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CHAPTER 1

THE HEAT OF the sun on my face woke me, and for a few seconds, I couldn’t remember where I was. Certainly not at home because the converted attic I slept in didn’t have any windows. I cracked open one heavy eyelid. An expanse of opulent plum carpet stretched out in front of me, all the way to a pair of glass doors, and silver railings around the balcony beyond glinted as the light caught them. The sun itself blazed high in a cloudless sky, a ball of fire that caused me to squint.

It all came back to me then. An airplane ride, Las Vegas, the sales jolly—sorry, symposium. My asshole of a fiancé. In daylight, the Strip didn’t look quite so impressive. The hotel opposite was dusty rather than glitzy, the gaudy lights that lit it at night an illusion of glamour that didn’t hold up under scrutiny.

This was my last day in the city, thank goodness. The three-day trip had been a chore rather than a pleasure. But at least the bed was comfortable. I cocooned myself under the quilt, hoping for another half hour of sleep on a mattress far more comfortable than my lumpy affair back home.

Getting up would mean a return to reality, or rather, to Norsville, Texas. The tiny town perched on the edge of the mainland just across from Galveston. In high school, the jocks had called it Snoresville and the geeks had called it Nowheresville. Two very different groups of people with one thing in common; they both left town the moment they could.

Some took jobs in Galveston or even Houston—anywhere with a bit of nightlife and neighbours who didn’t get all up in your business. Others moved farther away to attend college, only returning for the holidays when family custom dictated that it was their duty to visit.

Not me. I stayed put. My life was going nowhere, or rather, staying there.

Because in a little under three weeks from now, I’d be marrying Wade Bruckman. Twenty days until my life got flushed well and truly down the toilet. Four hundred and eighty hours, 28,800 minutes, 1,728,000 seconds.

I’d hated Wade from the moment I met him, long before he blackmailed me into going through with this charade. The arrogant son of a bitch took after his father, who by some fluke of genetics had ended up owning half of Norsville and part of the neighbouring town too. Wade’s grandparents had bought the land cheap decades ago, and now he used his birthright to make other people’s lives a misery.

Including mine, although my stepdaddy helped him out there.

The thought of my upcoming nuptials made my stomach turn. I’d had a recurring nightmare for the past few weeks where I walked down the aisle and flipped my veil up, only to find Wade had turned into a grotesque monster with horns and a tail. Which wasn’t too far from the truth, really. I screwed my eyes shut again, trying to block out the sun. Had I dreamed of the devil again last night? I couldn’t remember.

An image flashed through my mind. Not Wade, but another man—muscular, toned, with blond hair instead of brown. Clearly I’d been reading too many of my sister’s romance novels. I shook my head to erase the picture, and the faint throbbing in my temples signalled a killer headache just waiting to burst onto the scene. And that damn guy still lurked at the corner of my subconscious. I couldn’t help licking my lips, but my mouth was drier than Death Valley itself, and the bottom half of my face felt like somebody had sandpapered it.

Water. I needed water. And Tylenol. I spied my purse on a chair in the corner of the room, an industrial-sized bottle of pills hidden safely within it. I’d been getting a lot of headaches recently—no prizes for guessing why.

A sigh escaped my lips at the thought of getting up, but it was no good. I needed to do it. I stretched my legs out under the quilt until my knees clicked, and then I did the same with my arms, reaching up until I hit the headboard behind me. 

With the kinks worked out, I rolled over.

Or at least, I tried to.

A warm lump blocked my way, and I didn’t know whether to hit it or run. What was it? Or rather, who?

Not Wade, that was for sure. I’d cited traditional values and refused to share a bed with him until our wedding day, even though that was only putting off the inevitable. He was safely ensconced in a deluxe suite on the twentieth floor while I was stuck in a “tier one” room on the eighth, which basically meant I got a bed and bathroom, albeit very nice ones.

Natural instinct took over and I screamed. Seconds later, a tousled head of blond hair popped out from under the quilt, a lazy smile quirking at the corners of the owner’s mouth. My eyes widened as I recognised the man I’d shaken out of my head a few moments ago.

Could I be seeing things?

His smile faded. “Well, that’s not the reaction I usually get when a woman wakes up.”

Unless I was hearing things as well, he was real. I scrambled into a sitting position, clutching the dark-purple quilt in front of me like a shield. 

“How did you get here? Why are you in my bed?”

He rubbed his stubbly chin and blinked a couple of times. Finally, he shook his head. “Honestly? I have no idea how I got here, but I can take a fair guess as to why.”

I wriggled sideways, putting some space between us. Unfortunately, I didn’t think that move through because it pulled the quilt off him completely, and I quickly realised that his body matched up to the picture in my dirty mind as well. Every single inch. Nope, he wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing, and his muscles weren’t the only things that were big. Hot damn—it was pointing right at me. I squeezed my eyes shut again, wishing this would all go away.

The stranger chuckled. “Looks like someone’s happy to see you.”

