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  The Ride with Me books are for Daniel. 

Twenty-seven years is a lifetime. It hasn’t always been easy. Sometimes it’s been harder than you can imagine. We’ve shared tears and laughter, blessings and loss. But it’s always been worth it. 

I’m looking forward to twenty-seven more, and all that they bring us. 

You’re the only one I want to Ride with Me. 
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Cowboy clenched his teeth as he watched the hot little blonde across the room. He hadn’t wanted to come out tonight, but he’d let Deacon talk him into it. ‘Relaxing’ and ‘destressing’ Deke had called it. 
Cowboy didn’t really find blasting music and gyrating bodies in a hot, sweaty crowd all that relaxing, but he’d gone along with it because he’d needed time with his brother and since when had he turned down a chance to pick up some chick and get laid? 
Well, aside from the last six months. He’d struggled for the last six months to hold the Kings of Destruction together. They’d lost a quarter of their membership since he’d taken over. Part of them to prison, which was why he’d taken over, and the rest following the men who’d been stripped of their patches for misuse of club resources. 
He pushed thoughts of the club, and his struggles with it out of his mind as he watched the woman take another drink then flit out to the dance floor. He’d had his eye on her for most of the last hour. 
“Looks like you got your eye on someone there, brother,” Deke shouted over the music. 
“You paid any attention to her?” Cowboy tilted his head toward the blonde. 
“Which one?” Deke turned to watch the dance floor as he picked up his glass of Jim Beam. 
“The blonde dancing like she’s hunting for the last available dick on earth.” 
“I hadn’t noticed, but she should be an easy pick up if that’s what you’re looking for.” 
Cowboy didn’t say anything, just narrowed his eyes as another man approached her. They spoke for a minute, but in contrast to what he’d thought about the way she danced, she turned him away. The expression on his face made Cowboy think she hadn’t been nice about it. 
“Well, that’s interesting. I thought she was looking for a dick to jump on.” Deke tilted his head to one side as he continued watching the woman, obviously seeing what Cowboy had. 
“Maybe not. I wonder what’s up.” Cowboy continued to watch her, as well as the guy she’d brushed off. 
A few songs later, Deke jumped then pulled out his phone. 
“Crap. I have to go.” 
“Need help?” 
“Nah, I got it. Besides. It looks like you’ve got a lead on some pussy.” 
Cowboy barely reined in the urge to roll his eyes. 
“You okay here or should I send someone to cover your back?” 
That he couldn’t let go. Cowboy turned and pinned his brother with a don’t make me kill you look until Deke held his hands up in surrender, then shoved his chair back and left. 
Cowboy watched the blonde for a while longer. Watched several more men approach her and were rebuffed. He shook his head and decided she must not be looking to hook up, more likely she was coming off a breakup, possibly a bad one. Chances were she was cutting loose and not looking to go home with anyone but herself; unless someone took advantage of her. 
In his peripheral vision, Cowboy noticed two of the men she’d turned down standing near a tall table, chatting while both men kept looking back at her. Something about the way they moved and the looks they shot her set off warning bells in his mind. 
He abandoned his table, went to the bar, and ordered an orange juice. Anyone who saw him with it would assume it was a screwdriver, but he wanted to be clear headed. Especially if these two were up to what he suspected they were. He kept his eyes on her on the dance floor, but eased his way to where the two men still stood, eyeing her. 
The booming music made it next to impossible to hear everything they were saying unless he was standing at the table with them, and maybe not even then. But he caught a word here and there. Things like stuck up and asking for it. No way these two were up to anything good. 
Cowboy knew better than to try to pick up the girl, even if she were interested, he wasn’t into taking advantage of drunk women. Instead, he hung around until she was ready to leave, then caught her just outside the door as she staggered to the wall beside the door and paused, bracing herself against the wall as she regained her balance before taking a few more steps.
Something wasn’t right. Had she drunk enough she could barely walk, or had she been slipped something? He stepped heavily so she wouldn’t be startled by his arrival as he came up behind her. 
“You look like you could use some help. Let me help you get home.” He was careful not to touch her as he offered her a hand.
She paused and blinked at him. Cowboy wasn’t sure he’d managed to not startle her, but she didn’t panic. He gave her credit for that. 
“I don’t know if I should,” her words slurred. 
Almost certainly too much to drink. It was possible she’d been slipped something, and he wouldn’t put it past the pair who were so pissed at her, but he didn’t think so. 
“I just want to make sure you make it home. Where do you live?”
She blinked big eyes at him and even in the dim lighting around the club he could tell they were a pale blue. 
“I’m around the corner and just down the street.” 
“Can you walk, or should I get my truck?” 
“I can—” she hiccupped, “I can walk.” She took a few more staggering steps then stopped again, her shoulder hitting the wall. 
Cowboy shook his head. “Here, let me help you.” He took her arm gently and helped her walk a little more steadily. 
He asked directions several times, then when they got to her apartment door, he waited while she tried to get the key in the lock for what seemed like forever before he asked for the keys and let them in. 
“Where’s the bedroom?” he asked once they were inside, and the door was closed. 
“This way.” She flung an arm to the left.
“Come on. Let’s get you into bed before you pass out.” He walked her down the short hall where she all but nose-dived into the bed. 
Cowboy shook his head as he pulled off her boots, then pulled the blanket up over her snoring body. Looking around he found a trash can not far away and moved it to beside the bed in case she got sick. Then he left a glass of water, and a couple of Tylenol he found on the kitchen counter on the table next to the bed.
He carried her keys back into the kitchen and found a notebook there, where she was working on a grocery list. He pulled a clean sheet from the notebook and wrote a quick note. 
Sleep well,
Cowboy.
He added his phone number, put her keys on the paper and let himself out, making sure he locked the door on his way out. 
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Sunlight seemed to stab through her closed eyelids, that and a pounding head woke Ava. She rolled over, trying to get away from the light, and her stomach lurched. Where was she? She searched her memory, trying to figure out what happened. 
