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Chapter 1

The woman in the floppy hat hiding behind the
fat man was following him.

Grady Palmer had noticed her the instant
she’d joined the gallery on the seventeenth hole of the Seahaven
Golf & Country Club course. Every one of the spectators in the
gallery stood out, considering only five of them had showed, but
none so much as the woman.

Not only wasn’t she related to somebody in
Grady’s foursome, like the other four, but she was the kind of
woman a man noticed.

He’d seen her several times in the last few
days. Once at the stamp machine while he stood in line at the post
office and again in a silver Volkswagen Beetle convertible parked
across the street from his construction office.

Today she’d gone to some lengths to appear
unobtrusive, covering her reddish-brown hair with the hat and her
eyes with large, dark sunglasses.

But she had that extra bit of oomph, that
intangible something, that made her stand out in a crowd.
The sun shone from a cloudless blue sky. It seemed to shimmer most
brightly on the woman.

Grady noted her hat was neither black nor
white but tan, which figured. His life would be less complicated if
the people around him subscribed to the rules of the old
Westerns.

Black hat: Bad guy. White hat: Good guy.

Who was he kidding? In Seahaven, a good man —
or woman, for that matter — was hard to find because there weren’t
many. He didn’t need John Wayne to help him figure out what a tan
hat tied with a dark-green ribbon signified.

Somebody had gotten suspicious of him.

Which proved once again that nothing was
exactly what it seemed.

Take this so-called charity golf tournament,
in which Grady was part of a foursome that included Mayor Honoria
Black. The profits were earmarked for a Domestic Violence Hotline,
but the tournament was about increasing the mayor’s chances to win
re-election in November.

The woman in the hat stood off to his right,
clear across the fairway, not far from Mayor Black and the City Tax
Assessor. If the fat man would move a little to the left, Grady
might be able to—

“Hey, Palmer. You gonna hit that ball or wait
for it to sprout wings?”

Grady tore his gaze from the woman in the hat
and focused on the portly, chain-smoking City Clerk of Seahaven.
Pete Aiken stood in the rough in the shade of a giant palmetto
tree. Aiken was probably near his own ball but Grady couldn’t see
much through the haze of smoke surrounding him.

“The way things are going today, it’d fly
into the sand trap.” Grady kept his smile so firmly in place that
the muscles on the sides of his mouth ached.

He’d been told as a kid that his features
would freeze in place if he made funny faces. He wondered if the
same warning applied to insincere smiles.

Nah. If it did, he wouldn’t be able to bend
his lips. He’d smiled more in the fourteen months since he’d let
the FBI rope him into a sting operation to weed out corruption at
Seahaven City Hall than a villain in a B Western. He recognized the
irony, because a black hat was exactly what he was portraying.

Grady’s role in Operation Citygate consisted
of amassing evidence against corrupt city officials. He couldn’t do
that without ingratiating himself with them.

“Don’t look at me for golf tips,” Aiken said.
“I’m not letting you beat me.”

Grady fought to keep his smile in place.
Assholes like Pete Aiken made him rue the day he’d listened to the
loud whispers about corruption at Seahaven City Hall and contacted
a college-friend-turned-FBI-agent. He intended only to relay that
his construction company’s low bid to build a city office complex
had been suspiciously passed over.

Instead he’d gotten sucked into an ongoing
investigation that had him carrying bugs, paying bribes and
watching his back. He’d almost refused — until he asked himself
what one of the Old-West characters played by Clint Eastwood or
John Wayne would have done.

The right thing, came the answer.

But doing the right thing was fraught with
pitfalls. If his friends in city government saw through his
act, he could be in danger.

The woman in the floppy hat could be a
harbinger of that danger.

He selected a club from his golf bag and
tried to block out everything but the ball as he positioned himself
over it. He hit a serviceable shot that barely reached the green,
then climbed into the golf cart. The fat man now completely
obscured the woman, so he focused on Aiken.

A swing and a miss. Strike— who knows what
number. Aiken had piled up so many air swings that Grady lost count
hours ago. Even though the wind was blowing like the Big Bad Wolf
on steroids, Aiken’s round of golf still represented a spectacular
display of ineptitude.

Aiken looked furtively around, spotted Grady
watching, took his cigarette from where it dangled in his mouth and
gave a hearty laugh. “You don’t mind if I take a mulligan,
right?”

A mulligan was golf parlance for a do-over,
considered taboo in tournament play. At least Aiken had asked this
time instead of merely shaving his score at the end of the
hole.

Grady gritted his teeth but made it look like
a smile. Aiken would get his due soon enough. Grady was about to
bid on the construction of a multi-million dollar community center.
City bylaws required the bids be sealed but Aiken had claimed he
could make sure Grady submitted the low bid — for a fee. Grady had
Aiken on tape accepting the bribe.

“Go right ahead,” Grady said.

His cigarette once more hanging limply from
his mouth and his hips jiggling as he eyed the ball, Aiken took a
mighty swing. A clump of dirt and grass sailed into the air along
with the ball, which shot sideways across the fairway at roughly a
ten-degree angle.

“I lost the sucker,” Aiken complained. “Do
you see it?”

Grady followed the speck of white as it
veered a few feet above the ground across the immaculate green
fairway straight at. . . the mayor.

“Fore!” he bellowed a warning as Mayor Black,
her back to them, lined up a shot. Behind the mayor, the people in
the gallery lifted their heads.

“Fore!” Grady shouted again, louder this
time.

The gallery scattered but the mayor looked
around helplessly. The ball was set to bean her when the woman in
the floppy hat rushed her, wrapped her arms around the mayor’s
waist and knocked her to the ground.

The errant golf ball sailed over the two
prone women and careened off the mayor’s golf cart with a loud
ping. It rolled to the dead center of the eighteenth fairway, about
one hundred yards shy of the green.

“Aw, shit,” Aiken remarked as he and Grady
took off across the fairway. In a louder voice, Aiken yelled,
“Sorry, mayor. Grady didn’t mean it.”

Grady shot a look at Aiken over his shoulder.
“You hit the ball.”

Aiken pointed at him with his rapidly
diminishing cigarette. “The mayor doesn’t know that, buddy o’
mine.”

Grady swallowed his protest at Aiken’s
descriptive phrase and focused on the scene of the incident. The
mayor got to her feet, waving off everybody rushing to her aid.
Grady slowed his steps to a walk. Aiken did the same.

“I’m okay,” Mayor Black announced in her loud
baritone. She raised her arms and shook her large, square hands for
emphasis. Beside her, Wade Morrison, the Tax Assessor, helped the
mayor’s savior up from the ground.

The woman’s floppy hat had come off,
revealing a head of pretty red-brown hair that was parted slightly
off center. Her nose was long, her lips luscious, her chin small,
her features familiar. Grady had been right. It was the same
woman.

“Hot damn,” Aiken said. “I’d let a golf ball
knock me out if it meant getting up close with a woman like
that.”