I tried to think again, and the bowling ball careening around inside my skull shook something loose. The bar. This had all started in the bar last night.

I’d travelled to Vegas with my mother, my stepdaddy Clayton, and Wade. Clayton owned a car dealership in Norsville, and Wade worked for him as a salesman. They’d dressed this up as work trip—some conference to learn how to sell even more clunkers to unsuspecting schmucks—when in reality they spent their days drinking and their evenings drinking even more. I’d rather have taken an adventure vacation in Iraq than come with them, but wives and girlfriends were expected to attend the two formal evening events, so as Wade’s fiancée designate, I’d been dragged along too.

Last night, I’d pulled on the hideous dress Wade had picked out for me and headed to the second event, a three-course sit-down meal with cabaret. And wine. Yes, the wine had been my downfall.

After the anger and humiliation of the first event, I’d decided getting drunk early would be the best strategy. That way, I rationalised, perhaps I wouldn’t feel so upset when my stepdaddy introduced me as the daughter he’d been forced to take on at the age of seven—forced, as if I was an employee rather than a child. And when a pudgy stranger groped me on the dance floor, maybe I wouldn’t remember the touch of his hands quite so vividly.

Only I must have drunk more alcohol than I’d intended. Another memory flitted back, this time of me sneaking away from our table after Wade upset me yet again. Of course, he didn’t notice because he was dancing with a brunette who wore a skirt so short I’d class it as a belt, his sweaty body pressed up against her like they were Siamese twins. But that wasn’t what had driven me to the bar. The brunette was welcome to him. If Wade had taken her off to the Little White Wedding Chapel after the song ended, I’d have celebrated with a dance of my own.

No, he’d upset me in the elevator before we even made it to dinner. We’d been alone when he pressed me up against the mirrored wall and shoved his hand between my legs.

“Three weeks and this’ll be mine, sweet thing.”

I’d had nowhere to go. Wade was six inches taller and a whole lot heavier than me. I couldn’t even look him in the eye without craning my neck back. I was trapped in every way.

When I didn’t answer, he’d grinned, but his eyes shone with lust. 

“I hope you like it rough.”

Two hours later, I’d still felt ill at the thought of it, not to mention scared. The prospect of him forcing himself inside me left me contemplating a leap off the balcony. I’d never slept with any man, let alone a sadistic asshole who got off on my pain. I had, however, googled the details and terrified myself by reading others’ tales of how much it hurt the first time.

When we exited the elevator, I’d been shaking, and Wade must have noticed. Not that he cared. This was all a game to him. I was the mouse to his cat—a toy to be played with until he went in for the kill. And the clock was counting down.

Tick, tick, tick.

That was why I’d found myself sitting on a bar stool yesterday evening, throwing back a vile cocktail the bartender had pushed in front of me—whether out of generosity or pity, I wasn’t sure. And fuelled by vodka, gin, and who knew what else, I’d come up with a plan. At the time, the idea had made perfect sense, but now, with the aftermath lying in bed beside me, not so much.

All I needed to do, drunk me had reasoned, was go out that very night and find myself a nicer man than Wade—which let’s face it, wasn’t a difficult task—and lose my virginity to him. Not only would I have the satisfaction of giving what Wade wanted to somebody else, but I’d also know what to expect on my wedding night.

So, the question was, had my plan come to fruition? The strangely exquisite throbbing between my legs suggested that was a definite possibility, and I half moaned, half groaned. What the hell had I been thinking?

Oh, that’s right, I hadn’t.

And now I had a problem to deal with. A big one.

Even with my eyes closed, I could still see him. His perfectly proportioned face, his straight nose, his strong jaw. Piercing blue eyes and that messy shoulder-length hair I wanted to tangle my fingers in. Wide, powerful shoulders leading to a tanned chest and chiselled abs. Then his... No! I shouldn’t even be thinking about that.

But at least drunk me hadn’t been blind as well.

His voice broke into my thoughts, hoarse and deep. “Are you going to open your eyes again, or am I that bad to look at?”

Open my eyes? No, I didn’t want to do that. How far was the balcony? Six steps? Seven? One swift leap, a few seconds of exhilaration, and it would all be over. Only the thought of Lottie, my sister, kept me from running to the window. Which meant I needed to apologise. I wasn’t sure exactly what for, but I very much suspected I’d taken advantage of the poor man next to me yesterday evening and possibly part of this morning too.

“I’m so sorry.”

That got me an amused chuckle. “Sorry that I’m bad to look at?”

“No, no, of course not. You’re very pleasant to look at.” How did other women thrive on hookups? This morning would fuel my nightmares for years, the kindling to Wade’s gasoline. “I meant, I’m sorry for whatever it was we did last night.” 

I forced myself to woman-up and look at my companion. His smile was back. And he was still very much under-dressed. Keep your eyes on his face, Chess.

“Why?” he asked. “I’m not sorry. At least, I’m pretty sure I’m not. Can you remember what happened? Things are kinda…hazy.”