The last thing she remembered was turning down yet another of several men who thought a woman out dancing alone must be looking for a guy to pick her up. The last one hadn’t been nice about it and had called her a stuck-up bitch. He’d hurt her feelings, but she knew she didn’t have to put out just because she felt like dancing and some stranger took it as an invitation. 
Her stomach began to settle and after a moment she risked opening her eyes. A glass of water sat on her nightstand. Where had that come from? She didn’t remember leaving one there. There was something beside it. 
Ava lifted her head to take a closer look then had to close her eyes as the motion made the jackhammer working on her head go into overdrive. When the ache in her head had eased enough that she could open her eyes, she realized what she hadn’t been able to see well was two Tylenol capsules. She sent a silent thank you to her drunk self for thinking to put these out. But if she’d set them out, why hadn’t she taken them? 
It took her a moment to sit up enough she could take the pills and sip the water. Carefully at first, making sure it didn’t upset her stomach, then faster once she decided her stomach would handle it.
She sat, eyes closed for several minutes trying to gather the will to get up and go find something to eat. The thought of food set her stomach churning again, but she knew she needed to eat something. 
How had she managed to get her boots off and neat beside the bed, but leave her clothes on?
Her first stop was the bathroom, where she sat on the floor for a few minutes, half afraid she was going to be sick. After a bit she was able to get her stomach under control. Then she staggered into the kitchen. Why had getting drunk sounded so good? 
She was old enough to know better, or at least she should have been. If she hadn’t married before she was old enough to drink and stayed away from alcohol because Hank had insisted it wasn’t fitting that his wife might be seen with alcohol, then she might have enough experience to know better.
In the kitchen she opened the fridge and looked inside. Neither juice nor milk held any appeal. And she didn’t want to cook. What did she have that she could just eat. Hadn’t she gotten crackers when she’d been shopping a few days ago? 
She closed the fridge, went to the cabinet, and found the box of Ritz. She opened a tube while turning around and leaning her butt against the counter. Popping the first cracker in her mouth she closed her eyes and prayed it would settle her stomach. Eyes still closed, she shook her head and tried to remember the last time she’d prayed. Probably almost a year ago. Before she’d caught Hank in the office with his secretary slipping her something that sure as hell hadn’t been the holy ghost. 
Ava pushed the memory of Hank and all that had come before and after that moment, from her mind. She wondered again how she’d gotten home. After a couple crackers, her stomach seemed to have calmed down. It was probably time to think about finding more to eat. 
Opening her eyes, she spotted her keys on the counter. She didn’t remember leaving them there. She always hung them on the hook at the end of the bar. Ava picked up the keys and stared at them for a moment trying to remember putting them there, but came up with nothing so she hung them up. It wasn’t until she set the tube of crackers on the counter that she realized the keys had been sitting on a piece of paper. With a frown she picked it up and read the brief note. 
Cowboy? Who was Cowboy? She hoped he wasn’t one of the men who had been so ugly to her last night. 
Oh my God. 
There had been someone in her apartment last night. What had he done while he was here? Her body flashed cold, and her knees went weak. She sank to the floor. Had they had sex? Had he raped her? 
Wait. She’d woken nearly fully dressed. She looked down at herself. Nothing seemed buttoned wrong. Her bra was still in place and remembering her trip to the bathroom a few minutes ago, so was her underwear. Was it possible she’d been redressed? 
Of course, but who went to that much trouble once they had what they wanted? And what kind of person would do that to a woman then leave their phone number?
Thinking back over everything she’d seen and done since she’d woken up, she remembered the water and the pills. Maybe she hadn’t left them for herself? Getting out of bed she’d kicked over the trash can. She couldn’t recall putting it beside the bed. Maybe because she hadn’t?
Ava didn’t know how long she sat there, wondering what kind of guy would take a woman home, put her to bed, make sure she had meds then leave. When she got to her feet, she went to check the door, hoping he hadn’t left it unlocked. Sure enough. It was locked. 
She checked her pocket for her phone but didn’t find it. Had she lost it last night? If this mysterious Cowboy had brought her home and put her in bed, she couldn’t imagine him stealing her phone, especially having left his number. 
It took a few minutes for her hangover clouded brain to register, but she went back in the bedroom and peeled back the blankets. There she found her phone, halfway under her pillow. 
Ava knew what she needed to do, but couldn’t bring herself to do it, not yet. Her stomach grumbled, reminding her that all she’d put in it was a glass of water and a few crackers. She needed something more than that. She’d call this Cowboy person after she ate. 
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Cowboy sat at his desk in the office of his shop drawing up a design a client from out of state wanted for a bike when his phone rang. Distracted, he didn’t even glance at the screen, just hit the button on the screen to answer, letting the headset that had been streaming music to block out the noise in the shop switch over to the call. 
“This is Cowboy.” 
“Um, Hi,” a hesitant woman’s voice said. “My name’s Ava and I don’t know if I’ve got the right person,” she let out a nervous laugh, “but I think you brought me home last night.” 
Those words pulled him out of his distraction. 
“I’m sorry. Did you say your name is Ava?”
“I did. Did I not tell you that last night? I hate to admit it, but I have no memory of you.” She paused and he gave her a moment in case she wanted to say more, but she didn’t. 
“Not surprising. You were pretty shitfaced last night. I hope you’re feeling okay this morning.” 
“As good as can be expected, I guess. I won’t be doing that again any time soon.” 
“Which part?” He couldn’t help the teasing note in his voice and hoped she wouldn’t be offended by it. “You looked like you were having fun, and I’ll never support giving up fun.” He leaned back in the swivel chair, stretching out the kinks from having been over the desk, then getting a little more comfortable. 
“No, I’m not giving up the fun part, but drinking till I don’t know where I am or who brought me home? That’s not going to happen again. I just hope I wasn’t too stupid.” 
