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      The Airport

      

      “Hadley,” I wheezed. “Now isn’t a good time!”

      “You’re running to your gate, aren’t you?” my twin demanded.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “But it’s not my fault I’m about to miss my plane.”

      “Then whose fault is it?”

      “Take your pick. My plane out of New York was late taking off. There was a rogue spring snowstorm that grounded all the planes when I landed in Denver. The airport shuttle arrived late to the hotel this morning. Then there was traffic to the airport.”

      “And you don’t think you might’ve brought this on yourself? A little self-sabotage, maybe?”

      “You can lecture me when you pick me up.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.” I smiled despite the verbal lashing I was getting from my sister. “I’ll be held hostage in your car. Nowhere to run.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, I forgot to tell you⁠—”

      “Later, gator.” I hung up on Hadley just as I made it to the gate. The sour-faced attendant shot me a maternal look of disappointment.

      “I know,” I huffed. “I’m sorry. Am I too late? Did I miss the flight?”

      “No.” She shook her head, sending her curtain of silver hair swooshing over her shoulders. “You made it just in time.”

      I put my phone under the code reader. It beeped and turned green. Favoring my weak ankle, I made it down the flyway. A blonde flight attendant pursed her lacquered red lips as I approached the aircraft door.

      “Sorry,” I said, wrestling my monogrammed suitcase onto the plane. I made it to my row and collapsed the handle of my luggage so I could stow it above me. I was getting ready to lift it above my head when a deep, masculine voice said, “Let me help you with that.”

      Prickles of awareness and familiarity raced down my spine as I looked over my shoulder at the man I’d spent the previous night with.

      My eyes and mouth widened in shock.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘thank you.’” He grinned.

      He took my bag in his large hands and hoisted it effortlessly into the overhead compartment.

      I was standing there like a gaping moron when the flight attendant came toward us.

      “Please take your seats,” she said, her left eye twitching as she stared at me. But then she looked at the man whose name I still didn’t know, and yet who I was intimately familiar with. She beamed. “Can I get you anything, Mr. Bowman?”

      “No, thanks,” he said, a slight smile curving his generous, talented lips.

      “Ma’am? Your seat,” the flight attendant said pointedly.

      3A.

      I scuttled into the row and hastily dropped into my window seat. I quickly turned off my phone and shoved my shoulder bag underneath the seat in front of me before buckling myself in.

      Mr. Bowman took the aisle seat next to me. He settled his large frame into the oversized first-class seat, but he still looked like he was sitting in a sardine can.

      “She knows your name,” I said as the flight attendant began walking through the cabin away from us.

      “She does,” he agreed, looking at me. His steely gray eyes raked over me from head to toe, but then he paused and examined my neck. “Didn’t do a good enough job hiding that.”

      His finger reached out to graze the hickey he’d left on my skin.

      I batted his hand away but couldn’t stop the shiver of want his touch elicited.

      Glaring at him, I tightened the seat belt around my waist. “What are you doing here?” I hissed.

      He raised his brows. “Same thing you are, I’m guessing.”

      I rubbed my third eye.

      “You snuck out of my bed this morning,” he said, pitching his voice low. “While I was still sleeping.”

      I swallowed, my mouth dry; my memories blazing with heat at the forefront of my mind.

      “Look,” I began. “The flight to Spokane isn’t long. Let’s just be quiet and pretend not to know each other.”

      He fell silent and I thought for sure that was the end of it.

      But then he said, “No.”

      I’d been looking out the window at the tarmac. His simple one-word reply had me whipping my head around to stare at him. “No?”

      “No,” he repeated.

      “Fine. I won’t talk to you.”

      I was being childish. But I had never expected to see him again. He was a one-night stand, and yet, here he was sitting in the seat next to me wearing a pair of faded jeans, cowboy boots, and a red and black flannel shirt.

      “You’re talking to me now,” he pointed out. “You can at least tell me your name.”

      “Speaking of names, how does the flight attendant know yours?” I asked.

      His lips twitched. “Jealous?”

      “No,” I stated flatly.

      “Tell me your name, and then I’ll tell you why she knows mine.”

      “I know why she knows your name.”

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

      I gestured to him. “You’re a country music star, aren’t you?”

      That had him laughing. A deep, booming chuckle that softened the angles of his face.

      His laugh made my insides quiver, and I hated myself for it.

      “No. I’m not a country music star. Nice guess though.”

      “Then what are you?”

      A voice came over the intercom, effectively ending our conversation. I listened with one ear as they took us through the safety precautions.

      When the intercom fell silent, my new companion said, “You’re really not going to tell me your name?”

      The man had seen me naked.

      My legs had been wrapped around him while still wearing my heels.

      What was a name?

      “Salem,” I said.

      “Salem,” he repeated, his brows furrowing. “As in Salem Powell?”

      My eyes widened. “How did⁠—”

      “You’re Hadley’s sister, aren’t you?”

      I turned my body and my back hit the side of the plane as I tried in vain to put distance between us. “What is this? Are you stalking me?”

      “Stalking? What the hell kind of a question is that?” He glared. “No, I’m not stalking you, but you’re Hadley’s sister. Hadley is marrying Declan. I’m Bowman.”

      “Yeah, so the flight attendant said.”

      “Bowman,” he repeated. “Cas Bowman. I’m Declan’s best man.”

      My mouth dropped open in horror as the plane began rolling down the runway.

      I closed my eyes and held in a groan.

      I’d had sex with Declan’s best man.

