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For Shirley,
you finally get your wish.
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Some mothers are nurturing, others eat their own young.
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one

“You have god-awful taste in men, Finley.”

This, I mused, from the woman currently trolling for husband number five. Or was it six? I would have fired that shot over the bow, but I knew I was outgunned. My mother was a formidable foe, and for some reason, when I was being called on the carpet, I morphed from a capable twenty-nine-year-old into a timid seventeen-year-old.

“And to think you brought that man to your sister’s wedding. I raised you better than that.”

I nearly choked on my Cobb salad. Raised me? She’d been too busy being Mrs. Somebody-or-Another to bother raising me. I used to tell my friends that I’d been raised by wolves until one of them pointed out that at least wolves show affection by licking their young. My mother wasn’t hardwired for affection. Well, not unless you were my perfect younger sister, Lisa. She’d been perfect as a pediatric oncologist and now she was perfectly married to the perfect Dr. David Huntington-St. John IV, one of the richest men in Atlanta. Without even trying, Lisa has elevated perfect to the next stratosphere.

Me? I’m a paralegal. My mother sees this as a menial job and never understood why I took my LSATs but never bothered applying to law schools. She doesn’t get that I want a life, not an eighty-hour-a-week job chained to a desk.

“Tony would have been a much more appropriate choice,” she insisted as she chased a bit of grilled mahimahi around on her plate.

“Tony has a fourteen-year-old daughter and he’s my boss,” I said, defending myself as I dabbed at the corners of my mouth with my linen napkin. I’d barely eaten a third of my salad, but my churning stomach couldn’t handle another bite.

“You of all people should know that isn’t a problem,” my mother said as she smoothed her perfectly lacquered brown hair. As usual, everything about her was proper and in its right place. She had on a pale yellow Chanel suit with lime green pumps and, unlike every other woman in Florida, stockings. She wore a pretty lime-and-yellow brooch up high on her collarbone. Very Jackie O., which made sense, since my mother fashioned herself after the American icon.

Cassidy Presley Tanner Browning Johnstone Rossi—or whatever the order is—is a stunning woman in her early fifties, though she looks more like forty thanks to early intervention plastic surgery. She was barely twenty-two when I was born. At the time, she was a single mother, a fact I only found out when I was thirteen. Until then, I’d been told that my name was a combination of family names. What went unsaid was that Finley and Anderson were the surnames of the two men my mother was sleeping with when she got pregnant with me. And yes, that does mean my initials are FAT; and no, there isn’t a joke I haven’t already heard and disliked.

My mother likes to blame me for the premature end to her career as an opera singer at the Met in New York, but in all honesty, she developed nodules on her throat and once they were removed, her voice never fully recovered. Just as she hadn’t fully recovered from my transgression at my sister’s recent society wedding in Atlanta. Only it wasn’t my transgression. Liam McGarrity was the sinner in question. He’d gone out of his way to take potshots at my mother, and while it had been fun at the time, the hour had come for me to shed my pound of flesh.

At least I was shedding in a good place. Sunday lunch at Ironhorse Country Club was lovely. The small restaurant had floor-to-ceiling glass overlooking the manicured golf course beyond. I didn’t give a flaming fig about golf; I just loved the stunning flowers and meticulously kept grassy knolls. Not that we were there for the view—at least not that view. My mother had her eye on a cardiologist from the neighborhood, so we’d been lunching at Ironhorse for a while now. Guess it was lucky for Mom that she’d gotten the club membership in one of her lucrative divorce settlements.

“At least do me the courtesy of listening when I speak to you,” she chastised in the quiet but threatening tone I hear mothers use on toddlers at grocery stores.

“I am listening.” Kinda. “But what more can I do than apologize? Which I have done a gazillion times already.”

Her brown eyes narrowed. “You’re sorry I’m upset, but you aren’t sorry for doing what you did. That is the crux of the problem.”

I wanted to throw Liam under the bus. After all, it was his idea to get frisky at the wedding for all to see. It was his idea to exchange verbal barbs with my mother. I was an innocent bystander. Albeit an amused one. “Great-aunt Susan liked Liam,” I offered weakly. My great-aunt didn’t just like him. I think she had a serious crush on him, especially after he’d spirited her around the dance floor a time or two.

“Aunt Susan likes every man.”