The woman shoved the hat Morrison held out to
her back on, then turned and stared at Grady, who was fifteen yards
away and closing. Her shoulders stiffened, her mouth grew pinched
and her body went still an instant before she turned and
bolted.

Determined to get some answers, he gave chase
and might have caught her if the mayor hadn’t stepped in front of
him. He stopped abruptly, barely avoiding careening into her.

He probably wouldn’t have knocked her down.
Tall and athletically built with short, thick hair the color of her
name, Honoria Black gave the impression she could take care of
herself. Her stare was direct and, owing to one eyebrow that was
slightly higher than the other, disconcerting.

“Tell me, Grady, should I hire a bodyguard or
give you the name of my golf pro?” she asked, swinging her index
finger back and forth like a metronome.

“It was an accident,” he murmured, his
attention on the khaki-clad figure hurrying toward the parking lot.
As he watched, she grew smaller and smaller.

“They happen.” The mayor lowered her voice to
a whisper. “But if you’re not careful, I know a guy named Guido who
breaks legs for a living.”

Her words registered and he turned from the
woman in the distance to Mayor Black. She winked at him before
walking away.

Morrison sidled up next to him. A quiet,
unassuming guy, the Tax Assessor had wire-rimmed glasses and
dark-brown hair that fell into his face. Grady suspected his office
was dirtier than a pigsty, but hadn’t managed to get close enough
to Morrison to determine whether the Assessor accepted bribes for
tax breaks.

Grady dredged up his I-want-to-be-friends
smile. Morrison failed to return it.

“If you’re smart, you’ll stay on the mayor’s
good side,” he advised in a soft voice.

Morrison moved away as quickly as he’d
appeared, sending Grady’s thoughts off to the races. What did that
mean? His gaze shifted to the parking lot, but the woman was gone.
He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

Was his part in the sting operation making
him paranoid? Morrison could simply have been warning him that the
not-so-benevolent mayor of Seahaven held grudges.

Even if Mayor Black had gotten suspicious of
all the bribe money he’d handed out, it seemed too much of a
stretch to conclude that the woman in the floppy hat was connected
to her. Then again, the mayor had prevented him from interrogating
the woman by stepping in front of him.

Grady headed for the eighteenth green, trying
to put the woman in the floppy hat out of his mind. She wouldn’t
go.

Neither would the thought that the mayor or
somebody else in City Hall had hired the woman to find out if Grady
were as corrupt as he seemed.


Chapter 2

Careful to keep the front door of Grady
Palmer’s house in view, Tori Whitley crouched low in the driver’s
seat of her silver Volkswagen.

Thanks to chapters two and three of So,
You Want to be a PI, the reference guide she’d picked up at the
bookstore after accepting her cousin’s unexpected job offer, she
had a better handle on what it took to be a good snoop.

Appearing innocuous topped the list.

She’d failed on that account at the golf
course, but she couldn’t blame herself for emerging from the cover
of the fat man to save the mayor from the golf ball.

She’d made up her mind to become a good PI,
not a bad Samaritan.

She took heart that her covert operation had
been successful up to that point. Stumbling across the newspaper
item about Grady Palmer participating in a charity golf tournament
had been a stroke of luck of which she took full advantage.

She’d thought on her feet when there had been
a handful of fans following Grady and company around the course
rather than the legion she’d imagined. She hadn’t joined the
gallery until Grady’s foursome teed off on the seventeenth hole and
then kept carefully out of sight.

She’d meant to get a sense of how he
conducted himself in a competitive situation, but the errant golf
ball had ruined that opportunity.

So she was back to surveillance, applying the
same see-but-not-seen principle she’d used since she began
following him. Instead of parking in front of the subject’s
well-tended house, she’d set up down the block and across the
street.

He lived in a modest neighborhood of older
single-family homes in the southern part of Seahaven, about a dozen
blocks from where the bay wound around a finger of land and merged
into the Intracoastal Waterway.

She found it interesting that he lived here
when he could afford something in one of Seahaven’s pricier
communities. With some digging into public records, she’d
discovered that the construction company he owned was thriving. But
maybe his little white house, with its surrounding ficus hedges,
palmetto trees and flowering plants, charmed him. It certainly had
that effect on her.

She pulled out her notebook.

Either Grady has a gardener or a green
thumb, she wrote. She frowned, crossed out Grady and
substituted Palmer. So, You Want to be a PI strongly
advised against getting too close to a subject.

A ring sounded, startling her so much her
elbow bumped the car horn. It pealed in concert with what she
realized was her cell phone. She jerked her elbow back from the
horn and fished the phone from her purse, nervously looking up and
down the still-deserted street. All clear.

“Hello,” she whispered into the phone.

“Hey, doll.” The raspy voice belonged to
Eddie Sassenbury. She pictured her cousin leaning back in his faux
leather chair in the Boca Raton storefront that housed his
private-detective agency, his feet propped on a desk, a cigarette
dangling from his lips.

The youngest of her Uncle Gary’s four sons,
Eddie stood out by being the only one without a job pulling in a
six-figure income. When family members mentioned him, they called
him that Eddie. As in, Did you know that Eddie spies on
cheating spouses? Or, Imagine anyone hiring that
Eddie.

Tori wondered what it said about her that she
was working for that Eddie. She was hardly a rousing
success. She had a maxed-out credit card, a checking-account
balance of one hundred sixty-eight dollars, her rent was past due
and she had no job. Scratch that. She worked weekends at the makeup
counter of Frasier’s Department Store, but that barely
qualified.

“If anybody besides you called me that, I’d
have to hurt them,” she told Eddie.

He laughed. “How’s it going?”

A loaded question. She wouldn’t be here if
she hadn’t been fired from her bartending job for letting too many
customers run up bar tabs. Or if she hadn’t overheard her mother
tell her father that their poor, dithering youngest child wouldn’t
last six months on her own.

It had been late March when Tori moved across
the state to the east coast of Florida from her parents’ sprawling
Siesta Key home to her modest Seahaven apartment. It was now
mid-September.

Her six months would be up at the end of the
month.

“I’ve decided to be the best PI I can be,”
she announced. “Who knows? Maybe I have a knack for this. Maybe
this is the career I’ve been waiting for.”

She had hopes and dreams. Lots of them.
During her four degree-free years at the University of Florida,
she’d majored in library science, psychology, sociology, English,
history and a subject she couldn’t recall. Turning twenty-five had
made her realize it was past time she was focused, like her brother
the architect and her sister the pediatrician. She wanted a career.
A purpose.

“Stranger things have happened,” he said,
“So, listen—“

“Want to know where I am?” she interrupted.
“On the subject’s street. I have him under surveillance.”

