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Her name was Josie, she was a
showgirl...

 


...until the night she
Heimliched a martini olive out of fabulously wealthy and eccentric
casino owner Tallulah Carlyle. Now Josie Day—proud new owner of one
of Tallulah's spare estates—is leaving Vegas behind for...Donovan's
Corner, Arizona? Ironically, her "reward" has brought her right
back to the dusty hometown she thought she'd left behind forever.
Still, Josie's ready to prove there's more to her than feathers and
a wicked rumba. She plans to sell the old mansion and use the
profits to open a dance school. But first, she'll have to figure
out some fancy footwork to avoid knocking heads—and other
things—with caretaker and local bad boy Luke Donovan...

It isn't every day a woman
like Josie comes strutting into town—which is fortunate, since her
presence on the estate has Luke hotter and more bothered than he's
been since, well, ever. He's a little annoyed with his Aunt
Tallulah, though. This was supposed to be his property to renovate
and sell—an opportunity to make good after being cut off from the
family fortune. But Josie doesn't have to know that...at least not
until Luke figures out a way to make both their dreams come
true—and prove that Vegas isn't the only place where taking a
chance can change everything...
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Chapter One

 


Some days, a girl just didn't feel like
shimmying into her rhinestones, feathers, and spandex, and going to
work. For Josie Day, the first Friday in April was one of those
days.

Maybe it was because it was April Fool's
Day. On a day like that, living in Sin City—aka, Las Vegas—felt
like one big "gotcha!" Maybe it was because, as a showgirl at
Enchanté, she was required to hand out comped tickets on the casino
floor an hour before each show—decked out in a full headdress,
false eyelashes, and the rest of her regalia. Appearing offstage in
costume was not her favorite thing. It only attracted trouble—not
to mention stares, whispers, and drunken, pinching bozos who found
her butt a prime target.

Sure. Those were likely reasons for the
weird feeling of discontent she'd been experiencing all day. So
were raving PMS and the high-heel blister on her big toe. But it
was more than that, Josie thought as she gazed wistfully across
Enchanté's glittering, flashing, noisemaking gaming floor. For
months now, she'd been battling a niggling sensation
of...restlessness. Of uneasiness. Even, at times, of
loneliness.

Which was ridiculous. She was surrounded by
people all day and all night. At the moment there were
approximately one thousand gamblers, gawkers, and wide-eyed
tourists all around her. She couldn't possibly be lonely.
Especially in the midst of the glamorous life—so purposefully
removed from her old life—she'd always craved and had finally made
for herself.

But there it was. Undeniable. Inexplicable.
And only partly drowned out by the clatter of slot machines
shooting quarters into their payout trays nearby. No matter how
hard Josie tried to ignore this edgy feeling, it always came
back.

Lately it grew in ferocity each time it
returned. Sort of like the Snickers cravings she tried to quash
with fat-free Chocolate Fantasy frozen yogurt (the fantasy being
that it actually tasted like chocolate) in order to meet her
show-mandated, contractually binding weight range.

Was it unhappiness?

Nah. Instantly, Josie shot down the
thought. She couldn't possibly be unhappy here in the glitzy Las
Vegas life she'd worked so hard for. It had to be something else.
Something like...a constant G-string wedgie. She'd had one for the
past six years, ever since she'd made the cut to join the cast of
the Glamorous Nights Revue. That would've gotten on anybody's
nerves. Right?

Right. So Josie put her worries out of her
mind. She handed out her last pair of show tickets to two fanny
pack-wearing tourists, then headed backstage to the showgirls'
communal dressing room.

As usual, everyone was getting ready for the
seven o'clock show—the first of two back-to-back performances for
the night. Some dancers stood nearby talking. Others limbered up,
wearing track pants and zip-up hoodies over their costumes. The
rest lingered in front of their assigned "stations"—lighted makeup
mirrors and chairs arranged along a shared Formica vanity. They'd
all been lucky enough not to have been assigned
rope-in-the-tourists duty in the casino today.

Josie's spot was a small one, wedged beside
a rack of shimmery beaded costumes. She squeezed onto the chair in
front of her Hollywood-style makeup mirror, glad to have "pinch
duty" over with. Once men entered a dark casino and knocked back a
few cocktails, they all felt entitled to grope a showgirl.

Sure, it was all in keeping with Vegas's new
tourism slogan: "What Happens Here, Stays Here." But it was
galling, all the same. She was a regular person. A normal person. A
person who recycled, who wore sunscreen, who treated people with
respect and occasionally told knock-knock jokes. When she was
grocery shopping off The Strip, men didn't feel compelled to reach
in her cart and squeeze her melons. But at work.... At work it was
a different story.

Sighing, Josie elbowed aside a jumble of eye
shadows, hairpins, and roll-on body adhesive used to secure
costumes. The smells of hair spray and false eyelash glue hung
sharp in the air. She inhaled deeply, trying to bolster her
spirits. Those unique fragrances—along with the bustle
backstage—reminded her she'd really done it. She'd made it. She'd
escaped Donovan's Corner and become a professional dancer. Just as
she'd always dreamed.

Beside Josie, Parker Yates plopped
breathlessly onto the nearest vanity chair. Late, as usual. She
grabbed her waist-length ponytail fall.

"What did I miss?" she asked as she pinned
on the fake platinum hair—a near perfect match for her own—then
wound it in a topknot. "Give me the whole scoop."

"Okay. But first...knock, knock."

Parker rolled her eyes. "You and your jokes.
Okay. I might die of gossip deprivation in the meantime, but....
Who's there?"

Josie loved this routine. After the day
she'd had, she needed it. With relish, she said, "Dwayne."

"Dwayne who?"

"Dwayne the tub. I'm dwowning! Ha!"

They both giggled. Josie was a sucker for a
cheesy knock-knock joke, and Parker.... Parker was her most
frequent audience.

"Better than the last one you came up with,"
she said, nodding. "Okay. On with the dirt-dishing. Is Jacqueline
on the warpath? Did Ashley make her weigh-in? Are Marco and Ty
still fighting? Tell me everything."

"In the ten minutes between now and show
time?"

Parker rolled her eyes impatiently. "I had
time for that joke, you have time to fill me in. Hit the
highlights. I feel as if I've been lost in the wilderness for a
month."