Then no wonder you were named for her. Oh, right, back to the name thing. My mother was born Susan Presley but thought Cassidy was a better stage name so she had it legally changed.

“Would it have killed you to bring Tony Caprelli on the most important day in our family’s life since Lisa graduated, with honors, from medical school? And what did you do to your back?”

“Nothing, my back is fine, why?”

“I just assumed there was a medical reason for the way you’re slouching.”

Out of habit I snapped into position. “Tony had an emergency that weekend, Mom. Liam or no Liam, he still would have missed the wedding.”

“That we could have explained away. But that vulgar man. He made you a spectacle.”

“Since half the bridesmaids were lit and practically giving lap dances by the third hour, I think my one dance paled in comparison.”

“Not in my mind, it didn’t.”

Thankfully Philippe came over and asked, “May I take your plates?”

“Yes, thank you,” we said in unison.

Philippe took both plates and balanced them in one hand and on his forearm. “Shall I bring a dessert menu?”

“Yes.”

“No,” my mother countered. Poor Philippe’s face showed he didn’t care for being west of the rock and east of the hard place.

“Just coffee,” I relented.

“Tea for me,” my mother corrected.

“When did you start drinking tea?” I asked.

“It’s much better for you. You drink far too much coffee. All that caffeine will eat through your stomach lining.”

“Tea has caffeine.”

My mother slowly shook her head as her collagened lips pursed so she could make some sort of tsking sound. “Must you argue with me over every little thing? One would think you’d be grateful being treated to a nice lunch.”

I noticed that as she criticized me, her attention was drawn over my left shoulder. Discreetly, I dropped my napkin on the floor and as I bent to pick it up, I glanced backward. “I am grateful,” I lied. It wasn’t like she’d invited me to lunch. It was more of a command performance. I could have one foot in the grave and would still jump if she said jump. God, I am such a wuss. “Isn’t that Dr. Chambers who just arrived?”

“Did he?” she asked coyly. “I barely noticed.”

Yeah, right. “I thought you were hot for him.”

“Finley Tanner!” she gasped, one hand going to the ever-present strand of pearls at her throat. “I can’t believe you’d be so crass.”

“Sorry. How about, I thought you were intrigued by him.”

“He’s a lovely gentleman. Cardiologist. Widower.”

“Then he’s right up your alley,” I said into my water glass. Thankfully my mother was busy waving demurely.

“He’s coming over here. Behave.”

What did she think I was going to do? Strip naked and dance on the table?

“Cassidy,” the doctor greeted, taking her hand and gallantly kissing her ring. No wonder she liked him. Rich, single, and a suck-up. “And let me guess, this is your sister.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the twinkle in his blue eyes as he played out the game.

“Heavens no,” my mother answered. “This is my daughter Finley. Sisters,” she fairly gushed. “Seriously, Burt.” She was practically cooing.

He took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Honest mistake. I should have guessed that this lovely girl is your daughter.”

I didn’t know why. My mother, like my sister, is dark haired with brown eyes. I, on the other hand, am a fair-skinned blonde with blue eyes and a completely different bone structure. I wondered if I should tell the good doctor that I got my looks from either Mr. Finley or Mr. Anderson. No, that would send my mother into a rage the minute we were alone.

“Please excuse me,” I said as I rose from my chair holding my new-to-me fuchsia Prada clutch. Just one of the items I’d treated myself to with my Ellen bonus.

I’d done well with the Ellen bonus. Turns out it paid to save your boss from a lunatic. The fact that I’d spent the bonus twice already was irrelevant. After what I’d gone through, I deserved a little splurge. Okay, so it wasn’t so little—but seriously, it wasn’t as if the law firm of Dane, Lieberman, and Caprelli was going to rain money on me on a regular basis. Especially since the firm had officially changed its name. I missed Mr. Zarnowski, but with his sudden demise from a heart attack, Vain Victor Dane wasted no time having the doors repainted and new stationery ordered. As the managing partner, he held a lot of power. He also got manicures more often than I did and, unlike Ellen Lieberman and Tony Caprelli, he simply tolerated me.

“. . . wasn’t it, Finley?”

Oh God, I’d zoned out during the flirtation stage. I took the safe route. “Definitely.” Please, please let that be an appropriate response.

