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Must be a dream, Savanna Morgan thought lazily. And what a remarkable dream he was. His good looks were raw and earthy, but she couldn’t say he was traditionally handsome, not like the other men she knew. Like what’s-his-name.

Parker.

Yes, Parker, her fiancé.

Ex-fiancé.

Parker had blond hair, blue eyes, and a smile enhanced by thousands of dollars of dental work. This man’s—this hunk’s—wicked grin was slightly crooked, attractively so, as was one front tooth. He had deep, jungle green eyes and coffee-brown hair, rich and thick and shot with just enough curl to be unruly. A lock of it fell over his forehead and made her fingers itch to brush it away from his face.

Why not? she thought, and she did just that as they stood together on a raised dais shaped like a giant Valentine.

A man wearing the caricature smile of a TV evangelist stood opposite them. His white tuxedo glared a stark relief against the red velvet-covered walls, the vividly red retro shag rug, and the glittery red ceiling. 

“And by the power vested in me by the state of Nevada—” the official’s grin widened “—I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

Savanna looked from the evangelist to the hunk. He leaned closer. Close enough that she could smell the soft, spicy scent of his drug store aftershave, the sweat from the Nevada heat, and the potent essence of pure animal male.

Then his lips met hers, and Savanna knew the world was a really good place.

She could taste the slow heat of desire and the sour burn of liquor as his lips moved over hers. Firm masculine lips that promised pleasure.

What a vivid dream! 

But could a dream be so warm, so sexy? Could a dream have callused hands that caressed and possessed with shiver-inducing experience? Could a dream trail fiery kisses down the goose-pimpled flesh of her neck?

This one could, she decided. Any time he wanted.

Then she and the hunk were no longer in the little crimson chapel, but in a bedroom, upon a bed as garishly red as the other room had been. The sheets were scarlet satin and warmed by their naked bodies. A cheap bottle of champagne cooled in an even cheaper Styrofoam bucket on the nightstand.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, his mouth close to her ear. His breath stirred the strands of her hair and made her tremble with a longing she didn’t even try to understand.

She had been called beautiful before, but somehow when he said it, she believed it. Maybe because he showed her with each scorching kiss he placed on her fevered skin. On her neck, her breasts, the soles of her feet, her thighs...

Or maybe it was the attention he lavished upon her. That’s all she ever really wanted. Not the flashy cars or the fortune in pocket money, but someone to notice her, pay attention to her. Act—even pretend—like they loved her.

She clutched his broad shoulders and clung to her sanity, but she couldn’t hold back any longer. She released her reservations and exploded into this dream. She shattered for this fantasy lover who made her quake beneath him like no other had before. 

“Mmmm...” She snuggled deeper into the satin sheets of the bed and refused to open her eyes. A dull pain throbbed behind her closed lids like the beat of a far away drum. She stretched her legs, her naked skin sliding against the sheets. Her sheets? Her bed? No, not her bed really, just her bed for the dream. But it had seemed so real.

He had seemed so real. Everything about him seemed tangible from his green eyes full of fire and passion to his raw sensuality that proudly proclaimed satisfaction, then boldly delivered it. She could almost feel his muscled arm curved around her waist, pinning her to his side. Could almost feel the heat that radiated from his hard body and soaked into hers. But it was only a dream.

Wasn’t it?

Fighting against the pain behind her eyes that threatened to grow worse if she dared open them, Savanna did just that. And screamed. 

****
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“Arrrggghhh!”

Brodie Harper jumped from the bed.

“Nan,” he cried before he realized he wasn’t at home. He was...? 

He glanced around the room decorated in Early American Valentine. Just where was he?

“Don’t move, buster. I know how to use this.”

He turned toward the bed, his skull threatening to explode from his over-indulgence the night before.

A golden haired woman clutched the crimson sheet to her creamy white breasts as if he hadn’t seen them, hadn’t caressed and kissed them during the night they had spent together in that cheesy heart-shaped bed. 