"You were only gone for a week."

"Tell that to my ass. I think it's gone
numb. Turns out, Thad suckered me into a fishing trip in disguise.
I still smell like trout."

Parker and her boyfriend Thad, another
Enchanté dancer, had been vacationing on a rented houseboat at Lake
Mead. Josie couldn't quite picture her elegant blond friend
"roughing it." But apparently when it came to true love, all bets
were off.

Josie made a sympathetic face. "A little
tomato juice in your next bath and that smell will come right
out."

Parker looked at her oddly. "Should I add a
celery stick and a hit of Worcestershire, too? I'm not a Bloody
Mary."

Whoops. Sometimes Josie forgot to keep up
with her new life. Showgirls in Las Vegas were glamorous. They
didn't bathe in tomato juice, like her childhood mutt, Squeegie,
had when he'd bumped into a backyard skunk. Literally.

"I'll just pop into the spa later," Parker
continued, fiddling with her fishnet stockings. "A nice
aromatherapy scrub will fix me right up." She grabbed her costume's
headpiece and a mouthful of hairpins, then set to work anchoring
the red feathered contraption to her head. "So, what's the
dirt?"

"Okay." Settling in for a good dish session,
Josie ticked off the answers to Parker's questions. "Yes, that new
choreography has everybody tied in knots. Jacqueline isn't happy.
Yes, Ashley made it with two pounds to spare. And yes. The latest
drama happened yesterday. Marco completely freaked out when Ty cut
off the fringe on his chaps. You know, the faux leather ones for
the 'Way Out West' number?"

Parker's guileless blue eyes widened. She
was, Josie noticed for the zillionth time, effortlessly beautiful
in a way Josie could never hope to be. Not with her rambunctious
red hair, affection for enchiladas, and big feet. But hey—all those
things made her who she was. She wasn't complaining.

"No!" Parker said. "All the fringe? Marco
must have been crazed!"

"He was. But he retaliated by putting
superglue on Ty's prop cowboy hat. Since then, nothing." She
shrugged. "I guess they feel as though they're even."

"Superglue? That explains Ty's new
buzz cut."

Josie nodded. "Mmm-hmm." Thanks to the
mishmash of showgirl and showboy personalities, things were never
dull behind the scenes.

"Ah. It's so nice to be back in the bosom of
our own little dysfunctional family." Looking satisfied, Parker
squinted in the mirror. She applied more lipstick. "It's sweet,
really. Back home I never—"

"Five minutes, everybody!" the show's
producer yelled.

"Yikes. I've got to change." Parker
scrambled for her costume—all three feathers, four triangles of
fabric, and six gazillion rhinestones of it. Matter-of-factly, she
got herself outfitted. There was no point in modesty backstage.
"Toss me my shoes, will you?"

Josie handed over the gold high-heeled Mary
Janes all the girls wore in the first number—a Busby Berkeley-style
routine with singing, dancing, and lots of feathered fan waving.
She wished Parker had finished whatever she'd been about to
say.

Back home I never....

Never what? Although they were friends,
Parker never confided much about her past. She changed the subject
whenever Josie asked. In fact, when it came to talking about
herself, Parker was nearly as closemouthed as Josie was.

Oh, well. If there was one thing Josie
understood, it was not wanting to revisit the past. She'd left hers
behind her. That was exactly where she intended to keep it.

 




The moment the music started, Josie's
spirits lifted. By the time she heard her cue and stepped onstage
beneath the brilliant lights, her earlier troubles were forgotten.
She didn't know what had been wrong with her. She loved this
life. The dancing, the singing, the patented sideways showgirl walk
with arms extended to show off her sequin-spangled costume. She
couldn't get enough of any of it.

Getting here hadn't been easy. It had taken
her grueling months of practice—on top of years of dance
instruction—plus nearly a dozen auditions before she'd landed her
first chorus position. Now, at Enchanté, she'd worked her way up to
second-lead dancer. She had better costumes, more singing parts,
and a prime piece of spotlit real estate at the edge of the stage.
It didn't get much better than this.

High-kicking through the first number, Josie
scanned the audience. Their smiling faces bolstered her; their
energy pushed her to kick even higher. She adored performing. There
was nothing else like it. On stage, nothing else mattered except
the next step, the next turn, the next burst of applause. Nothing
else really existed except this moment. Right now.

And some sort of commotion in the front
row.

Shimmying sideways, twirling in time with a
jazzy Gershwin tune, Josie looked curiously toward the premium
seats. There, a half dozen audience members were on their feet.
They clustered around the velvet-upholstered banquette that stood
third from the left. Some pointed. Others looked around as though
for help. A low murmur rose from the spot.

Josie's heart rate kicked up. None of the
other dancers seemed to notice the hubbub. For most of them, the
audience was a blur...a sea of faces. She was the unusual one. She
liked to connect with the people watching the show. But tonight
something was clearly wrong.

Probably it was a just a passed-out gambler,
she told herself as she swished her enormous feathered fan. She
issued her trademark showgirl smile. Chuck and Enrique, the
security team, would take care of the problem.

Except they didn't seem to have noticed it
yet. As Josie executed a perfect step-ball-change, she glanced back
to the banquette again. The clump of onlookers parted. Just for an
instant, Josie glimpsed an elderly woman at the center of all the
attention. A woman with her eyes wide and her bejeweled hand at her
throat.

Josie knew what that meant. A hand at the
throat was the universal choking signal.

Quickly, she estimated the distance between
the stage and the floor. Too far. If she leaped offstage in these
shoes, she'd break an ankle for sure. Heart pounding, Josie broke
rank with her fellow dancers instead and headed for the stage-left
stairs. She moved in double-time with the music, smiling
widely...and doing her high-stepping showgirl walk the whole
way.

Hey, old habits died hard. The
choreographer, Jacqueline, had threatened to cut any dancer who
dared to walk normally while onstage. Doing a showgirl walk was
second nature to everyone. Josie figured she probably lapsed into
it in the supermarket without realizing it—while selecting a can of
peas or carrying ramen noodle packages to her cart.

She reached the floor and scrambled to the
banquette, feathered headdress streaming behind her. Shocked faces
turned toward her. Josie only had eyes for the white-haired
woman.

"Are you choking?" she asked.

