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Prologue
"Why didn't you tell me, Chad?" Savannah cried, amazed that her voice still worked. She paused, looked at him as a sudden sadness filled her, then looked away, unable to cope with his helplessness. She didn't recognize Chad this way. Composure was out of the question, for both of them.
There was no way they could straighten this out.
"You are just so sweet, Savannah," he cried, glancing up at her with tears in his eyes. "I couldn't bear to hurt you."
Sweet! She was sick of hearing that word. She didn't feel sweet at this moment. She wanted to shout, scream, throw a fit, and yet, every time she looked into Chad's pitiful face, she knew she couldn't.
He continued in a choked voice, as though she weren't even there.
"I couldn't. I haven't told anyone. I mean...how could I? You know my folks as well as I. They'd never accept it. This isn't something you just blurt out Savannah. My brothers have all succeeded in life. Our parents, they've had such dreams for you and I." he replied, his hoarse whispering words echoing in the emptiness of the house. A house that would have been hers one day. A house she had contemplated cleaning and filling with children.
Savannah looked around the charming old house, thinking of the many times she had dreamed of making it such a beautiful home, now it was all lost. It would never be hers.
"You should have told me!" Savannah heard the bitterness in her own voice spill over, as she wiped away a tear. She pressed her lips together in silent anger, not at Chad, but rather herself for not knowing how to handle this situation. "Didn't you think I could understand? I always thought we could talk about anything."
How could she have been so blind, so naive? They had friends that were gay. She accepted them with all her heart. But Chad...
Why couldn't she see what had happened to Chad? Why hadn't she at least suspected something was different? Oh she wondered why he hadn't taken things a little farther, but she thought him only being gallant. Now she knew better, and it hurt to know better.
"I know. You are absolutely right, about that. I should have opened up to you about it long ago. In time, maybe you'll forgive me." He glanced up at her, then down, unable to meet her steady gaze. All he could do was sit there, obvious discomfort and withdrawal mingled. "I should have at least told you," Chad reprimanded himself. "But Savannah, I didn't want to hurt you. I never wanted to hurt you. You mean so much to me, Savannah. I mean, you're such a sweet little thing. I admire you...endlessly, Savannah. After all the well laid plans we've had. I do love you...in a way. That's why I let it go on so long. Being married to you wouldn't be so bad..."
There it was again, that word sweet. Be so bad? He made her sound pitiful….
Sweet, naive, ignorant fool.
"I'm glad I found out," Savannah sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly, "...in time."
"Yeah, I guess." His voice was soft, yet alarmed. "I have a feeling I've lost something very special...you!"
"Chad, let's don't go there. Please, don't confuse me, not now. Everything is just too...exposed right now. I need some time. We can still be friends. I do love you…."
"I know...I'm sorry. I really don't know how I'm ever going to break it to my family." He said hanging his head as though already receiving their rejection.
Savannah looked at him, willing her lips not to tremble as she spoke. "Well...you have to come up with some explanation. I'm leaving..."
"Leaving? Now?" He suddenly stood up, grabbed her by the shoulders, then let go.
"Well you certainly don't expect me to go through with this...wedding of ours, now do you?" Savannah stared at him in astonishment.
He firmed his lips and frowned helplessly, gesturing with his hands in mid air. "No, I guess not."
"Chad you can't live a lie. And niether can I." Despite everything, she still had feelings for Chad but those feelings had changed, drastically, in a matter of minutes. She wanted to help him. And she wanted him to be happy. So he would have to stand on his own and be the man she knew he could be.
He nodded slowly, his hands going to her shoulders, gently this time, as he stared into her eyes, "If I could love a woman....I'd love you."
Savannah watched his face closely, as though searching for the Chad she thought she knew so well. "Somehow, I believe that. But it doesn't change a thing. You have got to tell your parents...my parents, the truth. You have to straighten this out, Chad."
"Oh, Savannah, I can't do that...not now, not yet!" Chad cried, his movements’ jerky as his hand went to his forehead and he reeled away from her, unable to face her any longer. "I love my parents, your parents. I can't just blurt something like this out. It would kill them. You know that. They could never accept it. I'm not even sure I accept it. Losing you is the biggest tragedy in my life."
"Thank you for that." Savannah twisted about, her wedding dress swishing around her as she moved hurriedly to face Chad again. The very sound of it irritated her. Everything irritated her right now.
Chad didn't want to face her; he didn't want to look at her.
He looked so handsome standing there in his black tux, his light blond hair immaculate, his blue eyes pleading with her to understand. And she did to an extent. Only, why hadn't she figured it out? It was maddening to think she was that naive.
"How long do you need?" She barely whispered the words, holding her breath for his answer.
"A lifetime?" An indefinable emotion colored his blue eyes with dark foreboding.
"Impossible. You've got to face this head on. I can't hide out forever. You've got to straighten this out and soon. For both our sakes." When he sat so stone still, she shook his shoulder, "Do you understand?"
"You're absolutely right, of course. But...I don't know how to do it...yet." He paused, glancing at her again. "Where will you go?" Chad asked, his face laced with concern as he finally looked her in the eyes.
"I don't know. This wasn't a planned event. I really don't know....but--I've got an aunt, out west, no one ever visits her. Maybe I will." Savannah sighed heavily, unable to look at Chad any longer. It was obvious Chad didn't want to confront the congregation waiting at the church across the street, nor their parents. His courage had waned and somehow she had to reinforce its importance.
"That's good thinking."
Savannah wanted to cry, wanted to shout, wanted to run as far away as possible. She couldn't face that crowd, either. She hadn't had the time to think. All she knew was that she couldn't marry Chad.
He couldn't possibly know how much he had hurt her. Her pending marriage had been all she had thought about for months. The preparations she'd made, the dreams she had, all gone. Perhaps she had been in love with the idea of marriage itself, but nonetheless, those hopes and dreams had gone by the wayside this morning. Crushed! One moment, peeping out into the rose garden had destroyed her future.
Why did her mother insist on the biggest wedding of the century? She and Chad had both agreed they wanted a small wedding. Why had she allowed her mother to take charge of what started out as a simple ceremony between two people. Now, here she was in this designer wedding gown, looking for the nearest exit. And Chad...poor Chad.
She should be mad. She should scream, protest, throw something, but all she wanted to do was sit down and have a long cry. And it hurt holding it back now. But one of them had to be strong.
"You can't tell anyone where I'm going, Chad. Do you understand?"
"Yes, of course I won't. Savannah..." He looked at her sheepishly, then in desperation he pleaded, "If you can keep my secret a while longer, I can surely keep yours. But Savannah..."
"What?" she nearly shouted, her emotions seemed to be going up and down a roller coaster ride of extremes. One minute she wanted to comfort Chad, the next she wanted to strangle him.
Emotions were not a luxury right now. She had to think.
"I'm sorry. For so many things. For leading you on, for letting this get so out of hand. For being...me!" Chad cried, then he chewed at his bottom lip.
The sincerity in his voice had Savannah nearly in tears again, but she had wept all she planned to for the moment. She wouldn't cry, not yet at least. There would be a time, but now was not it.
Nothing had changed...except they wouldn't be getting married. She still loved Chad, differently of course, but she loved him nonetheless. She couldn't just turn the love off. Even now. If only the family could come to understand. Coming from such a rich aristocratic family, denial would come first, then later, much later, acceptance. But knowing them as she did she was sure they wouldn't be prepared for this any more than she had been!
Understand? She didn't understand it either!
How could one know someone for so many years, and yet not know them at all?
She had all of thirty minutes to plan, and think of how she was going to handle things. The congregation was sitting in that church across the street waiting for her untimely appearance. Her father was probably pounding on the dressing room door by now.
Right or wrong, she'd made her own decision, this morning. She wasn't marrying Chad. Running out on Chad like this seemed the coward’s way out, yet, what she had just faced was still fresh in her mind and she felt she had every right. Perhaps she had opted for the easy way out of this situation, too.
There wasn't time to plan it out, think it through. She had to act, and now.
She'd think about all of this later, right now, they had to make some quick decisions and she had to form some kind of plan for her life. Some kind of future. A future without Chad. It seemed so dismal, so hopeless.
"A month," she said slowly.
"A month?" he wailed. "Oh God, Savannah, I don't know if I can do it in that time."
"You have to."
"But you won't be able to see their faces, the hurt, and anguish. How can I ruin that smile on Mama's face?" He asked sincerely once more. "She's wanted us to marry for years. How can I possibly tell her now?"
"That's something she'll have to learn to get over, as I will." Savannah took Chad's hands in hers, "Look Chad. You chose this life. It was your decision, now you must face up to that decision. You have to tell them. Within a month."
Chad paced, and Savannah watched him sadly. She couldn't weaken. She had to be strong for them both. But if she was strong why were her limbs trembling so? Why did she feel as though her whole life was suddenly in ruin?
"Maybe Douglas will help you." She offered.
"Oh God...Savannah. I'm not sure I can do this." Chad said and flopped into the recliner again. "We didn't plan it. Honestly. I'm not sure how it happened, it just did."
"It doesn't matter now. It's done. You have to face it, Chad, for both our sakes. I'm leaving you at the altar. Everyone is going to blame me. But you know..."
"Yes, it's my fault!" He practically choked on his own words.
"Then you will tell them?" Savannah encouraged.
"Give me two months." He pleaded with her.
"Two?" Savannah found her temper rising. Didn't he realize she was barely keeping herself together, and he was begging for two months. Never had she seen Chad so despondent. But it certainly wasn't her place to tell her parents or his that he was gay. He had chosen that life, now he had to face the truth about himself and his life.
Savannah might have been furious with him, had it been any other problem she might have handled it, but this...she couldn't. She simply didn't know how. She couldn't explain, and he wouldn't.
"Three at the very most," he was whining. She'd never heard him whine in all the years she had known him. Dear God, how could thirty minutes change so much in their lives?
Savannah took a deep breath. Inside she was seething with some unspent rage. A rage that cried he had no right to do this to her. But he might ruin both their lives yet, if he didn't tell his parents, and hers.
What would she do out west with an Aunt she barely remembered? She wasn't even sure her Aunt Lucy would know her now.
"Three months, that's it," she decided firmly. "I can't put my own life on hold any longer than that. As it is, I'll lose my job. My parents will worry themselves sick, and blame me. You have to straighten this out. Face your life, Chad. You've chosen it, now you have to face it."
"I know. Just give me the three months. I'll find a way to tell them." Chad nodded slowly as though everything were going through his head at once.
Savannah smiled and nodded, "Okay Chad. By the end of summer, you'll have to tell them."
"I do love you, you know." He leaned towards her.
Savannah nodded slowly, sadly, "Yes, I know." How hollow those words sounded now.
"Didn't you ever once suspect?" He asked curiously. "I mean... we never..."
"I just thought you were being a gentleman," she felt a tear slip down her cheek. The dream that she was saving herself for her husband seemed totally foolish and silly now. And yet, it was so much a part of her belief that she refused to let Chad or anyone ruin her ideal. "That's one of the things I loved about you most."
"I'd thought about...at least trying, for your sake." He admitted. "You're such a gentle sweet person, it wouldn't be hard. I could have loved you both."
"Good thing you didn't. You know, Chad, you are the only man I've ever been serious about."
At that moment she mused the fact that she hadn't told him she had loved him. Perhaps it was a little false pride holding her back. Or perhaps there was something lacking in her own make-up that kept her from it.
"I never meant to hurt you, Savannah. I never meant for this to happen...it just did. Funny thing is, I didn't know myself till last summer. Remember, when we went swimming with Douglas and his sister."
Savannah felt suddenly queasy, dizzy. She needed to leave. She didn't want to hear anymore, and yet, this was Chad. Her Chad, till only moments ago. How could a few precious moments destroy something so lovely? The boy next door she'd grown up with, fell in love with. It was a fairytale, a dream, it wasn't reality. And in one moment that whole illusion was spoiled. And everything she thought she knew about men, seemed very little.
She couldn't lay all the blame on Chad either, because she had been a part of it all, too. Chad had simply chosen another life. She sincerely wanted Chad's happiness, and her own.
"I've got to get out of here, Chad," she said backing away from him as he stood up and started to approach her. She didn't want him near her. Not right now. It was simply too soon. She didn't want to hear about Douglas, she just wanted to escape, so she could cry in private. It hurt holding back the tears.
There was hurt in his eyes, she saw it. But it was all too fresh in her mind. She needed time to assimilate what she had witnessed. Seeing him and Douglas in the garden, kissing, passionately, destroyed something inside her, facing that issue was just too much right now. She wasn't sure what it was, but something was very different, and she knew deep down she'd never trust her feelings so easily again.
"I've got to go," she said quietly, not quite meeting his eyes.
"Savannah, forgive me for hurting you."
"I—I forgive you, Chad. I don't think you could help it. I hope you and Douglas…can make a life."
"Thanks, sweetie, I knew you'd understand, somehow."
Savannah smiled sadly at him. "Good luck!"
"Okay...Savannah?"
"Yes," she didn't turn around to look at him,
"I do love you, you know that don't you? In my fashion, I'll always be here for you. You know that!"
"Goodbye, Chad. And…I love you too! I only wish I'd known sooner, that's all." her voice broke and she ran from the room. Out into the garden, she ran, quietly, stopping only long enough to take her high heels off, she carried them in one hand, her beaded bag in the other.
She headed for the church parking lot across the street where her parents’ car was parked. Climbing in she checked under the rug for the key. It was there. Good ole predictable dad. She started the engine, it purred.
In a moment she would be driving away. She saw Chad on the lawn, waved and peeled out into the noonday traffic.
No one saw her, but him. Thank God.
She couldn't stop herself from looking in the rear-view mirror. Chad had gone inside. What would he say to them, how would he explain it to them?
There wasn't time to worry about what she was doing, or whether it was right or wrong. Her parents would be furious. She was stealing their car. Not only that, but she was leaving with no explanations. But until Chad could come to terms with his own life, she could do nothing more. . . except cry, and as she looked once more in the rear-view mirror she saw the tears streaming down her face, and she pulled over for a few minutes. It was time to cry.
CHAPTER ONE
Jumping out of the car, slamming the door, she kicked at the flat tire and glanced at the steam rising from the hood.
"Damn, just what I need," she swore aloud. "Not just one problem, but two!"
In one swift movement, Savannah bent through the window of the car and jerked her keys from the ignition, breaking a fingernail in the process. She grimaced. Walking toward the rear of the car, she stopped when she heard a ripping sound.
"Oh good grief...." She knew exactly what that sound meant. She already heard that same sound today. Her sleeve had caught on the door of the car. She opened the car door, and pulled the sleeve back in place. Pressing her lips together in one fine line, she went to the trunk of her parents’ BMW and unlocked it.
