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Chapter 1



Nothing but nothing scared Charlee Champagne except black widow spiders and wealthy, long-legged, brown-eyed, handsome men with matinee-idol smiles and a day’s growth of beard stubble.


In her five years as a Las Vegas private investigator, Charlee had never once lost her cool. Being alley-cornered at midnight by a stiletto-wielding transvestite produced nary a wobbly knee. Getting dragged ten feet behind a robbery suspect’s Nissan Pathfinder had created not a single spike in her pulse rate.


And just last week she’d averted disaster when she’d calmly faced down a half-dozen gangbangers and convinced them the banana in her jacket pocket was actually a forty-five-caliber Grizzly Magnum.


Cucumbers had nothing on Charlee.


But something about mean mama black widows and rich, long-legged, brown-eyed, handsome, matinee-idol-smiling, beard-stubble-sporting men slid right under her skin and wreaked havoc with her bravado.


She had earned both phobias legitimately. The spider heebie-jeebies dated back to an ugly outhouse incident in rural Wisconsin when she was twelve. She had never looked at a roll of toilet paper in quite the same way since.


Her second fear, however, was a bit more convoluted. At the same time George Clooneyesque men terrified her, she was wildly, madly, impossibly attracted to them.


And the scars from those mistakes, while less noticeable than the half-dollar-sized hole in her left butt cheek, were a sight more painful than any spider bite.


As a self-defense technique, she’d developed a highly honed sense of respect for her phobias. So when the hairs at the nape of her neck spiked that Wednesday afternoon in late March, she snapped to full alert.


She sat cocked back in front of the computer in her two-woman detective agency located in a downtown strip mall, her size ten, neon blue, Tony Lama boots propped up on one corner of the desk and her keyboard nestled in her lap. She was completing the final paperwork on a missing person’s case where she had successfully located a six-year-old girl snatched by her father after a custody dispute didn’t go in his favor.


Immediately, her gaze flew to the corners of the room. No sign of a black widow’s unmistakably messy cobweb. Slowly, she released her drawn breath, but the prickly uproar on the back of her neck persisted.


From the corner of her eye she spied movement on the window ledge. Something small and black and spindly-legged scurried.


Her boots hit the cement floor and her hand grabbed for a makeshift weapon, coming up with a well-thumbed, trade paperback copy of Find Out Anything About Anyone.


Pulse pounding in her throat, she advanced upon the window.


The cool cobalt taste of fear spilled into her mouth. Her legs quivered like she had a neurological disorder. Instant sweat pearled into the delicate indentation between her nose and her upper lip.


She had to force each step, but finally she hovered within killing range. She raised the book over her head, sucked in her breath for added courage, and stared down at the intimidating creature.


No telltale red hourglass.


Hmm. Charlee narrowed her eyes.


Not a black widow after all. Closer scrutiny revealed the creature wasn’t even black.


Just a fuzzy wolf spider.


Oh, thank heavens.


Relieved, she sank her forehead against the windowpane and let the book fall from her relaxed grasp.


And that’s when she spotted him.


Zigzagging his way through the parking lot—looking utterly out of place in the Las Vegas desert in his rumpled Armani suit, dusty Gucci loafers, and a red silk tie that appeared to cost more than Charlee’s last tax refund check—meandered a fear far greater than a whole pack of poisonous arachnids.


Like a battalion of marines at roll call, her neck hairs marshaled to five-alarm status. She stumbled back to her desk, jerked open the bottom drawer, retrieved a pair of Nighthawk binoculars, fixed the scopes on him, and fiddled with the focus.


Gotcha.


Hair the color of coal. Chocolate brown eyes. A five o’clock shadow ringing his craggy jawline. Handsome as the day was long.


Her heart tommy-gunned. Ratta-tatta-tat.


Charlee gulped. Please let him go to the Quickee-Lube-Express next door. Or better yet, the massage parlor on the corner.


No such luck. He headed straight for the Sikes Detective Agency, a determined look on his face. The one thing she still had going for her—he wasn’t smiling. Charlee’s hand trembled so hard that she fumbled with the binoculars.


Yipes.


She had to do something. Quick.


For some unfathomable reason, guys like him were often attracted to her and she never failed to fall for their smiles and swagger. Call it a genetic deficiency. Her mother, Bubbles, God rest her soul, had been the same way.


When Charlee was seven, Tommy Ledbetter, the devastatingly cute son of the man who owned the used car dealership where her grandmother Maybelline worked as a mechanic, had lured Charlee behind the garage for a rousing game of I’ll-show-you-mine-if-you-show-me-yours.


She had obliged when he threw in a pack of Twizzlers as an added bribe, only to be caught red-hineyed by Mr. Ledbetter. Tommy, the wimp, had declared the whole thing Charlee’s idea. Maybelline had gotten fired over that embarrassing incident.


Then when she was fourteen and Maybelline was tending bar at an exclusive country club in Estes Park, Colorado, Vincent Keneer, whose father owned part interest in the Denver Broncos, stole a kiss from her on the ninth green. She was in seventh heaven for a few hours only to later overhear him laughing with his friends. “Getting Charlee to kiss me was easier than turning on a light switch,” he had bragged.


Charlee’s temper had gotten the better of her and she’d shoved Vincent into the deep end of the pool with his cashmere vest on. Maybelline lost that job too for refusing to make Charlee apologize.


And then when she was nineteen…


She closed her eyes and swallowed hard. No, she refused to relive that excruciating memory. Some cuts sliced so deep they never healed.


What was it about her? She must secrete some kind of take-advantage-of-me-then-break-my-heart pheromone. Or maybe it was like how cats seemed to know when you were allergic to them and they singled you out in a crowd and insisted on crawling into your lap.


Why buck the odds? She needed all the help she could muster. Charlee snatched open the desk drawers in a desperate search for any kind of a disguise. Nabbing a pencil from the cup beside her printer, she harvested her hair off her shoulders, wound the thick mass into a twist, and anchored it to the top of her head.


Frumpy. Think frumpy.


If he so much as cracked a grin, even a little one, she was a goner.


Okay, librarian hair wasn’t enough. She needed more. Charlee scuttled over to Maybelline’s desk and rummaged through the contents.


Ah-ha! Her granny’s spare pair of thick, black bifocals oughtta do the trick.


Charlee jammed the glasses on her face, grateful for the twofold shield. Now, not only would she look unflirtworthy in the heavy frames, but also while peering through the blurry lenses she would be unable to fully ascertain his level of cuteness. She hazarded another quick peek out the window, but had to peer over the top of Maybelline’s glasses in order to see him without getting dizzy.


Who was this guy?


He stopped when he passed her cherry red 1964 Corvette convertible in the parking lot and ran a lingering hand over the fender like he was caressing a woman’s inner thigh. Charlee’s stomach fluttered as if he’d stroked her and her muscles tightened a couple of notches below her turquoise belt buckle.


Repo man?


Nah. She was ninety-nine percent sure she’d mailed her car payment, even though she did have a tendency to get so wrapped up in a case she sometimes forgot to eat or sleep or post her bills. Besides, the dude looked nothing like a repo man. Actually, he resembled a refugee from an investment banker caucus.


Or an escapee from a corporate law office.


A lawyer?


Oh, no. Was Elwood in the pokey again and looking to her for bail money? Charlee shook her head. As if her no-account daddy could afford the services of a guy who dressed like a GQ cover model.


A lawsuit?


Her accountant Wilkie had warned her that being sued was an eventuality in her line of work and he’d encouraged her to take out more insurance. But between keeping the business afloat and bailing out her old man when he was in between his Elvis impersonating gigs and had succumbed to the lure of another get-rich-quick scheme, she didn’t have a lot of spare cash left over for frivolous things like insurance.


The guy had almost reached her door and Charlee, roosting on the verge of hyperventilation, did not know which way to jump. She stepped right, then left, ended up doing a strange little mambo, and finally jammed the binoculars under a chair cushion. She even considered ducking into the closet until he went away.


But what if he wanted to hire her? Business was business. She’d just completed her only pending case and she needed the money.


Yeah? So tell that to her stomach spinning like a whirligig in gale force winds. In the end, she leaped behind Maybelline’s desk and feigned grave interest in her blank computer screen.


The silver cowbell over the door tinkled.


Be strong. Be brave. Be badass.


“Hello?”


Ah, damn. He possessed the deep, smoky voice of a late-night radio announcer. Charlee lifted her head and forced herself to look at the man standing in the doorway.


“Good afternoon,” she replied, her tone a couple of degrees above frosty. No sense making the guy welcome. If she was rude enough, maybe he would take a hike.


The top of his head grazed the cowbell, causing it to peal again.


Dear God, he was at least six feet three, maybe even taller. And no wedding band graced the third finger of his left hand. Charlee tumbled as if she were on an Alpine ski run, a beginner who had taken a wrong turn and ended up on the black diamond expert slope with nowhere to go but down, down, down.


“Is there something you need?” she asked, making sure she sounded extra snippy and squinting disapprovingly at him through Maybelline’s bifocals.


“Yes, ma’am,” the paragon drawled in a smooth Texas accent.


In spite of his slightly blurry appearance, he was outrageously good-looking, right down to his straight white teeth. They had to be bonded. Nobody’s natural teeth looked that perfect. His suit—while slightly wrinkled—fit like a dream, accentuating his broad shoulders and narrow hips.


He smelled like the wickedly wonderful blend of expensive cologne and the faint but manly musk of perspiration. His beautiful black hair was clipped short, making one statement while the dark stubble on his jaw made another.


Charlee wanted to rip off the borrowed glasses and feast on him like Thanksgiving turkey. The desire scared her to the very marrow of her bones.


Something sparked in his deep brown bedroom eyes and she caught a glimmer of sudden heat when their gazes met—or maybe it was just that Maybelline’s glasses needed cleaning.


He sauntered toward her, oozing charisma from every pore.


Charlee forgot to breathe.


And then he committed the gravest sin of all, knocking her world helter-skelter.


The scoundrel smiled.


Mason Gentry gave the woman behind the desk his best public-relations grin. The grin—and the Gentry name—opened doors. Accustomed to getting what he wanted, Mason wanted one thing and one thing only.


To track down the floozy who’d lured his grandfather Nolan—along with a half-million dollars in family company funds—to sin city.


Mason’s primary aim? Locate Gramps, drag him home to Houston (hopefully with the money still intact), and get back to the investment deal he’d been in the process of bringing in before his older brother, Hunter, had taken over and sent him after their grandfather. He was still seething about the injustice. Why did Hunter earn the plum jobs while he got scut work?


Oh, yes. One other thing. Nolan’s unexpected and larcenous departure had forced Mason to postpone his engagement party.