When I didn’t get the infamous Cassidy glare, I felt the muscles between my shoulder blades relax. As nice as the promise of strong coffee was, I could use a mojito. Or two.

As Philippe arrived with my coffee and my mother’s tea, I asked the doctor, “Are you waiting for someone?”

“My golf partner. Thanks to his eagle on fourteen, we won this morning.”

“Congratulations,” my mother said.

I gulped down my coffee, a faux pas not lost on my mother. “Look at the time,” I said. “I feel terrible but,” to quote Liam, “I have a thing and if I don’t leave now, I’ll be late. Dr. Chambers, perhaps you could keep my mother company while she has her tea?”

“Of course,” he said when he stood. “It would be my pleasure.”

“Thank you again for lunch,” I said to my mother. She was busy staring at the good doctor. “I’ll call you,” I lied.

“Mmm-hmm,” she managed as she glanced up at me. It was the first time in ages I’d seen approval in her eyes.

I wasn’t sure when I’d become my mother’s wingman, but I didn’t care. It got me out of post-lunch chitchat and out of the club, and it wasn’t quite two P.M. If I had a singing voice, which I don’t, I might have belted out the hallelujah chorus as I made my way to my champagne pink convertible. Technically it belonged to the Mercedes Leasing Corporation, but I thought of it as mine.

Slipping behind the wheel and turning over the ignition, I tuned into WILD 95.9 for a recoup of the Kevin, Jason, and Virginia show, and then happily pointed my car in the direction of I-95 south. Going home made me happy. And why wouldn’t it? I had a small but lovely cottage on Palm Beach proper, with my very own little strip of beach. It hadn’t always been so lovely. In fact, when my mother first sold me the cottage, which was supposed to be part of my inheritance from Jonathan Tanner, the only father I’d ever known, it was a dilapidated mess. With a partial mummy in the closet. Thanks to my darling, dear friend Sam, who also happened to be my former neighbor, using his magical interior design skills turned the cottage into a showplace. It was done in whites, teals, and corals and was very, very Florida.

If I took the long way home, I’d pass right by the Gardens Mall. As much as I wanted to, I had to restrain myself. Between my mortgage, my credit cards, and my car lease, I really needed to control my spending. For me that was like trying to hold my breath for thirty minutes. Underwater. With my mouth open. Now I had my friend Jane, the accountant, sitting on my shoulder and making me feel guilty about every penny I spent.

Jane and I had been friends since the day we’d lied our way into a gym two-for-one promotion. Five years later, Jane still worked out regularly, while I considered a brisk walk to the coffeepot cardio. Jane wasn’t your typical accountant/financial planner. She looked more like one of the Pussycat Dolls than a bean counter. And she was quite fond of corsets and leather, but somehow managed not to look like a dominatrix. Maybe it was her perfect body. Or the pretty way her brown hair framed her face. She had big brown eyes that always mirrored her smile, and Jane smiled most of the time. Unless she was reviewing my monthly spending with me. Then she’d get frown lines between her eyebrows. If I won my next eBay auction, she’d probably need Botox for those lines.

I was willing to go as high as two thousand for a diamond bezel for my Rolex. Well, I technically don’t have a Rolex. Yet. I’m buying the parts on eBay, and then I’ll have a jeweler assemble it and voilà, my very own pink oyster-face Lady-DateJust. The two thousand was supposed to come out of the twenty-five hundred I’d gotten as a bonus from Ellen. I’d already bought twenty-two hundred dollars’ worth of clothing, shoes, purses, and other accessories. I couldn’t help myself. It was just so much fun to shop like the old days, even if it was only temporary. Now it was time for me to turn back into a financial pumpkin.

Thanks to my mother, I no longer had access to my trust fund, so I was forced to live on my own salary. She thought she was building my character. In reality, she’d just forced me underground, into the world of thrift shops and outlet malls. And eBay, of course. As long as I had a dry cleaner, I was able to work around my financial precariousness. Kinda.

Exercising a great deal of self-restraint, I made my way to Chilean Avenue and parked in the center of the horseshoe-shaped drive made from crushed shells and cut the engine. It was a truly stunning day—a clear, blue, cloudless sky with temperatures in the low eighties and a nice breeze coming off the ocean.

“Take the rest of the day off,” I told myself as I locked my car and went inside.