She stared aimlessly inside. She had never changed a flat tire in her life, but surely it wasn't that hard to do. She'd seen it done in a million movies. It looked relatively simple.
There in the right corner of the trunk was the jack, bolted down tight as though it hadn't meant to be used. As she fumbled with the bolt another finely manicured fingernail broke. She grimaced but kept on working. Her state of dress, and fake fingernails were the least of her worries.
"My God, I'll need a crow-bar to pry that thing loose," she wailed after several minutes of struggling unsuccessfully to loosen the jack.
Determination wasn't enough she needed a quick education in self survival. She didn't have any plan. She had left the church because she simply didn't know what else to do. That and the fact that she couldn't marry Chad under the circumstances had suddenly changed her life forever.
What was she doing out here in the middle of nowhere? What was she trying to prove? She had a level head on her shoulders. Didn't she? She had a master's degree in fine arts, she could play the harp like an angel, and she knew how to take pictures. And up until yesterday she had been a very good real estate agent. But for the life of her, she didn't know what she was going to do next with her life or this blasted car.
Thoughts of Chad briefly interfered. She wanted to be married. It was something she instinctively knew she'd be good at. Some women had their careers, but all Savannah ever really wanted was to marry Chad. She'd taken odd jobs ever since she finished college just to look busy and give Chad the time and opportunity to pop the big question. She hadn't wanted to appear the spoiled little rich girl, waiting on the boy next door to make up his mind.
Talk about bursting bubbles. That's exactly what she had become, the spoiled little rich girl. The dumb little rich girl. The sweet little rich girl.
Thank God her camera equipment was still in the trunk. She'd planned to take pictures at her own wedding. What a fantasy that was! She knew every shot she wanted, seeing Chad's face for the first time yesterday morning, the flowers, her young cousin bearing her ring, the wedding cake that nearly didn't arrive. So many things, so many pictures, now destroyed.
She'd wasted so many years with Chad. It had been such a comfortable relationship, Chad never forced himself on her, and she had enjoyed their dating. They did everything together, went everywhere, enjoyed the good life. Looking at it from a distance she supposed she had become the spoiled little rich girl with such ease, with not a care in the world.
That was over, a voice reminded her. Things had changed drastically since yesterday morning. She had thrown herself into real life and she didn't have a clue as to what to do next. She didn't know how to fix the car, get a job, or even manage her own life.
She was twenty-six years old, and getting older by the moment, and she still didn't know much about life, men, or marriage. Everything she thought she knew had been turned upside down. What she needed was an education in life, and it certainly looked as though that was about to happen.
"It takes longer with some people," she reasoned aloud. "But I can do this. I can manage my own life."
She eyed the jack again and crossed her arms over her chest.
"I learned a valuable lesson with Chad. I won't be making that mistake again," she scoffed aloud as she stared aimlessly down the long deserted highway. But the dream of marriage lingered in the recesses of her mind. Perhaps it wasn't Chad she had loved so much, as the thought of marriage itself. Yes, she was in love with marriage.
She had a level head on her shoulders. She didn't need a man! Did she?
No, she didn't need one...she simply wanted one. She wanted that happily ever after picture. Okay, so she was a romantic, she silently fumed. She had believed in fairytales. But she could change, couldn't she? She could wise up, couldn't she?
She had wanted the marriage so much, she had looked forward to days and nights spent with Chad.
However, reality had played a trick on her, and saying "I do" was going just a little too far, when the best man was who Chad really loved. It seemed like a nightmare, now.
At twenty-six she was about to grow up, and fast.
Life wasn't fair. Deal with it, a small voice in her head cried.
With the back of her hand, she wiped the sweat trickling down her forehead and into her eyes. The sweat stung. The fact that the dress she wore cost more than she wanted to contemplate, seemed of little importance. It was ruined and there wasn't a damned thing she could do about it now. A $5000 dress. A dress she would never wear under normal circumstances. A dress her mother insisted was perfect for her, first because it was a bride's dress, and second because it was what any self respecting Kingsley would wear.
Savannah hadn't thought much past her future with Chad until now. She bravely faced having to redirect her entire life, to rethink her values. But how did one go about redirecting their lives, when their dreams were suddenly crushed? Where to start?
There was no use rehashing her well laid plans of marriage. That was history. Now she had to think about what to do next. Like today, tomorrow, and maybe next week.
She hadn't the intelligence to draw money from her account at the bank, but that would have taken time and her parents might stop her. All she could do was run for the moment and hope that somehow everything would work out alright, for her and for Chad.
She moved the dangling sleeve of her dress away, so she could get closer to the trunk. By the time she managed to roll and scoot the tools to the far edge of the trunk she was breathless and black-smudged. She gasped. The nut and bolt holding it in place hadn't budged. After breaking a couple more fake nails, she managed to loosen it and pull the offending contraption out of the trunk.
"Alright I did it!" she jumped for joy. "I actually did it!"
But having it in her hands, and knowing where to put it to use was another thing.
She knew she needed to jack the car up. But where did one put the jack to jack it up? She'd seen this done on TV. She’d watched Chad do it, too. It had looked simple enough. Still, given all that information, she had no idea where to begin. After several minutes of trying to put the jack together, she glanced at the car, with a grimace. "Now where do I put you?"
She turned the jack around several different directions, placed it under the car behind the bumper. Nothing happened.
"Oh, you have to pump it up, you igmo," she berated herself. It also made sense to her to put it as close to the flat as possible. When she finally managed to get it situated under the car, and pumped it, it began pulling the fender away. She knew from the gosh-awful sound that she wasn't doing this correctly.
Slowly she glanced up at the protruding fender.
Stomping her foot, she jerked on the jack till it fell away. The car immediately slumped, making another weird sound, and stirring the dust from the side of the road. She licked at her dry pasty lips. Mad, hot, and disgusted with her own inabilities, she threw the jack as far as she could, nearly winging a jackrabbit in the process.
"Sorry little fella," she blew a tendril of hair away from her face and leaned against the fender. She mentally recorded the damage she'd done to the car with a withering sigh. Her father would not be pleased with her.
She wasn't a man, how was she supposed to figure this out? If her brother, Jarod could see her now he'd laugh his head off. She missed Jarod. He'd flown in for her wedding that same morning, and she had all of ten minutes to kiss him and catch him up on her life.
But all of that was gone and her life had changed within a few fragile moments.
Now she was faced with stark reality.
Stubborn to the core, Savannah vowed nature wasn't going to win with her. She did away with the offending train and bustle of the wedding gown. In fact one sleeve was already ripped and she felt compelled to rip off the other to match. Her veil lay in the backseat, she tossed her extra baggage back to join it. Nothing of the dress was left but one long piece of the skirt and the bodice.
She reached in the glove compartment for a string to tie her hair back, but the sun beat down on her neck so brazenly, she had to let it fall loose again. To complete the mess, when she closed the car door, her skirt caught and ripped again. She screamed aloud, "This can't be happening to me! What have I done to deserve this?"
Then in a fit of anger, she ripped the offending silk from her body and threw it in the backseat to join the rest of the mess. The silk slip was ankle length and thick enough to pass for a skirt she quickly decided.
She stood there, looking down the long lonesome road, wondering what might happen next. A slight breeze played tricks on her imagination and told her she was a little more comfortable than she had been, just a little. The fact that she had destroyed a $5,000 wedding dress, and damaged the beautiful new BMW didn't make her too proud.
Flashbacks of yesterday's disaster made her feel no better. Spending the night in the car hadn't done much for her disposition either. Sleeping in a wedding dress just didn't cut it, and perhaps turning the air on half the night didn't help the car's problems either. Guilt riddled her. But darn it, what was a girl to do? She could have lived with the fact that she'd lost Chad to another woman, but to lose him to man seemed outrageous. It bordered on hurting the ego and the pride all at the same time.
"I don't need marriage..." But that prospect brought no happiness either. Savannah knew deep in her heart that was one thing, she did need. She wanted the whole nine yards. She'd dreamed of being knee deep in diapers by this time next year. Fat chance!
Her two older sisters were married and had a houseful of children. That's exactly what she had wanted. She admired them both for making such happy families.
She and Chad had waited until they both finished college and secured jobs before jumping into the marriage ring. She'd been sensible, a lot of good it did her.
Savannah mentally tried to shake herself. Her mouth was dry, her lips chaffing, and the dust was thick enough to cut. She glanced down the forlorn looking highway for signs of life. From the looks of it, she and the jackrabbit had the whole of West Texas to be miserable in.
She glanced up at the clear sky, then down the long lonely road.
Nothing was in sight for miles. No service station, no cafes, no bright lights, just the blaring hot sun and a lonely stretch of highway. Oh why had she decided to look her long lost aunt up out here in the middle of nowhere?
Yesterday life had looked so wonderful, today she knew life sucked.
Didn't anyone ever travel out here? Not that there was that much to look at, but someone must surely live around here. She hadn't seen two cars since she left Sweetwater.
"It can be the best day of your life, or the worst, according to how you make it," she repeated. How many times had she shoved that quote down everyone's throat? Good advice, but hard to take, she admitted. That was back when she thought she was going to be married and happy the rest of her life.
Then suddenly, she saw something move. It was a good distance away so she couldn't be sure. She didn't dare hope. But as it got closer, she was sure she was seeing things. After all busses didn't appear out of the blue, in the middle of nowhere, did they? She couldn't be that lucky. Not the way her life was going.
She leaned against the car and waited, expecting it to disappear into thin air. It didn't, and Savannah whispered a prayer of thanks as the big silver mirage came closer.
"Oh my gosh...it can't be...but--but it is!"
She kept watching it, making sure it wasn't a mirage. She'd heard how things seemed to appear out here in the vast desert. How they could be there one minute and be gone the next, however, the big silver bus wasn't disappearing to her relief.
As it got closer she jumped up and down and flagged the driver down. It didn't seem to be slowing down and panic set in. Her stomach knotted like a hard rock in a balloon. Surely the driver wouldn't leave her stranded.
She swallowed hard and stood right in the middle of the road. Brave or just stupid, she was determined to stop the bus. The bus swerved and pulled to a reluctant stop.
As the doors came open, the large Hispanic driver muttered a few words under his breath. Savannah was sure she didn't want to hear those words.
She mounted the steps of the bus with all the dignity of a royal queen, mounting her throne.
"I'm stranded." She announced, as though that explained everything, as though those two words would actually mean something to this angry stranger.
No reaction.
"Did you hear what I said? I'm stranded. I need transportation."
His head turned and his hand tightened on the door.
"Um...my car won't start, can I have a lift into the next town, please?"
"Si, forty dollar," he said, sneering.
"Forty dollars?" she repeated as though she couldn't believe her ears.
"Si."
"That's highway robbery!" She exclaimed. "It can't be over twenty miles to the next town."
"Si, forty dollar." This time his hand was moving on the door handle. She might have stopped the bus, but she wouldn't detain it long.
"Well ...wait a minute--" Nothing was going her way and she might as well expect trouble from now on, less surprises that way.
"Wait…please?"
Firming her lips, she stepped back out to get her purse from the car and dug through it for several minutes till she had the amount he requested. Thinking about her equipment in the trunk she frowned at hauling her camera with her, but leaving it behind was not an option since she'd paid for it just a few days ago. Another silly hobby, her parents had grumbled. And to think she had actually planned on taking shots of her own wedding!
She needed to forget about the wedding...somehow. Right now she had to forget about the wedding, her parents, Chad, and even what she thought was going to be her future.
Seeing the driver was getting impatient with her, she tried to think of what she might need to take with her. She'd left her suitcase full of clothes for the honeymoon on her bed at home, fully intending to grab it as her and Chad made their way to the airport for a luxurious honeymoon in the Bahamas. The only thing that was hers in this car was her camera and tripod. She grabbed it, then put it down and checked the small beaded purse in the back seat of the car. Glancing at the driver, she hurriedly counted the money that her dear Uncle Seth had tucked into her hand yesterday morning. $250.
"In case it doesn't work out...." her Uncle had said and winked. Had he somehow known she was going to need it? She looked for other valuables, unfortunately she had forgotten to put her driver's license, her social security card, or anything of real value in the purse. But a woman getting married didn't need all of that...she reasoned.
Good old Uncle Seth, he knew more than most.
Seeing an old t-shirt of her father's in the trunk she crammed it in her small bag, it stuck out and wouldn't close, but that wasn't important, she needed something to wear to bed tonight. Hopefully she'd be sleeping in her aunt's bed tonight.
She hiked the tripod under her arm, then scrambling with part of the equipment to the bus, she remounted the steps.
Practically throwing the money in the driver's face she turned to find a seat.
The driver chuckled, and proceeded down the lonely highway.
The bus hit a chuckhole and the tripod knocked a passenger in the head and Savannah turned in time to see the dismay on the man's face.
"Oh I'm terribly sorry."
The man opened his mouth to say something, then shut it, and turned away, far away. All the way back she muttered words not fit for a pig's ear. The tripod kept hanging up all the way down the aisle and she nearly hit a lady that tried to help her untangle the mess.
***
Ben Hogg took one look at the illusion of a woman stumbling toward him and pushed his hat over his eyes, nearly shutting her out. He squirmed in his seat uncomfortably. Here comes trouble! In the first place, he didn't believe what he saw. In the second, he wanted to ignore it more than anything else on this ride from hell.
Of all things to materialize out of the blue, a woman in a —
What was she wearing? Looked like parts of a wedding dress. But only parts. The bodice was there, but from the waist down, only a white nylon slip covered her, and that was stretching it since the slip was practically see-through. A ghostly image of beautifully shaped legs made him aware in places he didn't want to admit. The sleeves of the dress were ripped completely off. She was a mess, and yet as alluring as a baby kitten. Ben always had a weakness for kittens.
He could just imagine what her story was. And he didn't want to hear it, didn't need to. Pretty obvious the woman was escaping some poor unsuspecting snook at the altar. God bless him. Yes, the poor sap was probably mooning over a cold one about her now, Ben imagined. After all, even covered in grit and grime she looked good. Her light brown hair shone even though it looked tousled, and there was a streak of blonde in the front. It captured his attention for a second. How a woman could have just one streak in her hair, he didn't know. And he didn't know why this particular streak caught his attention, either.
None of his business, and he wasn't about to ask. He didn't need any hassles, especially from a woman. He'd learned that lesson the hard way. Married all of two months five years ago had taught him that marriage was not for Ben Hogg.
Not that he was the least bit interested in her story. No sir, he had a comfortable life and he aimed to keep it that way. Marriage was for suckers, and he had ceased being one.