So it wasn’t only my memory that was acting up. Should I be relieved or upset by that?

“Uh, not really. Do you think we did it?”

“It?”

“You know…” My cheeks heated, and I was sure they’d gone quite pink. “It.”

“You mean did we fuck?”

Well, I wouldn’t have put it quite so crudely. 

“Yes.” The word came out as a whisper.

He leaned to the side and peered over the edge of the bed. Curiosity got the better of me, and I shuffled sideways on my butt to look too. A condom lay on the floor, the shrivelled evidence of alcohol and bad decisions, and the white gloop leaking from the end of it gave me my answer.

The blond guy came to the same conclusion. “Yeah, I’d say we did.”


























CHAPTER 2

THUNKING MY HEAD back against the headboard only made it hurt more. Well, that was it—virginity gone. The most precious gift I’d had to give a man, and I didn’t remember a thing about handing it over. Surely if it had been painful, I’d have some recollection?

The man’s watch beeped, and he glanced at the screen. 

“Hungry?” he asked.

My heart seized. “What time is it?”

“Nine thirty.”

“Oh, hell.” 

I’d promised to meet Wade in the lobby at ten. We were due to have a fun-filled family breakfast before we headed for the airport. Our flight was scheduled to take off at ten past two, and my stepdaddy always insisted on being early for check-in.

I sprang out of bed, realising too late that I was as naked as the stranger. Yes, he might have seen it all already, but in the harsh light of day, awkwardness ruled. I snatched up the quilt and covered myself again.

“Could you stop looking? I need to get dressed.”

“Why the hurry?”

“I’m late for breakfast.”

“I’ve got something you could eat right here.”

Ugh. What a manwhore! I’d lost my damn marbles last night, hadn’t I?

“You’ve got a filthy mind.”

“It’s more fun than a clean one.”

“Well, I’m not interested in what you’re offering. Not anymore. And would you cover yourself up? It’s very distracting.”

“Darlin’, I’m pretty sure we saw everything there was to see last night. You might as well enjoy the view.”

I added arrogant to his list of attributes. But he was right—I couldn’t help sneaking another look, and from his lopsided grin, he saw me do it. I wanted to sink into the floor. How did other women do this? Have one-night stands, I mean. This was without a doubt the most awkward moment of my life, and with a family like mine, that was saying something.

“Please,” I begged.

“Only if you stop biting your lip. It’s doing bad things to me.”

I hadn’t noticed I was, but I sure stopped quickly. “Fine.”

He sighed and put a pillow over his lap. “You drive a hard bargain, lady.”

I gripped the quilt with one hand, knuckles white as I threw my belongings haphazardly into my suitcase. Shoes, a novel, my hairbrush. Then I caught sight of myself in the mirror—flushed, with bruised lips and hair the size of Texas. I retrieved the brush and put it on the dressing table. Right next to... What was that?

I picked up a photo of the mystery man and me, stuffed wonkily into a cardboard frame. It could only have been taken last night. I looked far happier in the photo than I felt now. Maybe that was because of the flowers? I loved roses, and I was holding a huge bouquet of them. Where were they now? I couldn’t see any sign of them in my bedroom. Had Elvis kept them? He was standing in the background of the picture in a shiny white suit.

Oh, what did it matter? I had more important things to worry about than a bunch of damn flowers. Like getting to breakfast.

Or so I thought. When I dropped the frame back onto the table, I caught sight of the piece of paper underneath. Pale cream, with State of Nevada emblazoned across the top. Right above the words Marriage Certificate. My stomach lurched halfway up my throat as I read the small print.

This is to certify that the Reverend Elvis Priestly did on the 15th day of June at The Little Chapel of the Flowers, Las Vegas, Nevada, join in lawful wedlock Jared Harker of Richmond, Virginia and Francesca Lane of Galveston, Texas... I couldn’t read any farther.

I turned to the blond guy, whose eyes had dropped to my ass. “Is your name Jared Harker?”

“Sure is. I thought you didn’t remember anything about last night?”

“I don’t.” Beads of sweat popped out on my forehead as I waved the certificate at him. “I certainly don’t remember getting married, do you?” My voice rang in my ears, high enough to attract passing dogs.

His face paled a few shades. “You’re kidding, right?”

I sat down hard on the stool next to the dressing table. “I don’t think so. I don’t know. There’s a marriage certificate here and a photo of us with Reverend Elvis.”

Jared leapt out of bed, forgetting the pillow. This time, I barely noticed his goods, not when my world had just caved in.

He grabbed the paper out of my hands and skimmed down it. “And I take it you’re Francesca Lane?”

“That’s me.”

He swore under his breath and grabbed my left hand. A thin silver band twinkled in the sun. How had I not noticed that before? I peered at the fingers wrapped around mine. Sure enough, there was a matching ring.

Jared stared for a few seconds and lost the last of his colour. “I’ll make some calls. This has to be a joke.”

“Okay,” I whispered, although I had an awful suspicion it wasn’t a prank. The certificate was signed, numbered and had a seal for Clark County, Nevada in the bottom left-hand corner.