By now, the woman was on her feet. Gesturing
toward her martini glass on the table in front of her, she nodded.
Her eyes widened with alarm.

"Let me help you."

Decisively, Josie maneuvered her way behind
the woman. She apologized hastily as she whacked a few onlookers
with her costume's booty frill. Music clamored all around. Show
lights flashed. She wrapped her arms around the woman and caught a
whiff of expensive perfume. Dimly, she realized the show was still
going on above them in all its glitzy glory. Then there was no time
to notice anything else. She concentrated on performing the
Heimlich Maneuver.

The last time she'd practiced it, she'd been
working on a plastic dummy in first aid class. Squeezing a real
live woman was a lot different. With frantic intensity, she kept at
it.

Two-handed fist, below the rib cage,
quick upward thrust. Again and again. She had to keep going.
This woman was somebody's grandmother, somebody's sweet elderly
wife, somebody's sister. Feeling panicky, Josie thrust upward
again.

"That's enough!" the woman barked. "One more
thrust and I'll cough up my spleen along with that damned martini
olive."

Roughly, she twisted away from Josie's arms.
In shock, Josie watched as the woman rounded on the onlookers.

"And you! Standing there like a bunch
of idiots while an old woman chokes to death. Shame on you!" Even
in competition with the music of the Glamorous Nights Revue, her
husky voice carried. "I got up to Heimlich myself on the table
edge, but this nincompoop"—she gestured to a gawking
businessman—"wouldn't get his lard ass out of the way."

Red-faced with fury, she snatched her
cocktail. Drained the whole thing. Winced. She banged her empty
martini glass on the table, then swiveled her luxuriously clad,
barrel-shaped body in a hasty arc. Looking for a fresh target.

Never one to cower in the face of a
challenge, Josie lifted her chin. "You should sit down."

Calmly, she reached for the old woman's arm
to help her.

"Mind your own business, Red!" the woman
snapped. "I'm not decrepit."

But she wobbled slightly as she leaned in
the banquette. Her wrinkled hand trembled as she retrieved her
envelope-shaped silk purse from the velvet cushion. Clearly the
martini olive incident had affected her more than she wanted to
admit.

All around them audience members murmured,
getting resettled at their own tables. The show lights flashed. The
music from the opening number reached its crescendo.

"I'll call security for you," Josie said.
"You shouldn't be alone right now."

The woman stiffened. For an instant, her
demeanor softened—as though she'd glimpsed a friend in the crowd.
Then she morphed back to her curmudgeonly self.

"Look. They're continuing the show without
you," she pointed out, eyeballing the stage knowingly. "It's almost
as though they never even noticed you were gone."

Stricken, Josie glanced up. It was true.
Parker and Thad and all the rest of the dancers posed in perfect
position on the darkened stage. One by one, the spotlights popped
on, illuminating the principals in the second number—a
"Chicago"-style jazz routine.

The show was all she had. If she lost her
place there....

"I'll comp your drinks and your show
ticket," she blurted, hastily straightening her headdress. "Dinner,
too, if you want. Just leave your name at the door and I'll take
care of everything. And next time, I recommend a cosmopolitan." She
couldn't help but grin. "No olives, plenty of kick."

The woman humphed. Taking that as her
exit cue, Josie left her behind. Awash in a sea of curious gazes,
she hurried backstage to rejoin the show. It wouldn't be the first
time she'd bailed out on an awkward situation.

Given her track record, it probably wouldn't
be the last, either.

 




Tallulah Carlyle had seen a lot of things in
her sixty-seven years. She'd done a lot of things, too. Crazy
things, wild things, happy and sad things...including losing her
beloved Ernest. But somehow, watching the redheaded duplicate of
herself who strode backstage toward Tallulah's chair right now,
none of that mattered quite as much as it had a few hours ago.
Because she'd found a way to do it all over again. By proxy, of
course. But what the hell. A woman had to take what she could
get.

Or at least to maneuver things the way she
wanted them.

Patiently, Tallulah waited for the redhead
to reach her. Dancers streamed through the dressing room, trailing
short sequined capes and shedding parts of their costumes. There
was only an hour-long break between shows, Tallulah had discovered.
Then all the dancers would go back onstage for almost two more
hours, until midnight.

"Omigod, Josie! You're like, a hero, or
something!" a nearby showgirl said, grabbing the redhead's arm in
excitement. "Can you believe it?"

"Yeah, you were amazing," another dancer
added, crowding into the group. "You really saved that old
lady."

Still unnoticed, Tallulah stiffened. Old
lady, my ass. She'd been sitting backstage pretty happily until
now. But if this kind of nonsense was going to continue....

"When you leaped offstage like that, I
thought Jacqueline was going to have a cow." This from a statuesque
blond carrying a Dietrich-style black top hat. She slung her arm
over the redhead's shoulders. "Way to go, Josie."

"Settle down, Parker. I didn't do it just to
aggravate Jacqueline."

"Sure, you didn't."

"I'm serious." Josie widened her eyes.
"Aggravating Jacqueline was just a happy side benefit."

They exchanged a mischievous look—borne of
long-standing camaraderie, Tallulah would've bet—then went on
chattering. The dancers neared the long row of makeup mirrors where
Tallulah sat, unpinning headdresses as they came. Then, from amid
her cohorts, the redhead spotted Tallulah.

To her surprise, the girl broke into a grin.
It was a gaudy grin, brightened with stage makeup on a face
streaked with sweat, but it looked authentic. That was good
enough.

"You're all right!" The girl hurried closer.
She peered at Tallulah as though checking her condition, then
straightened with crossed arms. Her expression turned suspicious.
"Hmmm. That's weird. You look almost happy. What'd you do, terrify
a few slot machines into paying out?"

She was cheeky. Tallulah liked that. She
liked her name, too. Josie. It suited her. She'd thought so from
the minute she'd learned it—along with the showgirls' dressing room
location—from the producer. It was amazing what throwing her weight
around—not to mention her true identity—could do.

"No," Tallulah said. "I came to talk to
you."

Wariness leaped into the girl's eyes. As
though hiding it, Josie angled herself sideways. She didn't look at
Tallulah as she dropped her spangled prop umbrella on the vanity,
then set to work dragging pins from her rainbow headpiece. For a
tall girl, she moved with surprising grace.