The woman was coming straight in his direction, just like an arrow aimed at a dartboard. Ben slouched down into the seat and began to slightly snore. If anything would drive a woman away fast, it was snoring, according to the town crier of Junction.
He'd left his saddle in the seat beside him, so surely she wouldn't plop herself down beside him. If anything she should read it as an open invitation to look elsewhere for a seat. But the bus was crowded, where could she go? The woman didn't have much choice, he conceded with a heavy sigh.
She was going to sit down beside him, and there wasn't a way in the world he could stop her.
Then he heard a thump, a loud, thump.
Without looking he knew it was the saddle landing on the floor, and none to gently. He bit his tongue to keep from snapping at the woman. Didn't she realize how much a saddle like that cost? Hand tooled!
But she hadn't finished making a spectacle of herself yet. She wrestled with the tripod for several minutes before it finally laid silently against her side of the seat.
With one finger, and a frown bigger than the Pecos he stared at her.
The woman peered at him beneath the longest lashes Ben had ever seen on a human, a cow maybe, but not a human.
"Excuse me, ma'am."
The woman fluffed her slip around her, and finally put it down to a decent level then eyed him with all the innocence of a teddy bear facing a rattlesnake. But even venom couldn't stop the immediate reaction Ben had to those engaging green eyes.
"Sorry about the saddle, but all the seats were taken." She said sweetly.
He glanced at his saddle which had become her instant foot prop.
Satin shoes and leather didn't mix, Ben thought quietly to himself as he watched her fumble in that sorry excuse for a purse for who knew what. Why would a woman carry such a little thing, and put so much in it. It made no sense to him.
He couldn't stop himself, he handed her a handkerchief, without a word.
"Thank you," she smiled quickly.
"Yes, ma'am," he said and pulled his hat over his face again to pretend sleep. But he'd caught a glimpse of that smile and something in his insides sprang aware. He hadn't been this aware of a woman in years.
The woman seemed to shrug her indifference and he watched from one corner of his vision as she tried to clean her face. Not that he was interested, but she was such a puzzle, he had to pay attention to what she might do next.
It looked as though she might settle down until all of a sudden she opened her mouth to check her teeth. Good Lord, did she fully intend to clean her teeth, right here in public? He squirmed.
Pulling his hat down so he couldn't see her, that's when he noticed her feet on his saddle again. Tiny feet, in what was once white satin slippers. The dress she wore must have cost someone a fortune, Ben thought to himself. Just the intricate beadwork on the bodice told him that much and the fact that a tiny bit of it overlapped on his lap against a finger and he felt the softness. He didn't want to feel the softness, but it was there, and darn hard to ignore. She was impossible to ignore.
He'd give fifty cents to hear her story, just out of curiosity and the peculiarity of the moment. But he wasn't about to ask. He knew better.
"I had car trouble out on the highway, I was stranded." Her proffered explanation fell on deaf ears.
He didn't want to start a conversation, so he merely nodded a little and didn't look at her at all.
He couldn't help thinking about his quickly failed marriage. No way would he ever let himself in for something like that again. Marriage wasn't in Ben Hogg's plans. No matter how long her eye lashes were.
No, he didn't need trouble. And this lady was definitely oozing with it.
Then he saw her hands and it was all he could do not to laugh. Right in the middle of that beautiful, dainty little hand, were three broken fingernails, marring a perfect manicure. A manicure that probably cost more than any steak dinner he'd ever eaten. Had she noticed yet? Probably not, and he wasn't about to tell her. It reminded him of old man Perkins polishing his white Cadillac when the back fender was all banged up. He polished that car every week, rain or shine.
Thoughts of Perkins, brought Ben's mind back to the present and how anxious he was to get back to work after one long vacation with his family. Yeah, being a Sheriff was a pure pleasure after that, especially in Junction. For a small town that only boasted a couple of thousand, had one local bar, one bank, five churches and three beauty parlors, Ben felt safe returning to his office again, where the biggest problems were keeping the darn air conditioner from blowing every year. He loved his family, but sometimes it was a pure relief to get away.
"Could you tell me what the next town is, sir?" The woman in the wedding dress purred sweetly.
Didn't she know he was trying his best to sleep? He didn't want a conversation. He could use some shut eye after celebrating his younger sister's birthday half the night.
Good manners forced him to tip his hat back and cast her a curious glance. But when he did he nearly bust a gut trying to stop the laughter. The woman had used his handkerchief alright, but instead of cleaning up, she only managed to smear the dust and grit over her face. It had dried in a slur across a dainty little nose, and determined looking chin. Obviously she thought she had cleared it away, but it had managed to dry and was caked in places. She looked as if she'd been playing in the mud.
Ben tried not to notice things about her, but it didn't work. Messed up as she was, she was still nice to look at, a little too nice.
She had a pleasant little face, her mouth was kissable, her eyes looked too big to be on her heart shaped face. The long lashes covered a set of dancing gray-green eyes. Her hair was fairly long, and framed her face. It was hair that attracted him first, the way it dangled about her shoulders and face, all shiny and curled and there was that one little blond streak.
"Next town is Junction." He answered gazing out the window so he didn't have to see those sparkling eyes dance with a smile. This woman irritated him from the moment he laid eyes on her and usually he was an agreeable fella.
"So I've finally come to Junction?"
He whipped about to look at her sincere gaze. She looked mesmerized.
Junction wasn't her kind of town, he assumed too quickly.
"That's it."
She did smile just a little and he was flabbergasted at how beautiful her smile was. She radiated a warmth like sunshine with that smile and Ben was quickly appalled at himself for noticing.
"I'll bet you're from there, aren't you?"
"Yes ma'am."
Maybe if he didn't offer conversation she'd hush and he could go back to pleasantly dreaming of a fishing trip he aimed to take real soon.
"I could tell."
His mind began to explode with reasons he shouldn't continue this conversation with the lady. However, Ben prided himself on being a gentleman, all part of being the town Sheriff.
He crossed a leg over and leaned back. He had no intention of carrying the conversation any further, but suddenly found his mouth didn't belong to him. "What gave me away?"
"Maybe the way you're trying so hard to sleep on this bus that manages to hit every bump in the road."
"I guess I'm about as laid back as a man can get at the moment, that's true. Are you stopping in Junction, ma'am?"
He could have bit his own tongue out for asking such a question, but it just slipped out. What did he care whether she stopped or not? Still, she had a way of bringing out the conversation in Ben like no other.
"Oh yes. I'll have to have my car towed and fixed."
"What's wrong with it?" He should have ignored her conversation but somehow she'd got the best of his curiosity.
"Well for one, a busted radiator hose and a flat tire. At least I think that's what it is. Steam was shooting out from the hood. I recall my brother saying something about a busted radiator hose once when it happened to him."
It shocked Ben that she actually knew what was wrong with the car. He figured her for nothing short of an air head. She was just the kind of woman he liked to have a romp in the hay with and send her on her way.
"I guess you were late for the wedding, huh?" Ben couldn't catch his mouth in time. Here he was minding his own business when this run away bride came waltzing up the aisle and now he was talking more to her than he did to his younger sister, Dana during his visit home.
"Wedding?" she shrieked enough to get the attention of the woman in the seat in front of her, then glanced down at her clothes. "Well...as a matter of fact, yes. I guess you could say that."
But it was too late to explain, because the bus was pulling into the small station. Ben sighed comfortably as he moved to get up. He needed to get as far away from this woman as possible, obviously. He'd already asked too many questions, and gotten too many answers.
"We're here?" she gasped and looked about her.
"Yes ma'am."
***
So much for flirting with strange men, Savannah shrugged. If this one was any measure she had her work cut out for her. Not that she was one bit interested but losing a man to another man had damaged her ego a bit. This man was rather handsome, if he wouldn't frown so much. His dark sandy hair was cut short and well trained. But the beard didn't fit him.
She crept down the bus steps and stared at the vacant station.
"Where is everyone?" She blurted out when she saw the cowboy heading in the opposite direction.
The cowboy that sat by her on the bus was moving deliberately away from her at a fast pace. On hearing her question he stopped dead in his tracks and turned about to look at her again. By his actions she could have sworn he really didn't want to turn around and answer her at all.
"It's Sunday afternoon, everyone's either in church or home. Not much goes on, on Sundays."
Boy had she stumbled into a country town or what? It was like a fairy tale to her. Just the kind of place she wanted to be. A place where people took time to listen, to care, a Junction little town she could surely learn to do something in. This was her dream of heaven, away from the hectic schedules of modern day life.
"Is there a restaurant around here?" she asked the cowboy who was now hauling that beautiful tooled saddle she had straddled on the bus. She hadn't paid much attention to it on the bus, but now she could see it was very expensively crafted, and so was its owner.
"Yes, about a block down the street, Mary's Kitchen." He nodded the direction.
"Thanks," she said and hauled a small bag on one arm, her camera and tripod on the other and started for what looked like the town of Junction, Texas. But his next words stopped her cold.
"But they aren't open till tomorrow," he added his voice filled with some irritation. It was like he didn't want to give her any information, and it had been dragged from him.
"Tomorrow?" she whirled around and turned a startled glance on him. "You're kidding."
She'd spent the entire day without eating and her stomach roared.
But the stranger was doing his best to ignore her, it seemed. He stood there leaning against his jeep as though he was waiting for her to do something.
He shook his head. "'Fraid not. It's Sunday. Little towns have a habit of foldin' up early on Sunday's ma'am." He adjusted his Stetson again.
Sunday was merely another day of the week to her. She usually attended church, when home, then worked on her client list. She'd been a real estate agent for all of a year, but she had progressed, thanks to her dad's influence. Not her own. Still, she wasn't fooling herself, she didn't want a career in real estate. That was her dad's idea, not hers. Even though the work came easy for her, she had no interest. She wanted a home and family. How did one go about changing that kind of idea, especially when it was a lifetime idea?
All the stores would be open at home...But this wasn't home.
She glanced at her watch and grimaced, another couple of hours and the sun would go down. "How about a station where I could get my car fixed?"
"Full service filling stations went out a long time ago. We got a mechanic down the road a piece."
"Oh, good. How far?" She squinted in the sunlight.
"Couple of miles. I'll give you a lift if you like." His voice was indulgent, but right now, she just didn't care. He offered, she'd take him up on it.
"Oh, would you?" She tried to sound grateful. Somehow she didn't think the cowboy was too happy about being saddled with her. She understood that, and she'd be on her way as soon as she got her car tended to.
"Sure, get in." He mumbled as he threw his saddle in the back of his jeep. "He don't usually work on Sunday either, but maybe we can get him to haul your car into town, and fix it tomorrow."
Tomorrow? Everything was tomorrow, not now! How did people get things done around here? They were losing money, closing on Sundays.
She hurriedly pulled her equipment along and after carefully stowing it beside the saddle, she climbed in and he took off down the dust filled road. He seemed in a hurry to get there, in a hurry to get rid of her.
He hardly said a word to her all the way to the station and she wasn't sure why. He seemed to have good manners. But ever since she climbed into his vehicle the man was one big wad of frowns. He'd be very good looking if he didn't frown so much, she thought. Not that she was paying that much attention to a yokel. She knew enough about red-neck cowboys to stay as far away as possible.
Five minutes later the cowboy pounded on the station door. No one answered.
There was some kind of note pinned on the gas pump though. She spotted it and handed it to him.
"It figures. He's closed for his father-in-law’s funeral, it says." The cowboy read the note, then stuck it back on the pump.
"Closed?" She nearly yelped.
"'Fraid so. Poor Alfred."
Who was Alfred?
Savannah felt like collapsing in one big puddle of tears. What had started out as such a wonderful day yesterday, was turning into a nightmare today.
Now here she was, no better off than she had been sitting with her car. And the stranger didn't seem very eager to lend her any help.
Trying to curb her fears, she suddenly sat on an old coke carton in front of the station. She no longer cared about the dress.
The man eyed her for a few minutes. He even went so far as to get in his jeep and start the motor, but something stopped him. In slow motion, he switched off the ignition and glanced over at her. The look on his face was patronizing, as if he had to put up with her for one more minute it would kill him.
"You can come to my place and stay," he offered intently aware of her stare.
Yeah, right. Do I look like I've lost my mind? She might appear helpless, and maybe even brainless, but she knew better than to run off with a complete stranger, especially to his home. Besides, his offer was definitely reluctant. But maybe he had a wife that wouldn't understand, or maybe he was a pervert. She certainly didn't know anything about him. Not even his name.
"That's okay...."
She looked up at him, and swallowed hard. She hadn't paid that much attention to him on the bus. And during the ride, it was all she could do to stay in her seat. But now, she had time and she was totally entranced by his all male beauty. From the tips of his plain leather boots, to the tops of his wide shoulders, the man reeked male. His skin was as tan as his hair. His face was an interesting contrast to his personality. He had a pleasant face, crinkles around the eyes and mouth that said he smiled a lot, although she'd not seen even the beginnings of one since she'd met him. His brown eyes were very expressive. He had a wide face, and very youthful.
"I realize you're a stranger here, but you can put your mind at ease. I'm also the Sheriff."
Oh great, her parents were probably putting out a APB for their stolen car and she had run smack dab into the Sheriff!
Could it get any worse?
CHAPTER TWO
When he noticed her staring, he grinned, the first grin she'd seen and was it ever charming.
She tried not to let the grin affect her, but it did. Good grief the man was absolutely irresistible when he smiled. Awareness shot through her like a bolt of lightening and she silently scolded herself for reacting to a man who obviously wasn't a bit interested in her. Besides, hadn't she learned that men just couldn't be trusted. She wasn't about to get herself tangled with any man, for a long time.
"Thanks, but I'll manage," she said not knowing fully why she was rejecting the only friendly offer she'd had all day. Perhaps it had something to do with her reaction to this man. She was vulnerable right now, and she knew it.
He shook his head, the grin still in place, as he looked away from her. "I'm afraid you don't have much choice ma'am. You see, me being the Sheriff here, and well--the way you're dressed, I'd have to make an arrest if I caught you loitering around in that getup."
Savannah glanced down at herself. The first time she'd really noticed what she'd done to herself, hit her squarely. Then his words dawned and she had the sinking feeling that the worst of the day wasn't over yet.
"You're really the Sheriff?" she countered, eyeing him up and down with a long bat of her lashes.
"That's right, Ben Hogg, ma'am." He tipped his hat.
That southern way he had about him of grinning and tipping his hat, had her heart fluttering for a minute, but only a minute. What was she thinking? She didn't need a man, especially right now. Hadn't she learned anything?
"But I told you what happened ..." she protested. Then repeating his name she smiled, "As in pigs?"
She hadn't meant to smile, but that name startled her.