“As long as you’re driving a rental car
instead of that conspicuous Beetle of yours, sounds like you’ve got
it covered,” he said. “Now as I was saying—“

Tori barely listened as she took stock of the
Volkswagen Beetle her father, a successful civil litigator with an
overflowing wallet, had bought her six months ago. He’d done it
over her protests, insisting he’d sleep easier knowing she had a
car in good working condition. Surely Eddie was wrong. Yeah, it
sported a yellow smiley face as an antenna topper but the car was
silver, not red or yellow.

“—so don’t be surprised if you get a call,”
Eddie finished.

The front door to Grady Palmer’s house opened
and the man himself stepped out. She imagined somebody ordinary
when Eddie told her she’d be trailing a businessman around town.
The owner of Palmer Construction, whose company had won a number of
prestigious city contracts in the last nine months, was anything
but.

He had a square, clefted chin and a
no-nonsense slant to his mouth. The tan and the blond streaks in
his sandy-brown hair attested to time spent outdoors. Combine those
features with hollow cheekbones and a nose that appeared to have
been broken at least once, and masculinity emanated off him like
reflected sunlight.

He looked, in short, like Prince Charming’s
more rugged, more intelligent brother.

Except that was ridiculous. If their
mysterious client wanted him investigated, he couldn’t be a
modernized version of a fairy-tale prince. More likely, he was a
frog in disguise.

“A call from who?” Tori asked.

Grady had changed into khakis and a
cream-colored shirt that complemented his coloring better than the
yellow one he’d worn on the golf course. He strolled rather than
strutted, as though nothing were so important that it couldn’t
wait. He seemed to look in her direction as he walked to the black
SUV parked in his driveway. She sank lower behind the steering
wheel.

“The client. She’s going to call you for an
update.”

“But I’m not even sure what she wants me to
do,” Tori protested.

“I told you,” Eddie said. “Access public
records, follow the guy around, write down your observations. The
job’s a snap.”

Grady — no, Palmer — had disappeared inside
the SUV. She heard the engine turn over and the vehicle roar to
life. The SUV pulled away from the curb. Tori cradled the phone
against her shoulder and started her car. “I can’t talk—”

“Gotta go. Busy, busy, busy,” Eddie said.

“Eddie, don’t you dare hang up on me!” she
shouted into the phone, but he’d already rung off.

No sooner had she disconnected than the phone
rang again. Tori answered while being careful not to follow too
closely behind Palmer’s SUV. Her paperback advocated keeping two
car lengths behind the subject at all times.

Tori answered the call. “Hello.”

“Ms. M here,” the caller announced.

“Ms. M?” Tori asked.

“Your client,” she said. “Don’t you think Ms.
M is a good name? It reminds me of James Bond’s colleague. He goes
by the one letter, too.”

“James Bond isn’t a private detective,” Tori
said. “He’s a secret agent.”

“Close enough,” Ms. M said. “What have you
found out about the subject?”

She’d discovered quite a lot. She knew that
Grady Palmer was twenty-eight years old and that he’d never been
married. He’d grown up in Seahaven the son of Paul and Beth Ann
Palmer and had a 21-year-old sister Lorelei.

He’d gotten a traffic ticket for going sixty
in a 45 mile-per-hour zone five years ago and purchased his home
for nearly two hundred thousand dollars three years ago. As far as
Tori could determine, he lived alone in that home.

But she didn’t know anything pertinent except
that Grady Palmer’s life centered on work. He’d gone back to the
office today after the golf tournament even though it was Friday.
In the five days she’d followed him, this marked the first time
he’d stepped out for the evening.

“This isn’t the best time for me to talk,”
she said as Palmer took a left turn down another residential street
that featured more swaying palmetto trees and unpretentious but
well-kept homes.

She turned too, trying to keep her
distance.

“Why not?” Ms. M asked.

An ambulance siren blared in the distance,
growing louder, then fainter.

“You’re following him, aren’t you?” Ms. M
asked excitedly. “You’re following him right now!”

Palmer turned left and so did Tori. Where was
the man headed? They’d probably traveled a mile and he’d yet to
leave the neighborhood.

“What’s he doing?” Ms. M asked.

He was stopping his SUV and getting out. Tori
slammed on her brakes, which squeaked in protest. Only then did she
realize the last road they’d turned down ended at a seawall.

“I’ve gotta go,” she told Ms. M.

“But—”

Tori rang off, desperately trying to figure
out what to do. Leave. Yes, she should hightail it out of there.
She was about to put the car in reverse when Grady Palmer tapped on
the glass of the driver’s-side window.

For a man who looked like he never hurried,
he sure moved fast.

Her hand gripped the automatic gear shift,
and she positioned her foot to stomp down on the gas pedal. What
should she do? Stay and face the subject of her surveillance or
make like the wind? She simply couldn’t decide.

When he settled one hand on the roof of the
car and tapped more insistently on the window, he made the decision
for her. If she pulled away now, she might run over his foot.

Swallowing her nervousness, she hit the
button that automatically lowered the window. He leaned down so
that his face was only a foot or so from hers.

His photographic image didn’t do the
flesh-and-blood item justice. His hair was a more interesting shade
of brown, his eyes a richer blue and his mouth was to kiss for.
Really, the man had a ridiculously sensuous mouth. His upper lip
bowed in the center and his lower lip was plump and lush.

She tore her gaze from his mouth before her
own started salivating. She reminded herself she’d never been a
sucker for a handsome face, even if it did contain a killer mouth,
and forced herself to concentrate on getting out of her
predicament.

“May I help you?” she asked good-naturedly,
the way she used to at the bar before she’d been fired.

“You’ll want this,” he said in a voice so low
and rich it could have belonged to a late-night disc jockey. He
handed her a piece of thick white card stock.

She automatically took it, turning it over to
see embossed printing and a flowery script her nerves prevented her
from reading.

“It’s an invitation to Mayor Black’s party,”
he supplied. “It’s a thank you for participating in the golf
tournament. The directions to her place are on the back.”

She examined the card more closely,
discovering that it was indeed a party invitation. She felt her
brows knit. She couldn’t think clearly. Not with him so close. It
wasn’t yet full dark but felt that way with him positioned by the
window, blocking what little light remained of the day.

“I don’t understand why you gave me this,”
she said.

“That’s where I’m going.”

Tori’s heart hammered but she concentrated on
sounding blasé. “Why would I care where you’re going?”

His dark eyebrows, which were of an ideal
shape and thickness, rose.

“I’m being considerate,” he said. “You’re not
very good at following. Sooner or later, you were going to lose
me.”

That could be true, but he didn’t have to rub
it in. Couldn’t he see that she was trying here?

“What makes you think I would have lost you?”
she asked indignantly. He cocked an eyebrow. Whoops. “I mean, why
would I be following you?”

“You can explain at the party. No reason we
shouldn’t go together since we’re both headed to the same
place.”

Her mouth gaped open. This was bad. Very,
very bad. Private detectives did not attend parties on the muscular
arms of their subjects.

“I can’t go with you,” she protested. “We’re
strangers.”