She carried herself with surprising nerve,
too. She set down her headpiece. Then, rather than wait for
Tallulah to take the lead, Josie swiveled suddenly to confront
her.

"Look, about what happened out there. If
you're thinking of siccing your lawyer on me, you'd better think
again."

At that, Tallulah felt more encouraged than
ever. The girl was tough, despite her loopy smile. Probably smarter
than those tarted-up looks of hers would suggest, too.

"Because I only wanted to help you. If you
can't handle that, then—"

"Is that your real hair color?" Tallulah
interrupted. "Or a wig? If it's a dye job, it's a good one."

Obviously confused by the abrupt change of
topic, Josie touched her hair. Her mouth opened slightly. Then, as
though realizing she'd let herself be distracted, she shook her
head.

"None of your business."

Tallulah nodded approvingly. In Josie's
shoes, she'd have said the same thing.

She heaved herself upward, cursing the snap,
crackle, and pop in her knees as she went. Getting old was for the
birds. She remembered when she'd been as lithe and limber as these
pop-tarts backstage were. No kidding—that shopworn cliché was true.
Youth really was wasted on the young.

But maybe not on Josie. Not if Tallulah
could help it.

"Well?" the girl demanded. "Are you going to
sue? For overly enthusiastic Heimliching or something? I mean, I
don't know why you wouldn't—everybody's lawsuit-happy these days."
She flung up both arms in exasperation, showing off the sinuous
gold costume bracelets on her wrists. "I might as well warn you,
though. You won't get much out of me. I share a double-wide trailer
with two other dancers from Bally's. The most valuable things I own
are my dancing shoes. So unless you plan on cha-cha-ing your way
back to the old folks' home—"

A pair of dancers lingering nearby
gasped.

"—you'll be wasting your time." Clearly
wound-up, Josie plunked both hands on her hips. She examined
Tallulah with a defiant expression. "What's so funny? Why are you
smiling like that?"

"Because you remind me of myself. Which is
why I'm here." Straightening herself to her most regal
five-foot-two, Tallulah pulled a business card from her purse and
handed it to Josie. "Also, to thank you. For saving my life
tonight."

As she said it, the reality of the situation
struck again. Immediately after Josie had Heimliched out that
damned martini olive, Tallulah had been too shaken to think
clearly. She knew she'd acted badly. But now she wanted to make
amends.

She wanted to fire up a fresh pack of
Winston Lights, too. However, like so many other things, her smokes
were off-limits. She'd have to settle for this.

Gruffly, she added, "I might have to go
eventually. But I'll be damned if my obituary will read: 'Done in
by an extra-slippery martini olive. May she rest in peace.'"

Josie blinked at the card in her hand.

"I didn't plan on telling anyone this."
Tallulah paused, glancing around the ever-quieting dressing room.
Showgirls nearby puttered with their false eyelashes or their false
ta-tas, pretending not to listen. "But you might as well know.
I'm...Tallulah Carlyle."

She waited for the inevitable shriek of
recognition.

And waited.

And...screw it.

"Hello? The owner of this dump! Tallulah
Carlyle. Widow of Ernest Carlyle, Carlyle Enterprises. You mean to
tell me nobody notices the name on the bottom of their
paychecks?"

Muttering ensued. The lanky blond stepped
forward. "It's just a stamp. It's pretty unreadable, actually."

Tallulah frowned. "Don't you have somewhere
else to be?"

"Not if you're causing trouble for Josie."
Loyally, she edged closer to the redhead. "I'm sticking right
here."

"It's okay, Parker." Josie shook her head
over the business card, then gave it back to Tallulah. "Look, I
don't know who put you up to this...Chuck and Enrique, probably. Or
maybe Jacqueline. But the joke's over. I get it. April Fool on me,
ha, ha."

"I'm serious," Tallulah insisted. "You
deserve something for helping me."

"Yeah. A joke, apparently." Josie held up
her hands, signaling for attention from the other showgirls. "Okay,
you got me. Very funny, everybody. Just wait till next year."

Her playful expression promised retribution
on an April Fool's Day yet to come. But when she turned again to
face Tallulah, her eyes were troubled.

"You probably weren't even really choking,
were you?" She smacked her forehead with the heel of her hand.
"Geez, am I a sucker. I bought the whole thing. Hook, line,
and sinker."

"It's no joke." Flummoxed by Josie's
unexpected resistance, Tallulah crossed her arms over her chest. "I
intend to reward you. So...." She leaned conspiratorially toward
the girl. "If you could have anything in the world you wanted, what
would it be?"

Josie rolled her eyes. "World peace."

"This isn't a beauty pageant, Miss Spandex.
Be straight with me."

"So you can report back to Chuck and Enrique
about how gullible I was? No, thanks."

"Fine. You won't tell me what you want?"
Tallulah huffed. "I'll decide for myself. It'll be a surprise.
Here. Take this card."

Again she shoved it to Josie. The girl
stubbornly refused it. Determined, Tallulah marched to the
redhead's vanity space. She jammed the business card beneath the
edge of the light bulb-bordered frame.

"It's my attorney's," she announced to the
room at large. "When you're ready to get in touch with him, he'll
tell you what your reward is."

"Thank you, Don Pardo," Josie said in an
exaggerated game-show-host voice, sweeping her arm to the left.
"And thanks for playing, 'April Fool'!"

Tallulah tilted her head. All at once, she
felt old. It wasn't a welcome sensation.

"Someday, young lady, someone just might
surprise you."

Then she picked up her purse and swept from
the room.

 




Two weeks later, Josie was leaning toward
the mirror to draw on a fake beauty mark for the Glamorous Nights
Revue's Fosse-inspired number when the business card caught her
eye. Printed on expensive-looking ivory card stock, it bore a name
and address she'd already half memorized. It also seemed to mock
her every time she glanced its way.

Stupid old woman. Tallulah Carlyle.
Right. She was probably crazy. Or an actress hired to play a
joke.

Okay...so she did resemble the owner
pictured in Jacqueline's office. Vaguely. And her portrayal of a
choking victim had been pretty darn convincing. But that didn't
mean that card was authentic. Or that "Tallulah's" offer of a
reward—especially "anything in the world you wanted"—could be
believed.

