PROLOGUE

The pounding of her heart echoed throughout the desolate building as

Nikki desperately tried to catch her breath. Trembling uncontrollably, her

face covered with sweat, she held on to the rusty crowbar for dear life. It was

her only hope. Her knuckles were white and she’d already lost the feeling in

her hand, but she willed herself to hold on. She winced as her legs started to

cramp, but remained fixed in her position, afraid to move. Afraid…if he

found her…he’d kill her. She saw it in his eyes.

How the hell did I ever get myself into this? She drew a painful breath

and vowed if she ever got out of this mess alive, she’d be more cautious in

the future. There was no one to blame but herself. She could’ve turned back

when she saw how deserted the boardwalk had been, but she kept on walking.

And walked right into a dangerous situation. She wasn’t going to give up

that easily, though. She’d been in bad situations before and always managed

to come out of them okay.

Nikki shifted her weight. The dank smell of mildew and urine filled her

lungs as she gripped the crowbar even tighter, preparing to bash his head in

if she had to. Who would’ve thought a simple weekend trip would turn her

life into a complete nightmare?

CHAPTER ONE

Tapping newly manicured nails on her desk, Nikki waited for the sales

rep to return to the phone. The nail tapping was a habit she had picked up

from her mom at an early age and she usually did it when she was nervous,

anxious, or just plain old bored. But today it was a mixture of excitement

and anxiety, and the need to get away.

Leaning back in her chair, she let out a long sigh as she tried to shrug the

tension away. God, she was burnt. She absolutely had to get out of this town,

and take a break from everything, including Mark. Things were becoming

much too complicated with him, and Nikki felt it was time for her to get out

before someone got hurt. And that someone would most likely be her. It

wasn’t as if she really loved him, she reminded herself. He was only a mere

diversion from her hectic and demanding life. She had to admit, though, she

wanted more these days than just a quick roll in the hay, and Mark sure

wasn’t in the position to fill that need. Her job just wasn’t enough anymore.

Mr. G. seemed to rely on her more and more, letting her run the store as if

it were her own. It was an intriguing store, one that offered a number of

exotic and unusual gifts and catered to an upscale clientele. Nikki worked

hard to make the store a success, and felt Mr. G. was grooming her to take

over in the event he became ill or decided to retire. The latter would be

unlikely since he practically lived there. Still, lately he’d been relinquishing

so much of the workload to her, she wondered if that day was coming soon.
But Nikki had specific plans for her future. At thirty-three, she’d almost

saved up enough money to buy a small store of her own, and had her eye on

a couple of prime locations on South Beach. But until she could afford the

asking price plus have enough collateral to get a nice inventory going, she’d

have to continue to work for Mr. G.

Generally her days were filled with so much activity she barely had time

for anything else, but today time seemed to stand still. Ahhh, Key West, she

thought with a smile as she twirled a piece of hair between her fingers, a

place where relaxation’s considered a form of art. Just far enough from Miami

to qualify as ‘getting away,’ yet so close to Cuba as to feel ‘foreign.’

Nikki could hardly wait. She’d made reservations at the Pier House, which

was a great place to stay to unwind and reboot, but near enough to the action

if you were in the mood to let your hair down and party.

The rooms rated highly in Nikki’s book, bright and spacious, with a tropical

elegance that captured her soul. Each room offered a mesmerizing view, and

palm-patterned sunlight dancing across the coral-colored walls as it filtered

through the drapes. It was her refuge from the world.

Astonished that the old man gave her the time off to go, she didn’t waste

a minute in making her plans. They’d just finished their annual inventory

yesterday and Nikki was just about done with her weekly orders. She wanted

to get going before he changed his mind.

What’s taking this guy so long? she wondered as she closed her eyes for a

moment and imagined the sound of the incoming tide caressing the sand.

She could almost taste the salt air.

“That’s item number 4234,” Benny, the sales rep said abruptly, transporting

Nikki back to reality. “Nikki, you there?”

“Yeah, I’m still here. You took so long, I almost fell asleep.”

“Sorry, we just got in the new catalogues and everything is so screwed

up,” he apologized.