“I’ll agree with not letting yourself get so far gone you don’t know where you are, or who you are with, but you weren’t totally stupid. I watched as several men hit on you and you turned them down. I don’t know why you let me take you home, but I was the only guy you didn’t refuse all night long. Maybe because I wasn’t hitting on you. I just wanted to make sure you made it home.” 
“Thank you for that. I can’t say that enough.” 
“No need. I just did what was right.” 
“Did you leave water and Tylenol beside the bed? I thought at first that I had and just didn’t remember it, but that was before I realized you’d brought me home.” 
“That was me. We got you home, you went into the bedroom and passed out as soon as your head hit the pillow. I wanted you to be comfortable, so I took off your boots, but didn’t want to intrude so I left your clothes on. If I’d thought about it before you made it into bed, I would have had you drink water first, then you wouldn’t feel so bad this morning. Since I was too late for that, I put the water next to the bed.” 
“Does water really make you feel better?” She sounded doubtful. 
“It does. The hangover is mostly from dehydration. If you drink water while you’re drinking, it’s not so bad. But I have to admit, even knowing better, I still sometimes forget.” He wondered how she didn’t know this. He would have guessed her age at thirty at least. Surely, this hadn’t been her first time drunk?
She groaned. “I don’t think I’ll be drinking much in the near future.” 
“I wouldn’t say you need to give up drinking, not if you enjoyed it, but maybe next time go out with a friend. Someone to help make sure you make it home safe.” 
“I planned to last night, but she cancelled last minute. One of her kids got sick. It was just around the corner, and I didn’t see the harm. I see why people go out in pairs and groups now.” 
A glance at his watch told him he needed to get busy. The client he was doing this sketch for was in town and wanted to see it in just over an hour. 
“I’m glad you’re not feeling too bad, but I need to get back to work. I’ve got a meeting soon and I need to be ready.” 
“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t think. I assumed you’re off today like I am. I’ll let you go but really quick I wanted to take you to lunch, as a thank you for bringing me home.” 
“You don’t have to do that.” 
“But I want to. I don’t know many people who would do something like that, and lunch is the least I can do.” 
“All right but I’m busy today. I can do tomorrow if that works for you?”
“I can do that. Where do you want to go?”
Cowboy named a diner he liked but didn’t get to often, she didn’t know where it was but said she’d figure it out and she’d meet him there tomorrow, then rang off. 
The music turned back on in the headset he wore, and Cowboy turned his attention back to the sketch he was working on. He was running out of time and as much as he’d wanted to keep talking to Ava, this was more important. 
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Ava walked into the little diner and looked around. How would she know if he was already here? She hadn’t realized until this moment she had no idea what he looked like. It felt like everyone was staring because she had been standing there an inordinate length of time when she spotted a man near the back waving at her. 
She smiled and made her way back to where he sat, weaving in between tables. She took her time so she could get a good look at him. He was handsome, a red head going gray, but he didn’t look old enough to be that gray. It was hard to tell while he was seated but he looked like he was in good shape. At least his t-shirt clung to him in all the right ways. As she got closer, she couldn’t help but notice his bright green eyes that seemed to speak to her despite his not saying anything yet.
“Are you Cowboy?” she asked as she got close enough to be heard without raising her voice. She felt dumb enough using what was obviously a nickname without knowing him, or at least she hoped it was a nickname. 
“I am,” he said with a nod. “I’m glad to see you more aware of your surroundings.” He stood and offered her a hand. She took it and shook it. “Have a seat.” He motioned to the other side of the table. 
Ava pulled out the chair and tucked her skirt under as she sat. Cowboy took his seat again as soon as she did. The waitress appeared next to the table before she had a chance to say anything. The name tag on her shirt read ‘Betsy’. 
“I know you just got here, sugar, but any idea what you’d like to drink?” 
Ava blinked, not having been ready to order yet. Coffee? Didn’t sound good, she’d had enough already.
“Water, please.” 
“No problem, you want lemon with that?”
“No thanks.” 
When Betsy left, Ava took a deep breath and forced herself not to bite her lip, no matter how badly she wanted to. 
“Thanks again for the night before last.” She shook her head. “It was a stupid thing to do, I know. I wish I could say I didn’t know better, but I did. I knew I should have gone with someone, but I just moved to town, and I only know a couple of people. They were busy and I was tired of waiting for life to happen to me.”  She didn’t know why she felt like she needed to explain her actions to him, yet found herself doing it just the same. 
“Hey, I get wanting to cut loose once in a while. Next time you want to go out and don’t have anyone to watch your back, I’d be happy to go with you, if only to make sure you make it home safely. No strings attached.”
“That’s a very generous offer.” She didn’t know what else to say, not now. She picked up her menu and took her time deciding what she wanted. She couldn’t help but notice Cowboy never touched his menu. 
By the time Betsy returned with her water, Ava knew what she wanted. Betsy took their orders then left. 
“Where do you get a name like Cowboy?” she asked before he had a chance to ask about her. 
He chuckled. 
“Rest assured, it’s not my given name. I’ve had several ask that. It’s a nickname. Given to me a long time ago by my club.” 
“Club?” What kind of club gave you nick names? She knew a lot of men ended up with them in the military, but a club?
“I’m part of a riding club, have been for years.” 
Now she was even more confused. 
“Riding? Like horses?” What else could he mean? But why would a bunch of people riding horses dub one of them Cowboy? 
“Not exactly, I ride motorcycles. Well, one mainly, but I have been known to ride others.” 
“Oh.” Ava tried to remember everything she’d ever heard about motorcycle riders and motorcycle clubs. Nothing good came to mind. What she remembered hearing didn’t line up with what she knew of Cowboy’s character, perhaps what she’d heard was wrong? Over the last year she’d learned a lot of what she’d thought she knew or had been told was wrong. 