"Yes ma'am," his lips firmed into another frown. Obviously he was used to the question. "Look I sympathize, but we're gonna have to do something real quick about your state of dress." He cleared his throat and looked away. "You do have a change of clothes in that little bag of yours, don't you?"
"Well of course I do, I mean, I think I do. Oh, I should have gotten some clothes yesterday, but under the circumstances--"
"You don't have any clothes in the bag." His expression turned serious, the fabulous smile faded into oblivion.
Savannah bit her lower lip. "A Sleep shirt."
"A what?" he asked as though he'd never heard of such.
"A Sleep shirt, you know a t-shirt to sleep in," she explained. "Well," she felt compelled to explain. "One doesn't plan these kinds of things out, when one runs from a wedding."
"That doesn't sound much better than what you have on," he shook his head and looked away again. "But I guess you have a point."
Savannah felt an unease creep up her back. She shuffled the camera equipment and set it down beside her. The man was infuriating, despite the fact that he was drop dead gorgeous, despite the fact that her whole body seemed aware of him. He saw what had happened to her, basically. He knew where her car was, that she was practically stranded. And the invitation to stay with him was issued with such reluctance she wouldn't go with him now if he pleaded.
"Thanks for all your help, Sheriff, but I'll figure something out," she muttered miserably and turned again toward the gas station. Bold words, but exactly what she was going to do. She didn't have a set plan, and she hadn't bothered calling her aunt because she wanted to put distance between her and the congregation at the church. Besides she'd already spent $40 of her $250. It wasn't going to last long at this rate.
"If your car wasn't twenty miles down the road, and your bag had something decent in it, I'd say you were probably right, but under the circumstances, ma'am, you're gonna have to come with me." Ben insisted as he got out of the jeep and approached her again.
His legs were long and lithe and he moved toward her like a predator, a very sexy predator.
"I can manage, Sheriff, please don't bother with me," she began, and that's when he put the cuffs on her wrist. Cold steel--handcuffs.
They pinched...
"No bother at all ma'am," he said with a smile pushing his hat back away from his face, so she could get a better view of the man. And what a view, but she was temporarily distracted by the new jewelry.
"What--what are you doing?" she protested the use of force, cold and hard against her wrists.
"Taking you with me." He insisted guiding her back toward the jeep. With one hand he picked up her camera and tripods, with the other, he nudged her toward the jeep.
She pulled away from him, jerking her arms about. "Am I under arrest?"
The man stood squarely in front of her, his legs slightly apart, his hands gripping her equipment, then he stashed the equipment back in the same spot. His glance shot up and down her. "No ma'am. I'm taking you into protective custody till we can figure out what to do with you."
"Protective custody?" she choked out. "But Sheriff ..."
"It'll go a lot easier if you just come along with me," he insisted in a quietly steel-edged voice.
CHAPTER THREE
Ben dusted his clothes with a sweep of his hat, and led his so called prisoner into his house. This was about as dumb a thing as he'd ever done, but for the life of him, he couldn't figure out what else to do with the woman. He knew she'd be trouble from the moment he laid eyes on her,his trouble.
Did she honestly think he'd let her run all over town looking like that?
And why did it have to be a Sunday, the one day his housekeeper wasn't here. How was he supposed to manage with a woman in his home. Too bad Dana, his younger sister hadn't spent the summer with him like she usually did. At least she had left some clothes, and they just might fit this little gal.
The woman hadn't said a word all the way out to his place. She hadn't remarked that he practically lived in the boondocks. Instead, she had just sat there with that frown on her face, and those pitiful sad eyes staring at him, every time he hit a chuckhole.
"Sheriff, wouldn't it have been easier to just take me to my car?" She insisted when he went into the kitchen and brought back a couple of glasses of lemonade. Thank goodness Mrs. Johnson had made it earlier before leaving, with a note she'd see him first thing in the morning.
"It might, but I've had a long day, and I've got to get some rest before tomorrow. We'll see to your car tomorrow. Folks around here don't do much on Sundays."
"You've said that," she muttered mutinously.
He handed her the lemonade. That slip she wore played all kinds of tricks on his imagination. Tricks he didn't want to think about. He needed to get some clothes on her, and right away.
He set his drink down and went into his bedroom. Minutes later he came out with a t-shirt and pair of jeans.
"Why don't you take those into the bathroom and try them on. It might be a little big, but at least it will be decent." He suggested, taking the cuffs off her wrists and unthinkingly rubbing them for a second. Something clicked for a minute when she turned her pert little nose in the air, and her green eyes flashed at him, but he cleared his throat and turned his attention to his handcuffs. When her eyes widened and she looked at what he was doing, he fumbled and moved away.
"They belonged to my sister. She's taller and rounder than you, but you look like you might be able to manage."
"Where's the bathroom?" she asked peering about the place with idle curiosity, and a frown as big as Texas on her face.
"Straight through the hallway on the end." He motioned, trying not to look at her again.
He definitely didn't like what this lady was doing to him. The way her little tush swished back and forth down the hallway, had him reacting in a most basic way. A reaction he'd prided himself well under control. At least until she walked into his life. Standing there rubbing her wrists as though he regretted putting the cuffs on her. It was his job, he had to protect her from herself.
Well, he did. Despite the fact that he was as about as far from wanting a woman around as anyone could get, he found himself intrigued by this little misfit. She seemed so vulnerable but he couldn't quite put a finger on why. She looked so damned innocent all the time. No one was that innocent, he warned himself.
He went to the back door and let his hound in, Little Bit whined, his tail whipping about happily that his master was home. Ben patted him and fed him, then settled back into the living room. He checked his mail, got the paper off the porch and sat back in his easy chair. It felt so good being home.
He rubbed his chin absently. He still hadn't shaven. He didn't like beards, but he hadn't had time to shave and catch the bus back to Junction.
It was a long time before she came out again. But when she did Ben was astonished. She looked so different. Gone was all the grit and grime, replaced by a face that wore little or no make-up, hair that shone like varnished pine, and eyes wide and mysterious. The clothes didn't exactly fit either. The t-shirt hung loosely to her upper thigh, but the jeans were tight and showed every curve of her hip. Nice hips too, he noticed.
And his groin tightened like a silly schoolboy with his first crush. She was cute as a button and he couldn't stop the immediate attraction he felt.
Still she was in protective custody, and he began to wonder just how many might be out looking for her this very minute.
"Well now, you look decent again. Glad you had enough sense to take a shower," he muttered, trying his best not to notice that all of her curves seemed to stick out at him and yet he was more fascinated than ever with what he saw in her.
"Sorry for using your facilities, but I was a mess. You could have told me how dirty my face was, you know."
"Wasn't any of my business. You can call me Ben, I have a name, too you know," he barked not looking at her. He didn't like what looking at her did to him.
"No, I'll stick with Sheriff, it fits you better." she said with a deliberate sting.
"Whatever," he muttered. "While we're at it, what's your name?"
"Savannah Kingsley."
"Savannah Kingsley." He rolled the name over for a second. It sounded aristocratic. It sounded like money to him. Judging from that piece of dress it had to be money, another reason to stay far away from her. She was a blue blood, and he was a blue collar.
"I guess you're hungry?" He asked after a few minutes of sizing her up. It was his job to figure people out, but this little lady was a puzzle.
Savannah shrugged, "A little."
Just then he heard a strange rumbling, it was her stomach, and she clutched it as though it had spoken out of turn. He smiled.
"Sounds like it. Sit down and enjoy your lemonade. After I shave, I'll rustle us up some grub." He said and laid the paper down.
He needed an excuse to get out of there anyway. The living room seemed so tiny since she came out of the bathroom all scrubbed up and smelling sweet. It was probably that damned lavender soap Mrs. Johnson was always laying out for him. Didn't she know men didn't use lavender soaps?
He went into the bathroom, still smelling the soap, and trying his best to ignore it. As he shaved he warned himself not to get involved with this little gal. She might be great as a roll in the hay, but she had that, "I want marriage and kids," look about her.
This was definitely the kind of woman he needed to stay away from. No problem, he thought to himself with satisfaction, she'd be gone as soon as he got her car taken care of.
There was cold fried chicken in the refrigerator and potato salad, he remembered as he walked through the house to the kitchen in the back. He brought it out and set the table. Unused to having company, he tried to make the table look a little nicer, even to the point of putting a daisy in water and in the middle of the table. He grew daisies out in the front and every now and then would bring them in to brighten the place. He had a weakness for flowers he had to admit.
"It's ready if you're hungry," he called to her some time later.
She didn't answer so he went looking for her.
She was standing on the front porch, perched against a corner of the house, looking out over the vast countryside.
"It's pretty out here," she said in a softer tone. She glanced at him, her eyes flashing with surprise at his transformation. "Funny, I didn't expect your place to be pretty."
"No? What did you expect?" He tried ignoring the fact that she looked so fragile.
"Certainly not a beautifully manicured lawn." Her gaze scanned the lawn and fields of fresh plowed dirt.
He shrugged, "I liked this place the moment I saw it. It's a little out of the way sometimes, but it's all mine." Ben said with pride.
"You own it?"
"Yeah, Old man Johnson died a few years back and I bought the place."
"So you've made Junction your home? Where are you from, originally?"
"My second home, Amarillo will always be home to me."
"Amarillo, huh?"
"Yeah." He watched her with renewed interest.
She nodded and stretched, moving away from him. Maybe she was just as nervous about being here with him as he was with her.
"So Sheriff where's your wife and kids?" She asked looking about the yards with a slight smile to her lips.
"Don't have any, don't have any use for marriage myself." he said quietly, glancing at the small flower bed and realizing they needed watering. His rose bushes were suffering from the heat. He walked to the side of the house, turned on the hose and began watering the flowers.
She seemed stunned. "Why's that?"
"Lots of reasons, I guess. I don't need to get tied down. The kind of work I do, can be hazardous. Most women don't want to deal with that."
"You mean in a town like Junction, your work could be dangerous?" She mocked.
"Things happen every now and then."
"So you don't intend getting married at all?"
"Hadn't thought about it that much, but I don't see it in my immediate future, if that's what you mean."
"There are a few things you can't do alone, Sheriff ..."
His glance slid up and down her quickly. "Maybe, but you don't have to marry to have that either."
"I see. Maybe you're just gay then?" She blurted out.
He glanced at her and frowned, "I beg your pardon?"
"I said, are you gay? I mean, you don't seem to like women, so I thought maybe you were gay."
"No," his eyes narrowed into a frown. Whatever possessed her to ask that question, he didn't know. Nothing seemed to fit with this gal, she managed to surprise him at every turn. Where had that question come from? "I'm not gay. I'm just a cautious man, and she'd have to be awful special to rope and hog tie me."
"Rope and hog tie you?" Her expressive eyes narrowed on him, like a green laser beaming at its target. "Is that how you see marriage?" She was almost indignant. "But the flowers ..."
When he cocked his head she continued. "It doesn't all fit."
"What, you've never known a man to like flowers. I planted these myself," he said quietly as he brought the water hose around from the side of the house and continued to water them. Turning the water off minutes later, he looked up at her.
"A big tough Sheriff like you plants flowers?"
"Something wrong with that?" He asked moving to stand beside her, intimidating her with his size.
"No, of course not. You just don't look like the type to do something like that." She moved away quickly.
Ben nodded. "I guess I have my Mama to blame for that. We used to plant flowers together every spring."
"Used to?" she watched him closely.
"Yeah, she's dead, has been for a long time."
"I'm sorry." She flushed and seemed embarrassed to have blurted out so. "I shouldn't have pried."
"No reason to be sorry. My life's pretty much an open book. I have a younger sister at home, she lives with my dad."
"I have a brother and two sisters."
"Where you from?"
"Dallas."
"Big city, huh?" He asked leading her back across the porch by the elbow. A touch that sent signals to his brain to lay off touching. Why this particular woman was affecting him so, he didn't understand. It was new to him and curious all at the same time.
"Never thought of it like that, but yes, I guess so." she said, her tone much lighter, almost friendly.
"What are you doing out here?" He needed some answers, not idle conversation.
"A person doesn't plan where they are going when they are running away, Sheriff?"
"Then you really are a runaway bride?" He regarded her carefully, watching her every move.
"In a matter of speaking," she muttered, flicking an imaginary piece of fuzz from her t-shirt. She went inside, he followed. "But I did let at least one person know where I was going. If that's any consolation. I watch the news and I'm not silly enough to run off without a little thought. I wouldn't want search parties after me, too."
He dragged a chair out for her at the table. She hesitated, looking at him strangely. "And just who did you leave word with?"
"The groom." she uttered.
He let that information soak in. At least she had confronted the groom before she ran out on him. He had to give her credit, she had guts.
"What do you photograph, with your camera?" he asked passing her the chicken as he pulled up a chair beside her. He'd have to notify authorities and let them know she was okay.
"I do animal photography, mostly." she answered, taking the chicken eagerly and motioning for the salad. "I've worked with magazines some."
"I'm impressed. But looking at you, I figured you'd be in front of the camera, not behind it," he said casually.
Her head jerked about and those ultra grey-green eyes narrowed on him with nothing short of surprise. "Me?"
"Yeah, I mean you've certainly got the--the figure and face for it," he said so matter-of-factly she nearly dropped her fork.
"Boy, you've been out here in the boonies too long, Sheriff."
"I only meant it as a compliment."
"Really, well stick me in front of a camera and you might think otherwise. One of the first things a model learns is that the camera adds about ten to twelve pounds every time you step in front of it."
"Well, I don't think ten or twelve pounds would hurt you a bit." He eyed her for a minute, sizing up the honesty of that statement. After all, all he saw was curves and more curves, how could that be bad, camera or no. "So, do you have any plans?"
"As a matter of fact, I do... I needed to get away from the hum-drum city life for a while. I've got an aunt I'll be staying with, not too far from here. Maybe you know her, Lucy Kingsley?"
He nodded, "Lucy? That's where that name sounded so familiar. Yeah, I know her. But you are completely out of luck if you plan to stay with her. She's gone to Europe with a church friend."
"Europe? Oh...no. This can't be. I was so counting on her being there. Well, surely, I could stay at her house, while she's gone?"
Ben eyed her a moment, despite the fact that she was pure trouble, he felt just a tad sorry for her and knew if she could furnish some identification he'd take her out to Lucy's place.
"I suppose you could stay, if you can identify yourself, that is. I mean, I really don't have any way of knowing if you are who you say you are."
Savannah's eyes rounded. "Well, I'm sure...I've got something..."
"Yeah, a drivers license, social security card, anything." Ben took a bite and watched her.
* * *
But Savannah had left her identification in her luggage, at home. She didn't even have her driver’s license and if he found that out, she was sunk. How could this be happening? All she wanted to do was get away from that church, that wedding, and her parents long enough to figure out what to do next.