Jared fished a phone out of a pair of jeans lying on the floor and punched in a number. At least I wasn’t the only one unhappy with the situation.

What on earth was I supposed to do? I was getting married in less than three weeks. My stepdaddy and Wade would make my life a living hell if they found out I’d accidentally gotten hitched to another man.

In front of me, Jared paced up and down the room, still naked as he muttered at somebody on the other end of the line. I’d gone numb, apart from my head, which felt like a freight train was doing a wall-of-death around the inside. I stumbled over to my purse in search of the painkillers I’d wanted earlier. That seemed so long ago now. It took me three goes to get the lid off the bottle, and I swallowed a handful without counting. Who cared about an overdose? Oblivion would be welcome.

Jared paused and covered the phone with his hand. “Don’t suppose I could have a couple of those?”

I handed him the bottle, and he tipped two tablets out into his hand, swallowed them dry, and resumed pacing. My eyes followed him unconsciously until I realised and forced myself to stop. He sure was pretty to look at, but he’d brought me a whole world of trouble.

After a couple of minutes, he tossed the phone down on the bed. “Right, I’ve got somebody checking whether this is a legal marriage. Apparently, we should have had a marriage licence first if it was. Do you remember getting one?”

I spotted another piece of paper on the floor, sticking out from under the dress I’d been wearing last night. 

“You mean this marriage licence?”

He leaned over my shoulder and read the words I was trying to block out. 

“Shit.”

His hair got even messier as he ran his fingers through it, and my throat went dry. I absolutely did not need to get distracted by his sexy-ass hair when we were in the midst of a disaster of epic proportions. Snap out of it, Chess.

“Now what do we do? Can’t we just cancel this?” I asked.

“Worst case scenario is that we need to get an annulment. I’ve got a lawyer looking into the process.”

An annulment? This was getting more complicated by the second. I put my throbbing head in my hands. 

“How long do you think it’ll take? I’m supposed to be getting married next month.”

He stopped and stared at me. Heck, even when he was angry he looked hot.

“Fuck me. You don’t do things by halves, do you? Without wanting to sound judgmental, why the hell did you sleep with me if you’ve already got a man?”

He didn’t want to sound judgmental? Yeah, right. I jumped up, past caring about my lack of clothes. 

“It’s not as if I want to get married, okay? I hate my fiancé. I just don’t have a choice in the matter.”

Shouting made my head pound harder, but by that point I was in so much pain it didn’t make a difference. Jared took a step backwards as I jabbed him in the chest with my ring finger. “If you must know, I wanted my first time to be with someone other than my future husband, because I know he’s planning to make it hurt.”

Then the tears came. Why did I just tell Jared that? To all intents and purposes, he was a perfect stranger—emphasis on the perfect—albeit one I was now legally joined to until a lawyer worked a miracle, probably at the cost of thousands of dollars I didn’t have. I sat on the bed, drew my knees up to my chest, and wrapped my arms around my legs. Maybe if I made myself small enough, this would all disappear. The room, the ring, Jared… 

Perhaps if I wished hard enough, I could disappear too?


























CHAPTER 3

I DREW IN a ragged breath and looked away. Jared’s anger had turned to pity, which made me feel even worse. The bed dipped as he sat down next to me.

“Go away. I’m fine.”

“No, darlin’, you’re not fine. You just told me you’re being forced to marry a man you hate.”

When my mother sobbed, she dabbed at her dainty tears with a handkerchief and garnered sympathy from everyone who saw her. Lottie too. But not me. I’d always been an ugly crier. Big, nasty tears leaked down my cheeks as I snuffled to stop them from running. On the rare occasions I let emotion get the better of me, people usually scattered like deer at an alligator party.

Jared was the first person I’d told about the situation with Wade. My friends were all lab rats—emotion was something they studied, measured and wrote a paper on, not empathised with and tamed with candy. And I certainly couldn’t tell my sister, even though she knew the rest of my secrets. In an odd way, it felt good to get it off my chest, and the lead weight that had filled my ribcage for the last few months grew a tiny bit lighter. Now I understood why Catholics went to confession—there was something cathartic about unloading your worries and fears and sins onto a stranger.

So, I kept talking. Seeing as I didn’t know any priests, I figured I might not get another chance.

“When I was fourteen, Wade asked me out on a date. I mean, I should have been flattered, with him being two years older and on the football team, but there was something off about him.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Just the way he looked at me, I guess. Like he thought he owned me. Being in the same room as him made my skin crawl.” I shuddered. “Still does.”

“So you said no?”

“He didn’t take it well. You know what he said to me? ‘Chess, you’ll be mine in the end.’ Word for word, he actually said that.”

Together with the words, more tears cascaded out of me. Now the floodgates were open, I couldn’t close them again. Jared passed me a tissue.

“Thanks.”

“Better out than in. My grandmother always told me that.”

The thought of that living god having a grandmother seemed so...normal. Not like today in Vegas.