Ahhh...he remembered now. The blonde in the short black wig, the Do Drop Inn, the little red dress, champagne and strawberries at 2 a.m. If his memory served him right, last night had been heaven. Hea-ven. But last night was over. And this morning he had a meeting. A very important meeting.

He checked his watch, then reached for his best pair of navy slacks which had been flung over the heart-shaped back of the red velvet armchair. He had exactly two and a half-hours before he had to meet Red. Not enough time to drive home to shower and change, but just enough to grab a quick shave and some breakfast at the truck stop. And definitely not enough to stage a replay of last night’s... uh, exploits with the golden haired temptress. Not that he could do much of anything with the way his head was throbbing. He was going to be lucky to make it through the most important meeting of his life.

“I said don’t move.” Her voice held false authority, and the hairbrush in her hand trembled. 

“What are you going to do? Groom me to death?” Brodie didn’t wait for her answer. He didn’t have time. Nor did he want to remain buck-naked any longer than absolutely necessary. Talk about your awkward morning after... He snatched up his pants and used them to tactfully cover himself as he searched for his jockey shorts. 

His head was pounding, pounding, pounding. If he never had another drink, it would be too soon. Which was probably the most beneficial side-effect of a hangover. Not that he drank often, just an occasional beer on the infrequent night out with the boys. But he really needed to steer clear of the tequila if he was going to pick up blond-haired she-cats. Hell, he couldn’t even remember her name. She might have purred last night, but in the light of day, she was all hiss and claws. 

He spied his underwear dangling from one red-fringed lampshade where they had, no doubt, been flung in the haste of passion. He must have been drunker last night than he realized. Then again, it wasn’t every night his best friend tied the knot. It was a special occasion, even if the ceremony had been held in small chapel in Las Vegas. Why not get married in the most famous gambling town in America? After all, what was marriage but a gamble? 

Brodie reached for his underpants, and the woman on the bed whacked him in the ribs with the flat side of the brush.

He jerked back out of her reach. “Ow! What’d you do that for?” 

“Stay away from me, you pervert.” She scooted even closer to the headboard—if that were possible—and clutched the crimson sheet even tighter to her breasts—if that were possible.

“Pervert?” Last night must have been wilder than he remembered. He gingerly shook his head, the details escaping him as he reached for his briefs again.

She whacked him. Again.

“Quit that!” He drew back, not missing the fact that the red sheet had slipped a notch or two. Not that he cared today. Today he had a meeting. A very important meeting, he reminded himself.

“Just back off.”

Brodie closed his eyes briefly and made a wish, but when he opened them again, she was still there. “Listen, sunshine. I’d like to stay and continue this... conversation, but I really do have to go.” 

She seemed unconvinced.

“Wouldn’t you rather have a pervert with his underwear on than one without?” Diverting her with his words, he managed to rescue his shorts and retreat before she could assault him a third time.

Quickly, he dressed, conscious of her tawny eyes watching him like a lioness watches her prey. She never once moved from the bed, even as he stepped over her sinfully red lace under things.

This was without a doubt the weirdest... encounter he’d ever had. 

He paused at the door—almost, but not quite—forgetting the night they had shared. He wasn’t in the habit of paying for entertainment, but this was, after all, Las Vegas. And she had, after all, been wearing that slinky little red number and silky black wig. It all fit. And there was a first time for everything he supposed. “Do I, uh... owe you anything?”

Her mouth fell open and shock registered in her eyes.

Whack! The brush flew through the air and struck his already terrorized cranium.

She has quite an aim. He blinked as the stars subsided and wanted to shake his head at it all, but it hurt too much.

“I’ll take that as a ‘no,’” he said as he left the room, her sputtering insults barely muffled by the cheap pine door marked Honeymoon Suite. In fact, every door to every room he passed on his way to the stairwell was marked the same.

What a joke. The couples cuddled up in the numerous “honeymoon suites” were probably no more married than he and the gorgeous she-cat. He just couldn’t believe he’d been desperate enough—or drunk enough—to pick up a hooker. But that scrap of red fabric she’d called a dress was more than enough proof of her profession and more enticing than his tequila-enhanced libido had been able resist.