“Then maybe you should tell me your
name.”

“Tori Whitley,” she said before it occurred
to her that she should have exercised her right to remain silent.
Or at least used an alias.

“I’m Grady Palmer, but you already knew
that.”

Even if her denial hadn’t stuck in her
throat, she doubted he’d believe it. He’d gotten six feet from her
car when he called over his shoulder, “I’ll see you at the party.
If you lose me, you have the directions.”


Chapter 3

Tori spent the drive to Mayor Honoria Black’s
house trying to dream up a legitimate excuse for following Grady
Palmer. She came up with a big blank.

Okay, then. An excuse might not be the way to
go. Outright denial sounded like a better strategy.

“Me, follow you?” She placed her hand on her
breastbone and affected a fluttering laugh. “You’re sadly mistaken,
sir.”

Like that would work, she thought with
a roll of her eyes.

She hadn’t come up with anything better when
cars parked on the street and in the circular driveway of a
sprawling contemporary alerted her they’d arrived at their
destination.

Located in a pricey enclave of homes that
hugged the Intracoastal Waterway, the Mediterranean-style house had
a multi-level stucco exterior in pale coral and a barrel-tile roof
in a slightly darker shade.

Dramatic ground-level spotlights highlighted
the forty-foot-tall palm trees in the front yard and shone on the
covered, double-door entry. Every arched window was illuminated
from within, attesting to a party going on.

Tori had heard homeowners in this part of
Seahaven acquired older waterfront houses, demolished them and
replaced them with pricier versions.

Although she thought it a shame to tear down
history, she couldn’t help admiring the dynamic, resourceful,
self-made mayor.

A recent profile in the Seahaven
Gazette told of the killing the mayor had made investing
commissions she earned as a Realtor into property she later resold
at a substantial profit.

If private investigation didn’t work out,
Tori thought as she parked behind Grady’s SUV, maybe she should
consider a career in real estate.

She wiped her damp palms on her slacks. She
needed to stop this nonsense about taking up an alternative career
and concentrate on convincing Grady he had it wrong.

She might even manage to turn a negative into
a positive. Taking a man’s measure had to be easier face to face
instead of in the shadows observing from afar.

Besides, by process of elimination, she had
to be good at something. Why not PI work?

“You’re full of surprises,” he said when she
joined him in front of the house. He’d jammed his hands in the
pockets of his khakis, lending him a deceptively casual air. “I
didn’t think you’d come.”

Not coming had been an option? She’d been so
rattled that hadn’t occurred to her. But fleeing would only have
made him more suspicious.

“I’m not exactly dressed for a party.” Her
slacks and blouse were of good quality but were both brown. She
would have worn the more correct black, the better to blend into
the surroundings, but the color caused her to look washed out.

“You look great to me.” His eyes skimmed over
her, and her pulse skittered. “That’s not what I meant. I wasn’t
sure you’d come now that I know you’ve been following me.”

Her time of reckoning had arrived.

“I need to set you straight about that.” She
only had to tilt her head back slightly to meet his eyes, which
surprised her. He seemed larger than life but probably fell just
shy of six feet. “I wasn’t following you.”

“Is that why you took off at the golf course
when you saw me coming?”

Oh, no. She’d thought the floppy hat and
sunglasses had kept him from recognizing her. Start
bluffing, a shrill voice inside her head screamed.
Now.

“That had nothing to do with you.” She airily
waved a hand. “I left because the event was almost over.”

He didn’t reply. She nervously chewed her
bottom lip, thinking she should elaborate to make her story more
believable.

“There wasn’t much more to see,” she
said.

Still no response.

“And I remembered something else I had to
do.”

Was that suspicion she saw in his beautiful
eyes?

“Something vitally important,” she clarified.
There. That should allay his distrust. Except he still looked
puzzled. “I needed. . . to feed my cat.”

Oh, great. Had she really said that?

“She gets hungry if she’s home alone too
long.”

He tilted his head quizzically. “Why don’t
you leave food out for her?”

“Because. . . I don’t want her to stuff
herself. You know what they say about a number of small meals a day
being healthier than one large meal.”

“I thought cats stopped eating when they were
full.”

“Not this cat.” She spread her hands wide.
“This is one fat cat.”

“As interesting as all this is,” he said
slowly, “we were talking about you following me.”

Adrenaline rushed through her like river
water after a storm, and she recognized it as the fight or flight
instinct. Flee, her mind screamed.

She nodded toward the etched glass front
door. The muffled laughter and music behind it sounded like
salvation. “We should go inside so we don’t miss out on the
fun.”

“Not until we straighten this out,” he said,
and she looked wildly about for help. A car door slammed somewhere
down the block, but they were alone on the front lawn. “I want to
know why I’ve seen you four times in the past few days.”

“You couldn’t have,” she cried. She’d adhered
to the instructions in the paperback to a T, donning dark glasses,
being careful not to get within twenty yards of him, sticking to
the shadows.

“Let’s count them.” He held up one hand, then
raised his thumb before unfolding his fingers one by one. “At the
post office, across the street from Palmer Construction, at the
golf course and in my neighborhood. How do you explain that?”

“It sounds like a coincidence,” she
ventured.

He snorted. “You obviously don’t watch crime
shows on TV.”

“Why’s that?”

“The cops never believe in coincidence.”

“That’s silly,” Tori said. “If there were no
such thing as coincidence, there wouldn’t be a word for it, now
would there?”

“If this is all a big coincidence,” he said,
taking a step toward her, “why are you so nervous?”

Her sweating palms, fast-beating heart and
shallow breathing made denying it pointless. She’d never perfected
the art of lying anyway. She doubted she could convince a
three-year-old there was a Santa Claus.

“You might as well admit it,” he pressed.
“You were following me.”

“Okay,” she snapped. “You win. I was
following you.”

“I knew it.” His baby blues narrowed and his
luscious lips thinned. He could challenge Arnold Schwarzeneggar for
the starring role if they ever made a movie called The Intimidator.
“What I want to know is why.”

She resisted the urge to bury her face in her
hands. She’d had such high hopes that she could excel at private
detective work. Yet here she was on the brink of failing not only
herself but Eddie and Ms. M as well. The thought of it made her
feel like weeping.

“There’s a simple explanation,” Tori hedged
as she desperately cast about for one.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m
waiting.”

One of the artificial spotlights shone down
on him, adding light to his captivating features. Her eyes widened,
the way they had the first time she’d seen his likeness. That’s
it, she thought. The perfect explanation.

“The truth is,” she said and took a breath
for courage, “I think you’re hot.”


Chapter 4

Grady carried a strawberry daiquiri and a
whiskey sour past a mostly decorative coral-and-marble fireplace in
Honoria Black’s great room fifteen minutes later, one phrase
echoing in his mind.

Yeah, right.

Tori Whitley, if that were her real name,
hadn’t fooled him. He knew some females found him attractive, but
Tori was hardly the type of woman who trailed guys around town.