The first thing I did was kick off my heels, then I began to unzip my vintage Lilly Pulitzer shift-style dress as I walked toward my bedroom. Thanks to Sam and my contractor, Harold the ex-convict, the three-bedroom home was down to two bedrooms with spacious bathrooms and large closets. Hey, a girl’s got to have her priorities. The guest room was very girlie. Lots of floral arrangements and colorful sculptural elements to cut the starkness of the white spread on the double bed. My bedroom is a thing of beauty. My room is teal, coral, and white. Again, I have a white comforter, but Sam knew just how to accessorize the room to make it look homey and not sterile. And my bathroom, well, it is drool worthy. I have one of those fancy spill tubs and a beautiful view of the ocean. In fact, every window in my room has a stunning view of the beach.

I changed into a bathing suit and sarong, and padded barefoot into the kitchen. The room was all polished stainless steel with pure white counters and teal and chrome stools. Taking out some mint leaves from the fridge, I placed them in a tall glass. Next I squeezed some fresh lime juice in with the mint. I added powdered sugar—easier than making simple syrup—and mashed all the stuff together with the back of a long iced tea spoon. Some crushed ice from the spout on the front of the fridge door, a little rum, and some club soda and I was in business. Still, I sipped the mojito for quality control before heading outside.

Taking my laptop, I went out to the small cabana off to the left of the pool. I wanted to check my e-mail and my auction status before I went down to the beach to veg out on my teak lounge chair in the sand near the water’s edge.

It only took about ten minutes of salt air, and possibly the alcohol, to completely relax me—an amazing feat since it usually took me several hours to regain my sanity after spending time with my mother. Checking my status, I discovered that I was still the high bidder on the bezel auction, but that didn’t mean much. I was holding at fifteen hundred but I wouldn’t add the other five hundred until a few seconds before the end of the auction. Bidding on eBay isn’t a hobby, it is an art. One I am quite good at.

My e-mail was pretty light, just some social stuff from friends. I scrolled down and found one from Izzy. She was Tony’s fourteen-year-old daughter and we had this bonding thing going on. With Tony being widowed since his daughter was an infant, Izzy seemed to like having a female presence in her life. It had totally backfired on me. Since Izzy liked me, Tony felt he couldn’t pursue a relationship with me in case we ever broke up. He didn’t want anything to get in the way of Izzy’s happiness.

I lounged on the cushions, my computer within easy reach. Sipping my mojito, I thought about Tony Caprelli and could feel my pulse quicken. He was a criminal attorney from New York and hot. Not just handsome hot, but wicked, smoking hot. He had dark hair and eyes the color of rich coffee. He was the perfect guy for me, at least on paper. He was polished, educated, articulate, and honest, an important quality after the whole cheating-Patrick debacle. And did I mention he was hot? He had that kind of commanding presence that pulled at me. Worse still, he’d admitted that he was attracted to me. It was like handing me a Rolex box, only to open it and find it empty. Totally unfair.

If Tony was perfect for me, Liam couldn’t be more wrong. Yet just thinking his name left my Tony thoughts in the dust. He was one of those guys who just screamed, “Love me and you can fix me!” with one look into those crystal blue, bedroom eyes. Trust me, I know better. You can’t ever love a guy enough to fix him. And Liam McGarrity needed a lot of fixing. He was secretive, still close to his ex-wife, and the sexiest man I’d ever met. Every time I saw him it took all my willpower to keep from jumping his bones. Even though the intelligent part of me knew he was Mr. Wrong, my libido didn’t give a damn. I wanted him. Especially after dancing with him at my sister’s wedding. I almost moaned at the memory of being pressed against his rock-solid body.

“Stop it!” I snapped.

Opening Izzy’s e-mail, I saw that she was reminding me about her next school dance, which was only two weeks away. This one was more important than the last because she had her first date. Only I’d been sworn to silence. Tony would never go for his little girl having a date, so I was her cover. Great, I thought. My mother and a fourteen-year-old were both getting more dating action than I was.

Izzy still needed shoes and I’d promised to take her to the mall this weekend. With my mother’s command, I explained that it would have to wait until next weekend. I sent her an e-mail to that effect even though it was still early afternoon and I’m usually up for any kind of shopping.