He’d planned to ask his girlfriend of three years, Daphne Maxwell, to marry him this weekend in exactly the same fashion his father had proposed to his mother. Over veal parmigiana at Delveccio’s, with fifty of their closest friends joining the festivity.


At the thought of Daphne, Mason’s spirits lifted. For once in his life, he would have one up on his brother. He would be married to the perfect high-society wife.


Everyone in his family loved Daphne. She was refined, cultured, and sophisticated, with a myriad of business contacts and a pedigree she could trace back to the Mayflower.


Daphne was everything he’d ever looked for in a wife. They had the same values, the same friends, and they wanted the same things from life. So what if there wasn’t much sexual chemistry. A good marriage consisted of so much more than fireworks.


Right?


“What do you want?” the woman demanded, squinting up at him from behind an ugly pair of glasses, her long black hair spilling haphazardly from an awkward bun secured to her head with a pencil.


Could she be the woman he was searching for?


He remembered the paper in his pocket. He’d found Maybelline Sikes’s name and this address scrawled on a notepad in Gramps’s bedroom. The nameplate on the desk said Maybelline Sikes, but she didn’t look like a Maybelline.


She looked like nothing but trouble with her determined little chin set and her smoldering emerald eyes flashing a challenge. Unlucky for her, Mason adored a challenge.


She wore an unflattering western-style shirt, faded jeans with a rip at the knee, and the most gawd-awful neon blue cowboy boots he had ever laid eyes upon. Not a shred of makeup graced her face. Granted, with her long, dark lashes and full raspberry-colored lips she didn’t need cosmetics to look good, but she did not fit the image of the busty, brash, blond femme fatale in stilettos and pearls he’d concocted in his head.


Nor had he expected her to be a private detective. Really, she was way too young for Gramps. But then again, gold diggers came in all shapes, ages, and professions.


“I’m waiting.” She arched an eyebrow and he noticed she clutched a pen so tight her knuckles were actually white. The lady was not nearly as composed as she appeared.


Mason draped one leg over the corner of her desk and leaned in close until they were almost nose-to-nose, his intent to intimidate.


“I want to know where my grandfather is,” he said, continuing to smile but narrowing his eyes so she would understand he meant business. “And I want to know now.”


She sank her top teeth into her bottom lip and unflinchingly returned his stare, but despite her bluster he could tell from the brief flicker of uneasiness flitting across her face she wanted to back away.


“You’re gonna have to be more specific. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


He shouldn’t have noticed the long, smooth curve of her neck, but he found his gaze lingering on the pulse point jumping at her throat. She was nervous. Oh, yeah. But very adept at cloaking her uneasiness. He couldn’t help but admire her grace under pressure. He had reduced many an inefficient employee to tongue-tied stammers with his silent stares. But she wasn’t buying his bluster.


“Nolan Gentry. Where is he?”


She laid the pen down, steepled her fingertips, and blinked owlishly at him from behind those hideous glasses. “Let me get this straight. Do you want to hire me to find your missing grandfather?”


“He came here to meet you. Are you telling me you haven’t seen him?”


“I’m sorry, mister, I don’t even know who he is. Or who you are for that matter.”


“My name’s Mason Gentry. I’m an investment banker from Houston and I’ve come to retrieve my grandfather”


“What does that have to do with me?”


She met his eyes. Their glares slammed into each other.


Hot, hard, defiant.


She was a tough one all right, but he didn’t miss her telltale gulp and the determined way she clenched her jaw. No matter how composed she might appear, the woman was afraid of him.


“Aren’t you Maybelline Sikes?” He tapped the nameplate.


“No. I’m not. I’m her granddaughter.”


Instant relief rolled over him. His grandfather had hightailed himself across the desert to see the woman’s grandmother, not her. Why the knowledge lifted his spirits, he had no clue. What did it matter whether it was the granddaughter or the grandmother who was after Nolan’s fortune? The results were the same.


“So what’s your name?”


“Charlee Champagne.”


“Beg your pardon?” he asked, not sure he’d heard correctly.


“Charlee Champagne,” she repeated.


“Oh.”


For no particular reason the phrase Good Time Charlee popped into his mind’s eye along with a very provocative image of a tipsy Charlee boogeying with a lampshade on her head and wearing a very naughty black silk nightie. He could see the picture all too clearly. Perturbed, Mason shook his head to dispel the unwanted mental photograph.


Charlee sighed and then spoke as if she’d recited the details many times before. “My mother was a dancer at the Folies Bergère and had her name legally changed to Bubbles Champagne. She and my father were never married. What can I say? She was a bit frivolous. Any more questions?”


“Do you know where I can find Ms. Sikes?”


“She’s incommunicado.”


“Meaning?”


“She’s gone on her annual fishing retreat and she can’t be reached, but let me assure you she most certainly is not with your grandfather.”


“How can you be so sure?”


“Maybelline hates men. Especially rich ones.”


“Who said my grandfather is rich?” Mason didn’t believe her for a second. No doubt she was covering for her grandmother.


Charlee waved a hand at his Rolex. “Like grandfather like grandson.”


“So, you’re claiming your grandmother can’t be reached?”


“No claiming to it. It’s the truth.”


“No cell phone?”


“She can’t stand ’em. Says they give you brain cancer.”


“No beeper?”


“Nope. That’s the whole point of the trip. Uninterrupted peace and quiet.”


“I think you’re lying.”


Charlee shrugged. “Believe what you want.”


“It’s imperative I speak with Ms. Sikes,” Mason said in a controlled, measured manner. He was through fooling around with Miss I’m-Going-To-Be-No-Help-Whatsoever Champagne. He wanted his grandfather found. “If Ms. Sikes can’t be reached by electronic means then I will go to her fishing cabin. Give me directions.”


“No.”


“What?” His glare intensified. Sweat pooled around his collar. In his mad, twenty-four-hour sprint from Houston to Vegas, he hadn’t even bothered to change from his business suit and he was broiling like filet mignon at a backyard barbeque.


That’s what happened when you allowed single-minded focus to overcome common sense. Stubborn persistence was his biggest flaw and his greatest strength. His father often joked Mason was like an obstinate snapping turtle, never knowing when to turn loose.


“You heard me.” She raised her chin, daring him to call her bluff.


He stared openmouthed. He wasn’t accustomed to being refused anything. Testiness was his first instinct but something told him venting his frustration would be the wrong tactic to take. She’d most likely dig into her view. He could see she had a bit of snapping turtle in her too.


Forcing a smile, he slipped an amiable tone into his voice. “I think maybe we got off on the wrong foot. Why don’t we start over?”


“Okay.”


“My grandfather Nolan disappeared out of the blue with a substantial amount of money. We found a note in his room indicating he was on his way to meet your grandmother here in Vegas. We’re really concerned about him. He’s been behaving a bit out of character lately. I need to speak with your grandmother to find out if she has heard from him.”


“Sorry,” she said. “Maybelline left strict orders not to be disturbed. I can’t help you.”


“Can’t? Or won’t?”


“Take your pick.”


“So that’s the way it’s going to be.”


“Maybelline will be home in a couple of days. You can speak to her then. In the meantime, relax. Have fun. See Vegas. Enjoy a holiday.” Under her breath she muttered, “With that stick-up-your-butt attitude you certainly look as if you could use one.”


Like hell.


No way was he waiting a couple of days. In a couple of days Nolan and Maybelline could run through the half million at the craps table. Besides, in a couple more days Hunter would have the Birkweilder deal—his deal—sewn up, and would be busily collecting accolades from their father without giving Mason credit.


He gritted his teeth and fell back on his third line of offense. When authority and charm fail, there’s always money. He removed his wallet from his jacket pocket, unfolded the expensive leather case, and pulled out a crisp new Benjamin Franklin.


“How much is the information going to cost me?” He slapped a second hundred on the desk.


Charlee gasped. He could practically feel the anger emanating off of her.


What? Two C notes weren’t enough. Obviously, she was as greedy as her grandmother.


“Three hundred?” Mason added another bill to the stack.


“Are you trying to buy me off?”


“Let’s make it an even five.”


“Buddy, you can just keep peeling until your wallet is empty, because I’ll never tell you where Maybelline is. There isn’t enough money in the world.”















Chapter 2



Okay, he had handled the situation badly. He’d grossly misread Charlee Champagne and he’d acted like an unmitigated jackass. Mason wasn’t afraid to admit when he’d made a mistake. Unfortunately, not only had she refused to listen to his apology, she had unceremoniously tossed him and his money out of her office.


He’d blown his chance with her. Charlee would never help him now.


A short nap and a hot shower later, he prowled the suite he’d taken at the Bellagio in a thick white terry-cloth bathrobe and plowed his hands through his freshly washed hair.


He was back at square one. Gramps, along with his girlfriend Maybelline and the half-million dollars, was out roaming the streets and he had no idea where to start looking.


What if they had eloped?


Mason sank onto the bed. His father would have a conniption fit. At the thought of failing and letting his family down, he groaned, lay back against the mattress, and stared up at the painted ceiling depicting fifteenth-century Italian nudes.


“Thanks a lot, Gramps. I needed this like a hole in the head.”


A twinge of guilt flicked in his stomach. This wasn’t about him. This was about his grandfather and what had made Gramps unhappy enough to embezzle five hundred thousand dollars and tear off in the middle of the night without a word to anyone.


He was also a little hurt. He’d believed he and Nolan were pretty close. They were both second sons in the Gentry family and understood the meaning of taking a backseat to the favored eldest. They shot a round of golf together every Sunday afternoon. They played poker with Nolan’s cronies once a month. Why hadn’t Gramps confided in him?


Mason’s eyes traced the lines of the ceiling painting. A woman, her bare back exposed, lay on a gilded chaise lounge. He tracked the curve of her form, noticing the woman’s complexion matched the exact same spiced peaches color of Charlee’s skin.


What would Charlee look like naked?


Mesmerized by the concept, his imagination ran rampant as he envisioned pert firm breasts, a taut flat belly, and yards of her long coltish legs wrapped around his naked waist while still wearing her gruesome, but oddly compelling, neon blue cowgirl boots.


Startled, Mason bolted upright. Good God! He was almost an engaged man. Why in the hell was he fantasizing about another woman?


Why indeed?


A wave of embarrassment, followed by a virtual monsoon of guilt, flustered him.


“It’s just because she pissed you off,” Mason grumbled. “She’s a challenge and you find challenges stimulating. It’s nothing sexual.”


Oh, yeah?


“Stop thinking about her,” he commanded, annoyed with himself, and grabbed his cell phone.