“I thought they were just words, but every few weeks he’d remind me of his promise. Taunting me. I don’t even know why he was interested. I mean, he had all the football groupies throwing themselves at him.”

“Wanted what he couldn’t have, probably.”

“Maybe. I thought he’d finally given up when he went away to college.”

“But he came back?”

“Right after he graduated. I walked into my stepdaddy’s car dealership to drop off some paperwork and there was Wade, polishing a Ford Taurus.” And when Clayton stopped to speak to him, he’d patted him on the shoulder and called him “son.” Two assholes, new best buddies. “And he reminded me of his promise again.”

“Did you tell your stepfather? Or your mother?”

I choked back a laugh. “They wouldn’t have believed me.”

“Known you five minutes, darlin’, and I believe you.”

“Then you don’t know me very well, do you?”

He blew out a thin breath. “No, I don’t. But I know a girl doesn’t get this upset over something trivial.”

Why did he have to be so sweet? I didn’t know how to act when a man was sweet. I didn’t have any male friends outside of my studies, and the idea of one having an attitude outside of geek or asshole confused me. I tried a tiny smile.

“They like Wade better than me. He’s part of the family now.”

“I’m sure that’s not true.”

“That he’s part of the family? It is! He’s invited to dinner every single night.”

“No, that they like him better than you.”

“They do. Wade didn’t even ask me to marry him—he asked Clayton.”

“Isn’t that tradition?”

“Not when they arrange the entire wedding without even telling you, then inform you of the date to show up. I mean, what kind of psycho expects to marry a woman he hasn’t even been on a date with?”

Jared gave me a wry smile. “Yeah, what kind of psycho?”

I realised what I’d said. “Oh heck, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean you. You’re not a psycho. At least, I don’t think so. I mean, I hardly know you.” 

He narrowed his eyes as I carried on babbling. 

“You were just drunk, right? Not drunk like an alcoholic, although I guess you could be one, and maybe you missed some meetings and then this happened and... I’ll be quiet now.”

Please, somebody shoot me.

A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Let me know how Australia is when you finish digging that hole of yours.”

“You’re not an alcoholic, are you?”

He shook his head and rubbed his temples. “After what happened last night, I’m not sure I’ll ever drink again.”

No, of course he wouldn’t. When he was sober, he’d pick a far more appropriate girl—someone pretty and interesting. Not an idiot who knew more about the immune response in non-human primates than she did about sex and shopping. I held up an imaginary wine glass. “Here’s to sobriety.”

He chuckled and held his own hand up in a pretend toast. “No changing the subject. You were telling me about the other man you don’t want to marry.”

“Well, obviously I said no to the arrangement.” Said no? My knees had given way and I’d collapsed. “But they convinced me.”

“How?”

“I say convinced, but it was more blackmail. Clayton did a deal with Wade’s father over a piece of land to expand his car showroom, and I’m the payment.” Not content with being the car king of Norsville, Clayton wanted the biggest dealership in all of Texas.

“What did Wade say to that?”

“It was his idea. Truly? I’m not sure he even likes me that much. I’m just part of a game he wants to win.” 

The AC wasn’t turned up high in my room, but even in the Nevada heat, I gave a shudder.

That didn’t go unnoticed by Jared. “Stating the obvious…” His eyes flicked down my body, and I clutched the quilt tighter. “You’re a grown woman. Why don’t you leave?”

A question I’d asked myself a thousand times over. “Because of my sister. She’s sick. If I don’t do as Clayton says, he won’t pay her medical bills.”

He let out a low whistle. “That’s cold.”

“Tell me about it.” Funny how a stranger in Vegas understood what nobody back home ever would. I shrugged. “But everyone in town loves Clayton.”

“They don’t see through him?”

“Want a car in the west, then come to the best.” I read out his marketing slogan. “He donates to charity and judges the annual talent show. Just an all-around great guy. And Wade’s family’s rich. Everyone thinks I’ve made a good catch.”

Even my own sister. I saw it in her eyes every time the wedding was mentioned.

She thought I was living the freaking dream.


























CHAPTER 4

JARED PUT HIS arm around my shoulders and squeezed me close. “Darlin’, there must be something you can do.”

Something I could do?

“Believe me, I’ve thought of little else for the last six months. Clayton won’t budge. When I threatened to veto the honeymoon, he promised I could stay at college for the next year to finish my PhD. That was the best I could do.”

Jared gently kissed the top of my head, and I leaned into him. His body heat seeped into me even through the quilt. Logic told me I should feel scared, or at the very least, disgusted. After all, I barely knew him and he’d clearly had his hands all over me last night. But I shoved logic into a cage, locked it, and snuggled closer.

“What’s your thesis on?” he asked, his tone light.

I gave a hollow laugh. “My stepdaddy thinks I’m studying nineteenth-century literary heroines. I leave copies of Jane Austen and Charlotte Brontë around the house to keep up the act.”

“So, what are you studying?”