“Mr. Harper.” The man standing behind a counter filled with wedding rings greeted Brodie as he entered the lobby. He was dressed in white from head to toe and had a grin that shone like the chrome on a ‘67 Chevy. “I trust you spent your evening well?”

The evening had been a gold star event. It was the morning that had been a doozie. “My, uh... guest is still upstairs, but I’d like to go ahead and settle the bill.” Brodie laid the room key on the counter, then pulled his battered wallet from the back pocket of his slacks. He opened it and somehow managed to keep a poker face over its emptiness. 

Must have been some night. 

“Don’t you remember, Mr. Harper? We took care of that after the ceremony.”

“Uh, yes. Of course.” He shoved his empty wallet back into his pocket and rubbed his throbbing eyes. God, even his eyebrows hurt. “And what ceremony would that be?”

The man behind the counter tsked. “Surely you haven’t forgotten your beautiful new bride already?”

“Excuse me?” Brodie stopped mid-rub. For a minute he thought the man had said bride.

“And what a lovely bride she was.”

He had said bride. He’d said it twice.

“Oh, yeah.” Brodie exhaled, then nodded. “My bride. Sure. I remember.” There was a fraction of a second when he wondered if perhaps he had actually married the golden-haired hooker, but that just couldn’t be. Obviously, the man behind the counter thought they were married because Brodie had registered them as Mr. and Mrs. Harper. He couldn’t blame the man. It was an honest mistake, even if this was Sin City.

“I hope you don’t mind me saying, but I can’t tell you when I’ve witnessed a more beautiful ceremony.”

“You witnessed?” Brodie sucked in his breath and held it.

“I wed you myself. Don’t you remember?”

“Then we’re really...” He didn’t want to say the word. “She and I are.... We’re...”

“Married,” the official supplied with a happy nod.

For the first time since the blonde had screamed and set off the pounding in his head, Brodie noticed the band that circled the fourth finger of his left hand. Married. Images of a scarlet chapel and gold rings flitted through his mind. Lost in the fog of straight shots of tequila, the whole ordeal seemed like a dream. But if what the man said was true...

Holy heaven. The last time Brodie had gotten drunk had been the day his grandfather died, the day before he’d dropped out of school and gone to work. Then, he’d only acquired a tattoo, but this time... He uttered a word that Nan would have surely scolded him for. Married? And to a hooker? A gorgeous hooker. An expensive hooker by the depleted state of his wallet, but a hooker none-the-less.

“Where’s my dress?”

Brodie half-turned as his hooker-bride stumped down the stairs, her naked glory covered by the rumpled satin sheet. One red, high-rise pump was missing.

“I wouldn’t know,” he replied, his headache tripling.

“You took it off. You find it.” She punched him hard in the chest with one red lacquered fingernail.

“You want it. You find it,” he countered.

“That dress was an Armani. And you—”

Brodie leaned away from the blonde and closer to the man behind the counter. “Are you sure we’re married?”

“Quite certain.”

“Married?” she squeaked. 

“One hundred percent sure?” Brodie added.

“It was a lovely ceremony.”

“Married?”

Damn, Brodie thought. He was too nice of a guy, but he couldn’t stand the panic he heard in her voice. He faced her and took her left hand in his own, turning them both so she could see their identical rings. “Seems we tied the knot last night, sunshine.”

****
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“But it was a dream,” Savanna whispered. The gold twinkled its reality, and she felt her limbs go numb. Just in time she remembered her state of dress—or rather undress—and hastily clutched at the gaudy sheet before she exposed herself to the curious gaze of the proprietor. And her husband. Dear God, what had she done?

Her plan had been simple. Follow Parker and find out just who wore the Dangerous Pink lipstick she’d seen on his collar. Then her father couldn’t protest when she broke off the engagement. But just where had her careful plans gone awry? In the bar of the not-so-prestigious Do Drop Inn and Casino where she had stopped to gain her courage? She’d known no one would recognize her there—especially not while she was wearing a shoulder-length black wig and dark glasses. It should have been the perfect place to relish in her victory. After all, she had succeeded where two P.I.’s had failed.