He dialed Daphne’s number. The minute she spoke, he started talking and it took a second for him to realize he’d gotten her voice mail.


“Daphne,” he said after the beep. “It’s Mason. I just arrived in Vegas. I’m thinking of you.”


Even to his own ears the words sounded unconvincing. He left her his number at the hotel and then hung up, feeling worse than he had before he’d called. He wished Daphne were here so he could remember exactly what she looked like. He hated that he couldn’t fill his mind with her instead of Charlee.


“Concentrate on locating Gramps.”


All right. He could keep his mind on the task at hand. Think.


Maybelline probably lived right here in Vegas. And maybe Charlee had lied through those luscious lips of hers.


What if, instead of holing up in some fishing retreat as her granddaughter claimed, Maybelline was actually cozied up in a love nest with Gramps? Why hadn’t he considered that before?


Rummaging around in the nightstand, Mason located the phone book and flipped to the S’s. Ten seconds later he copied down Maybelline’s home address. Ten minutes after that, dressed in chinos, a starched white shirt, and loafers, he took the elevator to the lobby.


Maybelline Sikes took a deep breath, smoothed nonexistent wrinkles from her navy blue slacks, and double-checked her lipstick in the rearview mirror. She patted her short, stylish hair she kept dyed the same flame red color it had been in childhood and climbed out of her ebony Toyota Tundra pickup truck.


Her heart gave an erratic little skip as she made her way up the sidewalk to Kelly’s tavern. If she hadn’t just undergone a complete physical and been pronounced as healthy as a woman half her age, Maybelline might have been worried. But turning sixty-three had nothing to do with her irregular pulse.


Outside the bar, Maybelline hesitated, her courage gone. She was nervous. Damned nervous. Not just about seeing Nolan Gentry again, but also because of the bad news she had to deliver. The past had caught up with them both.


“Go on,” she urged herself. “Do it. You’ve got no choice.”


Straightening her shoulders, she shoved open the door and stepped inside. She blinked against the contrast of bright desert sunlight and dim, smoky bar. The door creaked shut behind her. At four o’clock in the afternoon, the place was deserted.


Kelly, all muscles and tight black T-shirt, stood behind the bar buffing the counter. Barfly Bob, a perpetual regular with heavy red jowls and a bleary-eyed grin, sat on a bar stool nursing an Old Milwaukee.


But it was the man at the corner table who drew Maybelline’s immediate interest.


“Hey, Maybelline,” Kelly and Barfly Bob greeted her simultaneously.


Seven years ago, she’d worked for Kelly, before she and Charlee had started the detective agency. Maybelline waved a hand, but her gaze riveted on the man she hadn’t seen for forty-seven years.


The man who had once saved her life.


She approached cautiously. He rose to his feet. The rolled-up sleeves of his blue dress shirt revealed still nicely muscled forearms for a man in his mid-sixties. He looked every inch the blueblood ex-actor with his perfect posture, commanding aura, and smart fashion sense.


Looking at him now, no one would suspect that over four decades ago Nolan had worked as a wildcatter on an oil derrick side by side with Maybelline’s father. Only honed muscles and tanned skin gave even the faintest hint to his working-class past.


Immediately, Maybelline regretted asking him to meet her at Kelly’s. From Nolan’s point of view, the place was beyond seedy. But she had needed somewhere neutral for the meeting and Kelly’s was safe.


Their gazes met and Maybelline’s heart did the same swoony waltz it had done more than four decades ago when she’d walked out into the oil field with the brown paper bag lunch her daddy had forgotten and she’d made eye contact with the boss’s handsome son.


She’d been thirteen. Nolan seventeen. He’d said “hi” to her and she’d been smitten, even though she’d known he was so far out of her league even a fairy godmother with a magic wand couldn’t grant her most fervent wish.


Two years later, when he’d spotted her in town at the soda fountain and came over to buy her a Coke float, she’d just about died. Giggling, her friends had scattered, leaving them alone in the red vinyl booth.


Searching for something to say to the rich handsome man seated across from her, Maybelline told him Lana Turner had been discovered in a soda fountain. Once she got started, her passion for the movies took over and she’d gone on to tell him her greatest dream was to become a Hollywood makeup artist. Nolan had confessed he wanted to be an actor.


They’d talked for hours, until Nolan’s father had come into the diner, found them sitting together, and caused an ugly scene. He’d called her trailer trash and forbade Nolan from ever speaking to her again.


“Maybelline,” Nolan said, bringing her back to the present, his voice husky.


“Nolan,” she murmured.


He smiled and his brown eyes crinkled with such joy, she caught her breath.


“You’re prettier than ever.”


In one precious minute Maybelline had the ridiculous whim everything was going to turn out all right. There she went again, dreaming of a fairy godmother.


“And you’re full of horseshit.”


Nolan’s grin widened. “You haven’t changed a bit. Still the same fiery, outspoken woman I remember.”


With a flourish, he pulled out a chair for her and Maybelline sat. He hadn’t ordered a drink, she noticed and wondered how long he’d been there.


He eased down across from her and she studied his face. The years had been kind to him and it occurred to her he’d probably had a few nips and tucks. Hey, if you could afford plastic surgery, more power to you.


Nolan wore glasses now, but then again so did she. He wasn’t paunchy like many men his age and while he’d had some balding at the temples he still possessed a fine shock of silver hair. She remembered when his hair grew thick as underbrush and black as midnight. A strange aching tugged her stomach at the memory.


All those years gone like fallen leaves.


His gaze imprinted her face, sizing her up too. Self-consciously, she raised a hand to her cheek.


Why hadn’t she worn a dress and jewelry and perfume? She hadn’t worried about her looks for almost two decades. She had believed she was long past the point of wanting to appear desirable for a man.


There’s no fool like an old fool.


“Thank you,” she said. “For coming to Vegas to see me. I couldn’t handle this over the phone or through the mail.”


“It’s my pleasure.”


Kelly appeared at the table. Maybelline was so wrapped up in staring at Nolan she didn’t notice the bartender approach and she jumped when he touched her shoulder. “What’ll you have, Maybell?”


She looked at Nolan, and arched an eyebrow.


“Pretty early in the day for me.” He raised a palm.


“You might want something to help the bad news slide down easier.”


Nolan grimaced. “Is it that gruesome?”


Grimly, she nodded.


“Bourbon,” Nolan said. “Two glasses.”


After Kelly walked away, Nolan laid his hand, warm and rough and comforting, over hers. Something in her chest caught and hung.


“It’s going to be okay, kiddo.” He winked. “We’ve survived worse.”


Maybelline took a deep breath. “Better hold your judgment until after you’ve seen what’s in here.”


She reached into her purse, took out a manila envelope, and handed her old friend a copy of the damning document that possessed the potential to destroy his entire family.


Dimples.


Charlee hadn’t bargained on dimples. A man that long-legged, that brown-eyed, that darned handsome simply had no business possessing dimples as deep as Lake Mead and in both cheeks too! The good looks fairy had been far too generous with Mason Gentry.


Her knees were still weak. Damn him.


She couldn’t stop dwelling on what had happened. How dare the arrogant, egotistic, rich, dimpled son of a bitch try to bribe her into ratting out the site of her grandmother’s cabin?


The cheek. The gall. The sheer audacity!


Jerk. Pinhead. Dillhole.


She fumed around the office, working up a good head of steam.


And then she started to worry.


What if Mason was right? What if Maybelline and his grandfather had run off together? How ludicrous. Then again Maybelline had been acting rather odd lately herself. Plus, she’d taken off on her retreat almost a month earlier than usual.


Charlee massaged her temple, which had been throbbing ever since she’d worn Maybelline’s glasses. She would love to pin all the blame on the bifocals, but Mason and his missing grandfather were as much the cause of her headache as the glasses.


Ah, crud. She couldn’t calm down until she drove up to the cabin and made sure Maybelline was all right.


She locked up the office, stopped at the Swiftie Mart around the corner for a fistful of Ibuprofen and a cherry coke. With the evening sun shining in her eyes, worsening her headache, she flipped down the visor and headed over to Maybelline’s place. She wanted to make sure her grandmother hadn’t slipped back into town without telling her before she made the trek up to the fishing cabin at Lake Mead.


Seven years ago, when Charlee had moved into her own apartment, Maybelline sold the motor coach they’d called home ever since Charlee was five and had come to live with her. Her grandmother purchased a small lot in a retirement community, put up a nice prefabricated house on a slab, and settled down for the first time in nearly fifty years.


It was almost six o’clock when Charlee turned onto the friendly little cul-de-sac and had to swerve to avoid a white four-door Chevy Malibu intent on hogging the narrow lane.


The manufactured houses were inexpensive, but well maintained. Flowers flourished in window boxes, wind socks flew from weather vanes, white picket fences delineated property lines, pink flamingoes and kitschy plywood cutouts of ladies bending over to show their bloomers decorated freshly mowed lawns. A quiet, cozy place to enjoy one’s golden years.


She knew something was very wrong the minute she spotted the door to Maybelline’s trailer hanging open a couple of inches. Instantly on alert, Charlee did not pull into the driveway, but instead kept driving and parked a few houses down. She leaped from the car, tugged a small thirty-eight automatic from the leg holster inside her boot, and cautiously approached Maybelline’s house.


With both hands, she raised the thirty-eight over her head and slid her back flat against the outside wall of the trailer until she came to the door. Softly, she toed it open farther.


She paused, listening.


Rummaging noises came from somewhere in the back of the house. Much louder than any four-legged rat.


Someone was definitely in there.


And she seriously doubted it was Maybelline since the Tundra wasn’t in the driveway. Not knowing what she would find, Charlee extended the gun in front of her and bravely stepped over the threshold.


The damage meeting her eyes jolted her. She eased the safety off the gun. Couch cushions were slit open, knickknacks broken, furniture overturned, pictures knocked askew on the walls.


Swiftly she navigated the mess and moved into the kitchen. Upended flour and sugar canisters dusted the floor, and dishes lay shattered in jagged shards. The refrigerator hung open and condiments had been knocked from the door. Ketchup, mustard, mayonnaise, and grape marmalade splattered out in a colorful Rorschach.


Anxiety settled like a cast-iron submarine deep inside her belly.


Whoever trashed the place was deadly serious. And from the sound of it, they were still in Maybelline’s bedroom.


Tiptoeing through the silt of spilled baking products, Charlee eased down the hallway, careful not to trip over any scattered debris. The door to Maybelline’s bedroom stood wide open and the rummaging noises continued. Inch by inch she crept forward until she could peer into the room.


She spotted a man delving through the closet, his back to her. He was very tall. Broad-shouldered and long-legged. For the first time since entering the house, her knees trembled.