      Declan’s best man had seen me naked.

      My throat was sore because Declan’s best man had made me scream into a pillow all last night.

      “Hadley’s going to kill me,” I stated, flipping my eyes open. “She’s going to kill me dead and then make Poet her maid of honor. She should’ve done that anyway. Poet never would’ve done this. Poet never would’ve done anything like this.”

      I rubbed my temple.

      Bowman took my hand.

      “You’re panicking.”

      “No shit.” I glared at him and tried to tug my hand from his, but he linked his fingers through mine to stop me. “The wedding isn’t for three weeks. Why are you flying up there now?”

      “I had some time off from the circuit. I haven’t met Hadley yet and I wanted to get to know her a bit before the wedding.”

      “The circuit.” My expression slackened. “Oh. Oh, no . . .”

      “What?”

      My eyes swept down his body and I finally wrenched my hand from his. “You’re a⁠—”

      “Bull rider.”

      I groaned. “You’re an adrenaline junkie that likes danger.”

      “I also like temperamental beasts.” He cocked his head to the side and grinned. “No wonder I like you.”

      I snorted. “You don’t know me.”

      He leaned closer. “After last night, I think I have a pretty good idea of who you are.”

      I swallowed but forced myself to hold his steely gaze. “Oh yeah? Go ahead then. Tell me who I am.”

      “Bold. Bratty.” He grinned and tugged on a strand of my red hair. “And beautiful. And you’re not afraid to go to bed with a stranger.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “But . . .” He let go of my hair and his eyes raked over me from head to toe again. “You’re clearly scared to wake up with one.”

      Cold terror enveloped every part of my body. It rushed through my veins, turning my blood to ice.

      He continued, “I wasn’t done with you. But lucky for me, I get another chance to get you into bed.”

      I raised my brows. “Fat chance.”

      His grin was slow.

      I didn’t like that grin.

      It was arrogant. Assured. As if I was a forgone conclusion.

      Sure, I’d gone to bed with him last night and it had been incredible. Unlike any other experience of my life . . .

      But that didn’t mean it was going to happen again.

      “Even if I wanted a repeat performance, which I don’t⁠—”

      “You do.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You do,” he insisted. “You’re still trembling, aren’t you?”

      “Shut. Up. There are other people on this plane.”

      “They’re all wearing headphones. No one is paying any attention to us.”

      The man across the aisle glanced at me before quickly turning his face forward again.

      I pointed to him. “That guy, right there, is listening to our conversation.”

      “I’m not,” the man lied. “I swear I’m not.”

      “I’ll buy you a drink if you put in noise cancelling headphones,” Bowman said to him.

      “I think I’d rather listen to this conversation,” he said. “I work in television. I’m a writer, and this is really good stuff.”

      I cursed.

      “Fine.” The man sighed. “Out of respect for the lady.”

      Bowman waited until the man put his headphones on before he looked at me and winked. “You were hardly a lady last night.”

      “I’m really starting to hate you.”

      His gaze dropped to my mouth. “Yeah? How much? So much you want to take it out on me?”

      “Never. Going. To. Happen.”

      “We’ll see.” He shrugged.
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      The Plane

      

      After the flight attendant brought us beverages, I decided to rip off the Band-Aid.

      “So, what do we do?” I asked.

      “About what?” He took a sip of his coffee and made a face. “God, this is awful.”

      “It’s airplane coffee. What did you expect?”

      “Something better than this,” he muttered.

      “Back to what I was saying—what do we do? About us, I mean?”

      He raised his brows. “There’s an us?”

      “Bowman,” I drawled.

      “Powell,” he said in the same tone.

      “I mean, how are we going to deal with”—I gestured between us—“this. I feel like we should be adults and tell Declan and Hadley that we slept together.”

      “No.”

      “No? Really? That seems juvenile.”

      “It’s not juvenile. It’s self-preservation. Declan is my best friend. But he’s marrying your sister. And he’s going to be protective of you. And if he finds out that I slept with you, we’re looking at black eyes for the wedding. And I’m pretty sure Hadley doesn’t want that in her wedding photos.”

      “I don’t like the idea of lying to Hadley.” I chewed my lower lip, which drew his attention. “Though I do see your point. And it doesn’t make sense to spill the beans over a one-night stand. A one-night stand that’ll never happen again.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” he quipped.

      I glared at him. “You just said you don’t want a black eye.” I raised my fist in a mock gesture.

      “Easy there, Powell.” He curled his huge hand over my fist and gently pushed it down.

      “So, if we’re not telling them the truth, we need to come up with some sort of plausible story.”

      “How about we met on the plane and found out who the other one was,” he suggested.

      “I guess that could work. Still . . .”

      “What?”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t be so . . . familiar. With one another.”

      “Familiar how?”

      “You know.”

      “I don’t, actually.”

      “I don’t know. We just—you talk like⁠—”

      “Like I’ve seen you naked?”

      I bared my teeth at him.

      “You’re cute when you’re feral.”

      “Drink your coffee,” I muttered.

      “How are you going to explain that,” he asked, pointing to my neck.

      “I’ll tell Hadley I’m anemic.”

      “It’s clearly a hickey.”

      “I should’ve told you not to mark me.” I glared at him.

      “You weren’t thinking coherently. What with your eyes rolling into the back of your head.”

      I flushed. “You’ve got a mouth on you.”

      “Want me to put it to better use?”