“Why don’t you ship twenty-five pieces of the matching vases as well.”

“You got it. Have you seen the new French place settings from Casis?”

“Yes, I did, and they’re absolutely gorgeous, but I’d like to wait until the

spring show to see what else is new. Make sure this order’s net 30.”

“Will do. Thanks for your business,” he said and lowered his voice. “I’ll

probably see you at the show then. Maybe we can get together for dinner?”

“I’ll be pretty busy.”

“I’ll take you anywhere you wanna go,” he said enthusiastically. “How

about that new restaurant in SoHo?”
“We’ll see. Bye, Benny,” she said, hanging up. Good ole’ Benny, always

trying to score. Some things never change.

She quickly finished her paperwork, snatched her purse out of the bottom

drawer of her desk and turned to her boss. “I’m leaving now, Mr. Geoffrey.

See you on Monday.”

“Have a great time, Nikki, and don’t you worry about anything, you’ll

have plenty of work waiting for you when you get back,” he replied without

lifting his head from the inventory reports. His glasses sat at the tip of his

nose and looked as though they were about to fall off.

She waved to Debbie who stood behind the cosmetics counter waiting on

a customer. “Have fun,” Nikki heard her say as she swiftly made her way out the door

and into the warm embrace of a typical Miami afternoon. She squinted as the

sun bounced off the pavement and searched her over-sized purse for her sunglasses.

Leila beeped the horn, and waved frantically at Nikki. She looked

remarkable, as always, wearing a short, white Anne Klein sundress that clung

to the contours of her magnificent body. A natural beauty, men couldn’t refrain

from staring, and acting like absolute fools, whenever she was near. Women

envied her yet couldn’t help liking her because she was such a warm and

friendly person. They met several years ago through Miguel, Nikki’s husband

at the time. She laughed thinking back on it now. Miguel, what a louse, a

Latin lover who had to have every woman in Miami, including the perky

college girl with fake boobs that lived right across the hall. It didn’t take

Nikki long to figure out what was going on, so she packed up her things and

left one afternoon while he was at work. Their marriage was doomed from

the start, but Nikki gained a friend for life in Leila. Both of them had gone

through tough times, bad relationships, and family illness, but they always

managed to keep in contact throughout the years, and now it seemed they

were even closer than ever.

“Vaminos, chica, let’s get the show on the road!” Leila yelled, the

excitement evident in her voice as she turned on the ignition.

Nikki hurried across the parking lot and hopped into the car.

“If we leave now, we can make it just in time for sunset.” Leila sped out

into the traffic, and giggled like a little girl going to the amusement park for the very first time.

“You almost took off without me,” Nikki said out of breath and fastened

her seat belt.
“I told you we have to leave by two.”

“It’s only twenty after,” Nikki said, glancing at her watch. “With the way

you drive, we’ll be there in plenty of time.”

Sunset was an every day celebration of a tropical lifestyle, and the Pier

House had the best party in town. Nikki didn’t want to miss it either. She

grinned as she thought of ice-cold margaritas, ocean breezes, and lots and

lots of sunshine. The drive would take them about three hours, but they were

so thrilled to be leaving town, it didn’t matter. Nikki sat back, put her shades

on, and completely enjoyed the trip filled with natural splendors and beauty.

With each sun-drenched mile, her tension started to ebb, and as they turned

south onto the highway, she took in a deep breath of ocean air. It was a road

to nirvana, and the trip was as breathtaking as the destination.

“I’m so glad you were able to get time off,” Leila said and started singing.

Nikki nodded happily and joined in with her squeaky voice as they entered

the upper Keys, and all thoughts of work and her hectic life in Miami quickly

vanished.

“Hey, Nik, did anyone ever tell you that you sound like one of the

chipmunks? What was his name? Arney?”

“Alvin,” Nikki said and made a face. “Thanks a lot.”

“Admit it,” Leila said. “You’ve always been melodically challenged.”

They looked at each other and laughed.

Leila loved Key West just as much as Nikki, maybe even more. It was as

close to her homeland as she could get. Only 90 miles north of Cuba, but

she’d once told Nikki, it seemed more like a million to her.