Josie snorted, then went back to penciling
in her beauty mark. She wasn't cynical, exactly. But she'd learned
a long time ago not to put too much faith in what other people
promised. When push came to shove, the only person you could count
on was yourself.

Leaning back, she adjusted the fringe on her
fuchsia flapper-style costume. She already had everything she
needed, she assured herself, rearranging the navel-length strand of
imitation pearls around her neck. She had lots of friends, a good
job, a place to live, a car...

...an ever-increasing feeling of
restlessness.

Damn it. Why did that have to keep
resurfacing?

Plunking her elbow on the vanity, Josie put
her chin in her hand. She tapped her fingers on her cheek,
thinking, as the other dancers bustled around her. Then she
snatched the business card and grabbed her cell phone.

Time to find out what the score really
was.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Thirty-six hours later

 


She should have known there'd be a
catch.

After all, when it came to second chances,
there usually was. But somehow, Josie had managed to forget that.
She'd road-tripped all night from Las Vegas, powered by Big Gulps
and Twinkies and fueled by dreams of returning in triumph to
Donovan's Corner. Now that she'd seen what was waiting for her—what
Tallulah had "rewarded" her with—she couldn't believe she'd been so
naïve.

Prompted by Tallulah, Josie had worked up
the nerve to confront her past. She'd packed everything she owned
in her beat-up Chevy convertible. She'd made her way through the
twisty, mountainous roads that divided her old life from her new
one. And for what?

For a tumbledown pile of an "estate"—a term
she used very loosely—at the edge of a town she'd thought
she'd left behind forever. That's what.

But this particular estate was hers, she
reminded herself. Every last ramshackle inch of it. That made all
the difference.

It was a good thing, too. According to her
lawyer, Tallulah had thought she'd been doing Josie a favor by
bringing her back to Donovan's Corner. If only she'd known the
truth. For Josie, having her big second chance plunked down here,
of all places.... It was like a big cosmic joke. Fortunately, Josie
was always up for a laugh.

Squinting through the springtime sunlight at
the two-story shake-shingled house in front of her, she felt a
surge of optimism. Despite the discouraging reality of peeling
paint, crumbling stone chimneys, and overgrown weeds, she could
make something of this place. She knew it.

The thought energized her. Or maybe that was
just the Twinkies talking—she'd polished off the last of her stash
upon rounding the circular gravel drive. Either way, it was time to
get started. Through an unbelievable twist of fate, she finally had
something to call her own—something bigger than a blow-dryer and
more durable than a sequin-spangled G-string. Unreal as it seemed,
she'd gotten a lucky break. She intended to make the most of
it.

Pulling her duffel bag from her
convertible's duct-taped vinyl passenger seat, she palmed her keys
and headed across the drive. Her platform wedgies crunched against
the gravel. Her hair swung across her shoulders, bared in her
requisite post-show outfit of terry cloth track pants and a strappy
tank top.

If she'd been smart, she'd have dressed for
the chill in the mountain air. But she'd been too eager to start
her new life to bother with anything but hauling herself out of
Vegas the minute the curtain fell on last night's show. A part of
her still didn't quite believe this whole thing was real. She half
expected to find the house key in her hand didn't work at all.

Her gaze fell on the "Blue Moon" sign nailed
to a porch post to her left. Josie smiled. It was a fitting name
for the place. "Once in a blue moon" was about how often a girl
like her made good. At least that's what people in town might have
said...had they known she was coming back.

"Whatever you're selling, I don't want
any."

The voice—a masculine one—came from
someplace above her head. Startled, she glanced up.

A dark-haired man gazed steadily down at her
from the porch roof, a hammer in one hand and a fistful of cedar
shingles in the other. Clearly he'd been hired to do much-needed
work on the place. Or to serve as eye candy for the newly arriving
new owner: her. Either way, Josie relaxed.

Thank you, Welcome Wagon. Some old
houses came with bats in the attic. Apparently, hers came with a
resident hunk on the roof. One with dreamy blue eyes, whisker
shadow, and muscles galore. Her opinion of the dilapidated estate
went up a notch.

An impatient look crossed his face. "Did you
hear me? I said I don't want any. Thanks, anyway."

He stuck a nail between his lips, pursing
them to hold it in place. Then he peered at the roof as though
preparing to get back to work—as though their conversation were
finished. Just like that. Did he seriously think she could let a
statement like his go unchallenged?

"Unless you find out what I'm here for,"
Josie told him, "you can't possibly know you're not
interested."

"Oh, I know."

He looked as if he did, too. He looked as
though he was always certain about everything around him. He also
looked as though he'd been working up there, belly down, for at
least an hour. Dust streaked his face. Wind tousled his hair. And
some kind of black smudge decorated his biceps. But there wasn't
enough grime in the world to hide his chiseled features,
work-hardened shoulders, and ease in his own skin.

"You must be the handyman. I didn't know the
place came with a handyman." Tallulah's lawyer hadn't mentioned
him.

He ignored her guess. Instead, he rolled his
eyes and removed the nail from his pursed lips, like a man forced
to take seriously something that was really ridiculous. Killer
bunnies. Fat-free cookies. Male pattern baldness.

His speculative gaze touched her
pink-polished toenails, then her bare midriff, then her face and
hair. Josie's skin tingled. Too late, she remembered that while
she'd tissued off the brightest of her stage makeup, she hadn't yet
ditched her trusty false eyelashes or her auburn ponytail hair
extension—the one she'd affectionately dubbed "Frank." As in
frankly fake.

He frowned. "You look as if you can probably
read. But maybe you need glasses or something. I can see why you
couldn't get them on. You know, with all that fringe on your
eyelids."

She gawked, speechless.

"And it looks as though maybe you're having
a little trouble talking, too," he continued good-naturedly, "so
I'll help you out. That sign over there says 'No Trespassing.' That
means—"

"I know what it means. It doesn't apply to
me."

He cocked his head, new speculation in his
expression.

"A maverick, huh? I'll bet you beat your
sales quotas all to hell. Good for you." As though doing her a
favor, he nodded toward the acres of ponderosa forest surrounding
them. "Try peddling your wares over at the Petersen's. About a
half-mile that way. They'll buy all kinds of crap. If you've got
some of those useless knickknack things to sell, you're in."

She crossed her arms. "I'm not selling
knickknacks."