I was too relaxed to go through the motions of showering, dressing, and all the paint and bodywork associated with going out in public. Besides, I was tired. I was in my third week of fighting the Sleepy and Wanda Jean relocation battle. They were squatting on land that belonged to the lone heir of the Egghardt estate, entrusted to me by my firm. Lenora, the heir, was willing to let them stay; she just wanted them to move their trailer to the far edge of the property so she could build a lucrative equestrian center on the rest of the land. To date, Sleepy and Wanda Jean were not cooperating. Sleepy swore up and down that the late Mr. Egghardt had promised him that piece of land for life. Only he had nothing to back up his claim. It was the kind of estate that made me crazy. Usually I loved being an estates and trusts paralegal, but lately that had changed. Dane-Lieberman had sent me back to school to be better trained to support Tony’s criminal practice. I was still doing estates and trusts, I just had more duties. So the last thing I needed was a couple of hicks screwing up an estate.

Another e-mail was from my friend Liv, who wanted to know if I’d like to go out on a blind date. Her boy toy had a friend in town and she wanted to know if I’d round out the foursome. Liv is so stunning she could have any man on the planet. Said boy toy lived in a room above his parents’ garage. I could not understand the attraction. I wrote her back:

Not just no, but hell no. Have a good time.

I begged off dinner with Becky as well. I just felt like playing homebody. Finished with e-mail, I put my computer away, made another drink, and went down to the beach. I stayed there until the sun was blocked by my neighbor’s privacy fence.

Not one to cook, I called my favorite Chinese place and had some moo shu delivered. I even splurged on some remaki. I ate way too much, then lay on the sofa and channel-surfed for a while before I settled on an old Meg Ryan–Tom Hanks movie. Maybe watching happily-ever-after hadn’t been the smartest move. When the credits rolled, I felt more like a loser than ever.

Around midnight, I decided to go to bed. Sun, three drinks, and a full belly had me yawning like a newborn. I drifted off without incident. No, the incident happened in my subconscious. I was in the middle of a rather vivid dream about a man with black hair and blue eyes when my sleepy brain processed some banging. In my dream state, I started looking around for the source. Coming awake, I realized the sound was in the real world.

The dead of night means just that. Dead. As in dead quiet. So why, I wondered as I shrugged into my robe, was I hurrying toward the front door at o’-dark-thirty? Well, because someone was pounding on my door while alternately laying on the doorbell. All the ringing and banging was making my head pound.

My mood didn’t improve when I spotted the Mustang parked behind my car. “Liam McGarrity! You’d better have a freaking stellar goddamn reason for—”

As soon as I’d opened the door, Liam slumped inside, falling to his knees. I blinked twice, trying to wrap my sleep-addled brain around the sight before me.

The right side of Liam’s shirt was stained a deep scarlet from just below the armpit to the hem. His skin was ashen. He had one arm draped around the former Mrs. McGarrity, but Ashley was having trouble supporting his weight.

“Here,” I said as I worked my way under his arm and got him back up off the floor. “What the hell happened?”

“I got shot,” Liam said, his voice steadier than his body.

“We need to have him lie down,” Ashley said.

“No.” I pivoted on my bare foot and tried to steer his weight back toward the door. “We need to get him to a hospital.”

“No hospital,” Liam insisted. “Just some sleep and a Band-Aid.”

“You think a Band-Aid will help remove a bullet?”

“Through-and-through,” he said.

“Save your breath, honey,” Ashley insisted. “I’ve already tried. He won’t go.”

Honey? I glanced at the bleached blonde. Had she actually called me honey? “Then why bring him here?”

“Nice to see you, too,” Liam said with a weak smile.

“Can we take him to lie down and then talk?” Ashley asked, exasperated. She started for the sofa. The white sofa.

“Let’s get him to the guest room.” Where he can bleed on my white sheets. Which, unlike the sofa, I can easily throw away.

Being one of Liam’s crutches was cumbersome, especially when we started down the hallway. We did a sort of crab step, and then maneuvered him into the virgin room. Never dawned on me that my first houseguest would be a private detective with a hole in his side. As I choked on the unappealing smell of gunpowder, blood, and Ashley’s ungodly strong rose perfume, I yanked back the crisp white comforter and tugged the corner of the sheets free. My tongue was coated with the metallic taste of adrenaline as I deposited Liam on the edge of the bed.

Ashley was immediately on her knees—and yes, I thought something unkind—and slipped off his shoes and helped raise his legs up on the bed.