      “Look, I don’t go around having regular one-night stands, okay?” I took a deep breath and attempted to reign in my infamous Irish temper. “But last night, I needed something to take my mind off things. You were there. You did a good job, okay? But the ego you have . . . it’s going to get you into trouble.”

      “God, I hope so.” He cracked a grin, but when I didn’t smile back, it slipped. “What things?”

      “Hmm?”

      “What things did I take your mind off of?”

      I blinked. “Declan knows you’re coming, right?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “What?”

      “I was going to surprise him. I was just going to show up.”

      “So, then you don’t know,” I murmured.

      “Know what?”

      I looked him in the eyes. “My dad, Bowman. My dad is in the hospital. That’s why I came home three weeks before the wedding.”

      “Shit. The hospital? What happened?”

      I swallowed. “Kicked in the head by a horse. Hadley called me two nights ago and I got on the first plane out of New York, but then the weather in Denver . . . He had brain surgery yesterday—to relieve the pressure. He was stable as of this morning.”

      But that could change. At any moment. Just like life. I hoped we were still going to have a wedding in a few weeks, not a funeral.

      “Surprise,” I said with a strained smile. “Not all happy and joyful, you know?”

      “Guess not.”

      “It’s not too late to turn back. Get off the plane and get on another and head back to where you came from. Most people would do that.”

      He didn’t reply for a long moment, and then he shrugged. “I’m not most people.”

      Yeah, no kidding.

      “How are you doing? I mean really. Are you hanging in there?”

      I lifted my Bloody Mary in the plastic cup and took a sip. “This helps.”

      “Hmm. And here I thought it was me causing you to drink. Glad to know it’s not.”

      “80 percent my dad, 20 percent you.”

      “20 percent, huh? That’s high. You close with your dad?”

      “Yeah, no. We’re not doing this. You and me and the deep talks. No way.”

      “That would be a no, then.” He raised his brows.

      “We spent one night together, Bowman. Let’s not make this into something it isn’t.”

      He let out a laugh.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “You’re okay going to bed with a complete stranger.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “But you don’t want to talk about your dad?”

      “Spare me the therapy session,” I said, my tone cold. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like some quiet time.”

      Bowman did me a favor and fell silent, but he didn’t stop watching me out of the corner of his eye.

      Last night, Bowman had been exactly what I needed.

      This morning, the fantasy was dead and in the light of day, reality set in.

      The man saw more than I wanted him to.

      “Who’s Poet?” he asked.

      His words dragged me from my own thoughts. “What?”

      “Poet. You mentioned Hadley making Poet her maid of honor.”

      “Oh.” I remembered my rant. “Poet is our best friend and my roommate. So is Wyn. You’ll meet them at the wedding.”

      If there’s still a wedding…

      “It’ll happen,” he said.

      “What?”

      “The wedding.”

      I frowned. “Did I say something out loud?”

      He poked my furrowed brow. “You don’t need to speak out loud. You say it all right here. You must suck at poker.”

      “I’m great at poker,” I snapped. “Because I cheat.”

      His lips quivered. “Better sober up, Powell. Wouldn’t want the booze to loosen your lips. Might fuck up and say something you regret.”

      “Too late.”

      “Aw, tater tot, I’m hurt.”

      “None of that.”

      “None of what?”

      “Nicknames,” I stated.

      “If you were to call me a nickname, what would it be?”

      “Annoying.”

      He grinned. “So, you like poker.”

      “Yes.” I cocked my head to the side, thrown by the change in conversation.

      “You consider yourself a betting woman?”

      “Occasionally.”

      “Okay, then how about we make a bet?”

      “A bet? About what?” I asked, my natural competitive streak coming out to play.

      “I bet you can’t keep your hands off me.”

      “I’ll lose that bet in five minutes,” I said with a smirk.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Don’t get excited.” My eyes dropped to his lap, but then I reached my hand out and gripped the back of his neck. “I meant you’re five minutes away from me strangling you.”

      His eyes darkened. “You’re the one who likes breath play.”

      I dropped my hand like I’d touched a hot coal stove.

      “Scared you’re going to lose the bet?” he taunted. “The real bet, I mean?”

      “Hardly.” I scoffed.

      “Care to make it more interesting?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “The first one to make a move loses.”

      “Obviously. What are we betting?”

      “Whoever wins gets an entire night of fantasies fulfilled.”

      A smarter person would demand boundaries.

      A smarter person would ask a few clarifying questions.

      A smarter person would walk away.

      I wasn’t smart, and I saw the challenge in his eyes.

      “Deal.” I held out my hand. “Let’s shake on it.”

      He took my hand in his and gave it a slow squeeze before tickling my palm.

      My mouth turned up in a grin. “Amateur.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Yeah. We will.” I leaned forward, close enough that if I wanted to lose the bet right then and there, all I had to do was dart my tongue out and graze his bottom lip.

      “Bowman?”

      “Yeah, Powell?”

      “I play to win.”

      He pulled back just enough to stare into my eyes. “So do I.”

      Air whooshed from my lungs and my focus narrowed on him.

      Something told me we weren’t talking about the bet anymore.
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      Another Airport

      

      “Oh my God! Can I get your autograph?”

      The young boy, who couldn’t be more than thirteen, was decked out in a pair of cowboy boots and cowboy hat. He stared up at Bowman with hero worship in his eyes.

      Bowman looked at him and smiled, his gray eyes crinkling at the corners.

      Ugh. The eye crinkles.

      Stupid girl, no, stop it.

      So hot . . .

      “Sure thing,” Bowman said easily. “You got a pen?”