But things had gotten twisted around sometime after the bartender brought her a second tea, after he walked in. From that time until now, everything was fuzzy. If she didn’t know differently, she’d swear that she had been intoxicated or dreaming—or perhaps both. But it was real, from the ring on her left hand to the faint mark the hunk had left on her right shoulder. 

She looked to this man who was now her husband. He was her husband, and she didn’t even know his name. Arnold was going to have a fit. She was in the habit of making a mess out of things, but this was the worst one yet. She’d slept with a stranger. Married him even. She’d screwed up big time. “I would like my dress back, please,” she said demurely. Or as demurely as she could, given her present circumstances.

“Perhaps you should look upstairs.” The hunk nodded his dark head toward the couple who had just arrived and was staring at them quizzically.

“I suppose you’re right,” she replied with as much dignity as she could muster. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “But I’ve looked there.”

“Try the chandelier.” He grinned. “It was quite a night.”

His lopsided smile stayed with her on her long, uneven trip back up the stairs and to the honeymoon suite where they had spent the night. Together. Locked in a carnal embrace sanctified by the state of Nevada.

As the hunky pervert suggested, Savanna found the scrap of red silk generously known as a dress hanging on the plastic chandelier. She quickly donned it, though its modesty was considerably less than the hotel’s sheet. But she couldn’t talk to her father, even on the phone, if she was half-naked. She picked up the hotel’s red plastic phone and dialed.

“Daddy?”

“What did you do now?” Arnold Morgan’s voice was resigned. They both knew she only addressed him as “daddy” when she was in trouble. And they both knew that was all too often.

“Um... I had a little problem last night.”

“How little of a problem?”

Savanna bit her lip. The image of her new husband standing—naked—in this very room with his workman’s tan and his whipcord leanness flashed so clearly before her eyes that he could have been standing there still. “I’d say he’s about six-two.”

“Must you cause trouble with every bouncer in the city?”

“I don’t think he’s a—” 

“How much did you lose?” Her father’s voice was tight, a tone she was quite accustomed to. 

“It’s a matter of perspective,” she hedged, not at all liking the way the conversation was going. Was it just her imagination or was her father more upset than usual? “All in how you look at it.”

“How much, Savanna?”

She sighed. “About half.”

“I don’t have time for these games. Half of what you had in your purse? Half of what I gave you last night? Half of what, Savanna?”

“Half of everything. You see, I married him.”

“What?” Her father’s explosion was more than she was prepared for. Never once, in all of her antics to gain his attention, had he ever acted like this.

“I said,” she started again, nervously twisting the phone cord around her finger, the one that held the shiny new ring.

“I heard what you said.” His voice had returned to its normal coolness. That in itself was terrifying. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

“Yes, Daddy. That’s why I need your help.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Then finally, her father spoke, the one word ominous as it came across the phone lines to her. “No.”

“No?” She must have heard him wrong. He always bailed her out of whatever trouble she managed to land herself in.

Aside from owning the Clover Leaf, one of the largest and most successful casinos in Las Vegas, Arnold Morgan was a very influential man. He always took care of it when Savanna got a speeding ticket, or when she was asked to leave a club, or had a bad run of luck at the blackjack table. He always took care of it. Always.

Her father sighed, a heavy, defeated sound that she’d never heard from him before. “Savanna, I’ve done the best I could with you since your mother died. But I’ve let you get away with too much. No more. This is the end. You were supposed to marry Parker—”

“I know, but, Daddy, he’s a cheating slime ball.” Her voice rose as she restated the same argument she’d presented to him last night via her cell phone. But just like last night, Arnold wasn’t listening. That’s why she came up with Plan B. Find another husband and she wouldn’t have to marry Parker. It had seemed like a good idea at the time...

“You’re spoiled and in desperate need of a hard learned lesson.”

“Yes, Daddy,” she obediently replied. There was no use in arguing with him. Not when agreeing with him would get her what she needed.

“I’m serious, Savanna. You’ve not only jeopardized your future, but mine, and that of the Clover Leaf as well. As a matter of my perspective, you can stay married to this unfortunate bastard, before I’ll let him get his hands on everything I’ve worked so hard to build.” 