Liam winced. “We’re gonna need some towels and some Steri-Strips.”

“Towels I have,” I said as I started out the door. “Steri-Strips I don’t.”

“You can get them at the store, then we can take the Mustang . . . oh . . . somewhere.”

“Take his car where?” I asked Ashley, who seemed to be the one with the plan.

Liam shook his head. “We’ve got to talk about this first, Ash.”

“You called me for help,” Ashley snapped. “You don’t get to complain about how I provide the help. I was the one who thought to bring you here, wasn’t I? It isn’t like anyone will come looking for you in Swankyville.”

I glared at Ashley. “You woke me up from a dead sleep just to diss my address?”

“No,” she said as she undid Liam’s belt.

This was getting awkward. Here I was in my house watching some other woman undress Liam. “Is that really necessary?” I asked when she began to unbutton his shirt.

“I’ve got to see how bad it is. Could you get those towels now?”

I decided fetching towels was better than watching Ashley and Liam interact. Yeah, so he was bleeding, but that hardly explained why he was so cooperative with her. If that had been me, he would have been arguing or complaining, or both.

Obviously three mojitos weren’t enough.


When trouble shows up on my doorstep, its ex-wife comes, too.
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I gathered together a stack of my less-loved towels and took them to Ashley. I brought along my first-aid stuff too, though I wasn’t exactly stocked like a M*A*S*H unit. Neosporin, aloe, and some invisible Band-Aids were about it.

When I walked into the bedroom, I really wanted to hurl. Ashley was pressing a bloody rag against the wound but not before I got a look at the two small holes where love handles would eventually grow. “We really should get him to a hospital,” I argued.

“No hospitals,” Liam insisted firmly. “It looks worse than it is.”

“Honey, run to the store for those Steri-Strips, ’kay?”

“I’ll get several packs,” I replied, wondering how Ashley would look with the strips taped to her mouth. She knows my name, and it isn’t Honey.

I yanked on a pair of yoga pants, a shirt and shoes, twisted my hair into a messy bun, and headed out the door. There was a twenty-four-hour Walgreens just over the bridge, so I went there and with some help from the pharmacist, I found what I needed, paid, and left. My nerves were a little frazzled to say the least. I had no idea how or why Liam had been shot. Or why he’d called Ashley to the rescue. I had to admit, I was a touch jealous. Okay, so maybe more than a touch.

By the time I returned, the bleeding had slowed. “Got any Super Glue?” Ashley asked when I placed the pharmacy bag on the bed.

“Sure.” I went into my emergency clothing-repair Baggie and grabbed the tube.

Liam winced when she used the glue to rejoin the edges and perspiration beaded on his forehead. “Got a beer?” he asked through gritted teeth.

I went to the kitchen and retrieved a cold one from my refrigerator. I lingered a tad, not wanting to witness part two of the glue-Liam-back-together project. I handed him the open bottle just as Ashley was finishing with the Steri-Strips. “That should hold,” she said, admiring her handiwork, then she wrapped the gauze I’d bought as an afterthought around his torso.

“Wouldn’t stitches have been a better choice?” I suggested.

“Less painful,” Liam agreed. “But gunshot wounds have to be reported.”

“C’mon, honey. You and I need to go get my car.”

“Sorry, honey,” I returned. “I’m not in the mood for a road trip. Take a cab.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Liam said. “Even though your car is six blocks from the scene, if the cops are out canvassing, you don’t want to get caught.”

Ashley shrugged. “You want me to park the Mustang behind the house?”

“Um, hello? My backyard is all pool and no parking.”

“Put it behind the Dumpster for now,” Liam instructed.

“On the new sod?” I asked.

Liam offered me a weak smile. “I’ll replace it.”

“You take care of him, hon—Finley.”

She flipped open her cell and called a taxi while I tried not to notice that Liam wore boxers. It was like trying not to notice the sun. Flustered, I started gathering up bloody towels and clothing and twisted them into a ball. “I’ll wash this stuff.”

“I don’t suppose you have anything I can put on?” he asked as he gingerly sat up.

I opened the closet door and took out a shopping bag. “The pants will probably be too short but everything else should be fine.” I started to leave when he called my name. “Yes?”

“Can you toss these in there, too?”