"Look Sheriff, you aren't going to believe this..."
"You don't have any identification?" his eyes narrowed on her now, a frown forming.
"Well, yes, I do. But not with me. I mean...come on Sheriff, I was running from a wedding. Give me a break..."
"Not even a driver’s license?"
"Well...I...no!" Savannah sighed, and held out her arms to him.
"What's this?" he asked as though she'd gone loco.
"Aren't you gonna put the handcuffs back on?" she asked her eyes pleading with him for understanding.
"I don't think that'll be necessary. You aren't that dangerous. If need be, I think I could take you. However, this does create a problem. You are going to have to stay here till I get some kind of id on you." He said not missing a bite of his chicken. He stopped for a minute and added, "And you can't be driving that car until you get a replacement license, that'll take a day or two."
"Then you don't believe me?" She stared at him with the rounded green eyes.
"Oh sure, but I can't go on what I believe. Everyone has to have identification. It won't take long, and you'll be fine, unless you'd rather me lock you up in a cell, till I verify who you are."
"A cell!" her eyes were so big and beautiful he could drown in them, but he shook off this crazy attraction once more and nodded with a slight smile.
"Uh...no, Sheriff, if you don't mind, I'll stay...here."
"I thought maybe you would." Ben chuckled.
"This isn't a bit funny," she protested.
"Depends on which side of the fence your sitting on, I guess." Ben smiled.
Savannah slumped in her chair. "So how long is all of this going to take?"
"Oh a couple of days at most." Ben replied pretending great interest in his food all of a sudden.
"But can't I stay at my Aunt's?"
"You could, if I knew you were Savannah Kingsley. And as soon as I find out. Until I do though, I'm afraid not. This is the best place for you, right now. Don't worry, it's for your own good." He reassured her. "Unless....you'd rather go to jail?"
"No thanks," she murmured.
After she was quiet for along time he asked, "So what were you planning on doing?"
"I-I don't know. I mean, I thought my aunt might have a few ideas. She's a crafty lady after all."
"Yes, that's the word for Lucy alright."
"See, that should prove I know her. So…do you know her well?"
"Sure, everyone in Junction knows Lucy. She's a character too." He chuckled.
"Meaning I am a character, I suppose." she frowned at him.
"Well, you have got to admit, it's not everyday a runaway bride comes to town."
"There's really an explanation for all this..." she began only to be cut off.
He raised his hand, "Save it for another time. Right now we have to do dishes."
"Dishes?" she shrieked.
"Yeah," his eyes narrowed again, "dishes!"
"But, I don't do dishes!" she gasp. "I mean...I've never..."
"No," he looked comically at her. "Well, I guess there's a first time for everything, isn't there." Again his glance slid over her only this time differently, as though he were seeing her as a woman. "So what happened to the groom? The one you obviously left at the altar, what about him? Won't you even reconsider your rash judgment?"
"No. No, I could never marry Chad....now!" she explained, tearing into the chicken as though she were starved.
* * *
He didn't buy all her story. She was leaving entirely too much out.
After a few minutes, she reached for another piece of chicken. "This is great, did you cook it?"
He almost laughed aloud. "Not hardly, I can't boil water. No, Mrs. Johnson my housekeeper leaves me something to gnaw on for Sundays, if I don't wander over to the church. They put on a regular Sunday spread. Or I can make a mean peanut butter and jelly sandwich."
She laughed.
God, he wasn't prepared to see that smile of hers. It lit up her face and turned her into nothing short of beautiful. Those grey-green eyes sparkled with life. Who was she trying to kid, she belonged in front of a camera. Ben tried to ignore the fact that he liked this woman. Her refreshing honesty stirred his interest. And he knew he shouldn't be interested at all. She was in protective custody, and he had to remember that she was little more than a vagrant. She was obviously running away, but from what he couldn't be sure. And until he verified her story, she wasn't going anywhere, which left him uneasy. Because sleeping under the same roof with a little gal like her might be more than most gentlemen could tolerate.
"I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen and heard it with my own eyes and ears. I've stumbled into Mayberry RFD, haven't I?" she chuckled.
The way she seemed to relax had him on guard. "It's a pretty calm little town. Pretty laidback people live here. We don't get in a hurry to do things."
"I can see that and I wasn't mocking it. I'm delighted to have found it." When he wouldn't stop staring she looked away purposely. "This is a pretty big place for just you, isn't it?"
"Never thought of it that way. It's comfortable here. My family can come visit and I've got plenty of bedrooms for them."
The word bedrooms brought her attention front and forward.
***
Savannah found herself warming to this man, and she wasn't at all sure that was wise. Not good, she cautioned. Hadn't she just run away from a marriage with a man she had adored? Hadn't that same man lied to her forever. No, she couldn't start trusting a complete stranger, even if he was the Sheriff.
Now that he put the badge away, he didn't seem much of a threat to her. Unless she counted the way his smiles affected her heartbeat. Never had any man influenced her heartbeats. Not even Chad. But that was crazy. He was just a big friendly Sheriff that was taking care of her and making sure she did no mischief to his quiet little town. She wouldn't be forgetting those handcuffs either.
His sister's clothes felt soft and comfortable on her, even though they were miles too long for her. She couldn't help but wonder what kind of person she might be.
His home was so old fashioned and clean too. The man was a complete surprise, from handcuffs to flowers, he puzzled her. She didn't want to be puzzled, or interested.
The hound dog at his feet moved with him almost simultaneously. She sensed a loyalty there that she envied.
"He's a nice looking hound," she commented, watching as he occasionally extended his hand to the top of the dog's head, and scratched him behind the ears. The dog whined and settled down beside him.
"You like dogs?" The dog was licking his fingers and both man and dog were completely tuned in to one another.
"I don't know, I've never had one," she said eyeing the dog's complete affection for his owner.
"Never had a dog, you've led a sheltered life, haven't you? You've never done dishes, never had a dog?" he teased.
The easy bantering went on till they finished dinner. He started stacking the dishes and she looked totally lost. She'd never done dishes either. Not that she was too good, but she just hadn't been in a position to have to do them. She'd had a maid all her life, and couldn't imagine doing such mundane chores before today. The thought was novel, and her interest peaked in this man of many talents.
"So what do I do?" she asked timidly as he filled one of the sinks with soap and water.
"There's a cup towel in that drawer by you. Get it, and dry the dishes as I wash."
She took the cup towel out of the drawer and waited for the first dish. She had to ask where each dish went, but he didn't seem to mind telling her.
Her mother would be horrified seeing her daughter doing such a menial chore. They had often discussed getting a maid for her once she and Chad were married.
But with that done, she was at a loss for what to do next. She watched him let the water out of the sink and turned about to face him.
"Why don't you take me to my car now and I won't bother you any further," she insisted.
He smiled, taking the dishrag from her and shook his head. "Wouldn't do any good. You can't fix your car, and although I could fix the flat, I couldn't supply a water hose or radiator. And...you don't have a license. So you might as well face it, you are stuck here for the night. Don't worry about your car though, I've already radioed the highway patrol. So relax. It'd help if I knew the make and model."
"Oh, it's a BMW, 2009."
"That ought to get some attention around here. We don't have many of those break down."
But she wasn't thinking about her car, she was worried about staying the night with the handsome Sheriff.
Those words rang in her head like some gong. Stuck with Mr. Handsome for a whole night, alone, in his house, and the highway patrol might ring his doorbell any moment telling him to put the cuffs back on.
"But I hate to impose ..."
His gaze encompassed her like some snare and the mutual attraction seemed to shoot off the walls at them, making them both aware of the situation. Heat rose inside her so quickly she felt her face flush.
"You can have the bedroom behind the kitchen. It's the one Mrs. Johnson uses occasionally when it's bad weather or she doesn't feel like driving back to town. Don't worry I'm not in the habit of molesting women who stay here."
"Do many women stay here?" she asked in an almost whisper.
"No," his voice sounded soft, almost like a whisper too.
"I didn't think so," she muttered miserably to herself, unable to define her own misery.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Nothing, nothing at all, Sheriff. Can you show me to my room so I can rest, I'm exhausted," she said without glancing at him again.
"Sure, follow me." he took her elbow again and this time the electrical current running through her arm nearly made her faint with shock. Never had a man's touch so inflamed her senses. Good grief, she was reacting like one of those silly heroines from a romance novel. He was only being nice, or trying to be. He certainly had no use for her, and his thoughts of marriage were so removed from her own, she knew better than to contemplate anything. Still, there was an instant attraction, and she knew he felt something, from the way he kept moving away from her.
Get real, this guy was a cop, and he could put her in jail if he knew she'd taken her parents’ car. But what was a girl to do, she couldn't stay at the church, she couldn't marry Chad after what she had witnessed for herself, she had no choice, she had to run.
But as he directed her to the room, he showed her where the TV was, and the remote, and the few magazines that Mrs. Johnson left. He seemed intent on making her perfectly comfortable for the night. She should have felt grateful, but she knew there was a danger here and she didn't know how to handle it. The danger was in herself. She was definitely overly attracted to the Sheriff. Flirtation was one thing, but not with a Sheriff. Especially now. Not with the Highway patrol sniffing at her heels.
There were pictures on the dresser, probably him and his family. She picked them up and looked at them for a long moment. The Sheriff was undeniably handsome. He was long legged, thin, but built, weathered from the sun. His jaw was squared with determination, his lips firm and sensual, and his eyes were sometimes warm and friendly with crinkles around them, and sometimes cold and hard.
As he left her, she looked about the room. It was very simple, with a big feather bed and plump pillows, yellow curtains at the window, and the television was a good size and swung around from the bed to the chair. She propped herself after changing into her nightshirt and decided to make the best of the night.
She heard him going outside a time or two, and wished she hadn't changed her clothes, a nice walk after dinner would have made her feel better. She'd eaten way too much, but darn it, the handsome Sheriff made her nervous. As it were, she felt leaded down. With a sigh of discontent she grabbed a magazine and glanced through it. It was several months old and she'd read it. She flipped on the television and watched for a while, but most was reruns and she felt a restlessness that confused her.
The day hadn't gone well, but at least she was here, in nowheresville. She could relax, she told herself. She'd get her car fixed tomorrow and figure out what to do from there. Everything would be fine.
So why was she so acutely tuned to the Sheriff's every move?
It was a given he was a fantastic male specimen. Way out of her league. She'd never dated a man so attractive before. Even though Chad was handsome, he lacked that he-man attraction that this man seemed consumed with. Thick brown hair that was perfectly manicured, eyes like a hawk, and a smile like the devil himself. She'd better be careful. She'd love to photograph him. But there wouldn't be time and she was pretty sure he wouldn't dream of posing for her. No cameras. Still, she doubted she would ever see or be near another Sheriff with his looks and strange kind of charm.
She laid on the bed, sinking into it. All the spas in the world couldn't equal the delight or comfort of that bed. Never had she slept on a feather bed. She was in absolute heaven--until she started sneezing, and couldn't stop.
She got up, walked for a few minutes around the room. Still it wouldn't stop.
Finally there was a knock on the door.
"Something wrong?" Ben asked peeking his head through the door and looking at her strangely.
"Uh--no, of course not." And then she sneezed again.
She saw the tissue on the night stand and rushed for it. She blew her nose and turned back around to see him in the room with her. The room shrank. Now what was she supposed to do, she wasn't dressed for company and with the bed between them, her head was spinning with ideas she would rather not put to words. How could she even think of such things when she had just run from a marriage with a man she had adored and loved? What was wrong with her?
"You're allergic to feathers, I'd bet my life on it." he stated with a strange kind of panic in his voice.
"Oh--no, it's not that, it's just ..."
He shook his head. "It's okay, let's prove it."
He moved the pillow and held it up for her and she sneezed, several times.
"Yes, it's the feathers." He threw the pillow on the bed.
"Oh no, well, I'll be okay, really..." She began, but he cut her off.
"No you won't. But don't worry, I have another bedroom," he explained pulling her out of the room.
He seemed not to notice that she was only clad in her t-shirt that barely covered her hips. She shrugged away the apprehension that clinched at her stomach. Just stay calm, he's a Sheriff, remember?
"C'mon," he pulled her to the other bedroom which was just down the hall from his obviously.
"This should be better, no feather bed." He smiled down into her face. In that instant she knew she was way too attracted to this man. And she was too vulnerable.
Her eyes were watering and she felt as though she were crying when she looked up at him. "I'm sorry. I loved that bed. It's so soft. I really wanted to sleep in it."
"Yeah, kinda sinks in, doesn't it?" he asked with another hundred dollar smile.
"Yes--it does." Suddenly he seemed very aware of her state of dress and his own nearness. He backed away, although there was a reluctance in his eyes.
Good thinking!
"Well goodnight. There's a television in the corner over there and the remote is on top." He said starting for the door.
"Thanks, Sheriff."
Something in his facial expression changed and he came toward her with a purpose, he pulled her chin up to look into her eyes. How could she ever think those brown eyes were ever cold and hard. "The name's Ben. I'm not always a Sheriff, in fact, I'm off duty..."
"Ben," she barely whispered.
He stared into her face and then smiled. "I'm sorry about the handcuffs this afternoon."
Absently, his fingers grazed her chin and rubbed.
Erotic...that's what it was!
"It's okay, no harm done. I guess you had a point. My state of dress was indecent."
"Goodnight," he said, his head bending just a fraction toward hers before good sense prevailed and he turned and walked out the door.
She let out a held breath, "Wow, what was that ....?"
She lay back on the bed, and decided it was time to call it a night. She had to get her heartbeat back to normal. She had to be reasonable. She had to remember Chad.
But a soft knock at the door brought her up again. "Yes?"
"I never thought to ask, but is there anyone you need to call?" He asked as she cracked the door and looked at him.
He had unbuttoned his shirt a little and looked as though he'd been about to get ready for bed himself.
"I can do it tomorrow."
"Yeah, right, well, goodnight again," he said his eyes traveling her slowly.
"Goodnight, Sheriff." she said with a smile and closed the door.
She leaned against it, closed her eyes and imagined all the things a girl shouldn't imagine when she's stranded with a hellova good looking man. She doubted she'd sleep tonight.
CHAPTER FOUR
The next morning a car was parked out front, Mrs. Johnson, his housekeeper was there, but the Sheriff was gone. Savannah dressed in his sister's clothes again and rushed out and into the kitchen.
"I'm sorry, I overslept, I guess. Has the Sheriff left?"
"Yes, he said something about your car being towed. Said he'd be back directly. I'm Mrs. Johnson, you must be ..."
"Savannah Kingsley," she smiled at the older lady. She was tall, and thin, and in her late fifties or sixties. Attractive though for her age, Savannah thought.