“Yes, Da—What?” she sputtered, almost dropping the phone in her shocked state. She must have not heard him correctly. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re on your own, Savanna. Consider yourself disinherited.”

The phone went dead in her hand.

“Daddy? Daddy?” She clicked the reset button several times, but it was no use. He wasn’t there.

On her own? Disinherited? No, surely he didn’t mean that. Not really. He might be upset now, but all she had to do was go home, fix him a drink, and tell him she was sorry. It was a foolproof plan, and it had always worked in the past. Always. 

****
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Brodie slung his duffel bag into the bed of his ancient pickup and scanned the parking lot. He had a full day planned, his head was killing him, and Nan was going to be... Well, he didn’t know how Nan was going to take this. She could be so unpredictable. How was he going to explain to her that somehow during the course of the wedding celebration, he found himself playing the part of the groom? Then again, how could he explain something he didn’t understand himself? 

He looked around once again, searching for his bride. He’d waited in the lobby for twenty minutes, and when she showed no sign of coming downstairs, he’d waited ten more in the parking lot. He had at least hoped to swap information with her. That was standard for car accidents. If a driver hit another car, it was only right to get out and exchange insurance information. What exactly did one do for matrimonial crashes? He couldn’t even remember her name for crissakes!

She probably slipped out the back door to find some other unfortunate fool, Brodie thought as he opened the pick-up’s door. Right now, he had an appointment to get ready for, but later—much later after his head quit hurting—he would call the chapel and find out her name. Perhaps with that he could find out where she lived, and then he could file for a divorce.

He winced at the thought. He had never wanted to get divorced again. Hell, he had never wanted to get married again. Ever.

He slid into his truck and started the coughing engine. The balding tires sank into the soft black asphalt as he backed Old Blue out of her spot.

“Wait!” He checked his mirrors to see his bride running across the parking lot after him. That was, if mincing along in nosebleed heels and a second-skin dress could be called running.

Some throwback gene of knighthood, coupled with the need for resolution, caused him to slow the truck enough for her to fling open the door and immodestly scramble into the cab.

“We need to talk,” she said breathlessly.

“I think it’s a little late for that, sunshine. What we need is a lawyer.”

She smiled in a cat-and-the-canary sort of way. “You’re exactly right, but Nevada divorces can be expensive.”

Brodie’s stomach plummeted to the soles of his uncomfortable dress shoes. He might not have finished college, but as a poli sci credit, he had completed a course in Nevada law. And Nevada, like California, was a true community property state. Once they were divorced, she was entitled to half of everything. The construction company, the house, the truck. Okay, so the truck wasn’t worth much, but it was his and it ran—occasionally.

Unfortunately, Brodie hadn’t studied the consequences before he accidentally married a golden haired, gold-digging hooker. Blame that on the tequila. It had nothing to do with the feelings he’d been having lately. Feelings that he was getting old with nothing to leave behind. Marriage wasn’t for him, he’d said so a thousand and one times. Matrimony and babies were for people like Gina and Jackson.

At the thought of his friends and how his marriage would affect them, Brodie cursed. God, his head hurt. He slipped on his sunglasses and tried to ignore the nagging feeling in his gut. The feeling that like the permanency of his tattoo, this marriage was inked forever on his destiny.

“I know what you mean,” he finally answered.

“Good.” She turned on the cracked seat to face him, and Brodie, despite the pounding in his head and the stabbing white light of the Nevada sun, felt himself tighten. She looked damn good in that skimpy little dress. Regardless of her nameless identity and her potential to bankrupt him—regardless of everything—he wanted her again. 

“If you’ll just give me a ride...” She smiled with bright innocence. “I can make this unfortunate situation practically painless.”

Painless for her maybe, Brodie pulled his pick-up onto the street. He was the one who would end up being taken. After all, how much could a prostitute stand to lose?
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“Wait right here. I have a plan that will take care of everything.”

