her throat. “Do I need a lawyer?”


“No, ma’am. But you can call one if you’d like. We’ll wait.”


She reminded herself that innocent people providing information didn’t need lawyers. But she’d seen too much TV to think the facts couldn’t get twisted. “Just give me a couple minutes to make that call.”


But not to her lawyer. The woman had done an excellent job of protecting her against Banner’s legal sharks during their divorce, but had no experience with criminal cases. There was only one person she knew of who understood the ins and outs of the legal system and knew something about stolen jewelry— Rocky Hernandez.


With no windows to let in fresh air, the interview room smelled of body odor and stale coffee.


And criminals. She couldn’t help the irrational thought. Her ex-husband had probably sat in this very room with one or two of his high-priced attorneys. This was where they brought their suspects.


They could have talked with her in that bright office she’d passed, but they’d brought her here. Maybe they thought the privacy would make her more relaxed, but it just reminded her that murderers and rapists had sat in this spot before her. Edging forward, she put the smallest possible part of her in contact with her chair.


She nearly jumped up when Rocky came in, followed by Furley and his partner. She half stood, barely having enough time to register her surprise at Rocky’s neatly tailored three-piece suit before he surprised her again by leaning down to give her a brief hug. She realized just how nervous she’d been when she felt herself relax. As they sat, he kept his arm slung across the back of her chair.


“Thanks for coming,” she said.


“No problem.” His hand came up to touch her shoulder and his dark brown eyes crinkled with a reassuring smile before he turned to face the officers across from them. “Let’s just tell them what they want to know, and we’ll be out of here.”


She nodded. The sooner the better.


Furley and his partner were distant but polite as she gave a detailed story of receiving the necklace from Banner, then selling it to Portman’s along with her engagement ring. But it was Rocky’s hand resting lightly on her shoulder that kept her calm and steady. She never realized how much trust and confidence she had in him. Maybe it was the suit. She’d rarely seen him in anything but the ubiquitous Hawaiian shirts and jeans. She barely recognized him.


Unfortunately, it seemed Sergeant Furley did. When she finished talking, it was Rocky who captured his attention. Furley gave him a hard stare that made her shift uncomfortably in her chair again, but Rocky seemed unaffected. “What did you say your name was?”


“Roberto Hernandez.”


“Huh. I’ve heard of you before.”


“Really? I’m sorry I can’t say I’ve heard of you.”


Furley’s brow puckered as he thought. “I’ve seen your picture.”


Rocky gave a modest shrug. “I’m quite photogenic.”


Beckman, Furley’s partner, had said nothing while Janet spoke, and he didn’t move now as he regarded Rocky from his tipped-back chair. After several seconds the stony facade cracked, and a smile that was more like a sneer crossed his face. He whacked his partner in the shoulder. “Rocky Hernandez. Spent some time as a guest of the county.”


Furley brightened. “Right. Now I remember. Burglary, wasn’t it?”


“No.” Rocky corrected him with a tight smile. “Breaking and entering. But it’s nice to be remembered.”


He cocked an eyebrow. “Thought you said you were a law student.”


“I am.”


“They let criminals become lawyers?”


“With good character references.” He flashed a smile. “I have an exemplary character.”


Furley smirked. “Ya don’t say.”


Janet gave Rocky a worried glance. He looked unconcerned, even though his steady gaze seemed to hide a touch of annoyance at the line of questioning. Furley, on the other hand, was beginning to look like a lion stalking a zebra. “Rumor has it you’re a pro.”


“You can’t believe everything you hear. And I’ll be glad to chat with you about it later, but my past has nothing to do with Janet.”


Furley ignored the hint. “Jewelry, isn’t it? That’s your thing.” He looked between Janet and Rocky. “And your pretty little friend here was selling a hot necklace. Wouldn’t you call that interesting?”


“I’d say it’s more ironic,” Rocky answered.


Janet didn’t know how Rocky could remain so calm when Furley’s smile had become so predatory. Feeling uneasy, she shifted her gaze to Beckman. He stared back with the same intensity her cat had while watching birds, unflinching and ready to pounce. A tiny whiplash of panic sent her heart racing. “Rocky?”


He squeezed her shoulder. “It’s all right, Janet. These nice officers are right to be concerned, but you haven’t done anything wrong. You didn’t know the necklace was stolen, you went to a respected jeweler, and you didn’t try to hide your identity or deny what you did.” He looked at Furley. “Just like any innocent person would do.”