      The boy’s face fell and he shook his head. He glanced over his shoulder at his frazzled parents who looked like they wanted to be anywhere except the passenger pick up area of the Spokane International Airport.

      “I’ve got a pen.” I let go of the wheely suitcase and began riffling through my bag. I found a pen at the bottom and handed it to Bowman.

      “Any paper?” the boy asked hopefully. “I wasn’t expecting to see a legend or I would’ve brought my own.”

      I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. “Legend, huh?”

      “Oh yeah.” The boy nodded. “He’s the best bull rider in the world!”

      “Thanks,” Bowman said. “That means a lot.”

      His tone was sincere and I paused in my paper search to look at him. He was staring at the boy and there wasn’t a trace of arrogance.

      “Did you always want to be a bull rider?” the boy asked.

      “Yeah,” Bowman said. “You want to be a bull rider when you grow up?”

      “Yes!”

      “Let me give you one tip.”

      “What?” the boy asked.

      “Make sure you stay on the bull.” Bowman winked at the boy who grinned.

      “Brock!” his mother yelled.

      “Almost finished,” Brock called back.

      “I’ve got a dry-cleaning receipt or pharmacy prescription bag.” I looked at Brock. “Your choice.”

      “Oh. Dry cleaning, I guess,” Brock said.

      I handed the receipt to Bowman who took it to the bench. He set it down and quickly scribbled his name. He then gave it to Brock who held it like a priceless artifact.

      “How about a picture,” Bowman offered.

      Brock gasped. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Brock whipped out his phone and opened it. “Will you take our picture?”

      “Sure thing. I’ll take a few. Okay, smile.” The camera app shuttered rapidly. “Okay, now do silly.”

      Brock stuck out his tongue and Bowman screwed up his face in a comical expression of cross-eyes and puffy cheeks.

      “Perfection.” I handed Brock his phone.

      “Can I get a photo with you?” Brock asked me.

      I blinked. “Me? But I’m not a legendary bull rider.”

      “No.” Brock angled his head and shot me a cocky grin. “But you’re really pretty. And I want to show my friends.”

      “Hmm. You might just be a legendary charmer, you know?” I quipped, and then gestured to him. “Let’s get this picture quickly before your mom blows a gasket.”

      Brock stood next to me and I placed my hand on his shoulder.

      “Do you have a boyfriend?” Brock asked.

      Bowman held the camera steady, but his eyes were on me, as if he, too, was waiting for my answer.

      “No,” I said. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “Good,” Brock said. “Then I have a chance.”

      I laughed. “Maybe in a few years.”

      “Here you go,” Bowman said, lowering the camera and handing it back to Brock.

      “Thanks!” Brock grinned up at him. “This made my day!”

      “Meeting me?” Bowman quipped. “Or her?”

      “Her. Definitely her.” Brock blew me a kiss, and then ran back to his parents.

      “That kid isn’t lacking in the charm department,” I said, looking at Bowman. “When he’s older, women everywhere won’t stand a chance.”

      “Pretty sure that’s what he’s counting on,” Bowman said. “Pharmacy bag?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You’ve got a pharmacy bag. Like for a prescription?”

      “Yes. I had a mild sinus infection. Anything else you want to know?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Why don’t you have a boyfriend?”

      That wasn’t the question I thought he was going to ask.

      Thankfully, I was spared from answering because a black SUV with Idaho plates pulled up to the curb and my sister waved excitedly from the passenger side.

      The car had barely parked when her door opened and she all but fell out onto the sidewalk. “Easy there, tiger,” I said with a laugh, happiness bubbling inside of me at seeing my twin.

      A grin spread across her face, and then she lunged at me.

      I caught her in my arms. I was older by four minutes and five inches taller, but Hadley had always been the one to take care of me.

      “Sorry we’re late,” she said, pulling back to stare at me. Her blue eyes drifted to my neck and I forced myself not to squirm under her gaze. “My fault.”

      “Stomach or bladder?” I asked.

      Her cheeks heated. “Both.”

      I let out a laugh.

      “Uh, Salem?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Who’s the guy standing behind you?” Hadley asked in confusion.

      “Oh, funny story. That’s Bowman.”

      “Bowman?” Hadley frowned. “As in Declan’s best friend from the circuit, Bowman?”

      “The one and only,” Bowman said, taking a step toward us.

      The driver’s side door opened, and my sister’s tall, dark-haired fiancé stepped out of the car. He came around the front of the vehicle and his jaw dropped open.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Declan demanded, a wide smile spreading across his face.

      “Surprising you,” Bowman said easily.

      “We met on the plane,” I blurted out.

      “Did you,” Hadley murmured, her gaze bouncing between me and Bowman.

      “Damn glad to see you, brother,” Declan said.

      The two of them clasped hands in a shake, but then Bowman pulled Declan close for a quick man-hug. Declan had a couple inches on Bowman and was leaner.

      They separated and Bowman looked at Hadley.

      “So, you’re Hadley,” Bowman drawled.

      “Yep.” Hadley smiled.

      “You sure you want to marry this fucker?” Bowman asked, gesturing to his best friend.

      She placed a hand on her belly that had just started to show. “Not really. But he kind of wore me down.”

      Declan pulled Hadley to him, wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “That’s not what you said last night.”

      She elbowed him in the ribs, causing him to grunt, and then laugh. To me, she said, “Let’s get your luggage into the car.”

      “That’s not a car, that’s an AT-AT,” Bowman said.