He wore crisply ironed chinos and a pristine white shirt. How in the hell had he managed to wreak such havoc and stay so clean? He was concentrating on Maybelline’s shoe boxes and he hadn’t heard her creep into the room.


Striking cobra-quick, Charlee zipped across the floor and pressed the nose of her gun into his spine.


“Hands on the wall over your head. Now!” She barked out the order, trying her best not to notice how he smelled of sandalwood soap and fancy cologne.


He dropped the shoe box and a shower of old bills cascaded to the closet floor. Tentatively, he raised his arms.


“Palms splayed on the wall.”


Leaning forward, he obeyed.


“Now spread your legs.”


“What?”


She nudged him with the gun. “This isn’t a toy pistol I’ve got leveled at your heart, buster. Spread your legs.”


“Listen…” The intruder started to turn his head.


“Face forward.”


“There’s been a huge mistake.”


“Yeah, like you trashing an old lady’s house.”


She wrapped her free arm around his chest and patted down his lean hard muscles. Her hand traveled to his waistband.


No weapon there.


She skated her shaking fingers down one long leg of his pants to his socks and back up the other leg. Her breathing rasped.


“Charlee?” he said. “Is that you?”


She should have been relieved to discover the fanny she’d just frisked belonged to Mason Gentry and not a hardened criminal. But on the contrary, her knees almost gave way.


“Gentry?” she squeaked.


“Do you mind taking your gun out of my rib cage? It’s rather uncomfortable.”


“Why did you ransack Maybelline’s place?”


“I didn’t.”


“Why should I believe you?”


“Look, I’m afraid you’ll just have to trust me. I did not vandalize your granny’s house.”


She eyed his tidy clothes again and realized he spoke the truth. Switching the safety back on, she then tucked her gun into her boot and stepped back.


Slowly, Mason turned.


He had shaved, she noticed, but instead of making him less attractive to her, she had the wildest desire to stroke his clean-shaven face, and then hold her fingers under her nose and inhale the scent of his shaving cream.


God, the man was gorgeous and he scared the living hell out of her.


Charlee bit her bottom lip to keep the terror from her expression. When she had finished her perusal and bravely lifted her gaze, she found him studying her as intently as she’d been scrutinizing him. He pinned her with deep chocolate brown eyes dangerous as quicksand.


Watch out. Watch out.


Help!


Her face heated. She couldn’t be blushing. She never blushed.


Oh, yeah? Then how come you could melt a Popsicle on your cheeks?


Hating her weakness to the man, she hardened her jaw and bolstered her resolve not to let him know how much he turned her on.


“Why are you here?” she demanded. She knew she sounded unnecessarily harsh, but hey, a girl had to do what a girl had to do to protect herself.


“I came to see your grandmother.”


“I told you she was at her cabin.”


“Then why are you here?”


“I thought she might have come home early. Your turn.”


He shrugged, grinned wryly. “What can I say? You’re not the only one with a suspicious nature.”


Dazed, Charlee sank down on the mattress the vandal had stripped bare of its covers.


“Listen,” he said. “I’m sorry if I frightened you.”


“You didn’t scare me,” she scoffed, more to convince herself than him. Her heart rate thumped at a good two hundred beats per minute.


“Then why is your face as white as that mattress?”


“How did you break in?” she demanded, refusing to focus on her weakness.


“When I got here I found the door open and the place looking like it looks now. I simply walked in.”


“Well, if you didn’t trash the house, who did?”


They stared at each other.


“I have no idea. You?”


Charlee shrugged. “Could be connected with some case Maybelline was working on.”


Mason waved a hand at the mess. “Stuff like this happens to you ladies often?”


“Not too often, but once in a while. Comes with the territory.”


“Tough job.”


“I didn’t see a car in the driveway,” Charlee said, changing the subject. “How did you get over here?”


“I took a taxi. The concierge at the hotel suggested Whiskey Flats wasn’t the best part of town in which to drive my vintage Bentley.”


“You drove a vintage Bentley to Vegas?”


He lifted one shoulder. “What can I say? I don’t care for flying.”


“But a Bentley? Through the desert? From Houston?”


“Hey, I love my car. She’s my refuge from the rat race.”


“She?”


“Her name’s Matilda and since I had to drive to Vegas, I figured I might as well travel in style.”


“You named your car?”


“What’s wrong with that?” he asked, his tone a tad cranky.


“Excuse me for asking.”


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. My brother harasses me about the Bentley. Says Matilda is butt ugly, an old man’s car.”


“No need to explain. I’ve got a ’64 ’Vette.”


His smile returned and packed the added punch of respect for her taste in vehicles. “That was your car in the parking lot at your detective agency?”


“Guilty.” She couldn’t help smiling back. Oh, she was sinking deep.


“Isn’t a classic Corvette a rather conspicuous vehicle for a private detective?”


“Not as conspicuous as a Bentley. Besides, I borrow Maybelline’s black Toyota pickup for stakeouts.”


“Gramps gave me the Bentley for my eighteenth birthday. A 1955 model. He bought Matilda the same year he was up for an Oscar.”


“Your grandfather was an actor?”


“Only for a year. He bought the Bentley as a reminder of the time. Sentimental value I guess. And when he found out how much I loved her, he gave the car to me.”


“No kidding? Maybelline used to be an assistant makeup artist for Twilight Studios back in the midfifties.”


“Gramps made movies for Twilight.”


Their gazes caught again.


“That’s where they must have met each other,” Charlee mused. “Do you suppose they were once lovers?”


“My grandfather and your grandmother?” He snorted.


“Why did you say it like that?”


“Like what?”


“As if it were completely impossible for a rich man like your granddaddy to fall in love with my grandmother.”


“Oh, so now they were in love?”


“It could happen.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “Why not?”


A soured love affair would explain why Maybelline had always warned her against getting involved with rich, long-legged, brown-eyed, handsome men. Obviously, she’d been burned. Had Mason’s grandfather been the one doing the burning?


“You’re carrying a chip on your shoulder about money,” Mason said.


“Well, filthy lucre is the root of all evil,” she said teasingly, but some part of her did believe money caused more problems than it solved. Her father Elwood was a case in point.


“No. Love of money is the root of all evil. Money itself is nothing but a tool.”


“To use to buy off anybody you want.”


He raised a palm. “Listen, I want to apologize for trying to bribe you. I was wrong.”


Charlee analyzed him. He seemed genuine, but his attempt to buy her off had been instinctual. He was accustomed to using money to do his dirty work.


“What were you looking for in the closet?” she asked, diverting her thoughts. Once she clambered on her soapbox about the self-indulgent lifestyles of the rich and famous, she had trouble curbing her tongue and now was not the time or place to declare war on the upper crust.


“I was searching for correspondence between your grandmother and my grandfather.”


“You came up empty-handed?”


“No yellowed love letters if that’s what you’re asking, but I did find a clue.”


He took three long-legged steps over to Maybelline’s ravaged desk sitting in front of a window and picked up a pocket date book. He tossed the calendar to Charlee.


“Check out today’s date.”


Inscribed in red ink with Maybelline’s scratchy handwriting read the message: Meet N @ K’s 4 P.M.


“I’m thinking N is for Nolan.”


Charlee blew out her breath. “Maybelline isn’t due home until the day after tomorrow.”


“Guess she had a date she didn’t share with you.”


“Looks like you might be right.” Poking her tongue against the inside of her cheek, she stared around Mason’s shoulder and out the window. Anything to keep from peering into his mesmerizing brown eyes again.


“Any idea where K’s might be?”


“I have an idea.”


From the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of something outside the window. A shadow silhouetted against the curtain.


“So where is K’s?” he asked.


Charlee frowned and came up off the bed. “Mason,” she said calmly. “Move.”


“What?” He blinked at her.


The shadow shifted. Someone was lurking outside the window.


“I said move,” she commanded and grappled for the pistol in her boot.


“What’s going on?”


She waved a hand at him. “Hit the deck.”


“I don’t…”


Lordy but the man was stubborn.


“Just do what I say,” she hissed. “Get down now!”


“See here, Charlee, you can’t just order me around,” he lectured, but then all hell broke loose.


A thick-necked man in mirrored sunglasses popped up in front of the window, a gun in his hand. Instantly, Charlee sprang forward, knocking Mason off his feet at precisely the same moment the gunman fired.















Chapter 3



She stole his breath away.


Literally.


Mason lay sprawled on the floor, struggling to suck in air. Charlee’s lean, hard body flung atop his, her firm round breasts squashed flat against his shoulder blades, her warm, sweet breath fanned his cheek.


His ears rang and the silky strands of her long, jet-black hair, combined with the pungent odor of gunpowder, tickled his nose. Disoriented both by lack of oxygen and her compelling feminine scent, he simply gasped.


What in the hell had just happened?


Charlee had slammed into him like a defensive lineman sacking a quarterback at the very same instant he’d heard a car backfiring. Why in the hell had she head-butted him into next week?


The muffled sound of a car engine—was it the same one that had backfired?—revved, followed by the high-pitched squeal of tires peeling out.


“Mason? Are you all right?” Charlee sounded distant and far away, even though her head hovered just above his.


He pried open the eye that wasn’t shoved into the carpet and blinked at the gentle slope of her nose.


“Are you hit?”


“Hee, hee, hee,” he wheezed.


“You’ve just had the wind knocked out of you,” she diagnosed and scrambled off his back. She stood over him, one hand on her gun, the other on her hip. “You’ll be all right.”


Mason finally caught his breath and looked up. Broken glass clung to her hair and clothes. He frowned, still trying to piece together what had just occurred.


She held out a hand and hauled him to his feet, power-gripping like a captain of industry. His gaze shifted from the shattered window and the glass shards spilt across Maybelline’s desk, to the opposite wall where a bullet hole dug into the Sheetrock.


The truth hit him like an anvil.


That was no backfiring car.


“Someone shot at me.”


“ ’Fraid so.”


She bent at the waist and flipped her hair to shake out the glass. The slow toss shouldn’t have been sensual, but the manner in which she raked her fingers through the glossy strands, tousling it first one way and then the next, captured his caveman instincts.


And the way her shirt inched up, exposing a narrow expanse of her bare back and a glimpse of purple thong panties peeking just above the waistband of her jeans sent a sharp spike of pure physical longing straight through him.


Mason blinked and shook his head. What in the hell was the matter with him?


“That’s why you were hollering at me to move,” he said, turning to eye the window to keep his gaze off the provocative Charlee. “You spotted the gunman.”


“Ding, ding, ding. Very good, Sherlock.”


“I could have been killed.”


“You weren’t.”