Besides, if Tori thought he were so hot,
wouldn’t she touch him the way she casually touched everyone else
she talked to?

Not that he wanted her to touch him. Much.
Okay, strike that. He might crave the feel of her hands on his
skin, but he was smart enough to know he shouldn’t.

She’d probably been hired by one of the
people at this party to spy on him. Maybe, as he’d originally
suspected, she worked for the mayor herself.

He might have figured it out by now if a City
Councilman and his wife hadn’t strolled up to them seconds after
she’d uttered the I’m-so-hot-for-you whopper.

After he’d introduced Tori, she’d chatted and
laughed with the couple as though they’d known each other forever.
She’d told them she worked part-time at Frasier’s Department store
while she searched for steadier work. That had prompted the
councilman to tell her of a secretarial opening at City Hall.

Grady had followed the three of them into the
mayor’s stunning home, forced to bide his time until he could get
Tori alone.

But now she talked to Honoria Black by the
glass doors that led to the patio, her face rapt with interest as
she gazed up at the mayor. Honoria, nearly six feet tall in her
stocking feet, should have drawn the eye in her bold red pantsuit.
But Tori, dressed in sparrow brown, outstaged her with her laughing
face and sparkling eyes.

“Opportunity is everywhere,” he heard Honoria
say as he approached. “The trick is recognizing it when you see it.
That’s my true talent.”

“You’re too modest,” Tori replied. “From what
I read, you’re talented at everything you do.”

“Here’s my secret. I never do anything I know
I won’t be good at,” Honoria said and laughed so loudly heads all
over the room turned.

Grady suspected at this juncture in her life
the mayor excelled at profiting at the expense of the citizens
she’d been elected to serve.

If Honoria were a character in a Western,
she’d be the smooth heavy — the big, rich boss who did the
conniving before sending stooges out to perform the dirty work.

Given some time and a little luck, Grady
might even be able to prove it.

“Now I know why you hosted a golf tournament,
Honoria,” Grady said when he joined them, handing the daiquiri to
Tori. She took it with a smile of thanks that did something odd to
his gut. Please God, he prayed, let it be
indigestion. “You knew you were a ringer.”

“Absolutely.” The mayor commandeered the
Scotch and water he’d intended for himself and toasted him. “Tori
tells me I’ve you to thank for bringing her to the party. How long
have you two been dating?”

Grady checked his watch. “For about twenty
minutes.”

The mayor turned back Tori. “I thought you
said you were at the golf course because of him.”

Tori brought a slender index finger to her
mouth and laid it against her lips. “Shhh. We don’t want him
getting a big head.”

The retort was nothing more than meaningless
party banter, at which Tori was amazingly adept. The mayor let out
her loud, boisterous laugh, no doubt as Tori had intended.

Grady narrowed his eyes as he watched the two
women. Were they in on this together? Was the fast-friends act part
of a plan to make him think they hadn’t known each other
previously?

“We’ve got to be careful not to let him get
too full of himself,” the mayor said in a teasing voice. “Our
Grady, he’s a real lady killer. You saw how he almost clouted me
today with that ball.”

Tori’s brows knitted. “But Grady wasn’t the
one who—”

Oh, damn.

“You’ll never let me forget that, will you,
mayor?” Grady interrupted. If Pete Aiken thought Grady had ratted
on him, he’d be less likely to hook him up with other dirty
officials. Grady couldn’t risk that — not with Aiken hip deep in
the corruption plaguing City Hall.

“One of the reasons I’ve gotten to where I am
today is because I’m careful.” The mayor considered him over the
lip of the glass as she sipped the stolen Scotch and water. “I look
out for people who might want to hurt me.”

Did she keep making comments like that
because she knew Grady was one of those people? Was she aware that
he’d love to bring her down along with her administration?

“Even if Grady had hit that ball,”
Tori said, cutting her eyes at him to show she knew otherwise, “he
didn’t do it deliberately.”

The mayor clapped her hands. “The way Tori
leaps to your defense is precious, Grady. Why, you could probably
convince her you’re here tonight to have a good time.”

“That is why he’s here,” Tori
said.

“Like I said, she’s precious.” The mayor
winked at Grady. To Tori, she said, “I meant what I said about
repaying the favor you did me today. Call if I can ever do anything
for you. Now you’ll have to excuse me. I need to say hello to
Wade.”

“What did she mean?” Tori asked after Mayor
Black left them to greet the late-arriving Tax Assessor. She caught
her lower lip with her upper teeth. “Why else would you come to the
party if not to have a good time?”

“She thinks I’m here because I want the city
to award Palmer Construction the contract to build the new
community center.”

The alternative, that the mayor knew he
cozied up to city officials in order to eventually double-cross
them, was more hazardous for his peace of mind.

“Palmer Construction? Is that the company you
work for?”

“It’s the company I run,” he answered. “But
you already know that.”

“How would I know that?”

“Because for some reason you were following
me.”

“I already told you why I was following you.
Why can’t you accept that?”

“Because every silver lining has a
cloud.”

“That’s a pessimistic thing to say.”

“It’s the truth. You’re a beautiful woman.”
He indicated her with a sweep of his hand. “Men are supposed to
follow you.”

She folded her arms, stretching the material
of her brown shirt across her chest. Her breasts were small, he
noticed, but nicely shaped. Big, dark, angry eyes dominated her
oval face.

“This is the twenty-first century. If women
want to follow men around, nobody can stop us.” She glanced around
the room and pointed to Ned Weimer, who was moving toward the
outside patio. “There’s a man in motion. He seems to be alone, too.
I think I’ll follow him.”

She pivoted and headed for Weimer, leaving
Grady to wonder what the hell had just happened. He watched in
amazement as she caught up to the mayor’s Chief of Staff. Weimer
was divorced, fortyish and as slick as the dyed black hair he
gelled back from his angular face.

Unfortunately, Weimer was no dummy. The FBI
believed the corruption in City Hall reached all the way to the top
but had nothing on either Weimer or the mayor.

Tori laid a hand on Weimer’s arm, walking
with him out the glass doors to the patio. Something unpleasant
slithered through Grady but he refused to characterize it as
jealousy.

He couldn’t be jealous of Ned Weimer. The man
was phonier than a six-dollar bill. As for Tori, he hadn’t invested
enough emotionally in her to get proprietary.

I don’t even trust her, he thought as
he hurried across the room, deftly avoiding saying more than hello
to passing acquaintances. If Tori decided in mid-date that she
preferred Ned Weimer, he told himself as he stepped into the fresh
air, he’d have one fewer worry.

Tori stood with Weimer on the terra-cotta
tile under a palm tree illuminated by a string of tiny white
lights, sandwiched between the beauty of the mayor’s
teardrop-shaped pool and the Intracoastal Waterway. Ned laughed at
something she said and his teeth flashed white in the night.