An ah-hah look flashed over his face.
He shook his head.

"Sorry. I can't help you with putting this
place on the market. I'm just here to make repairs."

He thought she was a real estate broker?
Josie opened her mouth to contradict him, but he was already off
and running.

"On the other hand, you're the hottest agent
they've sent out here yet." Another once-over...this one, entirely
complimentary. He even put down his hammer and shingles. "So I'll
listen if you want to try to change my mind."

She should have been offended. But a grin
like his—masculine and cocksure and friendly, all at the same
time—somehow made that impossible. With that remarkable grin, he
could have tempted a nun into taking up sin. Josie couldn't help
but respond to it. On the inside. On the outside, she merely
shrugged.

"Your generosity is mind-boggling."

"So is my memory of the women in town." His
gaze lingered on her face, then meandered to her legs. "You're new
here."

He didn't know the half of it.

"I'm wearing track pants. You can make a
positive ID just by ogling my calves?"

"I prefer thighs." A wider grin. "And yeah.
I can."

"Remind me to avoid miniskirts."

With a shrug, he slid to the edge of the
porch roof. His movements were steady and practiced. "Doesn't
matter. In a pinch, I'm willing to ID using other means."

His gaze traveled north in demonstration,
then zipped up to her face. A cheerful expression lit his features.
It was clear he was teasing. It was just as clear he was flirting.
Josie wished that fact didn't perk up her morning quite so
readily.

She really shouldn't have slurped through
all those Big Gulps. Caffeine was a stimulant, after all.

"I'll be in town for quite a while," she
said, forcing herself to move things in a more businesslike
direction. "Depending on how my plans work out, maybe
indefinitely."

"Good. We have a serious shortage of
frivolous shoes here in Donovan's Corner. You ought to fill the gap
nicely."

She frowned at her rainbow-patterned
cork-soled wedgies. When she glanced up again, it was to see him
dangling from the edge of the porch roof. The muscles in his arms
and shoulders bulged with the strength required to hold him
suspended. Nimbly, he dropped the short distance between his booted
feet and the new spring grass.

Standing on a level with her, he was both
taller and bigger than she'd thought. He swiped his forehead with
his forearm.

Without her permission, Josie's libido
automatically tallied up the new information his nearness offered.
This was a man who didn't care how he looked—and was all the more
appealing for it. His jeans and black T-shirt were the uniform of
careless bad boys everywhere...but the way they hugged his body
seemed entirely new. So did the cryptic tattoo encircling one taut
biceps. Probably it was a set of ancient symbols, all their inky
blackness representing one simple warning: think twice.

It was advice she doubted any of the local
ladies heeded. Around here, they probably watched his every move.
Fortunately, Josie had sworn off inappropriate men. Especially the
dangerously appealing ones. She'd dated way too many of them to be
lured by the homegrown version now. Especially with so many other
things she needed to focus on.

Mmm-hmmm, her conscience jabbed.
Tell me another one.

She frowned, enjoying one last look as her
new handyman bent to retrieve something from beside the toolbox at
his feet. So she'd flirted back a little bit. Big deal. Could she
help it if there was something about a guy with talented hands? Not
to mention a backside so fine it could have incited a riot?

He turned. Caught her ogling. Grinned again
in that same swaggering fashion. She would have given anything to
dump the water bottle in his hand all over his know-it-all
expression.

"See anything you like?" he asked.

Josie envisioned water dripping from his
prominent nose. "All the time. Admiring the view doesn't mean
staking out a piece of it for yourself."

"It doesn't?"

"No."

Absently, she watched him drink. He did so
greedily, his tanned throat working to drain most of the bottle.
When he lowered it again, he lifted one thick brow in surprise.

"Especially when we're going to be working
together from now on." She shifted her shoulder to keep her duffel
in place, then extended her hand. "I'm Josie Day. The new
owner."

"Of...?"

"This place. Blue Moon."

With his hand clasping hers, he stilled. A
strange expression crossed his face.

"I've got the key to prove it." She withdrew
from his grasp and dangled the newest addition to her Enchanté key
ring with a feeling of satisfaction. "Right here."

A frown. "You'd better let me see that."

"I'll do you one better. I'll demonstrate it
in action."

"Yeah?"

With a skeptical snort, he set his bottle on
the grass, then folded his arms. The gesture made his biceps flex
in a way Josie wished she hadn't noticed. Unfortunately, she'd have
to have been made of stone not to notice.

He nodded to the front door. "Good luck.
I'll wait here."

Puzzled, she rubbed her thumb over her key.
Her handyman sounded as though he had his doubts about it
working, too. Sheesh. If this was the kind of prove-it-to-me
reception she could expect in town, she had a lot of work ahead of
her. Even more than she'd thought.

Josie glanced up at him. He jutted his chin
toward the door as though inviting her to prove him right. The look
on his face activated every rebellious instinct she possessed.

"Fine." She lifted her nose in the air.
"After I take a look inside, we'll discuss the work that needs to
be done around here. There seems to be plenty of it."

His dubious expression didn't waver. "Red,
you get that door open with that key of yours, and we'll talk about
anything you please."

Generous as his words seemed, his tone
clearly communicated something more. Something along the lines of:
You have about as much chance of opening that door as you do of
growing a goatee. Josie didn't have time to let it bother
her.

"Watch and learn," she said instead, then
headed toward the door.



With interest, Luke Donovan watched the
redhead climb his porch steps in those ridiculous shoes. Too bad
the most interesting trespassers were also the craziest.

There was no way in hell Josie Day owned
Blue Moon—his aunt Tallulah wouldn't have done that to him. Not
again. Josie had to be another in the long line of local real
estate agents, all with dollar signs in their eyes, who wanted him
to sell out. She was new in town—and more determined than most.
That was all.

"If it's any consolation," he called, "I
admire your willingness to take this all the way. You must be a
hell of a poker player."

As he'd predicted, she couldn't resist
answering.

"Poker?"

"Because you're willing to bluff. Do they
teach you that in Realtor school? Along with wheedling, finagling,
and pushing the hard-sell?"

"Hey, watch it. My mother is a real estate
agent."

"Then we've probably met." Idly, he admired
the curvaceous shape of Josie's backside as she bent to examine the
house's old-fashioned lock. Yeah, too bad she was crazy. Or
determined to get him to sell Blue Moon. Either way, it wasn't
good. He had plans of his own for the place. He wasn't ready to
sell yet. "No hard feelings."