She’d learned that people who were supposed to be trustworthy, weren’t, and now it seemed the people she’d been taught to stay away from, to fear, might be the most trustworthy of all.
“Not what you expected?”
“Honestly? No, but probably not for the reason you think.” She shook her head, trying to decide how much she wanted to share. After a moment she took a deep breath and began, “I’m learning that a lot of things I thought I knew aren’t what I’d been taught. This is just another.” 
He cocked one brow and watched her for a moment. “Just like that?” 
“Just like that. It might be harder if this was the first, or even the second revelation, but it’s just one in what’s become a long stream of lies I believed to be fact.” She couldn’t help a wry smile as she remembered some of the things she’d been told and believed, but now knew to be false. 
“It sounds like you’ve been through a lot.” 
“You could say that.” She didn’t want to go into it, so she changed the subject. “You been in Dickenson long?”
“Close to ten years. You?” 
“About three months.” 
“So, you’re a newbie. Can I ask what brought you to our neck of the woods?” 
“Like I said, I’ve had a lot of changes recently. I wanted to be closer to family. My brother and his wife live here, so I came here to be closer to him.” 
“Nice. Mind if I ask if you’ve found a job yet?” 
“I have, or I’d probably still be living with Aaron. That’s my brother.” She picked up her glass and took a sip, using it as an excuse to gather her thoughts. “I work at the bank on Villard.” 
“A manager?”
Ava shook her head. “I wish. Actually, no I don’t. I don’t have enough experience for something like that. I’ve only been working again for the last few months, there’s no way I could manage something like managing a bank, or pretty much anywhere else, except maybe a church. I’ve done that enough I could manage, but who’s going to hire me for that?” 
Cowboy tilted his head and watched her. 
“Manage a church? Are you some kind of pastor?”
Ava couldn’t help but laugh. “No, but my ex-husband is. I was nothing but a dutiful wife. And even that wasn’t enough.”  She shook her head and met his gaze. “Enough of that. I’m not here to tell you about my mistakes. Tell me more about you. You said you’re part of a motorcycle club, am I calling it the right thing?” At his nod she continued, “Do you do anything else?” 
“I do. I design and build custom bikes.” 
“Oh, I didn’t know there was a big bike market in North Dakota.” She hadn’t noticed any bike paths. Maybe she was looking on the wrong streets?
“Bigger than you think. On top of that, we’re only about three hours from Sturgis, so we get a lot of traffic around the Rally.”
Ava’s face heated as she realized he hadn’t been talking about bicycles, but motorcycles again. It wasn’t until he’d said Sturgis that it had even occurred to her. She wanted to hide her face in her hands, but forced herself to keep her hands in her lap, at least for now. 
A slow smile crept across his face. “You were thinking bicycles, weren’t you?” 
She nodded, unable to meet his gaze.
“A lot of people do. It amuses me to see how long it takes them to catch on. You were way faster than a lot of people to pick it up. What part made it click?” 
“Sturgis. I may be sheltered, but even I’ve heard of the rally in Sturgis.” 
“You said you’d just moved here. Do you mind my asking where you came from?” 
“Several places, but most recently a small town in Arizona you’ve probably never heard of.” 
Cowboy’s eyes went wide. “Arizona to North Dakota. I bet this is cold to you, it’s got to be more like the winter temperatures down there?” 
“It’s close. But the winter’s there are nice, which is why there are so many winter visitors.” 
“Winter visitors? That must be a local term. All I’ve ever heard them called are snowbirds.” 
Ava laughed again. “We use that too, but sometimes snowbirds is used as a curse by the locals, so winter visitors became the more politically correct term.” 
A low growl rumbled from him, making her jump. 
“Political correctness is going to be the end of us some day. Thankfully, most of the people I deal with don’t expect it. Especially from a grizzled old biker.” He grinned at her, revealing a straight row of white teeth. 
Ava lifted one corner of her lips in a wry half smile. “Politically correct is expected from a pastor’s wife. Wouldn’t want to anger any member of the congregation. They might leave or, heaven forbid, complain to the conference. That is never a pleasant interaction.” She let a small shudder run through her.
“It doesn’t sound as if it would be.” 
“Somehow the subject keeps turning back around to things I’d rather not talk about. I have a question for you, though, if you don’t mind.” 
“Shoot. If it’s something I don’t want to answer, I’ll say so.” 
“What’s it feel like to ride a motorcycle?” It was a dumb question, she knew, but she’d always wanted to know. 
“Unbelievable.” He chuckled then sat back in his chair to watch her. “I know that’s not very descriptive, but riding is impossible to describe.” He shook his head. “There’s the wind in your face, the feel of the bike beneath you, the sense of freedom.” 
Ava couldn’t help but notice the light in his eyes as he spoke. He might not be able to give a description he believed gave justice to the experience, but she could tell he loved the experience by the way he talked and the glint in his eyes. 
She wished she had the nerve to ask for a ride. But he was a stranger, and she’d already imposed enough by his taking her home. This was her saying thank you, not her asking him to do something more for her. 
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Cowboy watched Ava and couldn’t help but be reminded of Lisa, his younger sister. She was fifteen years his junior, so he remembered her younger years well. At the time he hadn’t appreciated her innocent honesty, but now, with more perspective, he wished he’d appreciated it more. 
“You said you were married.” He paused as the waitress delivered their food then left. Before he had a chance to continue, she spoke up. 
“Yes, but I’d rather not talk about that.” 
“No worries, I just had a question. Any kids?” He hadn’t seen any sign of them in her apartment, but maybe whatever had caused the divorce had given her ex-husband custody. 
“No,” she looked down at her plate, “I wanted them, and we tried, but I could never get pregnant. After years of trying, I wanted to see a doctor, but Hank insisted it was God’s will and forbade it.” She took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, and looked up, meeting his gaze. “Looking at how things have turned out, it’s probably for the best. Still, I wish I had at least gotten pregnant once. I feel like I’m missing something.” 