“You saved my life.” Rattled and yet desperate to hide his creeping apprehension in the face of Charlee’s composure, Mason shoved a hand through his hair and determinedly ignored the nervous sweat plastering his shirt to his shoulder blades.


“Don’t go all Hallmark greeting card on me, Gentry. I acted out of pure reflex. Besides, I don’t think he intended to kill you. If he had, we’d both be dead.”


“So why shoot at all?”


“Warning.”


“What for?” Mason couldn’t believe they had just dodged a bullet and here was Charlee, cool as a summer salad, acting as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred.


“I dunno. Encourage us to lay off the case?”


“What case?”


“I’m not sure.”


“Do you think the shot has anything to do with our missing grandparents?”


“Maybe.”


“Wow, you’re a fount of information.”


“Hey, I don’t know, okay? I’m a detective, not a psychic.”


“But why would someone shoot at me?”


“Don’t take it personally.”


How else was he supposed to regard a bullet aimed at his head? She expected him to simply shrug off a murder attempt?


“Probably has nothing to do with you at all.” Charlee stuck the pistol in her waistband.


His eyes tracked her. He spied a tantalizing flash of flat, hard belly when she lifted her shirt. He licked his lips, dry from the arid desert air. “Who could have pulled the trigger?”


“Maybe the same creep who ransacked the place. Maybe not.” She headed for the door. “You coming?”


“Where are we going?”


“To Kelly’s tavern.”


“K’s?”


“You got it.”


“Aren’t we calling the police?”


“If we do, we’ll be tied up with red tape for hours. You’re welcome to stay here and file a report if you wish, but daylight’s burning and I’m getting worried about my grandmother.”


He looked from Charlee to the ruins around him and back again. She arched an eyebrow and shot him an are-you-coming-or-not look. His upbringing screamed at him to call the police. Someone had shot at them, for crying out loud, and he wanted an accounting.


But she was right. His house had been burgled before. He knew the routine. Filing a police report involved hours of paperwork and in the meantime Maybelline Sikes and his grandfather were off doing who knew what with a half-million dollars and possibly being shadowed by some two-bit thug who thought nothing of ransacking an old lady’s trailer and then shooting at people through a bedroom window.


The mental picture convinced him.


“Let’s roll,” he said.


Mason sat in the passenger seat. The hotels and casinos slipped past them in the gathering dusk as they drove down the Vegas Strip. The Luxor, Excalibur, MGM Grand, The Flamingo, Caesar’s Palace. Tourists packed the streets, many on spring break. But Mason didn’t watch the eclectic crowd or take in the bright lights. His attention was centered solely on Charlee.


She drove as she did everything. With a gritty sense of purpose. She stared straight ahead, her eyes glued to the road as she zipped around slow-moving vehicles, frequently changing lanes. Her speed continually edged over the posted limits and she often did not come to a complete halt at stop signs.


He bit down on the inside of his cheek to keep from telling her how to drive. It was her car. If she didn’t mind getting it whacked, what business of his was it? He was just glad he was wearing his seat belt and paid extravagant health insurance premiums.


Ten minutes later, Charlee parked her Corvette outside a small neighborhood bar flanked on one side by a twenty-four-hour wedding chapel and a tanning salon on the other. She removed her gun from her waistband, leaned across his knees, stuffed her weapon in the glove compartment, and locked it.


Her breasts brushed lightly against his thigh in the process. Panting like a 1-900-Phone-Sex regular, Mason fumbled for the door handle and struggled to control his out-of-whack libido.


Charlee exited the car, just as she’d slid in, by hoisting her delectable fanny over the door frame Magnum, P.I., style. He tried to imagine Daphne alighting from an open-topped vehicle in such a blasé manner and he laughed out loud.


“What’s so funny?” She whirled around and stabbed him with her stare.


“Nothing.”


“I know what you’re thinking.”


“You do?”


“Typical white trash bar.”


“I never said that.”


“You didn’t have to. I can read you like a mail-order catalogue.”


“Hey.” He raised his palms. “Don’t assign your prejudices to me.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“You have a problem with where you’ve come from.”


She shrugged and turned away, but not before he caught the uncertain expression on her face. He’d nailed her insecurities. He hurried to open the door for her and she blasted him with a quelling glare.


“After you.” He bowed with an exaggerated flourish.


She snorted, tossed her head sassily, and trod over the threshold into the crowded, smoky tavern. The rundown bar was a far cry from his usual watering hole, the exclusive Hidden Hills Country Club in River Oaks.


The jukebox blared a Garth Brooks classic about friends in low places. The smell of beer, menthol cigarettes, and stale popcorn filled the air. A leather-clad, tattooed crowd packed the room. They sized Mason up with suspicious glances as he and Charlee made their way toward the bar.


A few people called out greetings to her. She smiled and nodded but didn’t stop to chat. She was a woman on a mission and being with her made him feel more resolute. His growing respect for her shot up a notch.


Two men on bar stools scooted over for Charlee as she bellied up to the bar but they closed ranks around her, leaving Mason standing awkwardly to one side and fending off their glares. She spoke to the bartender, but between the loud music, laughter, and hum of voices, he couldn’t hear what she said.


He tried to lean in closer, but one of the men on the bar stool jostled him with his elbow, sloshing beer over Mason’s arm. He frowned and started to say something but the guy was skunk-drunk. He wrote off the shove as an accident.


“Excuse me,” Mason said. “Could I please step up to the bar?”


“Can you?” the guy, who wore a black leather vest, chains, and a gold spike through his chin, challenged.


How tedious. Obviously the beer slosh hadn’t been an accident. Mason sighed inwardly. He didn’t have time for this crap. “Come on, mister. I don’t want any trouble.”


“Oh, yeah? Then how come you dragged your preppy ass in here?”


“Since you’ve been imbibing heavily I’m choosing to ignore that remark.”


The guy looked over at his buddy. “Did he just insult me, Leroy?”


“Yup,” Leroy, who had a cobra tattooed on his forearm, agreed. “I didn’t go to coll-ege, but I do believe he just insulted you, Thurgood.”


“I’m with her.” Mason nodded at Charlee. “We’ll be gone in a couple of minutes. No need to start something.”


“Hidin’ behind the skirt, are you?” Thurgood mocked Mason.


“Just move aside, please,” Mason said calmly.


“Whatcha gonna do if I do this?” Thurgood plastered a hammy palm on Charlee’s fanny.


“Hand off my ass, Thurgood,” Charlee said over her shoulder.


Not only did Thurgood not remove his hand from Charlee’s backside, but he looked at Mason and wagged his lascivious tongue.


Anger, hot and quick, shot through Mason. He slapped a hand around Thurgood’s wrist and jerked him off the bar stool.


Two seconds later, Thurgood lay flat on his back on the floor, Mason’s Italian leather loafer pressing against his windpipe.


“Hey, Thurgood, looks like the preppie’s kicking your ass.” Leroy laughed and slapped his thigh.


Charlee turned away from the bar to watch Mason with a bemused smile.


“I think you owe the lady an apology.”


“Yeooow.”


“Apologize,” Mason said, increasing the pressure on Thurgood’s Adam’s apple.


“I tworry, Charlee,” Thurgood rasped.


Charlee peered down at the man. “Maybe next time you’ll keep your hands to yourself.”


He nodded, or as much as he could manage with a shoe at his throat.


“Let’s get out of here,” Charlee said to Mason. “I got what we came for.”


“Catch you later, Thurgood.” He lifted his foot from the man’s neck and followed Charlee’s provocative fanny straight out the door.


“You’ve been holding out on me, Gentry,” she said once they were on the sidewalk. “Not quite as blue-blooded as you appear. Where’d you learn those moves?”


“Fourth-degree black belt, tae kwon do.”


“No shit.” She shot him a pensive look and then smiled.


“No shit.”


“Oooh, now I’m really titillated. Cursing and everything. What would your mama say?”


“Are you making fun of me?”


“Who me?” Charlee started to slide over the door frame and into the driver’s seat.


“Wait.”


“What?”


Mason hurried over to the driver’s side and opened the door. “A lady should allow the gentleman to open the car door for her.”


Charlee shook her head. “For one thing, no one has ever accused me of being a lady, and for another, you just blew it.”


“Blew what?”


“I was actually beginning to like you and then you had to go and remind me what a pompous jackass you are.”


“What? What’d I do wrong?”


She slammed the car door shut and then climbed over the door frame with a glower. “Get in.”


Women. Who could figure them? Try to do something nice and you ended up making them mad.


“So what did you find out about our grandparents?” he asked after she started the engine.


“Maybelline did indeed meet some guy, who sounds like he could be your grandfather, at four o’clock this afternoon.”


Mason exhaled sharply. Okay. Now they were getting somewhere.


“According to the bartender, the man left with her.”


“Anything else?”


Charlee swiveled her head to look him squarely in the eyes. “I’ve never seen Maybelline cry. I mean not ever. Not at weddings, not at funerals. Not when I graduated high school. Never.”


“So?”


“Kelly claims when they left the bar, not only was your grandfather looking pretty grim but my grandmother was bawling her eyes out.”


Nolan Gentry sat beside Maybelline in the Las Vegas airport waiting for their flight to L.A. Absentmindedly he drummed the manila folder she’d given him against the metal armrest.


The contents of the file confirmed the awful news Maybelline had broken to him over the phone two days earlier. If he didn’t intervene, the financial empire his father had started and he and his older brother Harry had built into a Fortune 500 dynasty would be utterly destroyed, ruining not only Nolan but his son and grandsons as well.


And the damnable thing was he couldn’t say anything to anyone. Not yet. The necessity for silence was the reason he’d taken the five hundred thousand dollars from company funds. And because he hadn’t known what other expenses he might incur. Such as paying off a blackmailer.


What he hoped—no, what he prayed—was that the family would send Mason to find him. It had to be Mason. Only his second-born grandson would truly understand the moral dilemma facing them.


And if they didn’t send Mason?


Nolan shook his head. They would send Mason. Poor boy always shouldered the dirty work.


He peered over at Maybelline. She too had a lot invested in the outcome. If things turned out badly, her only son might end up dead.


Giving her a comforting smile, he squeezed her hand. “Everything is going to be okay.”


She nodded, but he could tell from the skepticism in her eyes she wasn’t buying his empty promise, not for a minute.


Her tears had damned near killed him back there in the bar. He’d only seen her cry one other time. The despair over discovering she was pregnant with a married man’s baby had been so strong it sent her to the top of the HOLLYWOOD sign with the aim of ending her life.


Thank God, he’d been there to talk her down. He’d saved her life that night and now, almost fifty years later, she was saving his.