"What a pretty name." The way she was smiling made Savannah wonder what was going on, but she said nothing. "Are you by any chance kin to Lucy Kingsley?"
"Why yes, I am. She's my aunt."
"Your aunt, well, I swan, if that don't beat all. She'll be so sorry she missed you. She hasn't had a relative visit in so long, she might faint from the shock of it. She often talks about her sister's family."
"Well, that's odd, since my parents haven't spoken to her in years. It happened long ago. I don't even think Mother remembers why."
"Oh, that's a shame, a real shame. That's so sad. Families shouldn't be that way. Life's too short."
"Yes, you are so right... Aunt Lucy had always been so kind to me. She's the first person I thought about when I left home."
When Mrs. Johnson went back to work, Savannah felt she had to keep the conversation flowing.
"I had car trouble out on the highway yesterday. My clothes were a mess and I didn't have a place to stay, so the Sheriff ..."
"You don't have to explain to me, dear. I figured as much. Ben hasn't entertained a girl here in quite some time. No—that isn't right either. He's never entertained anyone but his family here."
"Really, why not?" It just shot out of her mouth and she could have killed herself for it, but it was too late, the damage was done.
"I don't really know for certain." The woman glanced at her again and smiled. "Lots of young girls in these parts have been interested, but Ben just doesn't respond to them for some reason. I suspect he's looking for something very special in a lady." Mrs. Johnson said and shook her head. "Are--are you married Ms. Kingsley?"
"No, not me. I've just been stranded here, that's all," she explained. "I'll be on my way as soon as my car is fixed. I'll probably stay with my aunt for a while, though."
"A photographer, are you?" Mrs. Johnson nodded toward her camera equipment in the corner of the kitchen.
"Well...no, not really. I do a little magazine work on occasions. It's something I've always been interested in."
"How exciting. What do you photograph?"
"Animals mostly," she sighed. "Nature scenes. Anything that I find amusing."
"Must be an exciting job." Mrs. Johnson proceeded to peel some potatoes.
"Well, it could take me places, that's for sure." Her one and only photography job and been during her last vacation in Kenya. The magazine she had sent them to loved them and published them. Pursuing it was her dream, but her parents balked at the idea, telling her she didn't need a job that could take her away from her husband and family. That was two years ago.
Mrs. Johnson set breakfast on the kitchen table, then put an ironing board in one corner and began pressing Ben's uniform shirts. She worked steadily with some satisfaction in what she was doing, by the way she took such care of the clothing.
"Have you worked here long?"
"Oh my yes, off and on for three years. Ever since Ben became Sheriff."
"You sound very fond of him." Savannah watched the older woman take such pains with his shirt.
"Oh, if I'd have had a son, he'd be the one I'd want. My husband and I couldn't have children, I'm afraid. We tried for years, it just didn't happen. But Ben, why he's a dear. The perfect gentleman. Junction couldn't ask for a better Sheriff."
Surely the housekeeper wasn't trying to play match-maker. No, she just had her head in the wrong clouds, Savannah reasoned. Just because Ben Hogg was handsome as the devil himself, and happened to be a Sheriff, and rescued her from hell, didn't mean she had to go falling for him. She didn't trust men, and she had to remember that before she found herself falling again.
As she ate the scrambled eggs and toast. She'd decide later, what to do. She knew she had to get her car fixed, but what could she do in the meantime. If only she had her identification, and could go to her Aunt's house, and she'd be fine. In fact, it might be better that her aunt wasn't home. After all, it had been years since anyone in her family had spoken to Aunt Lucy. She wasn't sure of her welcome.
* * *
Ben cleared his desk quickly and called a towing service to get Savannah's car taken care of. All morning he kept himself busy, and didn't realize the time till Henry, the butcher came in.
"Morning Henry, what brings you by?" Ben asked trying to look at least a little busy for Henry's sake. He didn't need to ask. Henry always popped by, just to talk. It was like some sport to him. If there was any gossip in town, Henry knew about it, and reported it.
"Mrs. Johnson called and asked me to bring this by so you can take it home with you so she could make some pot roast tomorrow. Says you're right fond of pot roast." He answered handing Ben a package of meat, then glancing about for a chair to sit and chat.
Ben stowed the meat in the small fridge he had installed a month ago for his staff. He enjoyed the way small town people always seemed to care about one another.
"I'll take care of it, thanks for bringing it by." Ben nodded. "Anything else?"
Henry scratched his head. "Saw somebody's car bein' towed wondered if you knew about it?" Henry asked narrowing dark gray eyes on Ben.
"As a matter of fact I do. It belongs to a young lady that was stranded on the bus yesterday." Ben answered, flipping through some papers on his desk.
"You don't say. That's one fine car." Henry stared at Ben.
"It is?"
"You didn't see it?"
"No, I was on the bus too, Henry. On the opposite side from the car." He knew what kind of car Savannah drove, but he refused to rob Henry of the pleasure of telling him.
"BMW, brand spanking new, too."
Ben's head whipped about to look at Henry. "A BMW, you say?"
"That's right. Who is she, the Queen of Sheba?" Henry chuckled.
"Said her name was Savannah Kingsley. Suppose to be Lucy's niece. Ever heard of her?"
"Nope, but she must have lots of money." Henry said rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "That Lucy ain't hurtin' for none. Lives in that big ole house all alone, ever since her husband died. I reckon she'll be tickled pink to have some company, way out there in the boondocks."
Ben felt a cold sliver run down his back. What if she stole it? After all, her story was a little shaky.
"Where is she?" Henry glanced around as though she might be hiding in some corner.
"Who?"
"The little gal that claims to be Lucy's niece?" Henry seemed impatient at learning this bit of news.
"She's at my place." Ben answered with reluctance. He waited for Henry to react to that news, but Henry acted as though it were common place.
"Oh, she's a friend, then?" Henry couldn't keep his curiosity to himself and Ben knew it would be all over town before sundown that he had a woman out at his place.
"Yeah, she's a friend," he said as he decided to play into Henry's hand.
"Well, bring her by when you get the chance, Ben." Henry seemed satisfied very quickly which was unusual for him. But Ben let it slide. Henry was harmless and there really wasn't anything to tell, Savannah Kingsley would be gone as soon as he verified her information.
He secretly pondered whether to check the plates and run a check on the car. It seemed downright underhanded, but he was the Sheriff and if anything was amiss he should know it. After a lot of deliberating, he decided he should run the check. It would be a while before he heard back, but he put it in his computer and would check at home later.
Pulling his keys from the drawer, he locked the small jailhouse and headed home, since his two deputies were over in Sweetwater taking tests.
Mrs. Johnson was busy hanging the wash out back, and Little Bit greeted him the moment he got out of the Jeep. Ben bent down and played with his dog for several minutes, then threw his ball and watched as Little Bit ran to catch it. He was nearly on the porch when the dog brought it dangling from his mouth. "Good boy," he smiled and scratched him behind the ears.
Savannah was no where to be found.
That is until he heard a loud shrieking sound. Always on the alert, Ben wasted no time in following the sound. He rounded the house just in time to see Savannah flailing her arms in the air wildly.
"Oh no...oh my God!" she shrieked even louder, hopping about as though the devil himself were after her. The expensive camera equipment fell to the dust and she groaned. Ben couldn't begin to imagine what was going on at first, until he heard the sound of bees.
Without hesitating, he hauled her up and into his arms and into the house. She was light as a feather, but not at all happy to be manhandled.
"What are you doing?" she protested hotly as he set her down in the kitchen.
"Getting you out of another scrape, it would seem," Ben replied holding her arm and examining it closely. "You've been stung."
"I know that, why do you think I was hollering, Sheriff," she nearly yelled at him and jerked her arm free. "I'll be alright in a few minutes."
Ben shook his head, and began looking at her from head to toe. "Are you allergic to insect bites, too?"
Savannah shrugged. "I don't know, I've never been stung before."
He nodded as though he knew another catastrophe had befallen her. "Well, I hate to be the one to tell you, but you're breaking out in welts all over your face and arms. We'd better call Dr. Peters."
Savannah examined herself in the hall mirror and moaned aloud, "Oh no, not this ..."
Ben nodded and went to the kitchen sink. He came back to her and applied some kind of paste to her sting, then blotted her welts.
"Why don't you go lie down, I'll get the doctor out here to look at you."
Savannah shook her head. "If my car is ready, I'm leaving. I'm not so sure about this town of yours Sheriff. It doesn't seem all that peaceful to me."
"You're in no shape to drive now." He instructed as though he knew best. "Besides, I'm still checking your information out. And there's still a little matter of a license."
Mrs. Johnson came in and saw the welts immediately. "Oh my, you should lie down, dear."
"But ..."
Seeing Ben's adamant expression, she didn't argue. She let Mrs. Johnson take care of her, waiting on her like a baby.
Ben called the doctor and went to look in on her again.
"The doc will be right out." he informed her.
Savannah was laying on the bed again, and when he came to sit on the side beside her, she nearly jumped up.
"I'm terribly sorry about this, Sheriff." Savannah began then realizing what he said stopped. "Right out? Are you kidding? Your doctor makes house calls?"
"Only to the very young and old, but if it's an emergency, Doc Peters will show up, for sure."
"I can't believe it. House calls. Oh, I must look awful. I feel it. I'm so sorry, Sheriff."
"It's Ben, remember? And it can't be helped. Are you in any pain?" His concern was genuine. He inspected her welts.
"No, not really, I just itch like crazy." She began to scratch, and he gently reached to take her nails away from the lumps forming on her arms.
"I'll get the calamine lotion."
"Oh please, don't bother."
"No bother at all, Savannah."
He went into the hall and came back with a pink bottle and some cotton balls. He began dabbing pink blotches all over her face and arms.
"Have you ever broken out like this before?" he asked.
"No," she muttered miserably.
She turned away, and he knew that tears were only a few seconds away. Unable to cope with that, he pulled her chin around and stared into her eyes. "Hey, it's not all that bad. We've got a good doctor and he'll fix you up real quick."
"What did you put on me, in the kitchen?"
"Soda, to take the sting out of it."
She smiled a little. "It worked."
"Good." He smiled back and that's when their eyes met. Ben bent his head, his eyes still on hers, and their lips were mere inches away when Mrs. Johnson came into the room with a cool wet washcloth for her. Ben jumped up as though he'd been caught doing something horrible.
"This should help the welts some. Oh, I declare, looks like Ben's already found the lotion." she said and after glancing at him, she left again, as quickly as she had entered.
Ben paced, wondering why he had this uncontrollable urge to hold her. He had to detach himself from this little gal. She wasn't as helpless as he feared, and she wasn't going to be hanging around here long. But instead he moved away and walked towards the door.
"We'll have you fixed up in no time. I called a tow truck for your car and talked to the garage mechanic. He said he'll have to special order the part for the radiator. He doesn't get many BMWS out here."
"How long will it take?" she shrieked as though that thought wasn't suppose to happen.
"He said he'd get right on it, but it might take a few days to get the part, but he'd try to put a rush on it for you." Ben replied. "Why, are you in a hurry?"
He had read her every thought. Why not, they were both keenly aware of the attraction. He had a feeling she had felt this strange electricity between them too, and she wanted no part of it from the way she acted. That was good, wasn't it? Then why did he feel just the least bit disappointed that she didn't want any part of him. He'd never experienced anything like the feelings this woman stirred and if he was wise he'd run, because she was trouble, with a capital T.
If he knew what was good for him, he'd want her out of here too. But oddly enough, he would like for her to stay long enough to explore why. And besides, he told himself, he was investigating that car, and her identification.
"I guess I should be thanking you, for putting up with me, but really, I hate being a bother to people."
"No bother, just rest." he said as he rushed towards the door. He had to get out of here, put some distance between him and temptation.
* * *
Savannah sighed heavily as she leaned back against the pillows. She should be marching out the door about now and leaving this little paradise behind, but for the life of her she didn't feel like moving. The welts were still appearing all over her and she felt like one giant fever blister.
She wanted to cry, wanted to run, wanted to hide. And she wanted that Sheriff to kiss her too. In all her life she had never been so brazen. But the Sheriff was definitely woman shy. She had to get that through her head, and fast. He wasn't interested, and she shouldn't be. Hadn't Chad been a big enough experience for her? How could she be this attracted to a man, after such a thing happening to her own wedding? It made no sense, no sense at all.
The doctor came and administered a shot, then told her to rest till tomorrow. He didn't want her operating any machinery for at least a day and he'd have a look at her before she left town.
Savannah bit her lower lip when she saw the dismay on the Sheriff's face. He wasn't pleased with being stuck with her either.
Mrs. Johnson waited on her, informing her that the Sheriff would return soon, as soon as he took care of some trivial problems. Little things, like... someone had broken a glass in the school building, someone had a complaint about a car being parked in the wrong place half the day.
It was after sun down before the Sheriff came back and she'd been sleeping. When she woke, she found him sitting beside her looking at her with the biggest frown she'd ever seen.
"Oh I'm sorry, I didn't hear you come in." She said sitting up in the bed, trying to act alert and well, yet failing miserably.
"Mrs. Johnson said that shot knocked you out. You've been sleeping most of the day. I was beginning to worry."
"Great, I probably won't sleep a wink tonight." She grumbled. "I should be out of here by now. Any word on my car?"
"Um...yes, as a matter of fact, I wanted to talk to you about that."
Savannah watched him closely, a shadow of doubt on her face. "Oh?"
"You want to tell me about it, or must I?" He firmed his lips and glanced at her.
The blood left her face, her eyes clouded with tears, and she knew she was pouring it on a little too thick. He handed her a tissue and waited. He wasn't impressed. She'd have to level with him, if she wanted his help.
"It belongs to my parents. When I left the church, I had to have a car. I was at the wedding, my car was at home. I'd ridden there with my parents to the church. Chad lives across the street from the church. The man I was going to marry. Well, I couldn't take someone else's car, could I? I took theirs. Have they filed a complaint?"
"'Fraid so. I'll have to check it out, you know. I'm still waiting on proper id, too. Would you like me to send a message to your parents? At least let them know you are alright?"
"You don't believe me?" she gasped. A message to her parents. No, she wasn't ready for that.
Seeing the alarm in her face, he felt guilty as hell for checking her out, but knew he had to do it. "Sure...I believe you. It's a formality Savannah...besides, who could make up such a story? Now about that message? No matter how bad the problem is, you should at least let them know you are okay."
She stared at him. "Oh... I suppose you could tell them I'm fine, and will be in touch soon."
"Alright. That's better. We'll talk about this when you're feeling better." He grinned. But she was still frowning.
He started to leave but paused in the doorway. "Why did you run out on the fella?"
"It's a long story."