The Chief of Staff probably had them
professionally brightened to complement his expertly dyed black
hair. Weimer hooked his thumbs in the pockets of trendy white
slacks he wore with a short-sleeved black silk shirt. Oh,
please.

Grady wouldn’t be able to stand it if Tori
thought Ned Weimer was hot, too. He approached the two of them.

“Hey, Ned,” Grady said. “I see you’ve met my
date.”

“Your date?” Weimer focused his too-small
eyes on Tori. “I got the impression you were here by yourself.”

“I drove here by myself,” Tori said.

“Only because she followed me.” Grady slid
closer to her, captured her left hand and deliberately rubbed his
thumb over her palm. “Isn’t that right, Tori?”

She didn’t pull away, but then she couldn’t.
Not if she still expected him to buy her story. But if she had the
hots for him, why had her body gone as tense as a tuning fork? Then
again, why had his?

“Yes,” she admitted, not looking at him. “I
am here with Grady.”

“Well, hell.” Ned shook his perfectly
immobile head of hair. “I should have known you approaching me like
that was too good to be true.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Grady murmured.

“No offense,” Ned said, targeting his comment
at Tori, “but I see a woman over there who actually may be here by
herself.”

Before he sauntered away, Ned took a business
card from his wallet and handed it to Tori. She pulled her hand
from Grady’s to take it.

“What’s this for?” she asked.

Ned slapped Grady on the back as he moved
away.

“Insurance,” he said. “If you get tired of
Palmer, you know where to find me.”

She laughed. Grady didn’t.

“First me, then Weimer,” he said. “Is
accosting strange men a habit of yours?”

Her chin lifted. It had a tiny cleft in its
center that made him want to dip his finger into it.

“Of course not,” she said. “Besides, you’re
the one who accosted me. I never would have approached you.”

“Why not?” he asked grumpily. “You approached
Weimer.”

“Ned’s more approachable,” she said.

He let out a frustrated breath. “Trust me on
this. Ned Weimer is not a good guy.”

She raised eyebrows a few shades darker than
her hair. Her auburn curls rustled in the gentle breeze. “And you
are?”

A painful awareness hit him that his presence
at the party gave the appearance he supported Honoria Black in her
bid to win re-election. In truth, Grady had already made an
anonymous donation to the campaign of slow-growth advocate Forest
Richardson. The local lawyer probably wouldn’t turn out to be much
of an improvement over Mayor Black but he couldn’t be worse.

“Hell, yeah, I’m a good guy,” he said and
moodily looked around at the collection of hobnobbers and phonies
on the patio.

His gaze drifted across the pool and snagged
on Wade Morrison, who he felt sure was as crooked as the Leaning
Tower of Pisa. He’d suggested to his FBI contact that they offer
Morrison a bribe, but had been told to concentrate instead on the
officials who approached him.

Morrison talked to a bleached blonde in a
black leather miniskirt and scandalously high heels.

The blonde tossed her long, straight hair in
a gesture he recognized. His body stilled. She turned slightly,
giving him a clear view of her familiar, overly made-up face as she
bestowed a dazzling smile on the undeserving Tax Assessor.

Laying a slender, long-fingered hand on
Morrison’s arm, she batted her heavily miscarried lashes at him.
Grady sucked in a breath, ready to rush across the room and rip
away her hand. But then Morrison nodded and left her side, probably
because she’d charmed him into bringing her a drink.

“Grady, is something wrong?” Tori’s question
snapped him out of his momentary paralysis.

“Yeah, something’s wrong,” he ground out. “I
see somebody over there I need to talk to.”

“The blonde?” Her voice spiked with
curiosity. “Who is she?”

“My sister.”


Chapter 5

Lorelei Palmer loved a party.

She adored the way everybody dressed to the
nines, the buzz of conversation, the flowing alcohol, the
delectable finger food. Most of all, she loved the excitement that
swirled in the air.

The air of possibility.

Her gaze swept over the pool area, where
guests mingled in the shadow of the Intracoastal, searching for
one.

She got an eyeful of her brother leaving the
side of an attractive woman with amazing auburn hair. His jaw was
set, the corners of his mouth slanted downward.

She resisted the urge to stick out her
tongue, reminding herself that she loved him, too. Despite his
ongoing mission to make sure she never had any fun.

“Grady!” She went to meet him, taking very
small steps so she didn’t fall off her heels. With the three-inch
lifts, she still reached only five feet five, which made it
difficult for her to do more than kiss the air on either side of
his cheeks. “How wonderful to see you.”

“You should have seen me this afternoon at
the office.” He didn’t crack a smile. “But I hear you didn’t come
back after lunch.”

She ignored the censure in his voice. What a
stick-in-the-mud. So she hadn’t come back to work. How was she to
know he’d drop in after the golf tournament? Besides, he had other
office workers. There was only so much answering the phone and
paperwork to go around.

“I bought new clothes for the party.” She
twirled to exhibit the leather skirt and midriff-baring top she’d
picked up at the mall. She’d put them on credit because she didn’t
have the money to pay for them but, hey, you only lived once. “Why
do you think I’m working if not to fund my social life?”

He ignored her question. “I wasn’t aware you
were invited.”

“You know how much I love a party.” She
beamed up at him. She thought about giving his cheek an
affectionate pat but now didn’t seem to be the right time. “If you
expected me to stay away, you shouldn’t have told me about it.”

He screwed up his forehead. “I didn’t mention
the party to anyone besides Frankie,” he said, referring to his
business manager.

She gave a theatrical laugh. “If you think I
couldn’t hear you and Frankie talking, you seriously underestimated
me.”

Grady’s lips thinned and he lowered his voice
the way he did when he was trying to hold onto his temper. “You
shouldn’t be here.”

“Oh, don’t get your jockey shorts in a twist,
Duke.” She used the nickname primarily because she knew it annoyed
him. She tossed her head, enjoying the way the blond strands swung.
The money she’d spent at the beauty salon had definitely been worth
it. “Nobody cares that I crashed the party.”

Nobody except Grady. Oh, she knew he loved
her but tired of him playing the heavy. Only seven years older than
her twenty-one, he acted more like her father than her brother.

She had a father, thank you very much. Grady
did, too. Along with a mother who had sobbed over him for the past
month. Lorelei had cried, too. At night with her door closed where
nobody could see how the growing chasm between her parents and
brother hurt her, too.

“Would you leave if I asked you?” he
asked.

She put her hands on her leather-clad hips.
“Would you drop this ridiculous grudge against Mom and Dad and
visit them if I asked you?”

His face became a mask more unreadable than
granite, but she sensed her words had hit a nerve.

“We’re not talking about me,” Grady said.

“Yeah? Well, it’s time we did talk about
what’s wrong between you and them. Every time I ask, you change the
subject. They’re no better.”

He rubbed a hand over his face. “Lorelei, now
is not the right time to discuss this.”

“When will the time be right, Grady?” she
asked urgently.