She smiled back at him and Nolan couldn’t help wondering, What if?


What if he’d won the Oscar in 1955?


What if his father hadn’t had a heart attack when he did?


What if he had refused his dying father’s edict to come home, marry Elispeth Hunt, and mingle the nouveau riche Gentry oil-field blood with respectable old money breeding?


What if he’d stayed with Maybelline?


His old heart took an unexpected dip at the prospect. What indeed?


He gazed over at her. She was still damned beautiful in his eyes, slim and sexy despite the passing years. Headstrong and feisty. That’s why her tears had frightened him so. Maybelline had never been a softie. Damn, but there were so many things he wanted to say to her. So many things he wanted to undo.


It was a useless endeavor, trying to recast the past. He’d made his choices, both good and bad. But now, the chickens had come home to roost.


She raised a hand to hide a yawn. “Long past my bedtime.”


“You always were a morning lark.”


“And you were the night owl. Remember when we shared the cottage in Venice Beach? You were usually coming to bed when I was leaving for work.”


“I remember,” he said softly. “You were three months pregnant with Elwood.”


“And you’d bring me 7UP and saltines to help with the morning sickness.”


Nolan patted her shoulder. “You can lean on me, May,” he said. “Take a nap. I’ll wake you when they start boarding the plane.”


She hesitated, and then she took off her glasses, slid them into her purse, and gingerly rested her head on his shoulder.


Nolan inhaled sharply. He hadn’t expected the weight of her against him to feel so good. Her hair smelled like ripe peaches and he remembered the day in his daddy’s oil field when he’d seen her for the very first time.


She had worn a satiny green dress with a flared skirt that twirled when she walked and black and white saddle shoes. He recalled the dress was green because it contrasted dramatically with her fiery red hair. His fingers had itched to stroke her glossy locks.


Slowly, he reached out and traced a finger over her hair. Still soft as silk. His gut clutched.


You’re too old to be feeling this way. Much too old by far.


She’d already fallen asleep, the gentle rise and fall of her chest luring him more surely than a siren’s song. She’d always possessed the knack to fall asleep as easily as a child and nothing short of a major earthquake roused her from a sound slumber. Using his free hand, he reached for the jacket he’d draped across the seat beside him and gently spread it over her shoulders.


A tenderness so strong the feeling threatened to overrun his eyes with tears had Nolan clenching his teeth. Not once in his forty-three-year marriage to Elispeth had he felt one-tenth of the tenderness he felt right now for Maybelline. Not even when Elispeth had given birth to their son, Reed.


Maybelline was everything Elispeth was not.


She was bold and brave. When he realized Maybelline had run off to Hollywood both to escape her physically abusive father and to pursue her dream of becoming a makeup artist, her burst for freedom had given him the courage to defy his own father and go into acting. Elispeth, on the other hand, had been so timid and mousy she’d never even raised her voice. No fire. No vim. No vigor.


Maybelline did things her own way, blazed her own path. She didn’t care if people gossiped about her. Elispeth followed the herd, decorating her house right down to the knickknacks exactly as they were depicted in some New York interior-decorating magazine. Elispeth had never stepped out of line. Had always done what was expected of her.


Maybelline was whip-smart and had more common sense in her pinkie than most people had in their entire bodies even though she had never finished high school. Elispeth had a masters degree from Sarah Lawrence but didn’t have the good sense to call a doctor if Reed was running a fever.


And most of all, whenever he was with Maybelline, he was different. She made him laugh and take risks. She had once teased him into shaking off his stuffy exterior and going skinny-dipping in a pond. She’d dared him to stretch his acting talents and try for a part he never believed he could win. She had challenged him in a hundred wonderful ways. Around her, he was more alive. More of a man.


No, that wasn’t fair. Elispeth had been a good woman. She’d done her best. He had no call comparing her to Maybelline. It wasn’t his dead wife’s fault he’d been in love with another woman when he married her.


Nolan shook his head. The scary thing was that his grandson Mason was about to stumble into the same trap he’d tripped over as a young man: marrying the wrong woman simply to appease family demands. Daphne Maxwell was a lovely girl but she was Elispeth all over again. What the boy needed was a Maybelline of his own.


To lure his mind away from thoughts he shouldn’t be having, Nolan looked up at the departure board. Their flight was delayed. Sighing, he debated what to do when they arrived in L.A. Obviously, it would be too late to go to the accounting firm straightaway. They’d have to obtain a room for the night. Make that two rooms.


He closed his eyes and had just dozed off when a hand clamped down on his shoulder.


“Mr. Nolan Gentry?”


Startled, Nolan’s eyes flew open. There, standing in front of him, was Elvis. Pudgy Elvis in his famous white rhinestone-studded jumpsuit.


He blinked. Was he dreaming? He half expected Elvis to launch into a rousing, hip-swinging rendition of “Viva Las Vegas.”


“Mr. Gentry?” Elvis repeated.


No, not the Elvis, but an Elvis look-alike. The town was chock-full of Elvis impersonators.


“Yes, I’m Nolan Gentry.”


“Mr. Gentry, I have a gun in my pocket. I want you to wake your companion and follow me.”


“What?”


“Do you need me to repeat what I just said?”


“You’ve got a gun? But how did you get a gun past airport security?”


Elvis snorted. “Don’t you watch nighttime news shows like 20/20 where they smuggle all kinds of weapons past the metal detectors?”


“I don’t believe you have a gun. Show me.”


“You think I’m gonna whip it out in public?”


Defiantly, Nolan crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”


Elvis sighed. “Okay, let’s try this another way. If you want to see the Oscar files, then you’re going to have to come with me.”


Nolan’s gut squeezed. How did Elvis know about the stolen files? “What?”


“Yep. Believe me when I say I can make or break you, pal. Now move.”


Nolan shook his head. Nothing made any sense. He had to be dreaming. Otherwise, all proof pointed to the fact that he and Maybelline were being kidnapped by the King of Rock and Roll.















Chapter 4



Where to now?”


Charlee slid a glance over at Mason, amazed he’d asked her opinion.


He sat ramrod-straight, his seat belt snugly fastened around his trim waist, his eyes locked on the unruly Vegas Strip traffic. After his lady and gentleman crack about the way she climbed into her car, she’d pegged him as a control freak who preferred his women submissive and relegated to a pedestal.


She grinned to herself, amused at how uptight he was. She’d bet anything he rolled his toothpaste tube up from the bottom instead of squeezing it in the middle like she did. No, wait. He was probably so regimented he used a toothpaste dispenser and carefully measured out each drop. She’d wager a month’s pay that he labeled his possessions, hated for the food on his plate to touch, and always counted his change to make sure he’d gotten back the correct amount.


Good thing they wouldn’t be together long. She would drive him crazy with the way she stuffed underwear in the same drawer with socks, ate standing over the kitchen sink, and tossed her change in the bottom of her purse without ever looking at it.


“You’re asking my opinion?”


“You are the private investigator.”


“Somehow I got the impression you have a hard time letting other people take charge.”


His smile was forced. “Not when the other person has more information. Vegas is your home turf. You’re more than welcome to step up to the plate.”


“Thank you. I will. We’re going to see someone who might have an idea where our grandparents are,” she said.


“Oh?” Mason leaned closer and she caught a whiff of his sandalwood soap. She wondered if he tasted as clean as he smelled. “Who?”


Charlee’s mistrustful nature had her biting her bottom lip and hesitating before revealing any more information than absolutely necessary. After all, what did she know about the guy other than the fact he dazzled her like dynamite and kicked-ass at tae kwon do?


In and of itself, that fact was suspicious. How many spoiled, rich pretty boys possessed the discipline for advanced martial arts?


Once she thought about it, Charlee realized everything had been hunky-dory in her life until he’d shown up. Now Maybelline was missing, her place had been ransacked, and someone had shot at them.


What if he had lied about his identity? He could be anyone. A hit man or an undercover cop or even, heaven forbid, an IRS agent. Plenty of people would gladly line up to take pot shots at IRS agents.


“Charlee?” he prodded, more irritating than a pebble in her boot. “Who are we going to see?”


Don’t tell him a damned thing.


She pretended to concentrate on navigating the Corvette around a slow-moving eighteen-wheeler, but he didn’t buy her stall tactics.


“If the matter concerns my grandfather, I have a right to know.”


As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t disagree. After all, she had no real reason to believe Mason was anything other than what he claimed. Charlee reluctantly relented.


“We’re going to see my father.”


“From the tightness in your voice I’m guessing you two don’t get along so well.”


“You might say that.” Charlee gripped the steering wheel far tighter than necessary. “Let’s just hope my old man isn’t involved in what’s going on between our grandparents.”


“Care to elaborate?”


Charlee took a deep breath. “No.”


To her surprise, he nodded and said, “Fair enough.”


Mason certainly didn’t seem like the sort of guy to let things pass easily and Charlee shot him a pensive glance. Maybe something in her body language warned him off.


Whenever Elwood popped into her brain, she couldn’t help tensing up. She understood even without the help of a Freudian psychologist that the roots of her prejudice against wealthy, long-legged, matinee-idol-smiling, beard-stubble-sporting men started with her father.


Mason’s decision not to pressure her had a tongue-loosening effect. Charlee had no idea what possessed her but she found herself saying, “Don’t get me wrong. I love my father. I mean he is my father after all, but a stand-up guy he ain’t.”


“We all have family issues.”


Charlee laughed. “Yeah. Well, some of us have issues and then some of us have issues.”


“Rotten childhood?”


“Rotten isn’t the word for it.”


Why was she yammering like an Oprah guest? She wasn’t a poor-me-I-never-got-over-being-mistreated-by-my-parent type. And she most certainly wasn’t a whiner.


She pressed the tip of her tongue against the roof of her mouth to keep from speaking, but then Mason reached over, flicked off the radio, and casually let his fingers trail over the back of her hand. She didn’t know if he’d touched her on purpose or not, but a hint of sympathy was all it took. How truly pathetic was she? Words erupted from her in a mindless purge of verbiage.


“Once upon a time, my father, Elwood Sikes, was the best Elvis impersonator in Vegas.” Charlee left the Strip and downshifted as she slowed for a yield sign. “This wasn’t long after the real Elvis died and Elwood’s career blazed hot, hot, hot.”


“Hmmm.”


“Oh, he was a charming bastard. Had tons of women flocking after him, which was the main reason my mother didn’t marry him even though she was pregnant with me. She might have been a naive Louisiana Cajun in over her head in sin city, but she wasn’t dumb.”


Charlee waved a hand. Had she ever told her story to anyone? She couldn’t remember. She wanted to shut up, to keep her private life private, but spewing out her anger felt so good, she just kept blabbing.