Furley gave him an emotionless glance, then focused on Janet. “This friend of yours,” he consulted his notes, “Ellie. She heard the whole transaction?”


“Yes.”


“I’d like her address and phone number so we can verify your story.”


Janet wiggled on the edge of her chair. “I can give it to you, but she’s not there. She left on vacation this morning, and she’s probably halfway over the Atlantic right now.”


Furley raised an eyebrow. “She left the country?”


Janet could almost hear alarm bells ring and fought to stay calm. “It’s a delayed honeymoon. She went with her husband.”


“So the trip was planned for some time?”


Damn. “Uh, no, I don’t think so. It was a spontaneous thing.” She widened her eyes at Rocky in an appeal for help.


“Newlyweds,” he said with a happy smile, as if that explained everything. “They didn’t leave their itinerary, but I believe they’re flying to Heathrow, then Frankfurt. Perhaps you can find a way to leave a message for them.”


They had a staring contest for several seconds. Since Rocky looked unperturbed, Janet sat quietly and waited it out. Finally, Furley turned back to her. “Did your husband give you any other pieces of jewelry?”


“Ex-husband.” She and Rocky said it together.


“No,” she told Furley.


“Perhaps you forgot.”


“Not a chance. We weren’t together that long, and he wasn’t that generous.”


Furley rubbed his upper lip while waiting for her to volunteer more information. When she didn’t, he pulled out a business card and pushed it across the table. “If you find anything that indicates where your ex-husband bought the necklace”—he emphasized the ex part, as though indulging an unreasonable request—“give me a call.”


He stood, and Janet breathed a sigh of relief. “I doubt I’ll find anything,” she told him. “Whatever I didn’t give away or throw out, I dumped into a big pile and burned.” She followed Rocky’s lead and rose, conscious of his hand on her back as she left the room. He kept it there until they reached the front door of the police station, and he held it open for her. Once on the sidewalk, he grinned at her. “That wasn’t so bad.”


She shivered, even though the sun felt warm. “I felt like a suspect.”


“You were a logical suspect.”


He seemed too complacent about it. “It’s not funny.”


“Sorry.” But he shook his head and chuckled. “I just never thought being questioned by the police was something we’d have in common.”


That better be as far as it went; she had no desire to see the inside of a jail cell. She sighed. “Thank you for coming down here. I didn’t know who else to call.”


“My pleasure, even if I was your default choice for someone with criminal experience.”


He was so amused by the whole thing, she decided she might be overdramatizing the incident. At least he’d gone to the trouble of wearing a power suit to impress the cops. She took a second to admire the look. “You know, for an ex-con, you clean up well.” She fingered his jacket. “I didn’t know you even owned a suit.”


“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.” He gave her a smile that made her think of a mischievous little boy, but one who was all grown up and interested in far more adult pursuits. The trippy feeling hit her chest again.


He didn’t seem to notice the effect he had on her. “You should have called me before you went to Portman’s. I could have saved you the embarrassment of being hauled down to the police station and treated like a criminal.”


“I wasn’t ‘hauled’ down anywhere, I went willingly.” But he was right, it was embarrassing. His grin defused her temper. “How could you have prevented that? Are you telling me you know more about jewelry than Mr. Portman and his father?”


“Apparently, I know more about stolen jewelry. I recognized the necklace.”


“You did?” She couldn’t keep the amazement out of her voice. “They said it was stolen over two hundred years ago, so I know you had nothing to do with it.”


He put a hand to his chest. “You wound me. I really must clarify my criminal history for you sometime.”


She gave him a sidelong glance, thinking that might be a good idea. And a dangerous one—if she found out he really wasn’t the criminal she’d tried to pretend he was, she’d have fewer defenses against all that sexy charm. She needed to resist him. Rocky was the most tempting man she’d ever met, but she couldn’t afford to make the same mistake she had with Banner.


“I really would like to hear what you know about the necklace.”


“It’ll be best if I can use the Internet.”


That meant letting him in her house. “Okay,” she agreed, telling herself it was for educational purposes only.


The laptop was where she’d left it on the coffee table. Beside it, her large black-and-white cat sprawled in a pool of sunlight. She shooed him away while Rocky stripped off his suit coat and adjusted his vest before sitting down and tapping at the keys. For a moment she let her mind go fuzzy. He did the corporate look so well, it was hard to picture him in his stupid Hawaiian shirts. The man was a chameleon. Probably a good quality in a thief, but not in a . . . whatever he was to her. Acquaintance.