“Not now. You shouldn’t even be here.”

The stubborn set to his chin made her firm
her own jaw. “Well, I am here. And I’m not going anywhere.”

He sighed. “I’ll accept that if you promise
me something.”

She made a noncommittal noise, not in the
mood to concede anything. She couldn’t stay angry, either. It
simply wasn’t in her nature.

“What?” she asked.

“Stay away from Wade Morrison.”

“Who’s Wade Morrison?”

He cocked a dark eyebrow. “The Tax Assessor.
The guy who was hitting on you.”

The possibility that somebody had been trying
to score with her temporarily drove away her worries about the rift
between Grady and their parents. She’d arrived at the party five
minutes ago and hadn’t yet talked to anyone besides Grady. Wait.
She’d asked the tall geeky guy with the wavy, dark hair where she
could get a drink.

“Are you talking about the stealth hunk?”

Grady looked exasperated but nodded toward
the man who’d directed her to the bar. “I’m talking about him.”

“That is the stealth hunk.”

“Okay. I’ll bite. What’s a stealth hunk?”

She gave him a devilish smile. “A hunk
dressed like a geek. Take off his glasses, get him out of those
horrible clothes and you’ve got yourself one fine naked man.”

“You say things like that to shock me, don’t
you?”

“Not really. Shocking you is a bonus,”
Lorelei said, laughing. She rubbed a finger against her lower lip
as she stared at Wade Morrison. He’d be really yummy without
clothes. “You truly think he was hitting on me?”

“You’ve still got a lot to learn about men,
Lorelei,” Grady said in that lecturing big-brother tone of his.
“They always have a hidden agenda.”

“And you think Wade Morrison’s hidden agenda
is to get into my pants?”

He cringed at her blunt language. “He’s bad
news. He hits on all the girls. Breaks hearts all over the
place.”

“Is he married?”

“I don’t think so,” Grady said, seeming
disappointed he couldn’t add cheating husband to the list of Wade
Morrison’s sins, “but he’s a real player.”

“Hmmmm,” Lorelei said.

“So you stay away from him, okay?”

Lying to her brother violated Lorelei’s moral
code. She gave him a dazzling smile and tried a bit of
misdirection.

“What’s the name of the City Planning
Director? With the beard, the long gray ponytail and the bald
head?”

“Larry Schlichter. Why?”

“Isn’t that him with the woman you were
talking to?” she asked, nodding toward the couple. Grady’s head
turned so fast she felt a breeze. “Looks to me like he’s trying to
make time with her.”

“Damn,” he muttered under his breath but not
so softly she couldn’t hear. Now this was getting interesting.

“Who is she?”

“My date,” he said shortly.

“Maybe you better rescue her. He’s invading
her personal space. If she backs up any farther, she’ll hit a
wall.”

Grady took off without a backward glance,
which freed her to head across the patio straight for the very man
he’d warned her against.

Wade Morrison had his back to her. It was,
she decided, a very nice back. The material of his dress shirt,
white with skinny blue pinstripes, stretched across surprisingly
broad shoulders as he bent to take an hor d’oeuvre from the tray of
a much-shorter waiter. Too bad the shirt was so ugly.

She tapped him on the shoulder. He turned,
his expression puzzled but not especially welcoming. His jaw worked
while he finished chewing the hor d’oeuvre, which must have been a
miniature egg roll considering he held another one.

“Couldn’t you find the bar?” he asked with
raised eyebrows. His wire-rimmed glasses slipped, and he pushed
them back up his long, straight nose.

With his regular features and long, aesthetic
face, he really was a cutie. The best part was he didn’t seem to
know it.

His hair was such a dark brown that it was
nearly black, and a lock of it hung nearly to his eyes. He could
have dressed to accentuate his tall, lean frame but his pants were
baggy and his shirt a half-size too big. And he had on, ugh, a
tie.

“I could have found the bar,” she said,
smiling straight into pretty brown eyes covered by glasses instead
of accentuated by contacts, “but I see something I’d rather have
instead of a drink.”

Wade turned his head as though checking if
someone stood behind him. The only thing in sight was the pier that
led to the mayor’s luxury motorboat.

His eyes narrowed suspiciously when they
returned to her. “How old are you?”

Lorelei laughed. He really was too cute.
“Twenty-one.”

“I’m thirty.”

“You’re past the age of consent.” She made
her brows dance. “Just like me.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. Was
this for real? Had she actually made him nervous? The notion
charmed her, and she silently thanked her brother for pointing Wade
Morrison out in the crowd. Grady had his information wrong about
this guy being a player, but Wade definitely merited a second look.
And maybe many more.

He cleared his throat. “You’re making a
mistake.”

“No mistake.” She took a step closer, and he
stepped back. Good thing she hadn’t touched him. He might take a
running leap into the Intracoastal. “I like you.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I’d like to get to know you,” she said. “I’m
Lorelei Palmer. What do you say we leave the party and go somewhere
more private?”

His head shook back and forth so fast his
features blurred. The eggroll in his hand plopped onto the tile at
his feet. “No.”

“Relax,” Lorelei said. “I didn’t mean we
should go somewhere to have sex. I meant somewhere to talk. I
promise I won’t ravish you.”

At the mention of sex, his eyes took a quick
dip down her body. Was that a sheen of perspiration on his upper
lip? Good, she thought smugly.

He picked up the eggroll with a cocktail
napkin and shoved his hand behind his back. She hoped it was
because he didn’t trust himself not to grab her.

“I can’t,” he said.

She smiled, enjoying his discomfort. “Why
not?”

“Because. . . ” He looked about, almost
wildly. “Because I have social obligations. I see one over there.
Excuse me.”

And then he was gone, leaving Lorelei to
stare after the beautiful retreating back encased in the ugly
shirt. She put her hands on her hips. Well, damn.

She shrugged. Wade Morrison was too skittish
to withstand another approach from her tonight. She’d leave him
alone but not for long.

Because whatever Lorelei wanted, Lorelei
got.

Somewhere between her brother’s warning and
Wade’s delightfully disconcerted reaction to her, she’d decided she
wanted Wade Morrison.


Chapter 6

Telling Grady Palmer she’d been following him
because she thought he was hot was a stroke of brilliance.

Tori took in the wide set of his shoulders,
the proud lift of his chin and the interesting cast of his profile
and congratulated herself on her quick thinking.

He was between the punch bowl and the far
wall, immersed in conversation with the overweight man he’d
partnered at the golf tournament. Pete Aiken, the City Clerk who
was never without a cigarette. Tori knew enough not to let her own
head get turned by Grady but that didn’t change one irrefutable
fact.

Grady Palmer was one hot hunk.

“Let me see if I’ve got this straight. You
saw Grady and, zap, just like that you had to have him?”

Tori reluctantly focused on the woman asking
the question. Putting herself in position to be grilled by the
hunky subject’s sister had not been brilliant.