Liam was shielded by the fold of the comforter but my throat nearly closed when he flipped me his boxers. There was some blood on the waistband. A fact I discovered as I struggled to keep from peeking at his nakedness. Shot or not, he still had the ability to make my breath hitch in my throat.

Before I had the machine going, Liam came out of the bedroom with deep frown lines between his eyebrows. “Which way to the bathroom? I need to wash my hands,” he asked in a clipped tone.

“Is there a reason you’re being all snotty to me?”

“I don’t like being lied to.”

“And just what is it you think I lied about?”

“Bathroom?”

I pointed down the hall and to the right. “I wasn’t lying, it actually is a bathroom.” I was actually getting pissed that he was pissed. After all, it was now nearing dawn and I’d abandoned sleep and reason to deal with his gunshot. I shook my head and muttered, “Gunshot,” as I went in to assess the damage to my guest bed. What the hell had I gotten myself into?

There were only a few drops of blood on the sheets. I grudgingly thanked Ashley for that but it didn’t change the fact that Liam had gone from gratitude to attitude in seconds.

I heard the water turn off and expected Liam to return to bed. Instead he walked down the hallway toward the living room. I turned and followed.

“Shouldn’t you go back to bed?”

The khaki slacks were about two inches too short and the shirt was unbuttoned. Hard to stay mad at a guy when he was flaunting his bare chest in your direction. “What?” I asked, irritated.

“These are Tony’s clothes, right?”

I nodded. “He left them here.”

“I thought the two of you had decided not to . . . ya know.”

I rolled my eyes. “He and Izzy came over for a swim and since he didn’t go in the water, he accidentally left his change of clothes here. Would you feel better wearing a sheet, like a toga?”

He raked his hand through his mussed hair. “So you didn’t . . .”

“So what if I did? Last time I checked I was a single woman with a perfectly healthy sex drive.”

Liam winced. I wasn’t sure if it was from pain or embarrassment but I hoped it was the latter. I wanted him to be thinking about my sex drive because lord knew my mind was wondering about his most of the time. A matte of dark hair formed a V that tapered into the waistband of his pants. Kinda like a GPS directing me to the good parts. I should have been thinking about the gauze holding his wound closed, but for the life of me I couldn’t clear the lust fog from my brain.

I am a horrible person.

“Do you need anything?” I asked.

“Depends on what you’re offering.”

“Coffee, water, flight-attendant basics.”

“I’ll take another beer.”

“Self-medicating?”

“Yep.”

I settled on the opposite end of the sofa from him and glanced at the clock. It was nearly 4 A.M. and it didn’t look like sleep was part of the agenda. “Want to tell me what happened?”

“I found a body.”

“So you had Ashley bring you here? A body shot you? Shouldn’t you call the sheriff’s office or Unsolved Mysteries or something?”

“The deceased was a member of the sheriff’s office. He was shot with my gun.”

My brain was spinning, trying to fit the pieces of his conversation into place. “Back up. What happened to make you kill a deputy?”

“I didn’t kill him.”

“But you said it was your gun.”

“It was. But I haven’t seen that weapon for five years. I don’t know how José Lopez was shot with it.”

“How can you be sure it was yours?”

“Serial number.”

“Did you lose the gun?”

“In a manner of speaking. Look, I know this is asking a lot, but can I hang here for a while? If anyone saw my car at the scene, I’m sure the cops will go looking for me at my place. I doubt they’d come here.”

“Am I aiding and abetting?”

His eyes met mine. “Probably. But if it comes to that, I’ll swear you knew nothing about José or the gun.”

“But if you didn’t do anything—”

“It won’t play like that. Trust me.”

The thing was, I did trust him. Liam had saved my life on more than one occasion. “Is there blood on your shoes?”

“Probably. I’ll take them out back, rinse them, and then hit the soles with some bleach.”

I nodded. “To screw up any presumptive test for blood.”

He offered a half smile. “Very good. I see Tony has taught you a lot.”

“Stay put. The last thing I want to happen is have that glue and those Steri-Strips come loose. I don’t have Ashley’s stomach.” Or her bond with you. I took Liam’s shoes out back and took care of them, leaving them on the lanai to dry.