      “A what?” I asked in confusion as Declan took my bag and opened the hatch of the SUV.

      “An AT-AT,” Bowman said again. “You know, those machines from The Empire Strikes Back? They’re on Hoth and attack the rebel base?”

      The three of us stared at Bowman in silence.

      “You’re a Star Wars fan?” I asked slowly.

      “Geek,” Declan said. “The word you’re looking for is geek.”

      “Oh, shut up, you Trekkie,” Bowman fired back.

      Hadley whipped her head around to stare at her fiancé. “You like Star Trek?”

      Declan snapped his spine straight and pinned her with a stare. “Yes. I like Star Trek. So what?”

      Hadley attempted to swallow her lips to keep from laughing. She looked at me and mouthed, “Hot nerds.”

      “You should’ve told Brock about your love of Star Wars,” I said to Bowman. “Pretty sure he would’ve kissed the ground you walked on.”

      “Brock? Who’s Brock?” Hadley asked as she opened the back door. “Bowman, you take the front.”

      “No,” Bowman said. “I’ll sit in back.”

      “But your legs,” she said.

      “Yes, I have them.” Bowman smiled. “Your car, you sit in the front.”

      “Good man,” she said.

      “While we were waiting for you, a boy recognized Bowman and wanted an autograph,” I said. “Because he’s sooooo famous.”

      Declan laughed as he shut the hatch.

      “But then he wanted a photo with your sister because she’s sooooo pretty,” Bowman teased.

      “Very pretty,” Hadley agreed, her gaze once again bouncing between me and Bowman. She climbed into the passenger side and Bowman closed the door.

      Once the four of us were in the car, Declan pulled away from the curb and drove toward the highway.

      “So, you guys met on the plane,” Declan said, looking in the rearview mirror. Our eyes met.

      “Yep,” I lied.

      “And you . . . talked?” Hadley asked.

      “Clearly,” I said. “Because we both figured out who the other one was.”

      “And does he know . . .” Hadley prompted.

      “Yes,” I said, my throat tight. “I told him about Dad.”

      Hadley turned in her seat and addressed Bowman. “Sorry your surprise is kind of . . . overshadowed.”

      “Hey, I’m just glad I’m here,” Bowman said, his tone sincere. “Whatever you guys need. You let me know.”

      “Thanks.” Hadley’s smile wobbled. “We’re going straight to the hospital.”

      It wasn’t up for a debate: it was a statement.

      My phone chimed with a text.

      I pulled out my cell and looked at the screen. Our group chat had a new message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wyn

      

      
        you at the hospital yet?

      

      

      

      

      

      My fingers flew across the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Hadley and Declan just picked me up.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley’s phone buzzed in the front seat.

      “I’m texting Wyn and Poet,” I explained.

      “Ah,” Hadley said.

      “Poet,” Bowman said. “She mentioned Poet should’ve been maid of honor?”

      I glared at him.

      He grinned.

      “You guys really got to talk, huh?” Hadley asked. “If you already know who Poet is.”

      “Not that much,” I lied again.

      “I love Poet,” Hadley said. “But Salem’s my twin. No one else was ever going to be my maid of honor.”

      More like Maid of Dishonor.

      I’d slept with the best man.

      To be fair, I hadn’t known he was the best man when I went to bed with him.

      But if I admitted it to myself, I still would’ve found a way to go to bed with him even if I’d known.

      And damn if he didn’t look at me like he knew what I was thinking.
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      The Hospital

      

      “Oh, sugar.” Muddy wrapped her arms around me and held me tight.

      I closed my eyes and sank into my grandmother’s embrace. Despite being nearly seventy, the woman was strong—physically, emotionally—and at the moment, I desperately needed a shot of her fortitude. Her long silver braid fell over one shoulder, and she smelled like baked apples.

      “Any change?” I asked when I pulled back.

      Muddy shook her head. “You want to go in and see him?”

      No.

      “Yes,” I lied.

      The hospital smelled like nothing. Sterile.

      “Who are you?” Muddy asked, dropping her arms and looking over my shoulder at Bowman.

      “Cas Bowman, ma’am,” he said.

      Muddy frowned. “Cas Bowman.”

      “My best man,” Declan supplied. “He flew in early as a surprise before the wedding.”

      “Salem and Bowman were on the same flight,” Hadley said. “Oddly enough.”

      “Oddly,” Muddy murmured. She moved away from me and embraced him before stepping back. “Hadley? You want to come too?”

      Hadley nodded and left Declan’s side. He watched her go and a pang of envy shot through my heart.

      She had someone to lean on. Someone to care for her.

      My eyes went to Bowman. He was staring at me with a blank expression across his face.

      I quickly turned away and followed my sister and grandmother. “You have to gown and glove up just for the first few days,” the nurse said, handing me a gown. “He’s at a high risk of infection.”

      The three of us donned the medical gear and then went into my father’s ICU room.

      I stared at him.

      The man had always been larger than life. A cowboy. A stubborn, steady presence. A bear of a man.

      And now he just looked . . . human. Fallible.

      I hated seeing him like this. Broken. A shell of who he truly was.

      A horse had kicked him in the head. Would that rob me of my father like the ovarian cancer had robbed me of my mother?

      “He looks better today,” Muddy said. “He’s not as pale.”

      “You’re right,” Hadley agreed.

      I bit my tongue.

      Hadley reached out and touched Dad’s hand despite having a glove on. “We love you, Dad. Get better.”