“Anyway, my father fell for his own publicity hype. He believed the money he raked in would last forever. He bought a pink Cadillac and a fancy house with an Olympic-sized swimming pool and he wore diamond rings on every finger. The typical cliché. I’m told he bought me tons of toys but I don’t remember.”


“It must have been a very exciting time for him,” Mason said.


“Too exciting. He started gambling. Caught the fever and lost every penny. After that he became real friendly with the whiskey bottle and they canned him from the Elvis gig for showing up drunk. Everything was repossessed. He lost it all. The money, the house, the women. He simply couldn’t deal with the failure. He’s spent the rest of his life trying to get it back by chasing get-rich-quick schemes and getting thrown in jail on a semiregular basis.” Charlee sighed. “And I’ve spent a small mint bailing him out.”


Mason ticked his tongue in sympathy.


“He littered my childhood with a string of broken promises. One time he swore he’d take me to McDonald’s for my fifth birthday. My mother dressed me up in a pink satin dress and black patent leather Mary Janes. I can still remember the dress had a white sash with blue flowers. I waited and I waited and I waited, but Elwood never came.”


“Must have been pretty difficult for you.”


Charlee shook her head in denial. “Hell, I was used to him standing me up. But his reappearing acts were even worse. He’d show up, usually drunk, with some big-haired, big-chested bimbo who he expected me to call Mama on his arm and a wad of ill-gotten cash in his pocket.”


“I can’t even imagine.”


“Worst thing, after my mother died, Elwood just dumped me on Maybelline. Not that I regret being raised by my grandmother,” she added swiftly. “It’s just I’d always hoped…” she trailed off.


A fire-engine siren shrieked nearby. Thank God for the interruption, otherwise she might have told him every sordid detail of her painful past.


“Better pull over,” Mason advised. “I think they’re coming this way.”


She looked in the rearview mirror at the same time the fire truck rounded the corner. Startled, she jerked to a stop at the curb and realized her hands were shaking. Not from the unexpected arrival of the emergency vehicle but from the sheer volume of her verbal diarrhea. She could not have shocked herself more if she’d stripped off her shirt and flashed him her boobies.


The car idled softly, accentuating the quietness between them.


“Are you okay?” Mason asked, his voice heavy with concern. He touched her again and there was no mistaking the intent this time—firmer, lingering, his thumb gently rubbing her knuckles.


Charlee jerked her hand away and looked into his face. She stared at his wide, generous mouth and found herself wondering if he was a good kisser. Startled, she focused her gaze on the road.


An odd twinge twisted through her. A strange mix of anxiety, gratitude, and uncertainty.


What in the hell was going on here?


You’re just worried about Maybelline. Remember, you’re highly susceptible to brown-eyed, handsome men. Nail your guard back up, pronto.


A second fire truck zoomed by and then a third.


Struggling to appear nonchalant, Charlee tugged her hand out from under Mason’s and slowly pulled the Corvette back into traffic. She smelled smoke in the air and the odor thickened the closer they came to the rundown apartment complex where her father lived.


By the time they turned onto her father’s block, Charlee’s heart hammered hard even before she spotted the flames licking brightly against the night sky. Dread weighed her down at the sight of firemen scurrying across the lawn with fire hoses and axes.


Apartment residents stood to one side staring owleyed as their homes flashed in a crescendo of sparks. Gawkers stopped to rubberneck.


From the corner of her eye, Charlee spied a white, four-door Chevy Malibu easing slowly down the street. She parked in the lot of a nearby dry cleaners and, without even thinking about Mason, climbed out of the car and beelined over to the small apartment complex.


Please let Elwood be okay, she prayed.


She tried to approach one of the firemen, but he brusquely waved her off. A ruddy-faced police officer with a Boston accent came over to escort her across the street with the other bystanders.


“This way, miss.”


“My father,” she said. “He lives in apartment 16c.”


“Everyone’s been evacuated. There’ve been no casualties. If your father is here, he’ll be in the crowd. Now step aside.”


“What happened?” Charlee fisted her hands. “I have a right to know.”


“Step aside,” the policeman repeated with a stern frown.


The smoke, the fire, the heat, the noise, and the chaos overwhelmed her.


Dammit, Elwood, where are you?


She wanted to argue with the cop, to demand he tell her something more, but she couldn’t find her tongue. She simply stared at the dramatic flames scampering across the roof of the apartment building and she felt all the courage drain from her body.


“Excuse me, officer,” Mason interrupted. He moved closer to the man, lowered his head, and spoke so low Charlee couldn’t hear what he said.


What magic he wrought, she did not know, but a few minutes later he walked over and took her elbow. “Let’s go back to the car.”


“Why? I want to know what’s happening.”


“Just do as I say.”


“Listen here, Gentry…” Charlee balked, grateful to have someone to take her anxiety out on.


“Now is not the time to straddle your high horse. I’ve got unfortunate news.”


“What?” Her contrariness vanished. She gripped Mason’s forearm and imagined the worst.


“The fire originated in your father’s apartment.”


Charlee blinked. “Is he… hurt?”


Mason shook his head. “The apartment was empty when the firemen arrived.”


“Thank God.”


“They believe the fire was arson.”


“Arson?”


“I hate to tell you, but the police suspect your father intentionally started the blaze.”


Charlee sank into the chair in her office and forced herself not to bite her fingernails. She balled her hands into fists and dropped them into her lap. She absolutely refused to jump to conclusions about Elwood. Just because his apartment caught fire didn’t mean he was up to his old tricks.


Believe that and there’s a bridge in Brooklyn someone is dying to sell you.


Sighing, she flicked on Maybelline’s computer and leaned back in the chair as she waited for the hard drive to boot up.


After leaving the scene of the fire, Mason had insisted on going back to her grandmother’s trailer to help her clean up the mess and repair the broken bedroom windowpane. She’d been touched by his offer and then angry with herself for going all soft and gushy inside just because some guy did a decent thing.


Plus, she couldn’t stop thinking about the way his hard, lean back—all sinewy and masculine—had felt beneath her when she’d knocked him to the floor and saved him from the gunman’s bullet. Even now, hours later, the memory of his body caused the moisture to evaporate from her mouth and her pulse to speed up.


She wasn’t falling for his charms. No how. No way. She understood that old song and dance. Guys were oh-so-delightful at first, at least until they landed you in their beds. After they got what they wanted, it was so long, Charlee, been nice knowing you, don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out.


It was closing in on two A.M. but she was too wired to sleep. After dropping Mason off at the Bellagio, she schlepped down to the office to hunt through Maybelline’s files in search of clues.


But instead of probing the database on the hard drive, she found herself logging onto the Internet. She never consciously decided to Google him, but the next thing she knew, there she was, typing Mason’s name into the search engine.


And up popped a string of references.


Links to newspaper articles and magazine interviews and high-society pages. She discovered his family held a seat on the New York Stock Exchange.


When she stumbled across a detailed listing of the numerous companies they owned—including a silver mine in New Mexico, a flagship hotel in the Bahamas, and a top accounting firm in Hollywood—Charlee realized his family was richer than God and she was in far deeper trouble than she ever imagined.


Damn her and her illogical Prince Charming complex.


She found a photograph of Mason escorting a glossily beautiful blonde to some debutante shindig and the pinch of jealousy biting into her stomach scared her.


Good gravy. What did she have to be jealous of? She could never compete with such a woman. Nor did she want to. She’d had her fill of rich men.


Briefly, she thought of Gregory Blankensonship, the first man she’d ever loved, and winced. Would she ever recover from his betrayal?


Oh, stop whining. You’ve got work to do.


Determined, she logged off the Internet, picked up the telephone, and began calling hospitals, hotels, airlines, and bus stations. Maybelline, Nolan, and Elwood simply couldn’t have disappeared into thin air.


She might not be lucky in love, but she was a damned fine private investigator. And one way or another, she would find them.


Mason had come to Vegas to find his grandfather and drag him back home in time to prevent his brother from taking sole credit for closing the biggest deal in the history of Gentry Enterprises. Retrieving Gramps should have been quick, clean, and simple.


But instead of achieving his clear-cut goal, a little more than twelve hours after arriving in town, Mason found himself embroiled in a royal mess featuring one testy lady P.I., her missing granny, a ransacked trailer house, a disgruntled gunman, and a very suspicious fire. What he couldn’t figure out was how Gramps fit into the chaos.


Mason had tumbled into bed, certain he would fall asleep within minutes, but slumber eluded him. Two-thirty and he lay wide awake listening to the bedside clock tick off the seconds. Dammit. Charlee had promised to come around for him at six A.M. so they could start searching for their grandparents again.


Charlee.


Now there was one hell of a woman. Tough and unflinching, she didn’t coddle her fears or back away from the truth.


It was a thrill watching her mind work. He could actually see her mental cogs whirling. It was in the tilt of her jaw, the furrow of her brow, the tightening of her facial muscles. The way she focused on whatever task lay at hand was a thing of beauty.


And being with her was strangely exhilarating. As if by proxy her fervor would rub off on him. He wondered if she realized how the intensity came over her. The way her green eyes changed colors and took on a lively ferocity when she was on the hunt.


She was a woman warrior, proud and strong. He thought of the way she’d looked at Maybelline’s house, gun in hand, a determined set to her chin. Suddenly his senses were as full of her as they had been at the moment the gunman fired.


The womanly aroma of her hung in his nose, the imprint of her firm body lingered against his back, the sound of her rich, smoldering voice haunted his ears. She stirred his imagination and aroused a dormant passion he never realized he possessed.


He liked her long, lean limbs and the bronzy glow of her skin. He liked the straightforward scent of her—honeysuckle soap and crisp spray starch. Not frilly or overdone. Just clean and honest and free.


And her luscious tresses. Masses of straight black hair hanging down her back in a curtain of sheer delight or bouncing provocatively when pulled back in a sleek ponytail. Too bad…


Too bad what, Gentry?


Too damned bad he was stewing in his hormones. Charlee Champagne was strictly off-limits for so many reasons he couldn’t begin to count. Groaning, Mason stuffed a pillow over his head and willed his mind empty.


He must have finally dozed off, because he woke with a jerk when the telephone rang. Blindly, he fumbled for the receiver in the dark and brought it to his ear.


“Lo,” he mumbled.


“Gentry, it’s Charlee.”


As if he didn’t recognize her sexy, smoky voice. “What time is it?”


“Four o’clock.”


“What are you doing up?”


“Couldn’t sleep.”


“Go away for a couple of hours, will you?”


“Can’t. Got some hot news.” He could tell from the thrill in her tone she was jazzed up. A cougar on the prowl.