I couldn’t get over how different he looked in a blue oxford shirt that did magical things for his eyes. It was quite a change from his cargo shorts or jeans and Tommy Bahama shirts. As attractive as he looked, it just didn’t feel like Liam. He wasn’t the preppy-casual type. Other than my sister’s wedding, I’d only seen Liam in his signature attire. He’d looked magnificent in the tux for the wedding, but this ensemble made him look like a Ken doll.

When I returned I said, “There’s a comb in the guest basket in the bathroom.”

“No need,” Liam replied as he raked his fingers through his hair again. All that did was give him a tousled, just-out-of-bed look that made my stomach clench. Even in the midst of a crisis I couldn’t control my hormones. God, am I ever lame.

“Give me the bleach so I can rinse the traps in your bathroom.”

I handed him the bottle. As he walked away I got a sinking feeling. While I was happy to give Liam aid and comfort, and probably more than that, I felt as if I was getting in over my head. Liam didn’t need the help of a paralegal who had worked exclusively in estates and trusts for eight years before adding criminal defense work to her repertoire. He needed a lawyer. He’d probably get pissed, but it seemed prudent to call Tony. He’d know the best course of action. Besides, the two men had a friendship that went back more than a decade.

I reached for the phone and dialed Tony’s cell. I didn’t want to call the house phone in case Izzy was sleeping.

“Caprelli.” His voice was deeper than normal and a little scratchy. And a lot sexy.

Obviously my brain was consumed with sex.

“It’s Finley. I’m sorry to bother you this early but something has come up. Liam was—”

“Who the hell are you calling?” Liam demanded.

I placed my hand over the mouthpiece. “Tony. You need him.”

“No, I just need a couple of hours. Then I’ll be out of your hair.”

“Finley?” Tony asked into my ear.

I looked at Liam, tilting my head to one side. “Please?”

“Gimme the phone.”

I handed Liam my cell.

I didn’t hear the words Liam was saying because his eyes surveyed my bare neck, then dropped lower, to the snug fabric of my workout top. A shiver tickled my spine.

The buzzer from the washer dragged me back to reality and while he spoke to Tony, I went in and switched the laundry over. When I returned, Liam was off the phone and on the sofa. The hum of the dryer just off the kitchen echoed in the quiet of the room. The placement of the laundry area had been the brainchild of my friend Sam. Every design element made sure that nothing obstructed the views of the ocean. Including the triple sliders leading out to a stunning piece of beach I considered all my own. In reality, it wasn’t mine. Florida doesn’t allow individuals to own private beaches. But Palm Beach got around that rule by building a succession of seawalls that took claw hooks and a hefty amount of rope to scale.

Liam’s large frame made the room feel smaller. I sat at the opposite end of the sofa with my legs tucked under me and one elbow resting on the padded top. “Going to tell me the whole story?”

“Not much to tell,” Liam said.

I went to the fridge and got him another beer, then made myself a cup of hazelnut coffee. I opened a plastic bottle, added cream to my coffee, then rejoined him.

“Someone was killed with your gun. Seems to me there’s a story in there somewhere.”

Liam shrugged. The action caused a strain on the ripple of ab muscle peeking above the gauze and pulled taut the seams of Tony’s shirt. Apparently he was more broad shouldered than Tony. I really needed to stop making these comparisons. Attraction or not, Liam really was the wrong man for me. For any woman. Well, except for his not-so-ex-wife Ashley. As far as I could tell, she was the only woman who was a constant in his life and I’d often seen the two of them out at restaurants or clubs in downtown West Palm. It bugged me that he still had some sort of relationship with his ex, but I was in no position to challenge him on that one. Plus there was the issue of me always picking the wrong man. A habit I’m trying really hard to break.

“What did Tony tell you to do?” I asked.

“We worked out a thing.”

God that infuriated me. Always with the thing. “Do I need to drive you to the sheriff’s office?”

“Not yet.”

“Was Tony pissed that we destroyed evidence?”

“He didn’t say anything,” Liam answered nonchalantly.

“You’re not giving me a lot to work with here,” I commented, growing frustrated. “You’re the one who involved me. Doesn’t that at least earn me the right to know what happened? Who was José Lopez and how did you get shot?”

“I got shot with a gun and José Lopez was my partner when I was still on the job.”

Since he’d been a police officer, I assumed they made you turn in your gun and badge when you left. At least they did on television. “Is that how he got your gun?” I asked.

“The last time I saw that gun was just before it was put in the evidence locker. That was five years ago.”
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