“Science. Which is not a woman’s job, according to Clayton.”

“Does he know what century it is?”

“He’s a relic from the last one.”

“Maybe you could build him a time machine and send him back there.”

A giggle escaped. “It’s not that kind of science.”

“What kind, then?”

“It doesn’t matter. If Wade gets his way, I’ll wind up serving coffee.”

He chuckled and tightened his arm around me. Why did his smile do funny things to my insides?

“You need to have more confidence in yourself. You’re clearly smart as well as pretty, and you need to make sure the world sees it.”

Words. They were only words. But my heart pounded harder as those words left his lips. Stop it, Chess. He’s just being kind. Probably to stop you from crying again. After all, Jared was just a stranger I’d bumped into by accident and done something outrageously stupid with.

His phone rang, making me jump. He snatched it up and resumed pacing. Was that his lawyer? Could he fix the problem? All I heard were a series of yeahs and okays from Jared’s end.

Then he clicked off and stood in front of me. Awkward, because that put certain parts of his anatomy right at my eye level, and they were very...distracting. Clearly, the man didn’t have a problem with nudity. Mind you, if I was a man and looked like Jared, I wouldn’t wear many clothes either.

“...agreeing to the marriage.”

I cleared my throat. “Sorry, what was that?”

He looked down, realised what the problem was, and then smirked.

“Mind on other things, darlin’?”

“Er, I was just thinking about breakfast.” I clapped a hand over my mouth as his eyes widened. “I meant the hotel breakfast.”

“Sure you did. Anyway, my lawyer figures we’ll get an annulment on the grounds of lack of understanding. All we have to do is prove that at least one of us was incapable of agreeing to the marriage.”

“How do we do that? How do we prove that we were so drunk we can’t remember anything? Isn’t that the point? We can’t remember?”

“I was with a group of friends. Bachelor party.” He grimaced. “I’m never going to live this one down. But don’t worry—they’ll all confirm I was incoherent and had no clue about anything. We submit their statements to the court, and bingo, we get an annulment.”

“How long will that take? I’m supposed to leave in...” I peered at his watch. “Twenty minutes.”

He shrugged. “A few days. Look, I’ll take care of it. Just give me your address, and I’ll send you the papers to sign.”

Oh, no. No way. “You can’t send the papers to my house. Clayton opens all the mail.” Twenty-five years old and I had no privacy whatsoever.

“Okay.” Jared’s lip twitched as he thought. Cute. “I’ll get a courier to bring the papers to you at college, wait while you sign them, then bring them back. That work for you?”

My shoulders sagged with relief. “Perfect. Thank you.”

At least it looked like we’d found a solution to this whole mess. Well, Jared found a solution. What did I do apart from fall apart? I carefully jotted down my details on a piece of hotel stationery. Name, department, a map of how to find the lab. For a moment, I got so frazzled I couldn’t remember the name of the damn building. Jared lay back in the bed while I wrote, and more than once I caught myself glancing in his direction.

Despite what had happened last night, he seemed like a mostly decent guy. Not just his looks—he’d considered my feelings and treated me like a human being. For one crazy moment, I wondered what would have happened if we’d met under different circumstances.

Then I gave myself a mental slap. I absolutely should not be thinking that way. No, I needed to get rid of Jared, pack, and go home.

I folded the piece of paper and handed it over, but Jared didn’t move.

“Uh, I need to get dressed.”

He stayed still, but his lips quirked upwards.

“Alone.”

“Aw, I was hoping for a final show.”

Okay, maybe I’d misjudged him. He really could be an asshole like the other men in my life. “You’re not getting one. Would you please leave?”

He smiled wider and swung his legs onto the floor. “You’re cute when you get pissed. And so damned polite.”

“And you’re...” Naked. Again. 

He’d dropped the pillow when he got up. I closed my eyes to block out the sight of his golden abs, with that little trail of blonde hair leading down to... No! Don’t think about it! In three weeks, I’d have to get used to Wade’s fledgling paunch and that was that.

“And I’m what?” His tone was light, teasing.

“You’re annoying.”

He sighed. “Fine. Just let me get my clothes on. Wouldn’t want to give any other ladies an eyeful, would I?”

They’d probably disagree. In fact, ladies from Texas to Toronto would pay good money for an eyeful of what Jared had to offer. He began sorting through the mess on the floor, and I breathed a sigh of relief when he picked the condom up and flushed it. I wasn’t sure I’d have dared to touch that.

A hammering at the door made my eyes widen, and I stifled a scream. Jared paused mid-hop, one leg in his jeans.

“You expecting anyone?” he whispered?

I shook my head. Unless...

“Francesca? Are you in there?”

Oh, hell. A shiver ran through me and beads of sweat popped out on my back. Jared raised an eyebrow.

“Wade,” I mouthed. And he didn’t sound happy. “Hide. Please, hide.”

Jared buttoned his jeans, and I couldn’t help sneaking one last glance at what lay inside. Then he pulled on his shoes, grabbed the paperwork and his jacket, and scuttled out onto the balcony. Heart hammering, I pulled the drapes tightly shut.