"You keep that in mind. After I prove
you wrong."

He grinned. She had spirit, he'd give her
that. Also, a jumble of ponytailed red hair he could easily picture
spread across his pillow. Some men had a weakness for gambling or
drinking or working ninety hours a week—like his father. They found
those things completely irresistible. Luke felt that way about
redheads. Especially, suddenly, the real estate-selling
variety.

"Bluffing your way into hundred-year-old
houses must be hard work. When you're finished, I'll get you a cup
of coffee," he offered.

Given the circumstances, he thought that was
pretty magnanimous of him. Given her rolled eyes and the impatient
jangle of her keys, she was less than bowled over by the
gesture.

"Don't do me any favors."

He already had. Ordinarily, he'd have given
her the boot—nicely—from the get-go. But something about her
intrigued him. Either that, or he was bored with nailing shingles
to the roof. He'd been working on that damned splintery cedar for
three days now. He wasn't half done yet.

Another sound came from the porch—this time,
jiggling hardware as Josie rattled the doorknob. He'd have sworn he
heard her grinding her teeth, too.

"Having trouble?" he inquired
innocently.

"Yes." An over-the-shoulder glare. "Someone
won't shut up long enough for me to concentrate."

He guffawed. This was a lot more fun than
shingling.

"Come on, Josie. Give it up. We both know
why you're here."

"To hire myself a new handyman?"

"Ouch." As though wounded, he put a hand
over his heart. "Take it easy. If you were my boss, I'd be
filing a workers' comp claim right now."

"What, for hurt feelings? Please. You're
obviously not keeping up with the job. You need to fix this lock."
She jangled the doorknob again. "There's something wrong with
it—like so many things around here. All things considered, I know I
shouldn't complain. And I obviously haven't seen the whole place
yet. But it looks as though I've got a regular money pit on my
hands. I was really hoping...oh, never mind."

Her critical glance took in the house's
weedy flower beds, the run-down split-log siding, and the hole in
the porch roof he'd been repairing when she'd arrived. Her obvious
disregard for the last piece of Luke's former legacy stung his
pride.

"Yes, ma'am." He shoved both hands in his
back pockets, then gazed up at the springtime skies. "Whatever you
say. I'll get right on fixing things."

Josie humphed and got back to the
lock.

She was inventive, he admitted to himself.
Pretending to own the place—probably in the hope that he, as
caretaker, would open the door for her himself—was a new one.
Unfortunately for Josie, she didn't have all the information Luke
did. Beginning with the fact that he owned Blue Moon. And
ending with the fact that he had no intention of opening the place
to strangers until he was damned good and ready.

Especially strangers who dissed the
place.

The estate had been closed up for a long
time. His arrival in Donovan's Corner had incited a certain amount
of interest—there was no doubt about that. But Luke had plans of
his own for the property. It was the key to everything he needed.
Not even a va-va-voom redhead was changing that.

No matter how cute she looked kicking the
shit out of his front door.

"Why is this locked, anyway?" she demanded.
"You're right here! Nobody's getting in without you knowing
it."

He shrugged. "I can't always see who's here
when I'm up on the roof or out in the carriage house. Locking up
when I'm working helps keep away trespassers."

Her glare suggested she thought he meant
her. Luke couldn't quite explain why he wanted to change her
mind—or why he wanted to see her smile at him instead.

"I get quite a few. Mostly local teenagers
who used to use the place for keg parties. Before I got here."
Having revealed more than he meant to, he frowned. "Ready to give
up yet?"

"I never give up." She bent and rubbed her
toe, grumbling under her breath. "You probably changed the locks
since Tallulah had the keys made, that's all."

Josie straightened, glowering accusatorially
at him for an instant. Then, as though fighting for patience, she
swept her gaze over the pine forest bordering the house's neglected
grounds. A thick carpet of ponderosa needles buried what had
formerly been a grassy lawn. Scrub oak seedlings encroached on the
old croquet turf. Weeds—always the first to sprout when the sun
turned warm—dotted the wide expanse like unruly cowlicks.

Seeing the place through her disapproving
perspective bugged Luke in ways he didn't want to consider. So he
swung his attention back to Josie instead...and was shocked to see
tears gathering in her big green eyes.

Considering what he knew of her so far, he
guessed they were tears of frustration, not sadness. Still, he felt
sorry for her. Maybe he should've shared the secret
jiggle-turn-jiggle method of opening the front door. She was only
trying to do her job.

Her chin wobbled. Her fingers clenched
harder on her key. She blinked—once, twice, several more times in
succession, as though trying to hold back the waterworks. If she
wasn't careful, her fake eyelashes would cause a
forty-mile-per-hour wind gust.

"Hey, hey—" Alarmed, Luke covered the
distance between them in three long strides, his steps loud on the
porch's floorboards. He touched her arm. "It's not that bad. Look,
who's your boss? I'm betting it's Linda at Round the Corner Realty.
I'll tell her you browbeat me into giving you a tour."

He reached past her to open the door.

Sniffling, she whapped his arm out of the
way. Then she dashed the tears from her eyes and elbowed in front
of him.

"I can do it," she croaked.

"Okay." He held up both hands in surrender.
Clearly, Josie wasn't ready to admit defeat. "But it's only fair
you know going in. I'm not changing my mind about selling the
place."

"How could you? You don't own it.
I do."

He rolled his eyes. "Look, determination is
all well and good. But this is ridiculous."

She scoffed. Then she shoved her key in
place one last time. Luke didn't even try to stop her. What was it
with him? Sure, she was cute. But cute didn't compensate for
crazy.

Or did it? Reconsidering, he took one last
look at the curve of her hips. Maybe if she was just a
little nuts...

At that instant, he remembered what Josie
had said a minute ago—while he'd been distracted by all the
cleavage on display as she bent to rub her toe: You probably had
the locks changed since Tallulah had the keys made.

He froze. Oh, shit. It was happening
again.

The lock clicked. For a heartbeat, Josie
only stared at it in apparent disbelief—right along with Luke. Then
she pushed open the door and breezed inside. Turning, she grinned
in triumph.