Brodie watched as his sexy bride slipped from the seat of his truck and picked her way toward the front door of the gigantic mansion. Nearly hypnotized by the gentle sway of her hips, he rested his hands on the steering wheel and wondered just what had happened last night. All the shock had worn off and left in its place a river of anger and a mountain of confusion. He had jeopardized his future, Nan’s future, Jackson and Gina and their baby’s future. What had he been thinking?

That was the problem. He hadn’t been thinking. At least, not with his head. He’d had too much to drink, and his guard was down. Then she’d walked by with those long, silky legs and contrasting pixie smile, and he’d caved like a badly dug well.

He let out an aggravated growl and shook his head. They had barely said one word on the ride across town. No pleasantries other than the exchange of names. “Savanna Morgan,” he whispered into the unanswering heat of the truck. Now why did that sound so familiar?

His head pounded with each demand he made of his brain. He leaned over, flipped open the glove box, and pulled out a small bottle of aspirin, the construction worker’s best friend. He dry-swallowed two of the bitter white tablets and prayed that Savanna would hurry. He had to meet Red in—he checked his watch—an hour and forty-five minutes.

His gaze strayed back to her. She had removed those strappy, come-and-get-me shoes and held them in one hand while she pounded on the big white door with the other.

Brodie had been surprised at first when Savanna had directed him toward Summerlin, one of the nicest neighborhoods in Vegas. The houses were impressive structures with impressive yards, impressive price tags, and an impressive staff to keep them running. All in all, the effect was rather... well, impressive.

Despite her breezy smile and everything’s-under-control attitude, he couldn’t help feeling a bit nervous. Just what did she have planned? Did she have a team of lawyers on a leash just waiting to get her out of unwanted marriages? Or perhaps she’d go into the gigantic house and send out Guido to “persuade” him to walk—more likely limp—away without a backward glance.

Or maybe she just had a sugar daddy. His gut clenched at the thought. He didn’t like the idea at all, not one bit.

When he’d been younger, before his dreams of marriage had died a slow, torturous death, he’d imagined he would get married to a strong woman, one who would pull her own weight. His faceless bride would work side by side with him building their dreams, their life—

Brodie jerked upright in his seat as the mansion’s front door suddenly wrenched open. Savanna jumped back a half step, and a bulging shopping bag was thrust at her. Then just as quickly as the door opened, it closed again, leaving his golden haired bride standing barefoot on the impressive circular porch.

Despite his normal optimism, he seriously doubted this was part of her plan.

****
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Was this some kind of joke? Savanna stared at the Niemen-Marcus shopping bag. It was filled with a hodge-podge of clothing and toiletries, the kind of assortment a child would pack when threatening to run away from home after throwing a tantrum. 

“Consuela!” She dropped the bag and pounded on the door despite the pain that shot up her arm. “Consuela! I know you’re there. Let me in. I need to talk to Arnold.”

Dread filled Savanna when only silence met her ears. It was strange enough her key wouldn’t fit the lock. She’d checked it twice to make sure, then had to resort to pounding on the door of her own house like an over-zealous vacuum cleaner salesman. “Con-suela!”

“Shh, Savanna, jou are making too much noise, and I can’t let jou in. Meester Morgan, he say he doesn’t want to see jou, Savanna.” Consuela’s voice, so thick with her Cuban accent, was barely audible through the heavy wood of the front door.

“What?” Shock dominated Savanna’s own tone. “Of course he wants to see me.”

“No, chica, he say jou mess up big time now, and jou gotta take care of jouself.”

Take care of herself?

“He say he spoil jou rotten and make his own mistakes, but this time jou are on jou own.”

“Consuela.” Savanna tried to calm the shake in her voice at the repeat of her father’s earlier words. “You know that was just anger talking. Now let me in.” She rattled the knob, but the door wouldn’t move. “Consuela, aren’t you my friend?” Savanna hated to call in favors, but desperate times... 

Fact was, Consuela was about the only friend Savanna’d had since her mother died and her father pulled her from a local private school to enroll her in an Eastern boarding school.

Savanna’s heart clenched as she heard Consuela sniff. “Jou are my freend, but Meester Morgan, he say that he not help me get my son and grand ninos from Cuba if I help jou. Jou understand, si?”