“I’m here,” I called.

“What are you doing in there?”

At that moment? Hastily pulling on a bathrobe and doing one last check for evidence. I cracked open the door. “Sorry, I overslept.”

He shouldered his way inside. “Where the hell did you go last night?”

Wade was a good-looking man, but at that moment, with his face all scrunched up in anger, he displayed his ugly soul. I followed him inside, my toes scrunching in the deep pile of the carpet, praying he wouldn’t notice the room smelled of sex and another man. I needn’t have worried. As usual, Wade was only interested in himself.

He didn’t even wait for my answer before launching into a tirade.

“You disappeared, Francesca. When we sat down for the speeches, I was the only man with an empty seat beside him. Do realise how embarrassing that was?” He thumped the wall for emphasis, and I hoped it hurt. “Do you?”

I nodded, afraid to speak.

“So you just don’t care then, is that it? Everyone looked at me like I was a loser. Don’t you dare do that again, you hear me?”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

His eyes flashed. Apology not accepted. “You’d better be downstairs in ten minutes or your father’ll be even angrier than he is already.”

Still furious, he stormed off, slamming the door behind him.

I sank to the floor, sliding my back down the closed door and biting back tears. I had a lifetime of that to look forward to. At that moment, I understood why my sister had tried to kill herself. Death was the easy way out. If it wasn’t for Lottie, I’d do it.

The drapes caught my eye as a breeze tugged at one corner. Shoot! Jared was still on the darn balcony. Wade had a way of making me forget everything, even my own mind. I hauled myself up and crossed the room on shaky legs.

“It’s okay. He’s gone. You can—” 

I whipped the drapes back and found empty air. Huh? Where did he go? I stepped out onto the balcony, but at only a few feet wide, there wasn’t anywhere for a mouse to hide, let alone a man, and Jared hadn’t been small. No, he’d been big all over, especially his... Snap out of it!

I peered down over the railing, just in case he’d fallen off, but everything was quiet on the sidewalk as tourists ambled along and the last few all-night gamblers staggered home to drown their sorrows. The balconies either side were empty too, not that I expected him to have jumped the four-foot gap between them. Where did he go?

Could I have dreamed him up? A brain’s rebellion over my imminent nuptials? Only the delicious ache between my legs told me otherwise.


























CHAPTER 5

WITH WADE, CLAYTON, and my mother waiting downstairs, I didn’t have time to worry about Jared and his disappearing act, especially with Wade so angry he was hitting things. At least it had only been the wall today—with his temper, I had a horrible feeling in time it would end up being me.

A part of me wanted to flee back to Galveston, snatch Lottie from the rehab centre she was staying in, and run to the end of the earth. But I couldn’t, not if we wanted any sort of future. No, I’d come up with a long-term plan, one that meant I’d have to go through with marriage number two in as many weeks to secure a better life for Lottie and me. I’d spend the next year finishing my studies and do everything in my power to help her get well. Then we’d run. With a PhD, I had a chance of working a job that paid better than waiting tables.

A year, that was all.

I just had to stick it out for twelve months. Fifty-two weeks. Three hundred and sixty-five days. Not that long really, at least that was what I kept telling myself. Less than two percent of my life. Then Lottie and I could start over.

Goosebumps popped out as I stepped into the freezing shower. I didn’t have the luxury of waiting even a few seconds for the water to warm up. A twinge of regret ran through me as I lathered up with complimentary shower gel, the fruity scent erasing the last traces of Jared from my body and leaving me with only memories.

Shoot, even thinking about the man caused heat to pool between my thighs. What was wrong with me? Okay, so he had the body of a Hollywood hotshot and mussed-up hair it would be a crime to comb, but surely that shouldn’t warrant such a reaction? Yes, he’d been kind, but any man seemed like an angel beside Wade.

My heart sank at the thought of eating breakfast with the two people I disliked most in the world, three if you counted my mother, which half of the time I did. My daddy’s passing changed her. Once, she’d been a loving mom, but now her affections revolved around material things rather than her children. Three years ago, on the anniversary of the accident, too much wine led her to confess that she found it easier to love diamonds now because they couldn’t die. While I understood her sentiment, it made her difficult to live with.

But with no choice, I hopped out of the shower and narrowly avoided ending up on my behind as I slipped on a patch of water. The brush snagged in my hair as I dragged it to the ends, splitting now as I was long overdue for a cut. I longed to colour it as well. Not just because my natural platinum was too noticeable but because Wade loved it and refused to let me change.

Back in the bedroom, I blasted my hair with the dryer for thirty seconds, then stuck my toe straight through one pair of pantyhose before forcing myself to be more careful with a second. Before I met Wade, I’d been a jeans and shirt girl, but he liked me in dresses so that was what I had to wear. He bought them for me too, no consultation involved. Today’s was too tight, too short, and too red.