"Never mind. It looks as though I've got
that tour covered." She dropped her duffel bag from her
shoulder—the one he'd thought contained cheesy knickknacks
for sale or real estate contracts—and slung it possessively in the
foyer. "Thanks, anyway."

Stunned, Luke watched as she gallivanted
into his house, clearly intent on taking possession of the
place. And that was how he discovered that, for the third time this
year, his eccentric aunt Tallulah had apparently given away his one
remaining estate to a total stranger.

And it didn't look as if this particular
stranger was bailing out anytime soon, either.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


"Hey! Come again?" Luke demanded, clobbering
the porch steps with his work boots as he followed Josie inside.
"What was that about Tallulah?"

Ignoring his question, Josie peered through
the early morning sunlight at his house's front parlor. Her gaudy
shoes made only a muted clump clump as she meandered across
the antique floorboards, past the tarp-covered furniture. She poked
here and there, then lifted the lids of the authentic
Craftsman-style benches built in the foyer. The tang of old cedar
wafted out.

"You must know Tallulah," she said casually.
"She's your boss, right?"

No. She's my meddling, bullheaded aunt,
who's screwed up my life almost as much as— Hell. On the heels
of that thought, Luke clamped his lips shut. Little Miss Rainbow
Shoes wasn't getting to him that easily. Not until he knew who she
was and what she wanted with Blue Moon.

He gave a noncommittal shrug. "How do
you know her?"

"Now that is a good story. Totally
unreal."

Still in mid-inspection and with no obvious
intentions of sharing that "good story," Josie waved her hand. Her
gesture showed off five fingers tipped by bubblegum pink nail
polish. Nail polish like Barbie probably wore. If Barbie had
fingernails. Luke didn't know. Maybe she had little plastic
fingernails? Jesus Christ. He was losing it.

"A good story?" he prompted. "I'm all
ears."

She tossed him a mischievous look. "Looks
like you're all muscle to me."

"Feeling is believing."

"I thought that was seeing." She rounded the
room and paused beside him, apparently absorbed in examining the
wooden ceiling beams. Her gaze met his. "'Seeing is
believing.'"

"You have your aphorisms. I have mine."

"Yours seem a little self-serving to
me."

"No, ma'am." Luke gave in to the grin he'd
been holding back. He might be losing it, but he was having fun. "I
believe in full service all the way."

"Hmmm. Giving? Or receiving?"

"Either one. I hear it's the thought that
counts."

"Too bad." Josie squeezed his biceps. Her
eyebrows arched upward in apparent approval. "I'm more into
doing than thinking."

Proving her point, she sashayed through the
archway that led to the living room, leaving him with a choice view
of her backside—and the feeling that he'd just stepped into the
twilight zone. Luke stared stupidly at his arm. She'd touched him
with no hesitation at all. With none of the game playing evident in
the local women—most of whom wanted a husband, babies, and other
unmentionables.

Out of nowhere, the realization struck him.
He'd just encountered the rarest, most bachelor-threatening kind of
woman.

The good-time girl.

Most men believed she was a myth. Watching
Josie pass by the archway again, lips pursed in concentration as
she absent-mindedly fingered her tank top strap, Luke knew she was
all too real. She was in his living room right now, letting her
skimpy clothes slip seductively down her bare shoulder.

Frowning, he followed her. He needed more
information.

Or maybe just a closer look.

"I knew the place came with furniture,"
Josie said as he entered the room, her voice echoing in the
cavernous, twenty-foot-ceilinged space, "but I didn't expect this
much of it."

Face alight, she perched on the tarp-covered
sofa near the gigantic stone fireplace. Then on its mate directly
opposite. Next she skipped to the wing chairs near the window and
tested them, too. She looked like a kid in a candy store, like a
road racer eyeballing a new Suzuki SV650...like a woman who'd never
owned anything as elaborate as a folding lawn chair, much less a
twenty-room, thirteen-thousand-square-foot mansion.

Which was ridiculous. She owned things. A
banana-colored wreck of a car, for one—he'd seen that himself. Also
a lot of makeup, Chia Pet false eyelashes, and crazy shoes. What
she didn't own was his house. But the ecstatic
expression on her face right now....

Was none of his damned business. Unlike
her business at Blue Moon, which Luke figured he had every
right to know about.

"How long are you here for?" he asked.

"I dunno. Depends on how things go."
Bounce. Bounce. "They told me this place was ready to move
into, so I took the weekend off from work to check things out.
There's another girl filling in for me. The way things are going, I
might be here a loooong time." She popped upright and pointed to
the left. "What's this way?"

"The east wing."

"Oooh! I have wings? No way!"

She flounced toward the library, leaving him
admiring her backside again. It was a nice view. But it wasn't
helping him get to the bottom of things. No pun intended.

Luke caught up with her as she left the
book-filled, wood-paneled room. Her nose wrinkled in apparent
disinterest.

"Not much of a reader?" he asked.

She gave an evasive sound, then glanced
toward the next stop on her tour. "Not when I've got this to
look at. Wow! You could park my whole trailer in here, awnings and
all."

Josie hurried to the billiards room—all
manly dark colors, carved wood, and mullioned windows. Big and
comfortable, it was one of the few rooms Luke had actually bothered
to open while working on the necessary repairs.

"Hey." He jerked his thumb sideways,
offering his sternest look. "Get off the pool table."

"Isn't it fabulous?" She posed, pinup-style,
from atop the green felt. She flicked a fingertip, sending the
eight ball rolling toward the nearest pocket. She flung her head
backward in obvious delight, shaking out her hair. "I feel as if
I'm living in a movie! Or a game of 'Clue.'" Her eyes widened, and
she bolted upright. "Hey. Do I have a conservatory?"

"No. About Tallulah. Whatever she told
you—"

"That's okay." She gave a carefree wave. "To
tell the truth, I'm not even sure what a conservatory
is."

With an engaging grin, Josie hopped down
from the pool table. She ooh-ed and aah-ed her way down the east
wing hallway, investigating every room she came to. The servants'
quarters. The study. The sitting room, the summer parlor, and each
of the closets. Partway up the oak staircase to the second floor,
she stopped.

"Hey. I don't even know your name." She
fixed him with an interested look, one hand on the banister. "Give
it up, mystery man. Who's the guy taking care of all this?"
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