Leila turned on the radio, and found a station playing an old tune by Bob

Marley and the Whalers. 

“God, I love this song, it reminds me of the Bahamas.”

“Yeah, it’s one of his best,” she said, glancing toward Leila who seemed

to be lost in the song, and Nikki wondered when she had been to the Bahamas.

Once they reached Key Largo, Nikki realized Leila hadn’t uttered a sound

since she turned the radio on.  “What’s the matter? You haven’t said a word in

over an hour.”

“I’m just thinking. Don’t ask me why, but I have a feeling something

great is going to happen on this trip,” she said, her emerald eyes sparkling

with anticipation.

“I’ll be happy just to be able to chill out and get some sun,” Nikki replied

flippantly.

“Don’t you believe in destiny, Nikki?”

“I don’t know, maybe….”

“Well, I do.”

“If I’m destined to be alone, then I’m okay with that,” Nikki said with a

sigh. “But if there’s someone out there that’s right for me, I’d like to meet

him now. I’m so tired of all the jerks we come across.”

“Me too, but I know I’m gonna meet the perfect man on this trip, I can

just sense it.”

“There are no perfect men,” Nikki responded incredulously, while trying

to pile her dark curls into a baseball cap. “Don’t you know that?” Still wearing her navy blue tailored dress she put on for work, Nikki shifted in her seat and couldn’t wait to change into a tank top and pair of comfortable shorts.

“Don’t be so cynical,” Leila said.

“Look who’s talking—you don’t trust anyone.” She unbuttoned the two

top buttons of her dress. “There’s an entire flotilla of men just waiting to

take you out and you won’t give any of them the time of day.”

“I’m getting better,” she said and smiled into Nikki’s sympathetic eyes. “I’ve let go of my fear of getting involved, and I’m now open to at least meeting someone.”

“I’m happy to hear that, girlfriend, ‘cause I was beginning to worry about

you,” she said as they passed mile marker 80. “Let’s stop at the Tiki Bar. I

gotta pee.”

Four miles later, they pulled into the sandy parking lot of the famous Tiki

Bar in Islamorada, an area known for world-class sport fishing and merriment.

In the past, it had always been a fun place to hang out and party, but nowadays

they enjoyed the tranquility of Key West so much more. Lying leisurely under

the shroud of a palm tree and sipping a tropical drink was more their speed

than dancing on the beach with the college crowd.

Nikki opened the door before Leila turned off the ignition. She desperately

needed to find a bathroom.

“Wait for me,” Leila called out as they fired past a group of boys playing

volleyball on the beach.

“Hey, girls. Wanna play with us?”

Nikki glanced at the boy who spoke. He was young, nicely built and

suntanned to perfection. His baggy shorts hanging just below his hips revealed

a washboard stomach and the top part of a tattoo.

“It’ll be fun,” he continued and followed them as they accelerated toward

the ladies’ room. “C’mon, girls, we can teach you if you don’t know how.”

Leila, flipping her reddish-brown hair off her shoulders, laughed and shook

her head.

Nikki, holding her side and about to bust, grabbed Leila by the arm. “Let’s

not encourage him,” she chided and they spirited away, reaching the bathroom

just in time.

He was waiting for them as they came out. “Do you girls wanna get high?

I got some really good weed, and wouldn’t mind sharing it,” he said, devouring

both of them with his eyes.

“Sorry, sweetie,” Nikki said, amused at this boy with a planet-sized ego.

“I’m almost old enough to be your mother, and I gave up smoking weed long

before you were out of diapers.”

“I like older women, and I have more than enough for both of you.” He

gave her a lazy smile and grabbed his crotch, and before he did anything

else, they made a beeline for the car.

Back in the safety of Leila’s Porsche, they couldn’t stop chuckling. It

seemed funny to Nikki to think they still attracted such young guys.

When they finally regained their composure, they resumed their journey.

Nikki maintained her position as co-pilot and her thoughts drifted, like the

aimless flow of clouds across the southern sky. Happy she had a good job

and friends, who managed to keep her constantly busy, she really couldn’t

complain, but there were times when an unexplained loneliness would creep

up out of nowhere, suffocating her so badly, she’d feel as if she were going

to die. She worried when the darkness got out of control and supposed that’s

why she’d remained with Mark for all these years. He somehow brought her

back to the light.