One minute left. I grabbed the little bottles of toiletries from the bathroom vanity and stuffed them in my suitcase. I didn’t have much money of my own so I couldn’t pass up the chance of some nice things.

Thirty seconds, and I slid my purse over my arm and pulled out the handle of my wheeled case. But before I left the room, I took one last good look around, committing it to memory. That mid-market hotel room in Vegas, had, after all, hosted a momentous event in my life even if I didn’t remember it. If the way Jared moved—smoothly and with a graceful power—was any indication, then it had most likely been spectacular.

Shit!

I hopped up on the bed and retrieved last night’s panties from the light fitting. Yes—spectacular.

[image: Image]

By the time I’d waited for the elevator, which stopped on every darn floor, I was five minutes late to the dining room. Clayton’s look made me wither, and I willed my heart to slow down as I helped myself to a bowl of fruit and yoghurt from the buffet and then sat next to Wade. My self-proclaimed beau was halfway through a mountain of fried food, shovelling it into his mouth as he chewed it noisily. Watching him eat made me nauseous under normal circumstances, and today was far from normal.

Mother sat opposite me, perfectly turned out as usual. I caught the vague whiff of hairspray mixed with Chanel No.5 as she turned her head towards me. Never in my life had I seen her without a full face of make-up, even first thing in the morning, and she’d never dream of stepping outside the house without looking runway-ready.

“Francesca, your hair’s a mess.” Her voice had gotten higher in pitch over the years as she turned herself into the caricature of a perfect southern belle. “Is it still wet? Did you look in the mirror this morning?”

“Sorry,” I mumbled. 

I wasn’t about to explain I’d had far bigger things on my mind this morning, like Jared and his...ability to get an annulment sorted in time for my next wedding. My knee bounced under the table of its own accord, and I earned a disapproving glare from my stepdaddy as my spoon slipped out of my hand.

“Francesca, be more careful.”

“Yes, Clayton.”

I couldn’t help emphasising his name a touch. I’d always refused to call him daddy, and it irritated him to no end. I had a daddy, and even if he no longer walked this earth, Clayton would never replace him.

Every day, memories of my daddy faded a little, never to be extinguished but never to blaze again. The only evidence of his existence was a tombstone in Norsville and a single photo I’d salvaged from Clayton’s cull when we first moved in with him. After a few fingers of Jack Daniels and a tiff with my mother, he’d burned all the others. We weren’t even allowed to mention his name.

But I had that photo, hidden at the back of my wallet. Me, my daddy, and baby Lottie, so tiny in his arms. The picture had been taken in the yard at our old house. We’d been laughing about something, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t remember what. Funny how inconsequential things become so important later on, isn’t it? But that day, my daddy wore his dimples and his eyes sparkled in that magical way of his.

Seven years old and that was the last day I’d seen my father.

Six hours later, the police knocked on the door. I’d hidden in the hallway as they spoke to Mom in the living room, and while my father had faded from memory, the sound of her cries when she found out he’d died never would. An accident, they said. The wrong place at the wrong time, they said. But I knew better. Daddy died going to the 7-Eleven to get me ice cream, and if I hadn’t begged he’d still be here.

And how different life would be.

“Is that low-fat yoghurt on your fruit?” my mother asked.

“Yes.” 

I didn’t know whether it was or it wasn’t, nor did I care. Mother’s obsession with counting calories nearly destroyed my sister, and I wanted no part of it.

Next to me, Wade shoved his chair back and headed back to the food counter. Mother stayed silent—in her book, having a stomach that bulged over your belt was acceptable if you were male and wealthy. But it wasn’t her who’d have to look at it every day. It was me. I thought again about running, just jumping on a plane and flying to New York, or Chicago, or Los Angeles. Somewhere big enough to get lost.

The crack of Clayton slamming his coffee cup on the table made me jump. “Girl, are you listening?”

“Sorry, what did you say?”

“I said, I want more coffee.” He enunciated each word slowly as if speaking to a child.

I leapt up, not because I wanted to wait on Clayton, but because I could escape from the table for a minute or two. “Mom, do you want a drink?”

She patted her tiny stomach. “Just iced water. You know how many calories coffee has.”

I dithered over their requests, and when I got back to the table Wade decided he wanted a cup of English breakfast tea, which made him sound far more refined than he actually was. If I played my cards right, by the time I’d messed around with the teabag, breakfast would be half over.

When I slid back into my seat beside Wade, I picked at another piece of mango, but even the sweet smell made me feel ill. I wasn’t hungry—far from it. Instead, I was kicking myself for not getting Jared’s number, or at least his address. What if he didn’t do as he promised and sort out the annulment? Should I confess to Wade and hope he dumped me? Or get married anyway and pray nobody noticed? What was the penalty for bigamy in the state of Texas? Could I go to jail?

Actually, compared to a life with Wade, jail looked the more attractive option. Sure, the food sucked and I’d heard showering could get a bit awkward, but that beat going to sleep every night next to a man who made me want to drink bleach.
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