      I wasn’t doing this. I wasn’t saying goodbye. I would not mourn at his bedside.

      “We should go,” I said quietly. “Let him rest.”

      Hadley looked at me. Seeing without needing words. We were twins. We didn’t need words.

      The three of us stepped out of the hospital room and began to take off the gown and gloves.

      “When was the last time you slept?” I asked Muddy.

      “I don’t need sleep.” She lifted her chin, presenting a stubborn angle that I recognized from years of looking in the mirror. “I’m staying in the waiting room. They let me see him for a few minutes every couple of hours, and I want to be here in case something changes.”

      “I’ll stay with you,” Hadley offered.

      “You don’t have to, sugar,” Muddy said.

      “I know. But I want to.”

      I couldn’t sit in the waiting room with nothing to do except let my mind hold me hostage.

      Muddy handed me her keys.

      “What are these for?” I asked.

      “I know you want to be anywhere but here,” Muddy said softly. “So take my truck and go for food or something. Take Bowman with you. He shouldn’t have to sit here with the rest of us.”

      I swallowed. “You sure?”

      “Yep.” She cradled my cheek in her hand. “There will be plenty of time to catch up later.”

      I let out a breath. “Call me if something changes?”

      “Will do.” She nodded.

      We headed back to the waiting room to Bowman and Declan. They stood when they saw us.

      “How is he?” Bowman asked me.

      “He’s . . . I don’t know.” I rubbed my third eye.

      “He has more color in his cheeks,” Hadley said. “But he’s in a medically induced coma. They’ll wake him up in a few days if everything goes well.”

      Try to wake him up. She forgot the word ‘try.’

      “We have a ride,” I said to Bowman as I dangled the keys in my hand. “You want to get out of here?”

      “Sure,” he said.

      “Take him to the Ridge,” Muddy suggested. “Show him around. Get him settled. He can stay in Hadley’s room.”

      Bowman . . . in my twin sister’s bedroom . . . right next door to me?

      DEFCON 1 for my loins.

      “Wouldn’t he be more comfortable at The Regal Beagle?” I blurted out.

      Muddy frowned. “No. He’s Declan’s best friend, which makes him family. He stays with us.”

      “First of all, I’m right here. Also, what’s The Regal Beagle?” Bowman asked with a cheeky smile at me.

      “The only bed and breakfast in town,” I replied, ignoring the teasing glint in his eye, as if he knew what was going on in my brain.

      “It used to be a brothel,” Hadley said with a smile. “It’s seen the error of its ways though, and now it’s a respectable Victorian bed and breakfast.”

      “They serve tea and crumpets,” I said. “They used to anyway.”

      “Still do,” Hadley said. “In fact, I’d be okay having my bachelorette party there when the girls are in town.”

      “You wild thing,” I quipped.

      She pointed to her belly. “My wild days are over.”

      “We could still have a male stripper,” I joked.

      “Absolutely not,” Declan said. “And for the record, I’m not having a stripper either.”

      “What are we doing for your bachelor party?” Bowman asked.

      “You tell me. You’re the one who’s going to plan it,” Declan stated.

      “Oh, right.” Bowman winked at Hadley. “No strippers jumping out of cakes, I promise.”

      “You’re a good man, Bowman,” Hadley said.

      “No, he’s not,” Declan said.

      “And yet he’s your best friend,” Hadley pointed out.

      “History at this point,” Declan stated. “It would take too long to find another one.”

      Bowman shoved Declan’s shoulder, causing him to laugh.

      Despite the fact that my father was in a hospital bed in a coma, my spirits lifted. Being around Hadley always had that effect. But it was something more now. Declan, Muddy, Bowman . . .

      I’m home.

      A stunning brunette with high cheekbones came into the waiting room while Declan and Bowman continued to verbally rib each other.

      I frowned in confusion as she strode over to us. Her expression was wreathed with concern.

      “Muddy,” she greeted, placing her hand on my grandmother’s arm.

      “Jane.” Muddy embraced her. “So glad you’re here.”

      “Of course,” the woman asked. “You hanging in there, Hadley?”

      “Barely,” Hadley stated. Her gaze shot from me to the woman. “Jane. This is my sister, Salem.”

      “Salem,” Jane greeted. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You too,” I said in perfunctory politeness.

      “Let me take you to see him,” Muddy said, grasping Jane’s elbow and pulling her away. Over her shoulder, she said, “Hadley?”

      Hadley sighed. “Yeah, I’ll tell her.”

      “Tell me what?” I demanded.

      Hadley waited until Muddy and Jane disappeared before saying, “That’s Jane. Dad’s girlfriend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Hospital

      
      “Girlfriend?” I shrieked.

      Hadley winced. “Can you keep your voice down? This is a hospital.”

      “I don’t care where we are! Girlfriend?” I snapped. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      My twin glared at me. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I was worried you’d overreact.”

      “This is un-fucking-believable!” I whirled and stomped out of the waiting room.

      Blind rage colored my vision. Emotion blistered my throat, and I was ready to spew it at anyone who came near me.

      My sister, my own twin, hadn’t told me about our father’s girlfriend.

      “Powell,” Bowman called after me.

      I didn’t stop when I heard his voice. Instead, I continued to stalk toward the elevator. I pushed the button several times in rapid fire as if that would make it arrive faster.

      “Where are you going?” Bowman asked, coming to my side.

      “Anywhere but here.”

      “You can’t drive,” he said. “Not in the state you’re in.”

      I turned and glared at him.