He nodded and smiled again. "I'm sure it is. Indulge me."
"You wouldn't be interested."
"Okay, we'll drop it for now. Have you made any calls yet?" He asked.
"No, I'll need to reach my aunt, and my girlfriend, the one that's meeting me at the Dude Ranch. But it's long distance unless you have a cell phone."
"Your aunt isn't home, as I said, and what's this about a Dude Ranch?"
"Oh, I guess I didn't tell you. Since I've been stranded and your housekeep told me all about the Dude Ranch not far from here, I called for a reservation. For me and my friend."
He still wasn't following her train of thought. "A Dude Ranch? And exactly what are you going to do at this…Dude Ranch?"
"Take pictures. It's perfect."
"You're going to take pictures at a Dude Ranch?" he queried.
"Yes, isn't that exciting?" When he didn't respond, she explained. "Well, I borrowed your phone and called the editor of one of the magazines I've worked for. They sounded excited."
"And just what are you going to photograph?"
"Animals, nature."
"Oh!" he nodded now, understanding. "There's a cell phone in my bedroom, on the night stand, but I guess you've already found that. You make your calls, while I see what Mrs. Johnson left us for supper." He smiled at her.
It was the first sign all day that he wasn't upset with her. She felt pleased and more than a little pulled to that smile.
"Thanks," she called after him. "You've been very kind."
He smiled again and left.
Savannah sighed heavily, knowing she was going to miss him the minute she left his beautiful home, but that it was inevitable too. She was stuck here for a night or two, but then it would be over and she'd be gone. That thought left a very dull feeling in her heart. Why couldn't she stay in Junction? What was to stop her?
Good sense. No use pursuing a man who had absolutely no intention of getting married, and said so. But why? Why did he feel that way? Had he been through some painful experience, or was he just a male chauvinist?
Darn it, she didn't need to stay here. She was too attracted to Ben Hogg.
And turn about was fair play, he didn't trust her any more than she trusted him.
She had just finished talking with Janet on the phone when the Sheriff came in with a tray full of food. He set it in front of her, and then returned to the kitchen.
When he joined her a few minutes later, he had his own tray and sat in the chair by the bed.
"You shouldn't have gone to so much trouble," she exclaimed, adjusting her pillows so she could sit up.
"No trouble for me, Mrs. Johnson did all the work," he said and smiled.
Dear God, that smile!
"I didn't have to be waited on, you know."
He eyed her before biting into his pork chop.
"No problem."
"I'm not very hungry," she protested. He probably already sized her up as totally incapable. A ditz. Maybe she was!
"You should eat though."
"Look you've been very kind. But, you don't have to take care of me. I'm a big girl."
He smiled. "I don't like to eat alone."
"No, but you live alone, don't you?" She asked nibbling her pork chop now and realizing that no pork chop had ever tasted so heavenly.
"Yeah, but Little Bit and I eat together every evening." He grinned.
"Oh, why don't you invite him in here?" she said and her glance slid to his lips, that looked moist and inviting with every bite.
"Sure you don't mind?"
"Not at all."
She was drooling over the man. She had to get a grip. It made her angry to feel so helpless and so vulnerable to one man. This was ridiculous, being attracted to another man only a few days after her planned wedding to Chad. Especially a man who wanted no part of marriage. Wouldn't she ever learn?
"So what's the story?" he asked as his dog joined his side and contentedly waited for a scrap of food from his master.
"The story?" She moistened her upper lip, nervously. He wanted details and she wasn't sure she could provide them.
"Running away from a wedding isn't an every day occurrence. What happened?"
"Oh," she blushed, "Chad Huntington II. He's really a great guy. He actually took it very well, as I was leaving. Better than I expected. He simply didn't light any fires, that's all, I recognized it in time. He wasn't for me, and I knew it." the lie coming from her lips tasted sour. She'd never been good at lying, it bothered her, caught up with her
"Then why did you accept his proposal?"
How could she go into this without telling him the whole truth? She couldn't do that. She promised Chad she wouldn't say a word to anyone, and she couldn't. No, she'd have to invent the story as she went.
"When you are accused of being an old maid, it pushes buttons. My two sisters are married, and have children. My brother is engaged. It seemed the thing to do."
"What was wrong with good ole Chad?" he asked with a chuckle.
"Nothing. Nothing at all. I just didn't love him, and woke up before it was too late. Our parents thought it was mutually beneficial to get us together. I'm twenty six years old and they pushed it."
When he kept waiting for more story, she twisted her head, "What?"
"Indulge me, start from the beginning."
"Well," she began but the phone rang and the Sheriff answered it. He was talking and nodding at the same time, a frown lining his handsome face. That phone saved her and she was ever so grateful. After all, why should she burden the Sheriff with her problems.
"Trouble?" she asked as she finished the pork chop.
"'Fraid so, John and his wife are at it again. Never comes to anything, but if I don't show up they get mad and tell everyone I'm not doing my job, so I go. Sorry, you better try to get some rest."
"Y-yes, just what I need," she rolled her eyes. She set the tray away from the bed and snuggled into the covers, but she couldn't stop the frowning. Darn it she would miss him, and she shouldn't miss him at all.
He seemed to sense it and before she knew what he was doing he bent over her, and kissed her tenderly on the lips. His lips felt like soft butter, much different from the way Chad had always kissed her. She wanted to explore this new feeling, but knew better than to go there.
It didn't last long enough to amount to anything, but Savannah felt like a big ball of mush nonetheless. She pinked then asked him, "So what was that for?"
He shrugged, "My momma used to say a kiss made it better."
With that he tipped his hat and left her.
It was hours before he returned, but he didn't come into her room. She listened intently as he moved about the house.
Late that night, she snuck into the kitchen for a glass of milk and was about to tiptoe back to bed, when she ran into a big, hard, shirtless, chest.
She gasped, the light from the hallway lit him into a shadow in front of her.
"I was...just getting a glass of milk," she explained. "I'm having trouble going to sleep."
Her hand, the empty one was on his chest, and it seemed to melt into that hard wall of man. She couldn't breathe, couldn't think, couldn't move away. Her fingers immediately sent a message to her brain. This was another unexplored territory and best left alone.
Without a word, he took the glass of milk from her, put it on the kitchen table, then turned around and took her into his arms.
She wasn't thinking, just feeling as his lips came down to meet hers. Her body instantly moved towards him. He seemed to suck in breath between nibbles of her lips and cheek. "I've been thinking about doing this all day..." he whispered.
"Me too..." she barely managed between sighs of contentment. The feelings were so new to her, she knew she was in over her head, but what could she do?
"You're so damned sweet..." he murmured.
There it was! That word. Why did everyone think of her as "sweet". Why couldn't he have said, "charming", "alluring", anything besides, "sweet". It irritated, and stopped her from making a big fool of herself.
"I think I should go to bed..."
He stopped dead cold.
She staggered backwards and he caught her to him again. "Go to bed, Savannah, before I take you there...." he whispered, his lips grazing her ear, as his breath blew against her. She shivered.
She stared at him through the darkness and then slipped down the hall quietly to her room as though nothing at all had happened.
Falling against the door, she closed it and held her breath till she heard him close his.
What had just happened?
Had she completely lost her mind? Standing there in the dark, kissing a man that was nearly a stranger. Not only that, but responding to his kiss like she had. She felt clueless to her own emotions. But what must he think of her?
CHAPTER FOUR
The welts had subsided after two long days without much company, and her car was fixed, so why was Savannah still dragging her heels the next morning. Couldn't be that the handsome Sheriff had actually gotten to her, could it? No, she chastised herself. He'd practically ignored her since he kissed her so thoroughly.
That should tell her something, shouldn't it? He was no more interested in a relationship than she. Right? Right! He wasn't the marrying kind, and he had been a gentleman to let her go.
The Sheriff was merely being nice and she shouldn't make anything of it, she told herself. But oh those soft lips lingered in her memory a little longer than the law allowed. The way he had kissed her....
It had been a mistake! Thank God they had stopped. Just in time! For had he pursued it, she would have been willing. This knowledge scared her witless. She'd never let any man have his way with her. She'd always been completely in control. So had Chad. Chad never had stirred such feelings. What did it mean? She had loved Chad, hadn't she?
That one kiss had her re-evaluating her entire life.
Dragging her camera and suitcase back to the car, she stowed it in the backseat and turned to find the Sheriff standing just in front of her. Everything inside her went to jelly. Oh, she was so attracted to him, she couldn't stand it, just looking at him made her want him.
"Leaving so soon?"
"I've imposed long enough."
"No imposition, really. Guess you're headed for that dude ranch now?"
"Guess so, if you're not charging me with theft, that is?"
He smiled, "I checked your story."
Her shoulders slumped.
"It's my job, Savannah. Your id matches, of course. But I had to be sure. It's my responsibility you understand. You will have to rent a car though. They want theirs back it seems. They wanted to come out and pick you up, but I advised them it might be best to give you a little time. I told them about you staying with your Aunt, so they wouldn't worry about you. And you need to get your license taken care of as soon as possible. I've procured a temporary one from the judge here in town. He, like me thought it best, under the circumstances."
She rolled her eyes, firmed her lips and looked at him. "I guess I should thank you." She said reaching for the paper in his hands. Her fingers grazed his and she nearly jerked the paper from him. "But I might have known, my parents would be livid. I'll take care of it today, if there's a rental in town."
"Sure, just head south on the highway, you'll see it, on the right. Leave this car there, I'll pick it up this evening, bring it out here, so no one will tamper with it. A car like that, draws interest in these parts."
"Thanks. I thought I'd kill a little time in town, shopping for some clothes."
"You're welcome to stay ..."
"No thanks Sheriff, you've been very accommodating, and I'd like to thank you for everything. I'll leave your sister's clothes at the store, if that's okay?"
He nodded.
She couldn't see his eyes for the sunglasses, and she so wanted to see them. She wanted to know he wasn't mocking her. Now she'd never know exactly what he thought of her.
She extended her hand, and he took it. They shook and she got in the car and drove away from the one man that made her toes curl, her blood zing, and her mind a total blank.
Flipping on the radio, she listened to a country and western station, imitating their twang. She rolled down the window and let her hair fly. She did everything to distract herself from the image in her rear-view mirror.
As she ran her hands over the jeans in the small clothing store in town, she told herself that it was all for the best. She didn't need the Sheriff. He didn't want a woman and he made that clear. Still that kiss lingered in her mind. It wasn't just a kiss, she told herself. He was making love with his lips. Would there ever be a man that kissed her like that again, that wasn't marriage shy? She doubted it. Besides, it was only a kiss.
Had she blown it up, bigger than it was? Was it her imagination that his kiss was a little more than interested? Surely she had. It seemed all her emotions had been going wild lately. Perhaps being dumped by another man did hurt her ego?
She paid for a stack of clothes, changed into a pair of tight fitting jeans and western shirt. She grimaced at the image in the mirror. She filled out her jeans well enough, but without make-up she looked ever so plain, and just a little younger.
Then she asked the sales lady if there was a place to get a soft drink.
"Sure, the "Done That" saloon is just two doors down."
"Saloon?" She questioned. "Oh, I meant a café or something."
"Well, it's a bar, honey, but the cafe don't open till five." The saleslady smiled at her.
"I see, well, would you see that the Sheriff gets these clothes back. They belong to his sister and he was kind enough to let me borrow them."
"Of course, just leave them in the dressing room."
"Thanks." Savannah shrugged. The bar sounded interesting enough to try. She paid for her things and headed down the boardwalk for the saloon.
The door swung just like an old time movie saloon, and she almost giggled. The bar was long and solid oak, a beautiful work of art, Savannah sighed as her fingers ran over the edge. There were benches lined up and a few cowboys scattered in a couple of booths. Two men were shooting pool, and glanced up as she came in.
One winked.
Harmless, she thought.
She headed for the bar and tried to ignore them. But something had her looking again. There went those crazy emotions again. What had happened last night in the dark, scared her, and thrilled her all at once. She shouldn't be so attracted to a man when only days ago she was supposed to marry Chad. But it also didn't mean a thing. And even the handsome Sheriff had called her "sweet". That should have been enough right there to break any spell he might weave. Maybe the Sheriff thought she kissed men all the time.
If only he knew. He'd have a good laugh. But she had to forget that kiss, and the man behind it. The Sheriff wasn't looking for a lady. And the kiss was meaningless to him. Maybe he kissed lots of women like that. He'd never know that it was a once in a lifetime for her.
Thinking about the kiss, and about the almost marriage to Chad, she felt something inside her rebel. She wasn't good enough, or woman enough for Chad, or perhaps she might have kept him on the straight and narrow, and she wasn't enough to change the Sheriff's mind either. So just where did she stand as a woman?
Wanting to put Ben out of her head, she decided it was time to take matters into her own hands. This was a perfect opportunity to prove something to her bruised ego. A little flirting could go a long way for a girl. It was all in fun, she told herself. In fact, it was exciting. She needed to feel something other than this constant buzz around the Sheriff. He wasn't interested in getting married and he'd been up front about it. She shouldn't be the least interested in him, either. After all, he'd cuffed her, hadn't he? Had she forgotten that? Obviously she had. Well, even Chad had confused her. To the point of thinking she knew absolutely nothing about men!
What would it hurt? Innocent flirting, after all, she was long overdue for an adventure. Not attracted to either man, she knew this would be an innocent adventure in womanhood.
Sauntering with her soft drink in one hand and her other hand on her hip, she batted her eyes playfully at the youngest of the two. Maybe she was pouring it on too thick.
"Can I play too?" Her voice was deliberately husky.
"Why shore honey. Can you shoot?"
"A little," she teased with a smile, glancing at the youngest man with exaggerated interest.
"Well hell fire honey, let's see what you can do." The other one said looking at her from head to toe.
Savannah edged closer to the younger one, thinking he might be a safer bet than this oversized stud.
"You wanna lag?" The youngest chimed in, moving closer.
She smiled, took a big deep breath, causing her chest to expand and the cowboy's eyes dropped to the first button of her shirt.
"Ladies first," said the older cowboy with a grin, and a quick lick of his lips.
Savannah summoned all her courage and brazenly strutted to the table, she took the younger cowboy's hat and put it on her head, then she took the cue and chalked it good, as her brother taught her.
She was about to rack the balls when the bigger cowboy obliged and the younger man took both her hands in his and caressed each finger with added chalk.
"Suppose we make this interesting," she cleared her throat and stared into the young cowboy's eyes. He was handsome, but he didn't hold a candle to the Sheriff. She had to quit thinking about the Sheriff, he wasn't interested in playing games nor getting married. Stamping out the Sheriff's image, she smiled and nodded.
"Sure, I win, you buy dinner, how's that?" She crooned playfully.