The sadness and loss were apparent on her face. He felt for her. He’d never yearned for kids before, but seeing how badly she did, it made him wonder if maybe he was missing something by not having any. But then, who would he trust to have his child? He hadn’t had a relationship that lasted past sunrise in longer than he cared to think about. 
“You’re still young enough for kids. It’s not too late.” He was sure she couldn’t be more than thirty-two or three, there was still lots of time for her to have children. Hell, more and more women were waiting until after that to even start thinking about them. 
“That may be true but look at me. Look at my life now. I’m thirty-five and barely able to support myself. How would I support a kid too? Besides, I’d also have to find a father, or be a single mom and…” She trailed off then shook her head. “No, that’s one dream I’m going to have to let go of.” 
He hated seeing the sad and lost look on her face. It made him want to say he could help, but he bit his tongue. That was a huge thing to volunteer for. And she was a stranger at that, no matter how intriguing. 
They ate and chatted, getting to know each other a bit better. But at the end of the meal, Cowboy couldn’t help wanting to spend more time with her. Even though he didn’t know her well, she intrigued him and for some reason he didn’t understand, he felt more at home around her than around most of the people he’d known, aside from his brothers. His Kings of Destruction brothers that was. His only blood brother and he didn’t get along. He hadn’t even spoken to Terry in over three years.
When Betsy brought the ticket, Cowboy had to stop himself from picking it up. He knew enough about women to know that she would likely get angry if he tried to pay. Especially since she’d told him she was taking him to lunch as a thank you for making sure she got home safe. Still, it irked his sense of right and wrong to let her pick up the tab. Especially after she’d said she was barely able to support herself. 
“I’ve enjoyed this,” he said after she’d sent her card with Betsy to pay for their meals. “I’d like to take you out again. This time I’ll pay.” He smiled, hoping she wouldn’t be insulted by his saying he wanted to pay. 
“I don’t know.” Her gaze dropped to her hands. “I don’t go out much and when I do, I seem to find trouble. You saw that.” 
“You didn’t find trouble. Trouble could have found you, but I didn’t let that happen night before last and I’ll do my best to keep it from happening if you’ll go out with me. Dinner, maybe a movie, though we could go dancing if you like. I liked watching you dance.” 
Ava turned pink, as if the memory of her dancing embarrassed her. He didn’t know why it should, but then she seemed more repressed, or maybe innocent was the right word, with no alcohol to loosen her inhibitions. It stirred a protective instinct stronger than he could ever recall feeling, even for Lisa when she’d been in school and some asshole had been harassing her. 
“I guess it would be okay. When do you want to go out?” She kept her voice soft, and didn’t look up at him. 
Cowboy wanted to say now. Tonight. But thought that would be too much, too soon for her. 
“How about tomorrow night?” 
She glanced up at him then back down again. “I can do tomorrow. What should I wear?” 
“Want a ride on my bike?” He watched her closely, wanting to read her reaction as well as her words. 
The blush from moments before had faded, but she flushed now, and he knew the idea excited her. 
“I don’t know. Isn’t it dangerous?” 
“It can be, but I’ll make sure nothing happens. It will be fun and one more thing to mark off that bucket list.” 
Her full lips disappeared as she bit them, obviously trying to screw up the nerve. 
“All right. Let’s do it.” She looked up at him, excitement shining in her eyes. “What should I wear?” 
“Jeans, a jacket of some kind and the boots you had on last night would be perfect. If you have a purse, something with a long strap that can go across your body works best.” Well, second best, after a backpack, but most women wouldn’t carry a backpack in place of a purse so there was no point suggesting it. 
“Anything else I should know?” 
He scanned her from head to toe, looking for things that wouldn’t be safe on the bike. “You can pull your hair back, but keep it low, so a braid or low ponytail, or the helmet will be painful very quickly.” 
“Oh, good to know.” She tapped fingertips against her thumb in succession, as if counting something, then spoke again, still focusing on her hands. “Let me make sure I have it all. Casual dress, but warm. Boots, long strap on the purse, hair up and low. Right?” She looked up at him, her eyes a light with excitement.
“Warm but layers, because you might get warm at the theater and want to take it off. And you’re hair doesn’t have to be up, but if it is, it needs to be low. I like your hair. It looks like every strand is a slightly different color, so you can never be sure what color it really is.” He resisted the urge to reach out and see if it was as soft as it looked. 
If he got his way, he’d have a chance to feel it soon enough. Same with her lips. They were full and plump, and he ached to know what she tasted like, but it was way too soon. They hadn’t even had a single date. 
“Thank you.” She looked uncomfortable talking about her hair, and he wondered why, but she kept talking. “And thank you for agreeing to this.” She motioned to the table between them. 
He started to tell her it was nothing, he was just doing what any decent person would do, but she cut him off.
“We know it’s not what anyone would do. All we have to do is turn on the news to know that. You did something big, at least to me. I want you to know I appreciate it.” 
“Then you’re welcome.” He didn’t know what else to say. 
“Now, I have to go. I have a few errands to run, then Aaron, my brother, is expecting me for dinner. I know he’s got a lot going on, but he’s made a point to have me for dinner every Sunday since I got to town. He’s trying to help as much as he can.” She gathered her phone and looked around the table top to make sure she hadn’t left anything else, then stood. Cowboy stood along with her, while she dropped her phone into her bag. 
“Let me walk you out.” 
“You don’t have to do that.” 
“I’m headed out anyway, it’s no big deal. Plus, it gives me just a couple minutes longer with you.” He quirked one side of his mouth into a smirk. 
“Then thank you.” Ava lifted her purse strap onto her shoulder then turned for the door.
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“How was your week?” Aaron asked as they sat down to eat at the small square dinner table in their house. 
She had wondered why such a small table, were they not planning on a family? 