Savanna nodded. She understood all right. Her father was really pissed! 

What was she going to do now? She couldn’t force the issue with Consuela. She couldn’t jeopardize the housekeeper’s one and only dream of her family living happily in America. Despair weighed heavily on Savanna’s shoulders.

“I pack jou a bag.”

“Thanks, Consuela.” She had no money, barely any clothes.

“I love jou, Savanna.” The housekeeper sniffed again.

“I love you, too, Consuela.” Think, she told herself. There had to be some answer. 

“Maybee... maybee, you can fix this problem and return home soon.”

“Yes,” she murmured. But how? In the past, it had always been enough to just return home, fix her father a drink, and sweetly apologize for the error of her ways. She had no hope of fixing him a drink if he wouldn’t even let her in the house! And if he wouldn’t let her in the house, where was she going to go?

Maybe...

She glanced back at the rust-eaten truck that sat in the large circular drive. She bit her lip, a tiny little seedling of a new plan taking shape. What the heck? It was worth a try.

She tossed her red heels into the shopping bag, grabbed it by its plastic handles, and threw one last glance at the mansion’s door. Slowly, almost hesitantly, she made her way back over to Brodie’s truck. She needed time, time to gather her thoughts and let her father cool off. If she could just go someplace where she could rest, maybe take a shower, then she could meet her father at the Clover Leaf tonight. Surely by then he would forgive her. Or, at the very least, let her back in the house.

She gripped her fingers inside the open window of the truck, then tentatively smiled at her husband. “I was wondering—” She tilted her head to one side trying to find the right words. “If maybe you could give me another ride?”

One dark brow shot upward in an oh-ya-don’t-say? arch. “I take it this was not part of your plan.”

Savanna tried to smile, but ended up chewing on her bottom lip instead. “Not exactly, but I have a new one.”

“How comforting,” he said with a sarcastic quirk to his mouth.

What was his problem? She was only trying to straighten out this mess. And straightening messes wasn’t exactly her forte. All of her life, she managed to get herself into scrapes, but her father had always been there to get her out of them. This “on her own” business was still very new.

She pulled her shoulders into a confident pose she really didn’t feel. “I mean, if you could just take me to a money machine, and then perhaps to a hotel. Then, I would be out of your way.”

His jungle green gaze flicked to the big house behind her.

Savanna glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about Arnold. He’ll come around.” At least, she hoped he would. Her father had never been angry enough to actually kick her out before.

Savanna waited impatiently in the burning Nevada sun. It seemed like forever before Brodie sighed. She sucked in and held her breath, then he nodded his dark head. “Get in.”

The stop at the ATM was frustrating at best. Something had to be wrong with the machine, for it wouldn’t accept any of her cards. Then Brodie stepped in, used his own card, and extracted forty bucks from the hateful piece of technology. 

In silence, they climbed back into the truck and started down the road again. Savanna couldn’t believe her father was this angry with her. Sure, he’d threatened to cut her off without a cent, but had he really meant literally without a cent? Maybe she needed more than one day to let him cool down, but where was she going to stay until tomorrow? She’d heard of people spending the night in their car, but she was pretty sure her father had already gotten to Poindexter, so the limo was off limits. She was equally certain that she couldn’t stay at the Clover Leaf either. Her father’s hounds no doubt were on red, green, and purple alert that she was out on her ear.

She could remember last night’s fleeting, dreamy logic that she had only one way out of her unwanted engagement to Parker Killgore. Marry someone else. She just hadn’t examined all of the repercussions. In the light of day, what had seemed like the perfect plan was riddled with holes big enough to drive a Mack truck through. She hadn’t been thinking clearly last night, but now, she couldn’t convince herself to be surprised at the turn of events. Her father had been counting on her and Parker getting married and—until her divorce was final—that was impossible.

“I guess a hotel is out of the question?” Brodie asked.

Without looking at him, Savanna nodded, wondering what to do. Until her father cooled off, which—according to her calculations—should be some time tomorrow afternoon, she was stuck with Brodie.