A speedboat racing along the waterway caught her gaze. She thought

about Mark, and last Friday night when they spent the night together on his

boat. She felt foolish, reflecting back on it now. Inviting her on the boat was

a major step for him. She even thought he wanted to spend more time with

her, and possibly have a future together.

Thoughts like that had never entered her mind before. But ever since her

mother’s death, Nikki started to look at him in a different way, and without

realizing it, began to demand more of his time. Boy, did he set her straight

once he knew she wanted more than what they already had going.

She swallowed back the pain, remembering every single detail about that

night. Sipping champagne, and feeding each other strawberries dipped in

honey as they marveled at the golden moon casting its light across the ocean’s

surface. Later, under the stars, Nikki abandoned herself to him like never

before.

She slept soundly that night. It was barely daylight when she woke, curled

up on the king-size bed in the cabin, cool satin sheets against her naked body,

and relishing the feeling of spending the whole night with her man. Her man,

that’s funny, she thought to herself. How could she have even considered he

was hers? Was she insane? They had a wonderful night of passion, but he

was still a married man.

Nikki remembered the strong aroma of Turkish coffee tugging her out of

bed. And the smile on her face as she picked up his shirt, the familiar scent of

Burberry lingering on the collar as she slipped it on and clambered up onto

the deck to welcome the morning, and her lover.

Just about to call out his name, she froze as she overheard him telling his

tale to Carmen. His voice disgustingly sweet and apologetic made her stomach

swirl and she thought she was going to puke when she heard him whisper, “I

love you, Carm.”

Her heart sank and shattered into a million pieces. It was the ultimate

wake-up call and Nikki realized it was wrong to be with him. His life was

somewhere else, not with her. She’d never really thought about Carmen. Not

until that day and all of a sudden she was very real to Nikki. And for the first

time, she realized what she was doing and felt horrible twinges of guilt. And

that was the day she decided to call it quits once and for all. Whatever she

had with him, was over.

“We’re here!” Leila’s excitement brought Nikki out of her melancholy

state and into the parking lot of the hotel. “It’s party time, girl. Let’s check

in, drop our bags off, and hit the rooftop bar,” she said, clearly eager to join

the fun as the valet opened the door for her.

Nikki determined to enjoy herself, nodded enthusiastically, and countered

in a much better spirit, “I’m sure the party’s in full swing. Listen…I can hear

it.” She cupped her ear with her hand. “I can hear the music calling me.”

Then she snapped her fingers and gave a little shimmy.

She was right. By the time they reached the rooftop bar, the sun was

beginning to set and people appeared to be having a fabulous time, singing

and dancing to the pulsating Caribbean music.

Leila pulled Nikki over to the only two chairs left for full sunset viewing.

The commencement of nature’s daily performance was approaching, gradually

lighting up the entire sky in an array of exquisite colors. Nikki appreciated

many sunsets from this very spot, always amazed with every single one. It

was as if each night a different artist had a turn to display his work on the

heavens for everyone’s pleasure. Party boats cruising by filled the evening

air with laughter from jubilant passengers as seagulls soared through the sky

with a graceful ease, unaware of the part they played in this picturesque

scene.

Nikki felt completely content, more than she’d been in a very long time,

and wanted to cherish this moment as long as possible. Making a mental

picture of her surroundings for future reference, she reminded herself how

truly wonderful life was.

“C’mon, let’s have a margarita, and catch up with everyone else. I’ll get

this round,” Leila said, bouncing out of her chair.

“Okay, but I’ll wait here so I can save our seats. We have a perfect view

that’ll be gone in a second if we leave, and I don’t want to miss a thing. Look, it’s already starting.” She pointed out to the horizon as the sun slowly

made its way down to kiss the ocean.

“I’ll be right back,” Leila told her, whirling past several spectators, in

search of two perfect golden margaritas.

While Nikki waited for Leila, she watched as the golden ball in the sky

cast its magic. 