“It was good. Work all week then I went out night before last.” Ava deliberately didn’t tell her brother about drinking too much or not knowing how she’d gotten home. “I met someone too. We have a date tomorrow night.” 
“That’s wonderful. Are you ready to move on?” Belinda asked as she forked a couple slices of roast chicken onto her plate then passed the platter to Ava. 
“I’m ready to forget what an ass I married and learn to live again.” She didn’t know if she was ready to move on, as Belinda put it, but she was ready to learn what she’d missed for the last fifteen years. 
“I think that’s a good attitude. But you need to be careful. Like any city, there are some,” Aaron paused as if trying to find the right word, “less than desirable sorts of people. Getting mixed up with them could get you hurt, and I don’t just mean break your heart. I love you, sis. I don’t want to see you hurt anymore. You’ve been through enough.” He picked up the next dish, scooped some mashed potatoes onto his plate and handed the bowl to Belinda. 
“Thank you. I love you too. And I’m not going to do anything stupid.” She mentally added nothing more stupid than she’d done Friday night. “But I’m going to stop letting fear hold me back. Especially fear of other people’s opinions.” 
“That’s good. I knew there was something off about Hank, but I didn’t know that he was browbeating you that way or what he was up to. I would have tried something to help you get out of the situation.” 
“I know. I don’t know that I would have listened if anyone had told me, but there was no denying it when I walked in on him introducing Andrea to more than the holy ghost.”  
Aaron closed his eyes and seemed to freeze. “I really wish you’d stop saying it like that. It’s hard to keep a straight face about something so serious when you put it that way.” 
Belinda giggled. “But it’s funny.” 
Ava sent a small smile to her sister-in-law. “The whole situation isn’t funny, I know that. But I do what I can to keep a positive outlook on life. I could put it any number of ways that would get the point across, but he chose to live his life at my expense, so I see nothing wrong with finding a little amusement at his.” She shrugged. 
“I don’t know. It just seems a bit…” Aaron paused, looking for the right word, “sacrilegious.” 
“And screwing his secretary on his desk inside the church wasn’t?” Ava countered. It wasn’t that she had turned her back on the church. But she was currently on what she considered a break while she tried to find meaning in her life again. Did she still believe? In her heart, yes. But it was difficult to get past the anger at this moment. She had no doubt she’d be back. She just didn’t know when. 
“Okay, fine then. Let’s talk about something more pleasant. You said you have a date, what’s his name? I might know him.” 
For some reason she didn’t want to tell Aaron and Belinda. Not that she didn’t trust them, but she didn’t want to potentially jinx what may or may not happen. 
“Not important, and I’d rather not know if you know him, not yet. We’re just getting to know each other and having a little fun. If it gets more serious, I’ll let you know, then you can share what you might know. How was your week? Anything fun happen?” 
He narrowed his eyes at her for a moment then went back to eating. “The most fun thing that happened to me today was we got in a new car, several actually but there’s one in particular that I think won’t last long on the lot.” 
Ava let her brother talk, she knew it didn’t take much to get him to talking about work, not that she really cared. Car sales, yawn. She loved the time she got to spend with Aaron and Belinda, but sometimes she wished he didn’t have to act like such a big brother. Even if that was exactly what he was. 
After dinner, Ava helped Belinda clean up and do the dishes, then she spent a while visiting with Aaron before going home. Exhausted from her partying and the recovery, she went to bed early so she could get up for work the next morning. 

      [image: ]The morning part of her day went fast. There was customer after customer and by the time her lunch arrived, Ava was glad to get off her feet for a few minutes. She ate and looked at what movies were playing locally, wondering what they were going to see. She didn’t even know where the movie theater was here. 
The rest of her shift didn’t go so quickly, partly because she was eager to get home and get ready for the date. Ava didn’t know which had her more excited. Seeing Cowboy or finally having the chance to ride a motorcycle. Her stomach flip-flopped at the idea. She was a bit nervous, but she trusted him to keep her safe. 
By the time five o’clock rolled around, she was all but bouncing out of her skin with excitement. At home, she hurried inside and changed out of her work clothes, sliding into her jeans, and pulling on a tank top, then a blouse to cover her arms. Pulling her denim jacket from the closet, she carried it into the front room with her where she put on the boots she’d worn to the bar, as recommended. 
By the time Cowboy knocked on her door, she’d been dressed and ready for twenty minutes, and spent the last fifteen fussing with her hair, and second guessing her choice of tops. She opened the door for him, and his gaze scanned her from head to toe then back up again. 
“You look great. I can’t wait to spend some time with you. I have a couple questions, would you rather go to the movie here in town, or go to dinner in Bismarck?” 
Ava frowned, not sure which option she should take. 
“Is there some reason for the change?” 
“I wasn’t thrilled with the options when I looked at what was playing here, but I don’t want to cut the night short. My first thought was to take you to Bismarck for a movie, but I don’t want to keep you out too late with work tomorrow.”
She tilted her head to one side and watched him for a moment. 
“How about dinner and something different. Maybe bowling, tonight? Then, if we want to do this again, we can hit a movie in Bismarck over the weekend?” She tried to keep her tone friendly and hopeful without letting how badly she wanted him to agree leak into her voice. 
“Bowling?” he quirked one eyebrow and looked at her from the corner of his eye. 
“It doesn’t have to be that. It was just a suggestion for something other than driving all that way tonight.” Her mind raced, trying to come up with other options.
“When’s the last time you went bowling?” 
She blinked as her mind went back to what he hadn’t seemed interested in. 
“Years. Not sure why I even suggested it other than I see the bowling alley on my way home every night.” 
“Let’s do it.” He grinned at her like it was a wonderful idea. They have food too, that I hear is pretty good. If you’re not too hungry yet we can bowl for a bit, then see if they have anything we want to eat. If you decide you’d rather eat somewhere else, we can do that too.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Hell yeah. Let’s do it. You ready to go? You need to grab anything different or extra to go bowling, different socks maybe?” 