      He was there and had instantly become the target of my rage.

      “You’re not the boss of me!”

      “Someone needs to be the boss of you.” His tone was mild, but his jaw clenched. “Give me the keys.”

      “No!”

      “Powell, I’m warning you . . .”

      “Oh, you’re warning me?” I placed my hands at my hips and glared up at him. “You sure you want to get in my way?”

      He sighed.

      And without a word, he bent down, grasped me by my legs and hauled me over his shoulder.

      “Bowman!” I screeched. “Put me down!”

      “No.”

      I smacked his butt.

      He swatted mine in return.

      “You’re making a scene!” I hissed.

      “You started it. Now stop it.”

      “You’re horrible.”

      “And you’re a brat.”

      “People are going to stare,” I whined.

      “Should’ve thought of that before you freaked out.”

      The elevator doors opened, and he walked into the carriage. I almost groaned when I realized we weren’t alone. Two doctors in scrubs were standing next to each other.

      “Lobby, please,” Bowman said politely, pretending he didn’t have a hysterical woman dangling over his shoulder.

      “Oh,” the female doctor said. “Sure.” She pushed the button and the doors closed.

      “Nice weather we’re having,” Bowman said in a conversational tone.

      “Yeah.” The male doctor bobbed his head. “It was a rainy spring. Seems to have cleared up though.”

      “I love the smell of the rain in the forest,” Bowman remarked.

      “Absolutely.” The female doctor flashed a smile.

      The carriage came to a stop and the doors opened.

      “Well, this is us. Have a good one,” the male doctor said.

      “You too,” Bowman replied.

      When it was just the two of us again, I intoned, “Please let me down.”

      “You promise to behave?”

      “No.”

      “Behave or I’m carting your ass out of the lobby this way. So far only a few nurses and two doctors have seen you like this. Your choice if you want to draw a crowd.”

      I grumbled. “Fine. I’ll be good.”

      “Doubtful.” He lowered me to the ground.

      I stepped away from him and raised my fist.

      His jaw ticked. “Don’t even think about it.”

      I lowered my hand.

      “Keys.” He held his palm flat. “I’m driving you. I’ll take you wherever you want to go, but you’re not getting behind the wheel.”

      I handed over the keys.

      The doors to the elevator opened. Bowman gestured for me to go out first, and then he followed, keeping close.

      We stepped out of the hospital, and the warm, late Idaho spring air bathed my cheeks. It did nothing to soothe my temper.

      “Probably should’ve asked your grandmother where she parked,” Bowman said.

      “Look for a rust bucket with no modern safety features. Ah, there it is.” I pointed and immediately began my trek toward the old farm truck.

      “That’s not a rust bucket, that’s a liability.”

      “Dad bought her a new truck with all the bells and whistles and she hates it. She prefers a truck that doesn’t try to think for her,” I quipped. “Can you handle a stick?”

      “If I ask for lessons, will you teach me?” he teased.

      “You and I are talking about two different sticks entirely.”

      “Yeah, babe, I can handle a stick without a problem. Even the one you have up your ass.”

      I glared at him and picked up the pace.

      When we got to the truck, Bowman went to the passenger side.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Opening the door for you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because even though you’re in a mood, I still have manners.”

      With a grumble, I climbed into the passenger seat. He shut the door and I buckled myself in.

      He started the truck and backed out of the lot. We didn’t speak for a few minutes, and then I asked, “I’ll give you directions to the family ranch.”

      “We’re not going to Elk Ridge yet,” he said.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and stared out the window. “You said you’d drive me wherever I wanted to go.”

      “I lied.”

      “Then where are you taking me?”

      “To get something to eat. Your blood sugar is low. And after you get something into your system, we’ll talk.”

      “I don’t want to talk.”

      “You’re right, you want to yell.” He looked at me. “You’re not the least bit embarrassed, are you?”

      “Why should I be?” I demanded. “Because the normal thing to do is mash down your feelings and slap a smile on your face and pretend like everything’s okay?”

      “Your sister didn’t deserve your anger. But you can’t be angry at the person you really want to be angry at because he’s lying in a hospital bed in a coma.”

      I swallowed. “Bowman?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Shut. Up.”

      “Struck a nerve, huh?”

      “Let’s play the quiet game. Whoever talks first loses.”

      Silence finally reigned in the truck.

      “I lose. Let’s play another game.”

      I groaned. “No.”

      “Why do you hate the idea of your dad having a girlfriend?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      I whipped my head around to look at him. “Muddy and Hadley—neither of them bothered to mention her.”

      “So you’re telling me that if you’d known about her, you wouldn’t have reacted the way you did?”

      When I paused, he shot me a wry grin. “Thought so.”

      “Arrogance makes you look three inches shorter.”

      “Going for the height? Really? I must actually be pissing you off,” he joked. “Now tell me where you want to go for comfort food and I’ll take you there.”

      “The Diner,” I said. “Best poutine in the world.”

      “Just direct me.”

      I smirked. “A man asking for directions. How original.”

      “You deserve a good spanking, Powell.”

      “You already gave me one, remember? When you carried me over your shoulder like a lumberjack carries a log.”

      “I remember,” he said. “That was hardly a spanking. Doubt your ass is red like it needs to be.”

      “Should we pull over? And you can give me the spanking you think I deserve?”

      “You’d lose the bet. You do remember the bet, don’t you?”

      “No, I wouldn’t,” I said as I shook my head. “You would. You’d be the one to put your hands on me on purpose.”