Lorelei Palmer popped the olive from the end
of her martini straw into her mouth, chewing it with obvious
pleasure as she waited for an answer.

Tori cast another glance at Grady,
fruitlessly wishing he’d rescue her from this predicament. His full
attention was on Pete Aiken.

“You can’t stop looking at him, can you?”
Lorelei asked.

Tori’s head snapped back around.

“Yes, I can,” she retorted, then frowned. How
close were Grady and Lorelei? How much of this conversation would
she report back to him?

“I mean, no I can’t,” she said. “He does it
for me.”

Amusement filled Lorelei’s face. Her makeup
was expensive, maybe even top-of-the-line Lazenby products, but
she’d applied it with such a heavy touch it was difficult to tell
what she looked like under it. Her eye makeup was wrong, too. She
should have used a deep blue to make her sky-blue eyes pop, but
she’d gone with a light shade. Still, her eyes glowed with
intelligence.

“Of course he does it for you,” Lorelei said
smugly. “A blind woman could see that.”

“How so?” Tori asked, even though she had a
premonition she shouldn’t.

“Sense of smell,” Lorelei said. “The
pheromones coming off you two are aromatic.”

When Lorelei threw back her head and giggled,
the sound was so lighthearted that Tori had to like her. Not that
Lorelei was right.

Yes, Tori kept looking at Grady. But not
because he was the most attractive man at the party or even because
the man could fill out a pair of khakis.

She needed to figure out what was going on
between him and Pete Aiken. She’d clearly seen Pete strike the golf
ball that had nearly beaned Mayor Black yet Grady claimed
responsibility. Why?

And why were the two men whispering, their
heads close enough together that nobody could overhear? Grady
didn’t seem happy about the discussion. His brow was knotted and
his hand gestures seemed angry.

What would a real private detective make of
the situation? She frowned. She kept forgetting she was a real PI,
entrusted with a case and determined to succeed.

It seemed to her that she needed to
investigate the people with whom Grady associated to find out what
sort of man he was. Pete Aiken would be a good place to start.

“Grady hasn’t had a girlfriend in ages,”
Lorelei continued, “but don’t worry that there’s something funny
about him. He dated a couple of my friends in high school and they
assured me he has all the normal male urges. Not that I
particularly wanted to hear about it. But you know how a group of
girls can be when they start talking about sex. Sometimes they
forget who’s related to who.”

Sex? Tori worked to keep her expression
impassive but inside she frowned. She didn’t want to think about
Grady and sex.

“Then why hasn’t he had a girlfriend lately?”
Tori asked like a good PI should.

“The last one lied about being pregnant so
he’d propose, but I don’t think that’s it. It’s not like he fell
for it or anything. I think it’s because he’s a frigging
workaholic.” Lorelei threw up one of her hands. Aside from her blue
eyes, she didn’t look like her brother but Tori recognized the
gesture as one of Grady’s. “With the schedule he keeps, he doesn’t
have time for anything. Except nagging me, of course.”

“What does he nag you about?”

“You name it, he’s nagged about it. It’s
worse since I went to work for him. He has this thing about
punctuality and responsibility.”

“That’s understandable,” Tori said, then
backtracked when Lorelei made a face. “I mean, considering he is
your boss.”

“Yeah, but he doesn’t have to be so anal
about it. I mean, what’s the big deal if I sleep in every now and
then after partying late? I expect you to get the Duke to lighten
up.”

The Duke? Tori wondered at the nickname but a
more pressing agenda was setting Lorelei straight. “I can’t get
Grady to do anything he doesn’t want to do.”

Lorelei let out a bark of laughter, which
still sounded feminine. “You must be kidding. We’re female. We have
the power.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Tori
hedged.

“I am. See that tall guy over there in the
awful shirt?”

She indicated a dark-haired man leaning
against a far wall, letting the party pass him by. Because he’d
been part of Grady’s foursome at the golf tournament, Tori had made
it her business to find out his name. Wade something or other.

“I see him.” Tori noticed he kept glancing
their way for a couple seconds at a time, as though he couldn’t
help himself.

“Watch this,” Lorelei said.

She puckered her lipstick-caked mouth – Tori
would bet money the shade was Lazenby’s Scarlet Woman – before
touching two fingertips to her lips and blowing him a kiss.

Wade had been in the process of bringing a
drink to his lips. He tipped the glass but its contents missed his
mouth and dribbled down the front of his shirt.

He looked down at himself, set the drink on
the nearest flat surface and disappeared. Probably in search of a
towel.

“See,” Lorelei said smugly.

Tori couldn’t help but laugh.

“Now you try it with Grady,” she suggested
with an impish grin.

Tori shook her head. “I couldn’t.”

“Sure, you can. He respects people who are
upfront about what they want and need. Go ahead. Blow him a kiss.
Let him know you want to get busy with him tonight.”

Lorelei made the declaration matter of
factly, as though it were a given that Tori wanted her brother in
bed.

The possibility that Grady had reached the
same conclusion hit Tori like a lightning bolt.

Could he really believe she wanted to sleep
with him just because she’d admitted to following him all over town
because she thought he was hot?

She closed her eyes.

Of course he could.

Her gaze zoomed to him, and her mouth went
dry at the virile picture he made. She needed to get to know a man
before she slept with him. Fear that he’d discover she had him
under investigation didn’t constitute a strong enough reason.

As she watched, Grady’s body went rigid. He
squared his shoulders and threw up his hands, alerting her that he
hadn’t liked what Pete said.

“He looks busy,” Tori said, relieved to have
an excuse not to blow him kisses.

“Yeah, he does,” Lorelei agreed. “Although I
can’t imagine why he’s letting Pete Aiken bend his ear. The air
over there is positively putrid. That man smokes so much somebody
should hook him to the end of a train. I swear, it boggles my mind,
the people Grady’s been hanging out with lately.”

“Is that right?” Tori muttered, her attention
still on Grady. His head bobbed as he directed a few more choice
words at Pete before heading toward her and Lorelei with long,
purposeful strides.

“Speak of the devil,” Lorelei said. “Hey,
Grady, we were just talking about you. There’s so much Tori hasn’t
told me yet.”

“She’ll have to take a raincheck,” Grady
said, taking firm hold of Tori’s arm. “We’ve got to be going.”

“It’s not even ten o’clock,” Lorelei
protested.

“I know.” Grade slid Tori a long look. “But
we want to be alone.”

Tori’s pulse did a mad dance and her stomach
pitched toward the floor. Her moment of reckoning had come.

So much for her brilliant strategy.

TORI FREED HERSELF of Grady’s arm when they reached
the covered walkway. She tried to disappear into the night, but he
matched her brisk pace.

She needed to think of a way to bluff herself
out of this one. Quick. But how could she reject the man she was
supposedly hot for?

She’d almost reached her Volkswagen when she
heard his silky voice. “I thought we could go somewhere more
private.”
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