She tried remembering what they’d done the last time she’d been bowling and couldn’t remember much, other than rented shoes and sliding on the floor. 
“I’m good. Ready whenever you are.” 
“Then come on. I brought an extra helmet. I want you to feel safe.” 
They left, Ava making sure to lock up on their way out, then he led her to his motorcycle. 
Ava almost stopped and stared when she caught sight of his motorcycle. It was bigger than she expected and matte black. That made her think for a moment, when was the last time she saw a matte motorcycle? The ones she could remember were bright and shiny, even the black ones. 
They reached the motorcycle, Cowboy opened one of the large boxes to either side of the rear wheel and handed her a helmet. He let her put it on herself, which she appreciated. She fumbled with the strap for a moment, but couldn’t figure it out.
“I’m going to need some help with this.” 
“Here, let me adjust it for you,” Cowboy helped her with the strap that went under her chin, then explained how to get on, what to expect while riding, and that she needed to be careful of the pipes or she would get burned.
He climbed on the bike, then had her climb on behind him before starting the bike. Cowboy adjusted her arms round his middle then walked the motorcycle backwards, before he twisted his wrist in an odd movement she didn’t understand, and they started moving forward. 
Ava had to bite back the squeak of surprise, not that he could have heard it anyway, but she couldn’t keep her arms from tightening around him. The way his chest vibrated, she thought he might have laughed, but she couldn’t be sure. She was too busy holding on and squeezing her eyes shut. 
She did as Cowboy had instructed, leaning with him, and not trying to stay up right when they took turns. She didn’t know how far they’d gone but it seemed like they’d been on the bike longer than it took for her to get to work when she’d relaxed enough to open her eyes. 
Slowly, she looked around, trying to figure out where they were. Not anywhere she recognized. They were in town, but she couldn’t find her way home from here. Panic raced through her for a moment as she wondered if Cowboy had lured her out and had something in mind other than a date, or the kind of date she’d thought he meant. 
She must have done something to tip him off to her worry, because he took one hand from the handlebars, patted her hands where they held on around his middle, then reached up and did something with his helmet. 
“You all right back there?” Cowboy’s voice came through what had to be some kind of radio system in the helmet. She didn’t know how to turn hers on so she spoke, hoping he could hear her. 
“I’m okay, I think.” 
“You think?” 
She checked his hands, and they were once again on the handlebars. 
“I think. I don’t know where we are.”
“I thought I’d ride for a bit, at least until you relaxed some. You had for a moment then you tensed up again.” 
“It—” she had to swallow and try again, “it took me a bit to open my eyes, then I realized I don’t know where we are.” 
“And you wondered if I had something nefarious planned. No worries. I don’t but you don’t know me well enough to know that, not yet. I’ll take us back to an area you’ll probably know better, then we’ll head over to the alley. I just wanted to let you get a feel for the bike, and the short trip to the alley wouldn’t do that.” 
“No, it’s okay. I’m enjoying riding. And I’m relaxing more now that I know we can talk to each other. The silence other than the muffled roar of the motorcycle was a little unnerving.” 
“I didn’t even think about that. I’m used to it and find it soothing.” 
Ava didn’t know if she could ever find it soothing, but doubted he’d find the things that she did calming, so decided to let it go. She took a deep breath and forced herself to relax while he steered the motorcycle back onto familiar streets. 
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Cowboy pulled the bike into a parking space at the bowling alley and killed the engine. He took off his helmet while he waited for Ava to dismount from behind him, then stepped off himself. He never would have thought of bowling on his own, but now he was looking forward to it. 
If nothing else, it would give them time to talk and get to know each other better, plus, he’d get a chance to watch her move. After spending the last half hour with her pressed against his back, he wanted a chance to watch her walk away, but only knowing she would come right back. 
They went inside and he asked for a lane, they did the shoe size thing, he paid for their shoes and headed for the lane they’d been assigned. He glanced around, not knowing why he’d expected it to be busier. Only four of the twenty-six lanes were occupied. 
“Change shoes or find a ball first?” he asked as he set his rental shoes on one of the seats at their lane. 
“I’m going to change shoes, but feel free to choose a ball if you like.” She sat and toed off her boots. 
Cowboy sat and lifted the hem of his jeans. His boots would take a little more work to get off, since they laced up, so he got to work removing them. He wanted to go with her when she chose her ball, though he couldn’t say why. 
By the time they’d finished with their shoes, and he’d chosen his ball, she sat at the score keeper seat, working on putting names into the computer. He didn’t think they’d had computers for score keeping the last time he’d been in a place like this. It would definitely help keep the score accurate. 
“That will be helpful,” he motioned to the computer, “I’m not sure I remember how to keep score.” 
“That’s the best part of the newer systems. You don’t have to remember all that stuff, add into that that you don’t have to worry about math mistakes. It’s way easier.” Ava finished putting their names into the computer, stood, and smiled at him. “You’re first, see?” She pointed to the screen over their lane that had COWBOY in big, animated letters. 
He watched her for a moment, taking in the big smile and how it lit her eyes. It made him want to kiss her, but this wasn’t the time. Not yet. 
Instead, he picked up his ball and headed for the lane, trying to remember how this was done. He took the first throw and watched as his ball rolled down the lane and took out two pins. He thought about making an excuse, but why? He’d already told her he hadn’t done this in a long time. 
Standing next to the ball return, waiting for his ball, he watched Ava wiggle in her seat, reminding him of an antsy child who had a hard time sitting still. He couldn’t help but wonder if she was excited to play, or anxious for some other reason. Hopefully, he’d figure it out in time. 
His ball came back. He took it and threw his second frame, not doing any better, but at least he managed to take down the two on the other side of the pins. He turned to Ava and gave her a wry grin. 
“Well, there we are. I’m sure you can do better than four.”