"Ah now honey, we can do better than dinner, can't we?"
"It's a date," she agreed, Just because she'd never played this game of cat and mouse, didn't mean she couldn't act.
"Rack 'em, Leroy," The youngest cowboy said staring straight into her smiling and unsuspecting face.
"The lady breaks 'em." Leroy nodded.
Savannah moved herself closer to the young cowboy, and extended her body over the table. Even though her daring display had caught the eye of everyone in the saloon,
She took the cue stick and leaned into the table, stretching herself in an exotic pose. Then she heard the break of the balls and heard one drop into its pocket. Leroy whistled.
She glanced up at him and smiled, the younger cowboy pulled her up against him. She smelled the beer on his breath, saw the desire in his eyes and knew she was in the biggest trouble she had ever been in.
Why oh why was she playing with such fire? Just because the only man she had ever almost married preferred male company to hers, didn't mean she had to prove to the world she was a woman. Did it? Well, maybe it did. Maybe her ego had been hurt more than she thought. Maybe she wasn't sure how to handle Chad's problem or her own.
Even though her brother Jarod had taught her to play pool and play well, these cowboys wanted much more than a game and she was flirting with sure disaster. A bet was one thing, what these fellas wanted was not flirting. And she suddenly knew it. She swallowed hard. She'd been the one to start this, somehow she had to get herself out of it. But how? She'd never dealt with a half drunk cowboy before.
A prayer went up, but she remained confident as the second ball found a pocket. The young cowboy pulled her to him and kissed her on the lips. He was more immature at kissing than talking and she bit back a retort when he tried to nuzzle her neck. Sweat peppered her upper lip. Her hands trembled, but she ignored the silent threat that lay between her and these men. Somehow she had to use her head and get out of this. But how?
This was simply flirting, and she could handle a couple of red-neck cowboys, couldn't she?
She poised herself for another shot, bent to take aim, and heard Leroy let loose with a big boast.
"This hot little mama is playing for keeps. Now honey, don't scratch. We might have to take you up on your generous offer. 'Course I wouldn't mind takin' you on, anytime." Leroy's hot breath filled the air around the room.
Smoke and beer seemed to reek. Savannah felt her knees quiver. She was in much too deep and how to get out wasn't spelled out on the wall. Innocent flirting, wasn't that what she was doing? But it had been her only intention. She'd seen her friends do it a million times. So why was she in so deep? What had she done wrong?
But if she thought this was trouble, she had no idea.
Leroy had just put his hand on her tight clad jeans when he was suddenly shoved away and again, she felt the shaft of cold hard handcuffs going around her wrist.
"Aw now Sheriff, ain't no reason for that. The little lady was just playin' us a game of eight ball."
"Game's over," came the steel edge of Ben's voice.
Leroy's hands fisted and he bit his lip to keep from objecting to the action. Savannah almost wished he would make the Sheriff back off. Almost. Trouble was, she was downright relieved that he butted into the game.
The Sheriff pulled her around so that she was staring into the hottest, maddest, brown eyes she'd ever seen.
"I think you'll have to pass on that offer, Leroy."
"What are you doing?" She finally found her voice. She wasn't sure if she should be relieved or worried. Actually she was both!
There was no time to decide on a defense, for he was pulling her out of the saloon, and into the bright sunshine.
"Will you take these off me now, Sheriff?" She insisted indignantly.
"No ma'am." He responded and kept pulling her through the street toward his office.
She was embarrassed and angry. He was as much a bully as Leroy.
Twice he had put those cold steel cuffs on her and she was beginning to tire of his he-man tactics.
"Am I under arrest?" she tried to stop him in the middle of the street?
"I'm not sure yet," he muttered, and pulled her to the curb. Then thrust open the door to his office and pushed her inside none too gently.
Without another word, he opened a cell and thrust her into it. Then he went to his desk, sat down, took his hat off and acted as though he was suddenly absorbed in the papers on his desk.
"I demand to speak to my lawyer," she yelled.
He didn't respond.
"I demand to know what I'm being held for," she continued.
Nothing.
"I didn't do anything," she wailed, helplessly.
Still he didn't act as though he even heard.
She slumped down on the small bunk bed and cried. He didn't so much as look at her. And a few minutes later, when a young man came through the door in a rush, he glanced at her in the cell and then at the Sheriff.
"Leroy just decked Many."
"Damn fool," the Sheriff muttered, grabbing his hat and shoving it on his head.
Savannah grabbed the bars and demanded to be set free, but there was no one to listen. And the room became ultra quiet.
She sat there for the better part of the afternoon, alone, frightened and wondering what would happen to her next. She pictured herself in prison, for a crime she never committed, and trying to explain to a judge it was all over a stupid game of pool. Innocent flirting.
The Sheriff returned late that day, the sun was setting low, and only shadows kept her company.
Being in jail was a new experience, one she already knew she didn't want to repeat.
"Sheriff, could I use the restroom?"
No answer, only large tensed shoulders that refused to give her attention.
"I'm sorry," she muttered. "I wish I'd never come here. Never got off that damn bus."
Now he turned to look at her.
"That makes two of us," he said. He came closer, unlocked the door, and pointed to the restroom at the back.
She scuttled into it, closing out the rest of the world. Glancing in the mirror she saw the disheveled young woman that she'd become. Her make-up was smeared, her face was a mess from crying, and her hair was nothing but straggles.
She stuck her tongue out at herself. "I'll bet I'm the only woman ever arrested for flirting."
After washing her face and hands, and using the restroom, she opened the door.
When she came out, she barely lifted her feet. She didn't lift her head.
He held the cell door open for her.
She walked inside slowly, turning about to say something until she saw his face, a mask of anger.
He closed it behind her.
She bit her lip and flopped down on the cot, just as a young girl came flying into the office.
"Ben, oh Ben, you're home. Oh...I've missed you. So has Mama. Are you coming over tonight?"
Ben smiled and pulled the arms from around his neck. "I'm not sure Jessica. I've got a prisoner and I'm busy. And I'll bet you have school work to attend to."
"But, you haven't been over since you came home. Why not?"
"Honey, I told you, I'm really busy right now." Ben's voice was patient, but firm.
Jessica spotted Savannah, and twisted to look at her. "With her?"
"Yes with her! Now run along home and do your homework. I'll visit when I can."
The girl eyed Savannah again, then slowly backed to the door. She left without another word.
"Well, well," Savannah said sarcastically. "Looks like the big Sheriff does have a lady."
"She's not my lady," he corrected without looking at her.
"Sounded like it." Savannah smirked. Inside she was in turmoil. The fact that some woman did have the Sheriff wrapped around her finger, made Savannah feel funny. Why should she care?
Someone else came in, "I can't believe it," Mrs. Johnson was saying.
Good Lord, the whole town must know, Savannah thought to herself, unable to meet the woman's glance.
"Well believe it," the Sheriff said quietly, not looking up from his task.
"But, what did she do?"
"Let's just say she caused a disturbance, and let it go at that," he answered.
"The poor dear. I brought her some left over chicken."
"Take it to her," he directed.
Mrs. Johnson came up to the cell door. "I'm so sorry dear. I'll bet you are starved. I've brought you some chicken, hon. And if you need anything else, you just let me know."
Savannah finally looked at the woman, seeing no censure in her eyes. She tried to smile, "Thank you, Mrs. Johnson."
"I'll see you get some clean sheets, too dear." And with that she shook her head.
She spoke softly to the Sheriff and then with a smile and a wink, she left, leaving Savannah feeling lower than a skunk. She felt ashamed and didn't even know why. She wanted to crawl under some rock and disappear. But what had she done? What was her crime? Disturbance?
How had she gotten herself into such a mess, all because she ran from a wedding!
She spent another hour berating herself for pulling such a stunt and then wondering to what extent it had become such an unlawful thing to flirt with a man.
When he was about to lock up and leave for the day, she had to ask him.
["Why am I being held?" she asked in a small voice.
He came to stand in front of her, looking directly at her, into her eyes, into her soul.
"Junction was a real nice little town till you came here. I haven't used handcuffs in over a year. But you come to town and all hell breaks loose. Leroy nearly broke the bartender’s jaw. Want to know why?"
"Yes." Savannah's mouth popped open.
"Because Many said it wasn't your fault. Said I should have arrested Leroy instead."
"And you blame me for that?"
"Among other things, yes. I have put you into protective custody for now.”
She opened her mouth to protest and he pointed his finger at her, “Don’t press it Savannah, You are still in possession of your parents car, and they weren’t sure if they wanted to press charges or not, so don’t tempt me. You came to town with no id, and dressed well…dressed in that get up. I could throw the book at you if I wanted to. Now, your bail is $150, or a night in jail, take your pick.”
“You’d do this just because I flirted with a couple of…”
“Not for flirting, no. Those men were not playing for money, would you rather I put down a different charge?”
“But I didn’t intend….”
“Maybe you didn’t, but they did. Now which is it going to be, a night in jail or $150?”
“But why are you taking it out on me?”
“Because you started it.” He stared at her with such a frown. Where could she go, he certainly hadn’t offered her a room in his home again. She only had a little over $200 altogether. She had no choice. He intended to keep her in jail overnight.
“I guess I’ll stay then…”
As though he were trying to reason it all out in his own head, he shook his head and glanced at her again, “You are a walking piece of trouble. How I could ever thought you so sweet, is beyond me."
Tears streamed down her face, yet his words gave her a ray of hope. She had finally gotten rid of her "sweet image". One accomplishment, only what had it cost her? "I'm sorry. But I really didn't do anything wrong."
"You obviously don't have to," his eyes narrowed on her. "Sleep on it. I'll see you in the morning."
* * *
The next morning Ben walked into the office an hour early. He hadn't slept a wink and by the looks of her, Savannah hadn't either. Something deep within him wanted to comfort her, but he kept telling himself just how much trouble she was and that he had been right from the start about her. The sooner she got out of town the better!
He'd been a fool once before over a woman, he wouldn't be repeating that experience.
Instead he greeted her with a smile and a "Good morning."
He wasn't feeling good about this whole mess. What was wrong with him, locking her up like some common criminal? But at least he knew exactly what he had to do now.
He went about his business till Henry popped in for his daily dose of gossip and men talk. Of all days, this wasn't the day to gossip.
"Still got her here, do ya?" Henry glanced over Ben's shoulder at her.
"Yes, Henry, I do." Ben eyed Henry.
"Gonna let her go, today?" He asked, scratching his chin.
"Maybe."
He saw her move toward the door eagerly, "Later."
"Probably best. We don't need her kind here, do we, Sheriff?" Henry winked at her.
"You can say that again!"
"Gotta admit though, she brought some excitement to town." Henry scratched his chin and smiled.
"Yeah, I guess."
"Well, I'll be going home now. Ma'am." Henry tipped his hat to her.
Savannah nodded.
Ben tried to look busy when Henry left.
She sighed. "Are you going to keep me or let me go? You can’t keep me over 24 hours without charging me with something."
Now he approached her cell, with the keys in his hand. He turned the key and opened the door, but he stood in her way of freedom.
Savannah stared into his cold brown eyes, wishing there was something she could do to make him smile again, to make herself smile again.
"You want to tell me what you were trying to pull over there?"
His voice sounded cold and unresponsive.
She shook her head.
He nodded.
"Your “parents” car's out front. Get in it, and go home, understand?" He said hotly.
"Yes," she managed in a weak voice.
"Your personal things are on my desk. Pick them up and get."
"Thanks, Sheriff."
And then she was gone, and the whole room went cold and silent and Ben Hogg didn't know what had hit him
CHAPTER SIX
The dude ranch was only twenty miles out of Junction. A welcome sight to Savannah. She'd had all of one little town she cared to. All of a certain Sheriff she cared to. And yet, the further away she went, the more miserable she became. She'd experience a slice of life back there.
Renting a car, she left instructions to have the BMW returned to the Sheriff.
She knew her parents would be livid, and probably already had a private detective following her. They probably already knew she'd been arrested.
Later that same morning, she registered at the front desk of a quaint style ranch house, and they gave her a room at the top of the stairs. She told them she was expecting a friend to join her.
Aunt Lucy was in Europe and wouldn't be back for another week according to her house-sitter. Trust Aunt Lucy to be enjoying herself. She couldn't remember much about Aunt Lucy, except that she had been kind to her as a child. Wasn't sure of the kind of reception she would get from her, either. Still, they were kin.
Activities didn't begin till the evening hours when they would have their first camp-out. Savannah couldn't wait. She had practically been guaranteed some great shots of the West Texas wildlife tomorrow
Two hours later, Janet, her best friend arrived and showered her with hugs so intense it boggled Savannah's thinking. Over coffee, she explained her plight to her friend. Janet burst out laughing.
"Now this isn't like you at all. Me thinks something is amiss here. Come clean, just what gives with you and the Sheriff, deary?"
"Why nothing..."
"I know you better than this, you just don't act this way. Running out on Chad the way you did. You had to have had a reason. You're much too sensible. So what gives, girl? I'm your best friend, if you can't tell me, who can you tell?"
Savannah sighed, knowing she was about to make up another lie and hating herself for it. But she couldn't blurt out that Chad was gay, not yet at least.
"I met Ben, the Sheriff some time ago, remember three summers ago when I took a sabbatical?"
"Yeah, I do...you met him then?" Janet rolled her eyes heavenward, then broke into a sly smile.
"Yes, at a gas station, I had car trouble and he offered to help me."
"Go on," Janet seemed all ears for her story.
Savannah drew a deep breath and plunged herself further into the void of lies. What was happening to her. She was so out of characters she didn't recognize herself.
"We had a summer romance. He'd kissed me, and for the life of me, I couldn't get over him. I tried. Honestly, I tried. So I came out here. hoping."
"Wait a minute, he kissed you one time, and you drop a perfectly good guy like Chad for a fling you had one summer? Am I missing something here? Get out of here Savannah. One kiss?"
"I know it sounds crazy, but I'd never been kissed like that before."
"Like what?"
"I don't know...like I saw stars, and hearts and happily ever afters."
"Oh my," Janet shook her head. "You've got it bad, don't you? But honestly, Savannah, no one would believe it of you back home. You're so...."
"Please don't say sweet."
"So what happened when you got here?" Janet changed the direction of her questions.
"Nothing..."
Janet was having none of that.
"Nothing?"
"Well, I went to his house, I spent the night...he kissed me again, and the same thing happened..."
"You spent the night....?"
"No...not like that. I had car trouble, he was merely helping me out."
She neglected the handcuff story, that might ruin it all.
"You had car trouble again? And he didn’t catch on to that little trick? So he kissed you again, and you saw stars. So then what?"
"Nothing..."
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