      “Yet, you’re the one asking for it.”

      “Guess we’re at a stalemate then.”

      Twenty minutes later, Bowman and I drove into Huckleberry Hill. The main drag was Silver Street, with cute little retail shops, a bakery, and of course, The Diner.

      “There’s no way you grew up here,” he stated.

      “Uh yeah, I did.”

      “It looks like a movie set. It’s the epitome of small, charming mountain town.”

      “Why do you think I left?” I said, a pang flitting through my chest. “There was nothing to do here. There’s still nothing to do here.”

      I’d left for other reasons too . . .

      He maneuvered the truck into a parking spot.

      “There has to be stuff to do here,” Bowman said after we got out of the truck and shut the doors.

      “If you’re not old enough to drink at the Copper Mule—the only bar in town—then you either eat at The Diner or grab a pastry from Sweet Teeth. Not into food? There’s the bank with one teller who loves to gab, or if you need to go shopping, you hit up General Mercantile, which has everything from tractor parts to raw milk. Lots to do in this town, I’m telling you.”

      “What about festivals? Towns like these always have festivals and seasonal activities.”

      “Oh, right. We do have those,” I agreed. “Spring there’s the Mushroom Festival. In summertime, it’s the Huckleberry Festival. Autumn is the barn dance and belly basket auction. Winter we have the Snow Queen pageant, sledding on Maple Mountain, ice skating on Lavender Lake, and fondue at Sweet Teeth.”

      “What’s a belly basket auction?”

      “You’ve heard of the time-honored tradition of women making baskets full of food and having men bid on them?”

      “In this century?”

      I arched a brow. “Well, we do it differently here. Instead, men make baskets and women bid on them.”

      Bowman opened the door to The Diner and held it for me. I went inside. The smell of fried food hit me and my stomach growled in adoration.

      “Salem Powell!”

      A smile greeted my lips. “Mr. Bixby.”

      His face was ruddy from the heat of the back kitchen and his balding head had a sheen of sweat. He wiped his hands on his apron as he came around the counter and enveloped me in a bear hug.

      “Good to see you, honey. How’s your dad?”

      He pulled back and stared at me with solemn brown eyes.

      “We just came from the hospital,” I said, my throat tight. “He had brain surgery. Now we’re just waiting a few days, and then they’ll try to wake him up.”

      He nodded. “Lucy told me about the surgery.”

      “How did—Muddy?”

      Mr. Bixby nodded. “I’m making up a care package for you before you leave. You take it home, yeah? And if you need anything, you call.”

      “Thank you,” I said, sincerity permeating my tone.

      Mr. Bixby dropped his hands from my shoulders and looked at Bowman. “Who’s your friend?”

      “I don’t know about friend, but this is Cas Bowman,” I muttered.

      Bowman shot me an amused look before turning his attention to Mr. Bixby and holding out his hand. “Cas Bowman. I’m Declan’s best man.”

      “Oh, so you’re the famous bull rider, eh? He told me about you!” Mr. Bixby clasped Bowman’s hand and gave it a hearty shake. “Welcome to Huckleberry Hill. Meals are on the house today. You’re lucky you came in when you did. You just missed the noon rush.” He ushered us to a vacant table.

      “Usual for you?” Mr. Bixby asked me.

      I nodded.

      “Cas?”

      “Call me Bowman. And I’ll have a burger with everything on it, and a cherry coke.”

      “You got it.”

      After Mr. Bixby got us our drinks, he went to the back, leaving me and Bowman alone.

      “Why do you go by Bowman?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve always been called that. Even when I was in school.”

      “Were you on the football team?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh. That tracks, then.”

      “But even my teachers and other students called me Bowman.”

      “What’s Cas short for?”

      “Guess.”

      “Casper.”

      “No.”

      “Cassian.”

      He frowned. “That’s not a name.”

      “It’s a name,” I said.

      “Of someone real?”

      “No one I know,” I admitted with a wry smile. “Caspian?”

      “Nope.”

      “I’m so calling you Caspian,” I quipped. “Until you tell me what Cas actually stands for.”

      He ignored my pronouncement when he said, “You never answered my question.”

      His change in conversation gave me whiplash. “What question would that be? About my father’s girlfriend? I thought we weren’t going to talk about that until after I’d been sedated with poutine.”

      “Not that. You never answered why you don’t have a boyfriend.”

      I raised my brows. “When did you ask me that?”

      “We were at the airport and Brock asked you. You never said why.”

      “And you’re still thinking about it?”

      “Clearly.”

      “Why don’t you have a girlfriend?” I fired back.

      “Who says I don’t?”

      “Because if you did, you’d be the lowest form of life on this planet for cheating on her.”

      He cracked a grin. “No argument there. Cheating is a character flaw I do not have.”

      “How reassuring,” I drawled.

      “It should be reassuring,” he insisted. “If someone is a cheater, what’s to stop them from cheating at business? Or being a shit friend?”

      “Valid,” I admitted. “So, no girlfriend?”

      “No. Now answer my question.”

      “Say the magic word.”

      “Spank.”

      A huff of a laugh escaped my lips. “I don’t have a boyfriend because I don’t want a boyfriend. Happy?”

      “Hmm. What’s your type?”

      “I don’t have a type.”

      “Everyone has a type.”

      I reached for my soda. “I’m twenty-three. Everyone is my type.”

      “Twenty-three. God damn, that’s young.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “How old are you?”

      “Thirty-four.”

      “Not old enough to
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