“Beautiful isn’t it?” A fairly attractive man, with steel blue

eyes and a sunburned face, suddenly appeared next to her.

She nodded as his eyes acknowledged hers. She wanted no part of a

conversation with this man. She was very comfortable in her solitude.

“You don’t see anything like that where I come from,” he said, gesturing

to the horizon. She detected a distinctive northeastern inflection. Dressed as

a typical tourist, he wore a pair of khaki shorts, a ‘Hogs Breath Saloon’ T-shirt,

and a white cap that had the words “Casa Marina” written across the

front in bright red letters.

She smiled politely and nodded again, hoping he’d disappear.

“Where’re you from?”

She kept silent and stared straight ahead, wondering where the hell Leila

was.

“What’s the matter, pretty lady, not in the mood to talk?” He ran a finger

along his perfectly trimmed mustache. “I don’t bite.”

She was about to say something rude enough to make him leave, when he

looked past her and waved. She turned, and spotted her friend with margaritas

in hand coming toward them, accompanied by a man who couldn’t take his

eyes off Leila.

Leila handed Nikki her drink. “Nik, this is Len. We met at the bar.”

He shook Nikki’s free hand. “Hi,” he said, quickly glancing at her and
then his gaze went right back to Leila. His black hair flecked with gray was

worn stylishly and his penetrating dark eyes made Nikki feel as though they

held a lot of secrets.

“And his friend, John, from Philadelphia, whom I see you’ve already

met.” She licked the salt off the rim of the glass while smiling coyly at Len.

John reached for her hand. “And your name is?”

Reluctantly, she answered, “Nikki.” There goes our weekend.

“Nikki, what an unusual name for such a lovely girl. Is that a nickname

for something else?” he asked while his meaty hand held on to hers.

“No, just Nikki—that’s my full name,” she replied with a forced smile.

She focused on her drink and what was left of the vanishing sunset.

She knew that sooner or later they’d be approached. It was inevitable.

Leila couldn’t go anywhere without men hovering around her, and this guy,

Len, was no exception. But since Leila seemed to be enjoying his company

so much, Nikki decided to be a little more amiable to his friend and made an

effort to make small talk.

“I just love coming here,” John said, tossing her a wink. “It’s a place

where anything goes.”

She slid out of her seat and backed up against the railing, needing to put

a little space between them, but instead he moved closer. She wondered if he

could tell how uncomfortable she felt in his presence. She doubted it. He

seemed completely absorbed in whatever he was saying and all she could do

was stand there with a fake smile plastered on her face. God, I need another

cocktail.

“Have you been down here before?”

“Excuse me?”

“Have you been down here before?” he asked again, leaning toward her.

“Yes, many times.” Nikki looked at Leila who was partially sitting in her

chair with her hand on her hip while she talked intimately with Len. She

wanted to get her attention, but decided not to interrupt their conversation.

And then, she caught John staring at her in such a way she felt an icy chill

slowly crawl down her spine, one vertebrate at a time.

“Would you ladies like to join us at Louie’s this evening for dinner?” Len

asked as he caressed Leila’s arm with his fingers.

Leila and Nikki looked at each other.

“I hear it’s one of the finest restaurants on the island,” he said.

I’d rather have root canal, Nikki thought to herself, but could tell Leila

wanted to go.

“Come on, girls. We’ll have a great time.” Len smiled at Leila and then

rested his hand on the small of her back.

“It’s up to you, Nikki,” Leila said with a look Nikki had never seen before.

“Don’t leave it up to me.”

“We’ll show you gals a good time…have a few drinks, a few laughs,”

John joined in, a spark of hope flickered in his eyes. “So how ‘bout it, Nikki?”

“Okay…sure, why not?” Nikki bit back a groan. “We haven’t been to

Louie’s in a long time.”

“Now we’re talking,” Len said and squeezed Leila closer. “We’ll pick

you up at eight.”

“There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” John gave Nikki another wink.

She put her drink to her lips. All that was left were a few pieces of ice,

and as she crunched down on a chunk, she wondered if she’d just made a big

fat mistake, because sitting through a dinner with this guy would take a whole

lot of patience and a deaf ear.
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