“We’ll see. I’m not as sure as you seem to be.” Ava traded places with him, he sat and watched as she stepped up to the line and held her ball. The way her ass swayed as she made tiny steps and shifted her weight while she focused made him want to growl and grab a handful, but this wasn’t the place.
He stayed where he was and enjoyed the view. She slowly stepped forward, let the ball swing back, then forward. After she’d released it, she stood frozen at the line for a moment, watching it roll toward the pins. Before it reached them however, Ava started taking small shuffling steps backward. The movement drew his eye to the wiggle of her ass in the snug jeans. 
Cowboy had to close his eyes and shift in his seat as his own jeans grew snug. 
“Oh!” Ava’s voice made him open his eyes again, he found her standing up straight not far from the rearmost line on the floor still staring down the lane. He looked past her to see what had caused her exclamation and found there were only three pins standing. 
“That’s great! Think you can hit the last ones?” 
She turned around and stared at him, wide eyed. He didn’t know if the look was because she’d forgotten he was there or was surprised that she’d done so well on her first throw. He didn’t care. He loved that look on her, and wondered how many of her other expressions would make him feel the same way. 
“I don’t know.” She slowly shook her head. 
“You’ll never know if you don’t try.” He motioned to the ball return where her ball was popping up in the return. 
She narrowed her eyes at him then picked up the ball and turned back toward the lane. 
He found himself watching her again. He tried to keep his focus on the pins, but as she stepped closer to the line, his gaze went back to her ass and the way those jeans fit. As much as he wanted to watch how well her throw went, he found the way she moved, more tiny steps backwards then freezing again, even more intriguing. 
When she spun to look at him, he took the time to glance past her at the pins. She’d knocked down another two pins. 
“Nice! And you thought you couldn’t do it.” He stood, letting her have the seat while he moved to take his turn. 
“I didn’t but I did get some of them.” 
“You did better than I did. Don’t discount how well you did.” 
Ava’s cheeks turned pink. “Thank you.” 
She sat and he picked up his ball. He could do this and maybe, just maybe he could keep from embarrassing himself with his score. 

      [image: ]They finished the first game. He’d scored 132 to Ava’s 197. He felt good about his score and was ready for another game. 
“We can go if you want to do something else.” 
“I’m good. I was going to ask if you want to play another game.” He turned and looked around. It took a moment, but he spotted the café, and the menu on the wall above it. “Looks like they’ve got a pretty good menu. We can have dinner here if you’d like. Or if you’d prefer, we can play another game, or not, and go somewhere else for dinner. I am open for either option.”
She watched him a moment before speaking, he got the impression she was trying to figure out if he was telling the truth or not.
“Let’s play another game. Give me a few minutes to look at what they’ve got here then I’ll decide if we’ll eat here or wait until we’re through playing to go get food.” 
Cowboy couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face. He’d gotten past the need to watch her ass as she took her turn, mostly. And they talked a lot as they’d played. She was fun and easy to be around. And she could talk to you. Most of the women he’d spent time around in the last ten plus years only wanted to talk about one thing. What he was going to do to them or what they wanted to do to him. That was his own fault, but he’d lost interest in a quick roll in the hay, then move on to someone new. 
“The menu looks good, let’s go ahead and eat here,” Ava said a few frames later. 
“Good, decide what you want, and we can flag down a waitress. Maybe that will give me a chance to redeem myself with a better score.” 
“I’ll decide what I want, but I’m pretty sure we can hit a button to call the waitress.” She moved to the control panel for the score computer. “Yep, here’s the button. When we’re ready we can hit that, and they’ll come take our order.” 
“Wow. I’m glad you’re paying attention. I’m still a little blown away by the changes they’ve made here since the last time I went bowling.” 
“Was that here?”
“It was, but more years ago than I want to admit to.” 
“I don’t want to admit how long ago it was for me either. Makes me older than I want to admit to.”
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“You already told me how old you are, and I still find it hard to believe,” Cowboy said. 
Ava’s face heated. She was too old to be single again, she knew it, but there was no way she was staying with Hank after what she’d walked in on. She pushed that out of her mind and went to step past Cowboy to take her turn, but he caught her with an arm around her waist. She looked up at him, marveling at how someone she barely knew could make heat pool low in her belly. 
“You’re the best-looking person in this place, thirty-five, twenty-five or eighteen,” Cowboy said, keeping his voice low enough so only she could hear him. 
Once he’d said that he released her and let her go to take her turn. She stood for a moment facing the lane as she waited for her face to cool and the rush of pleasure that washed through her to fade so she could focus on making her shot. 
After throwing the ball, she closed her eyes for a few seconds instead of watching the ball as she usually did. The joy that had come over her at Cowboy’s words still raced through her, she didn’t even care how well her throw had gone. She opened her eyes, turned, and headed back, assuming she hadn’t hit anything because she hadn’t heard the ball crash into the pins, but as her gaze landed on Cowboy, she heard it. The ball crashed into the pins. But how? She’d been standing there far longer than it should have taken for the ball to make its way down the lane. She turned to look and had to stop and stare. It was a strike. 
She’d been so flustered by what he’d told her, she could barely focus. How on earth had she managed to throw a strike? She blinked to make sure she wasn’t seeing things, then turned back to Cowboy. 
“That is a strike, right? I’m not seeing things?”
“You’re only seeing what’s there. You hit a strike.” 
He stood and she went to the bench and let her knees collapse beneath her. She wasn’t sure which was harder to believe. That he thought she was the prettiest girl in the place or that she’d managed to hit that strike. Not that it was her first strike of the night, it wasn’t. But how had she done it when she could barely focus? 
After four games, dinner and more laughing than Ava could remember doing in a long time, they called it a night. She was a little nervous about getting back on the motorcycle but not as bad as before the ride over here. 
“Do you need help getting it on or you want me to let you try?” Cowboy asked, handing her a helmet.
“Let me try. If I can’t figure it
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