After only ten seconds of searching, he turned the screen toward her. “There’s your necklace.”


She sat beside him, studying the picture on the screen. The ugly necklace was laid out on black velvet, twinkling from every gold link that showed between the small pearls. The pendant glowed with rich red tones.


“How can there be a picture of it if it disappeared before the invention of the camera?”


“It’s a copy.” He stroked the cat, who had settled on the couch beside him. “Most famous jewels and jewelry are copied. Now look at this.”


He reached across her and clicked open another window. Now the necklace was the central piece in an arrangement of matching jewels—two earrings, a ring, and a brooch. Red stones shone on all the pearl-encrusted gold pieces, but none as large as the one in the necklace. “Have you ever seen any of those?”


She shook her head. “Were those stolen, too?”


“Yes, all at the same time. And they most likely went to the same collector.”


“So where are they now?”


“No one knows. They could have been passed down through generations, but it’s more likely that whoever stole them cared more for money than gems and sold them through underground connections. They could have traveled the world several times since their theft as they changed hands. How they popped up now is the million-dollar question. Or, I should say, millions of dollars.”


He had to be kidding. “For those ugly things?”


“For the Pellinni Jewels. What’s this guy’s name?” He scratched a furry cheek in what the cat obviously thought was just the right spot.


“Jingles,” she told him absently, looking at the computer screen.


He winced. “Sorry, man,” he commiserated, scratching Jingles’s other cheek. The cat purred while Janet hunched forward to examine the earrings. Passably pretty, she decided. The ring and brooch were downright ugly.


“Why is it so valuable?”


“Large spinels are rare. The Pellinni is thought to be forty-two carats, but it’s only an estimate because accurate measurements weren’t available until the early twentieth century, and by that time it was long gone.”


She stared at the necklace that she’d shoved in the back of her lingerie drawer a year ago, not even bothering to put it in the safe as Banner had instructed. Millions of dollars? She turned to cast a curious look over her shoulder. “How do you know about some Italian jewelry collection that’s a few hundred years old?”


“Over six hundred years. And it started out Italian, but it’s actually considered German.”


Janet sat back, waiting for the explanation.


Bending toward Jingles’s furry head, he said, “He’s pretending not to be impressed with my wealth of knowledge.”


She tried not to smile, which was difficult while he massaged her cat into a purring, drooling state of bliss. Not that she’d let it influence her, but the cat had disliked Banner, with what she suspected was good reason.


Jingles flopped over, shamelessly begging for more attention as Rocky talked. “A rich Florentine bride, Giovanna Pellinni, brought it with her as part of her dowry when she married a German nobleman, Franz Konig. That was in 1465. It was passed down in the Konig family as the Pellinni Jewels, until they were donated to a museum in the eighteenth century.”


“Probably when some smart Konig woman refused to wear them.”


She wasn’t kidding, but he smiled anyway. “Maybe. They were stolen soon after that, in 1788, and never seen again. That is, until Banner gave you the Pellinni necklace and you sold it.”


“Very impressive. So how do you know all that? Did you expect to come across famous missing German jewelry while looting someone’s safe in Bloomfield Hills?”


His smile grew wider and more lopsided. Cuter, too, damn it. “No. You could call it professional interest. I like to know my trade.”


“So you know what to steal.”


“So I’d know what not to steal. I was extremely selective. And that”—he indicated the picture on the screen—“is something I would have avoided. But I’ll admit it would be nice to admire the workmanship up close.”


The history of the necklace she’d temporarily owned was fascinating, but she was suddenly more interested in Rocky’s career as a jewel thief. She only knew what Ellie had told her, and she hadn’t been interested in hearing it back then.


“Ellie told me you only stole from other thieves.”


He wiggled an eyebrow. “You were talking about me?”


Don’t blush! “I wasn’t, Ellie was.”


“Ah.” She was relieved he let it go. “Stealing from other thieves is simplifying it. But yes, every person I stole from had purchased the gems illegally. They bought stolen goods, and they knew it. You could say I reclaimed them.”


“Nice euphemism. It’s still stealing.”


“Yes, it is.”


She thought about it for another moment. “But they can’t report it.”


“That’s right. They can’t run to the police and say, this guy stole a hundred thousand dollars worth of diamonds from me, when coincidentally that was the value of the stones taken in a recent robbery. Even if they can’t pin the robbery on the guy, he can’t prove the stones are his, and he’s drawn unwanted attention to himself. So he has to write it off as a loss.”


“Or try to get even.”