She glanced at the man beside her. Not necessarily a bad thing.

He drove with his hands loose on the wheel, his long fingers relaxed, only moving to switch gears when traffic demanded. Savanna felt a flush of heat rise up inside her. Last night, those hands, those fingers... 

“What?” 

She jerked her gaze up to meet his. His dark green eyes were half-hidden by the insolent droop of his lids. “N-nothing. I mean, I am sorry about all this. Arnold’s not usually so...”

Brodie snorted.

“I mean, in the past... Well, whenever I got into trouble, all I had to do was fix him a drink and—”

“Everything would be okay?” he bit out.

Savanna shrugged. “Something like that. Some times would take longer than others, but he’s never not forgiven me. Never.”

Brodie’s dark brows dipped low over his eyes. “Let me get this straight. You thought you’d just waltz in this morning, tell him you’d eloped with a stranger, and a martini was going to make everything all right again?”

Somehow, it didn’t sound quite so workable when he put it like that. But she nodded anyway.

“That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. You call that a plan?”

“Think what you like,” Savanna retorted, feeling very much like a reprimanded child. She crossed her arms in front of her and willed herself not to cry. But this had just been the absolute worst day ever! “And besides, Arnold doesn’t drink martinis,” she sniffed. “He drinks bourbon.” 

She turned away and vowed not to even look at Brodie for the rest of the ride to... to... wherever it was they were going. 

After only a couple of minutes of what she considered to be a brilliant, if not a satisfactory, retaliation of silence, Brodie pulled his truck into a space near the entrance to the Breakfast Barn Truck Stop and Grill and slammed it into park. “I tell you what, sunshine. I haven’t had anything to eat this morning, and I’m not in a very good mood.”

Obviously. She didn’t know why he was acting so surly. He wasn’t the only one in this marriage of inconvenience, and he certainly wasn’t the one who’d been cut off without a cent. But she figured it was the closest thing to an apology that she’d get from him. “I just really thought my plan would work.”

“What do you say,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “that we go in, have some breakfast, and I’ll tell you my plan. I don’t know about you, but I could use some bacon and eggs to chase away this hangover.”

Savanna drew back and crossed her arms over her chest. “I do not have a hangover. I don’t drink.”

Brodie cocked his head to one side, his lips curling upward in a whatever-you-say-grin. “Sunshine, you knocked back at least three Long Island Iced Teas last night.”

When she opened her mouth to protest, he interrupted before the indignant words could escape.

“I bought one of them for you myself.”

She closed her eyes, trying to remember, but mostly so she wouldn’t have to witness the look in his confident eyes. The tea had tasted funny, a little on the sweet side, but at the time, she’d thought it was some sort of foreign blend. But if it had really been alcoholic like Brodie claimed, then that would answer some of the questions that had plagued her all morning long. Like how she had ended up married to the hunky stranger—just to name one.

“You didn’t really expect to go into a bar and get orange pekoe, did you?”

Savanna opened her eyes, but refused to meet his gaze. That’s exactly what she’d expected. The bartenders at the Clover Leaf had always served her regular old, garden-variety iced tea. “Some breakfast would be nice,” she said, not able to come up with a snappy response. “But I don’t have any money.” 

Out of the corner of her vision, she saw his jaw tighten again. Then he nodded, exhaling heavily through his nose. “Okay, I’ll pick up breakfast. Then we find ourselves a couple of attorneys.”

Savanna nodded. What a brilliant idea! Why hadn’t she thought to find an attorney? With any luck, they might be able to clear this mess up without her father’s help. Wouldn’t he be proud of her if she came home bearing divorce papers that she’d managed to secure on her own? Wouldn’t he be proud!

Only if his fortune is still intact, that nasty little voice inside her head reminded her. Only if...

****
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Brodie stared blankly at the red vinyl menu that sat across the booth from him. That was all he could see of Savanna as she read the items under her breath.

“Really Big Breakfast,” she muttered. “Two scrambled eggs and two pieces of sausage. Home fries. Pancakes with maple syrup...”
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