Shaking his head to clear away the cobwebs of aborted sleep, Mason propped himself against the headboard. “I’m listening.”


“I did some digging and I found out Nolan and Maybelline booked a red-eye flight to L.A. last night.”


“They’re in L.A.?”


“No, they never got on the plane.”


“So they’re still in Vegas?”


“That’s what I aim to find out. I’m headed over to the airport to interview the gate agent and figured you might wanna come along.”


“Sure. Sure.” Mason yawned and ran a hand through his hair.


“See you there in twenty minutes,” she said and hung up the phone.


Twenty minutes later, Mason parked his Bentley in the infield parking garage, then walked over to wait on the curb outside the terminal.


Charlee screeched her Corvette to a stop in a passenger loading zone and leaped from the car. She wore a straw white Stetson cocked back on her head and twin braids streamed down her back. She looked absolutely adorable; although he had the impression she was shooting for badass. Daphne would proclaim her a fashion disaster, but Mason appreciated that she dressed the way she pleased, in-vogue styles be damned.


He pointed at the NO LONG-TERM PARKING sign. “You’re not going to leave your car here.”


“Nobody’s gonna tow me away at this time of the morning.” Her fast-talking disregard for the posted sign told him she was wired on adrenaline and so eager to leap into the investigation she couldn’t be bothered looking for a parking space.


“Don’t count on it.”


“I’m on the hunt. I need my vehicle at the ready in case I need to make a quick exit.”


“Parking in a passenger loading zone and risking being towed is not the way to achieve your goal.”


“Oh, hush. How are they going to know I’m not loading passengers? We won’t be long. Come on.”


Mason didn’t budge. “Charlee, move your car,” he insisted.


“Relax, Gentry. Boy, you are uptight. Love the sheet creases by the way.” On her way past him, she reached up and lightly fingered his cheek.


Her touch burned electric. Mason growled, desperate to deny the tingle of awareness warming his face.


Blithely, she stalked into the concourse and he had no choice but to follow or get left behind. Fine, let her car get towed.


In spite of himself, Mason found his eyes locked on the sassy sway of her blue-jeaned behind. Good thing she wasn’t his girlfriend. They would clash like cymbals over every little thing. He couldn’t imagine living with someone so stubborn.


Girlfriend? What in the hell prompted that outlandish concept?


Because she’s the girl of the dreams you never even dared to dream. She’s wild and free and full of spirit. And she would scare the living hell out of your family.


He shook his head. Blame his crazy meandering thoughts on his poor sleep-deprived brain. He was officially losing his marbles.


Gramps, you owe me big time.


Charlee pranced through the security checkpoint, but Mason set off the buzzer. The attendant motioned him aside for a wanding. They required him to empty his pockets and remove his shoes before they were satisfied he wasn’t planning on blowing the place to kingdom come.


He hurried through the terminal. His impatience escalating when two thick-necked guys in black sunshades bumped into him. If he hadn’t been so intent on locating Charlee, Mason might have paid more heed to the duo, but because he was in a hurry, he blew off their rudeness. By the time he caught up with her, she was deep in conversation with a gate agent.


He walked over and touched her shoulder. When she turned away from the gate agent, he was startled to see her normally golden skin had gone pale. The look on her face sliced a chill straight through his bones. He felt confused, angry with whomever or whatever had created her obvious distress. He fisted his hands, ready to beat someone to a pulp on her behalf.


“Charlee? What’s wrong?”


She quickly gained control over her emotions, smoothing out her forehead and pressing her lips firmly together.


“We’re in luck. The same gate agent is still on duty. He remembers Maybelline and Nolan. They left with some guy just before the plane arrived.”


“What guy?”


Charlee didn’t meet his gaze and he realized instantly she was keeping something from him.


“Charlee?” he prodded.


“I dunno, but the gate agent said he watched all three of them head over to the rental car area.”


He narrowed his eyes. “Is that everything?”


She hesitated.


“What aren’t you telling me?”


She studied the scuffed toe of her boots, jammed her fingertips into her front pockets. “Our grandparents were arguing with the guy. Like they were upset and didn’t want to leave with him. Actually the gate agent even offered to call security, but your grandfather told him everything was all right.”


“Does he remember what the guy looked like?”


Charlee took a deep breath. “Yeah. He was wearing a white, rhinestone-encrusted jumpsuit.”


“That’s certainly memorable. Sounds like Elvis Presley.”


“Or an Elvis impersonator.”


Their eyes met and he knew what she was going to say before the word left her mouth.


“Elwood.”















Chapter 5



Foreboding slithered through Charlee’s insides like a snake shedding its skin. Why would Maybelline and Nolan run off with Elwood? She had a bad feeling about the whole deal. Mason’s grandfather had arrived in Vegas with a large sum of money in his pocket and large sums of money attracted Elwood like flies to cow patties.


Her father had been jailed for many penny-ante schemes from peddling weed to hoodwinking tourists with three-card monte to blackmailing a high-profile exlover. However, none of his crimes had merited a felony charge. Maybelline had washed her hands of him years ago, but Charlee couldn’t admit defeat when it came to her father no matter how many times he disappointed her.


Maybelline rarely spoke to her only child. Why would she leave the airport with him when she’d planned on catching a flight to L.A.?


Unless…


Charlee started to gnaw on her thumbnail and realized Mason was studying her. Shamefaced, she quickly tucked her hand behind her back.


“Let’s go talk to the rental car people,” she said in a decisive tone and stalked toward the counter.


The woman behind the desk didn’t glance up from her tabloid magazine. Charlee splayed her palms against the black Formica countertop and cleared her throat.


“Excuse me.”


Unhappy at being dragged from her celebrity gossip, the woman glared at her. “Yeah?”


“A middle-aged Elvis impersonator along with an older couple rented a car from you earlier this morning. I’d like to know where they were headed, please.”


The woman frowned. “I can’t release that kind of information.”


“I’m a private detective,” Charlee said in her most professional tone and flashed the woman her ID. “And I’m investigating a possible crime. If you could do a little finger-tapping on your computer keyboard I’d really appreciate it.”


“Sorry, no can do.”


“It’s a matter of life and death. I must know where they’re headed.”


“You’re not the police. I don’t have to tell you anything.” She continued reading her gossip rag.


Charlee gritted her teeth and contemplated shoving Ms. Congeniality out of the way and commandeering her keyboard, but before she had time to discard the idea as a not particularly viable one, Mason placed one finger on the woman’s magazine and slowly pushed it downward so she was forced to look him in the eyes.


“Hi there.” He shot the woman a grin so dazzling even an ardent man hater could not have resisted him: and clearly she was no man hater.


“Oh, my!” the woman gasped breathlessly as if one of the movie stars from her magazine had sprung to life right in front of her. “Where did you come from?”


Mason leaned nonchalantly closer and studied the name tag situated just above the woman’s breast. “Lila,” he crooned. “What a lovely name.”


“Why thank you,” the woman simpered and batted her eyelashes. “I was named after my great-grandmother.”


“How do you do.” He offered his hand.


“I’m doing very well now that you’re here.” She angled a sultry glance at him and pumped his hand as vigorously as if she were pulling the handle on a slot machine.


Charlee snorted. Enough with the friggin’ foreplay, Gentry, get to the point.


“Listen, Lila, I’m hoping you can do me and my”—Mason glanced over his shoulder at Charlee—“sister here a favor.”


Sister? Charlee burned a hole through him with her stare. What was the big idea telling Ms. Congeniality she was his sister?


“She’s your sister?” Lila asked.


Mason lowered his voice. “I know. Her manners are so atrocious you’d never suspect we were raised by the same parents.”


“No indeed,” Lila whispered back as if Charlee weren’t standing right in front of her.


Mason murmured something else that Charlee couldn’t quite hear. Lila giggled girlishly and then typed into the computer. Let some rich handsome guy smile at her and ole Lila folded like a house of cards.


“The party you’re interested in rented a red and white Chevrolet camper. License number LYG-123. It’s supposed to be returned to the Tucson office on Monday.”


Monday? Why so much time? It didn’t take but maybe eight or nine hours to drive to Tucson. Why keep the rental until Monday? Charlee nibbled on her bottom lip and tried to figure out what stunt her father was pulling.


“Thank you so much, Lila.” Mason gazed deeply into the clerk’s eyes and flashed her his dimples, looking like some swoonily gorgeous soap opera star. “You’ve been an immeasurable help.”


“Hang on a minute.” Lila was practically panting. She tore off a scrap of paper from the yellow legal pad on her desk, jotted something on it, and slipped the note into Mason’s hand. “Call me.” She winked.


Charlee rolled her eyes, wagged her head, and mocked the awestruck clerk by silently mouthing, “Call me.”


See. Precisely why she didn’t trust wealthy, long-legged, brown-eyed, handsome men any farther than she could toss ’em. They would do anything to get their way. Completely shameless, the lot of them.


“Bye.” He wriggled his fingers at Lila, and took Charlee by the elbow. “Let’s go, sis.”


“What’s up, Slick?” Charlee untangled herself from him the minute they were out of earshot. “The gossip rag queen gave you her phone number?”


“Not that it’s any of your business, but yes.”


“You gonna call her?”


Mason frowned and tossed the woman’s number in a nearby trash can. “Of course not.”


Charlee shook her head. “Cruel bastard. You trifled with that woman’s affections.”


“All for a good cause.”


“And by the way, what was that remark about my being your sister?”


“Hey, it got us what we needed.” He guided her through the concourse, which had grown more crowded since they’d first arrived. “Do you think she would have opened up to me if she thought you were my girlfriend?”


“I’m not your girlfriend.”


“I know that and you know that, but Lila didn’t know that.”


“You’re such a liar.”


“Sounds like sour grapes to me.”


“What are you talking about? Sour grapes over what? That Lila was drooling on you? Puh-leeze, I could care less.”


“You’re just testy because my method worked and yours didn’t. You can catch more flies with honey, sweetheart. Remember that.”


“Hmmph,” Charlee mumbled under her breath while at the same time her pulse revved to realize he’d inadvertently called her sweetheart. Oh, this was completely disgusting. How could she let herself get all flustered and fluttery over some pretty boy?


Perturbed at her reaction, she searched for something rude to say. “Honey my ass. You snagged her with the matinee-idol smile and your sultry brown-eyed stare.”


“Pardon?” He lowered his head to hers, those very eyes in question twinkling with a mischievous light. “I didn’t quite catch that. Did you just compliment me?”


“Ahem. I said, the red and white camper is only a few hours ahead of us. If we pick up the pace, maybe we can overtake them before they reach Tucson.”
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