He winked at her. “You know, I always liked that about you, Janet. You think like a criminal.”


She gave him a sour look. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”


“Absolutely. That’s how you stayed alive when Banner sent you off with Colombian drug dealers who were supposed to kill you—you knew what they intended to do, and you found a way out of it. Successful criminals have to be resourceful and think a step ahead or they get caught.”


“You got caught.”


He actually looked embarrassed. “A technicality. I was set up by someone who held a grudge and I was stupid enough to fall for it. But smart enough not to get caught with the gems he was hoping I’d take.”


He seemed to be waiting for more questions, but she didn’t want to ask them. If she knew his whole story she had a feeling he wouldn’t look like an ordinary thief at all. She might even admire him.


“Thanks for telling me,” she mumbled. She folded the laptop closed, hoping he got the message—lesson over, time to go.


He got up, receiving a surprised blink from Jingles, but made no move to leave. “You really have no idea where or how Banner got the necklace?”


“No. But I’m pretty sure he didn’t steal it himself, if that’s what you mean. His style is to let other people do the actual dirty work while he pockets the money.”


He nodded in a distracted way, as if it wasn’t pertinent. “Do you have any idea how long he had it?”


“No. I had the impression he’d just bought it, but I don’t remember if he actually said that.” She didn’t like the concerned look on his face. “Why does it matter?”


“Because whoever owned the necklace most likely owned the rest of the collection. And whoever stole it most likely stole those other pieces, too.”


“But I don’t have them.”


“No one knows that, Janet. And someone will be looking for them.”


She knew he was right and felt the first prick of apprehension. “You know the jewelry trade. Will they be able to trace the necklace back to me?”


“All too easily. Portman’s had it, and believe me, they’ll be talking about it. You showing up at Portman’s with that necklace is like someone walking into an art gallery with a missing Picasso. It’s news. Word will travel through the legitimate people in the industry, to the slightly less legitimate, right down to the shady fences you don’t want to meet. Everyone will know the Pellinni necklace has reappeared—and who had it.”


She was afraid of that. “And you think someone will break in here, hoping to steal them from me.”


His smile was forced. “Definitely. Whoever secretly owned that collection paid a lot for it. You’d better believe he wants it back before the FBI gets their hands on it and returns it to that museum in Germany, which is probably where the necklace will be going soon. Look at it this way: Most people think the necklace has been found. But someone out there thinks of it as lost. Missing from his private collection. And if he doesn’t move fast, the rest of the pieces will be lost, too.”


She wasn’t ready to panic, but she knew the implications. “So I’m in danger.”


“Let’s just say not all jewel thieves are as charming and suave as the one you know.”


She couldn’t resist a sly comeback. “Or as filled with self-admiration?”


He flashed his killer smile again. “Well, they might be, but of course it’s sadly misplaced.”


“Of course.” Things were starting to feel too friendly, considering her determination to keep him at a distance. “Look, all kidding aside—”


“I’m not kidding.” He cut her off, his light tone suddenly sharp. “This is not a game, and the people who will be looking for the jewels are deadly serious. Emphasis on deadly.”


“I understand.” He’d stepped closer, and she crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not helpless. You know I have an excellent security system, because you installed it yourself.”


“Windows can be broken, wires can be cut, doors can be smashed in.”


Irritation flickered. She knew what he wanted; he wanted her to move out. The ironic part was, if this had happened a year from now when she was more secure in her independence, she might not have argued. Logic told her he was right. But he’d touched on a purely emotional issue. She’d just rid herself of the last trace of her controlling ex-husband, and hearing another man tell her what to do aroused in her an irrational stubbornness.


“I’ve been held captive by drug lords and faced down a killer. You didn’t know me well back then, but you were there, so you know I’m capable of handling myself.”


“I know you’re brave.” His face softened. “But you’re not bulletproof, Janet.”


Damn, he could be pretty persuasive when he stood that close and looked that concerned. Also, when he was right. “I’ll consider leaving,” she said.


“Soon.”


“Don’t push.” She said it quietly, needing him to understand.


He studied her, then gave a brief nod. “Okay. But one question. If it were someone else asking, would you move out now?”


She did a mental stumble. Would she? Or was she simply resisting him on principal, trying to push him away?


She did want to push him away. Having him near awoke a desire she thought Banner had killed, a desire she couldn’t trust. It turned out that attempted murder was a good cure for following one’s heart. She couldn’t risk being with Rocky, not when he made her feel so confused and flushed and—what was the question?
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